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    For those all those who never felt they had a voice or story to tell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now may the God of peace…equip you with all you need for doing his will. May he produce in you, through the power of Jesus Christ, every good thing that is pleasing to him. All glory to him forever and ever!” 
 
    Hebrews 13:21 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Holy Roman Empire, 1527 
 
      
 
    Early morning light shafted through the single window of Christyne von Heidelbraum’s bed chamber, spearing the lingering darkness of the clinging night, yet doing little to battle the chill that refused to welcome the coming day. The warm blankets cocooning her beckoned for her to slip back into a fitful slumber, still she must not allow them to draw her back. Not if her purpose for the day had a chance to succeed. Her father would be absent only a few more days, and if she desired to slip past the castle gates, it needs be done while he was away. 
 
    She slid from her bed and tiptoed on bare feet across the woven rushes to the warm brazier, treading carefully so her tender soles would not be pricked by a splintered fiber. She sighed deeply as she let her body adjust from sleep to wakefulness.  
 
    A sly grin slithered across her face. The penance Bishop Wilmer would require if she were discovered should deter her, yet she found she cared not one tittle about the clergyman’s displeasure. 
 
    Noise drifted through the window. Reluctant to leave the warmth of the burning coals, she leaned toward the outer wall, thankful she had left the shutters open the night before. Voices carried to her, and though she could not decipher the spoken words, it was sound enough to make her stomach plunge to her toes. 
 
    She had stayed beneath her warm bedclothes too long.  
 
    It would have been easier to escape the castle before the servants and her father’s men had broken their fast, but all was not lost. Mayhap the day would still unfold as she wished. To her knowledge, their suspicions yet lay upon pallets even if their bodies did not. And as long as those suspicions stayed abed, she could escape the donjon through the undercroft of the castle.  
 
    The vaulted storage room had been abandoned before her birth for reasons unknown to her. If not for her servant Hette’s loose tongue, Christyne would be unaware of its existence still. Divine providence. Especially the small window in the corner, devoid of shutters or parchments. Wide enough for her to thread her way through.  
 
    She lifted the clothing Hette had secreted to her the night before from the back of a chair by the brazier. If she emerged from her chamber in her own gown of fine cloth ringed with several stripes depicting her noble bloodlines along the hem, she would be spotted at once and refused admittance past the castle gates. Not with her father, Reichsfürst Ernst von Heidelbraum, prince of the region, away fetching a new bride to produce him male heirs. But with Hette’s birch-stained overtunic devoid of any adornment—a simple maid’s kirtle—no attention should be drawn Christyne’s way.  
 
    Her lips quirked. She must thank the countess that had visited from the seat of the Papal States months past for boasting at such length of masquerade costumes, thus giving Christyne the inspiration for her own concealment.  
 
    She stripped off her embroidered linen chemise and donned Hette’s faded hemp shift. Next, she pulled on an undertunic that fell midway between ankle and knee—longer than her own undergowns, but the added length shielded her from the coarse wool of the maid’s kirtle. She laced herself in at the front, relishing the independence such clothing afforded, as opposed to the restrictive brocades and velvets she was required to wear at court. 
 
    The low, square neckline pinched. Mayhap her bosom was a bit fuller than Hette’s. No matter. She was covered by the shift and supported by the undertunic. And, of more importance, she was disguised—insomuch as no one peered too closely upon her face. She prayed they would not, for then all would be lost. 
 
    Attaching first an apron and then a leather girdle to her waist, she examined the bag dangling from her hip. The sparkle of gold coins winked back at her. Insufficient for the needs, but the paltry sum would have to do. For now.  
 
    If only her father would stir himself enough to see the state of the least among them. Instead, he closed his eyes to the peasants’ plight. Allowed his gaze to be colored by the other princes of the empire and the drive of greed and power.  
 
    The yoke of taxes to fund the pope’s extravagant spending had threatened to choke them all. In answer, peasant lands had been seized, lower nobility snuffed out, and the feudal system strengthened.  
 
    Christyne pressed a hand to her middle, bile rising at the memory of the revolt two years past in response to the harsh treatment. It had been futile; the peasants brutally squashed, the lands watered with their own blood. 
 
    A shiver ran down her spine as she recalled the keening cry that had echoed from the forest incline that separated the castle from the peasants dwelling in the village and farmlands. The terrifying copper scent the breeze had carried from beyond the safety of the quarried battlements. Tales of ruthless fighting from the landsknecht—the heartless mercenary soldiers the empire and princes commissioned—were enough to make even the most callous of men lose the contents of their stomachs. 
 
    Since then, her father had endeavored to assure her that the peasants in his province were treated fairly. That they wanted for naught and would not take up arms once more because their needs were provided for. But he retained a regiment of landsknecht to regulate the area. She had spotted them from her window in their notoriously bright-colored hosen and lederwams.  
 
    It had been that discovery that had spurred her to witness for herself how the people faired. Against her father’s wishes, she’d had her palfrey saddled and accompanied a group of house servants to town under the guise of shopping for a spool of thread for her embroidery.  
 
    Unwashed children had littered the streets, their dirty skin stretched over skeletal bodies in need of nourishment. Those, she had learned, were the hapless souls that had lost both mother and father. The more “fortunate” still toiled with their families in fields, their young backs bent under the weight of a grown man’s work. Wherever she looked, want stared back at her. 
 
    At that moment, a vow had pushed past her lips. One given to improve their people’s lives. The few coins she had concealed would be trivial compared to their need—a drop in a vast ocean—but mayhap it would ease at least one family’s burden and fill their empty bellies.  
 
    Costume almost in place, Christyne pinned her dark hair near the nape of her neck. She retrieved a padded wulsthaube headpiece, placing the hem of material at her hairline so the bulge circled the top of her head near the back like a crown of thickly braided hair. Once secure, she covered the wulst with a linen schleier veil, twisting the long tail and wrapping it over her head before tucking it into place at the base. She would forgo a hat. Hette never wore one. Not even on journeys to town. 
 
    Behold. She was as transformed as she could be without the addition of extra padding or smeared soot to discolor her clean skin. If only she had a length of looking glass to discern her resemblance to a serving girl in place of a princess of the Holy Roman Empire.  
 
    With one last sweep of her hand down the front of her borrowed wool kirtle, she squared her shoulders and strode to the large door that would open to a passageway and then stairs down to the great hall. At the last second, she remembered herself and tucked her chin to her chest, borrowing yet still from Hette—her posture of humility and servitude.  
 
    She hugged the cold stone wall as she descended the winding stairway. She passed one of her father’s men, but he spared her not a glance. Breath released from her lungs. Safe, for now. But if her ruse were found out and recounted to her father, her life may yet be forfeit.  
 
    She shook her head, displacing such thoughts. Now was not the time to dwell upon the unstable relationship between Prince Ernst and herself. Besides, her father surely would not carry out his threat to her, would he? She recalled his crimson face when she had informed him she would not enter into marriage with the Duke of Schlestein. Forsooth, he had been angered.  
 
    Her eyes closed as she gathered about her the courage she needed. Without doubt, he would send her to a convent as spoken—though such an action would not increase his esteem among the other princes, those neighboring closest now requiring their people worship according to the newly established Lutheran doctrines. 
 
    Christyne herself had been privy to many debates during her time at court or hosting visiting families. The professor from Wittenberg had caused an uprising, and only the protection of his patron, Frederick the Wise, Prince and Elector of Saxony, had saved Martin Luther from a papal bull and death. Her father and other princes of the empire continued to remain loyal to the Roman Catholic Church, however, and so she did not think the threat of a convent idle speech.  
 
    Another shudder, reminiscent of the one not an hour past, coursed its way down her spine. As with reports of the ruthless landsknecht, stories of what transpired within the walls of some cloisters sickened her. Martin Luther’s own wife had run away from an abbey and made her escape in a fish barrel. 
 
    Surely her father was aware of such happenings. He would not be so cold hearted as to allow her fate to come to that. 
 
    She lifted her chin enough to mark her progress. Almost there. Her heart lightened and her feet picked up pace. 
 
    Strong fingers wrapped around her upper arm and tugged her to a halt. “Where are you going, girl?”  
 
    Christyne’s breath hitched as her mind raced. What to do? She daren’t raise her face to let the man look upon her fully lest she be found out, but the grip on her arm demanded an answer. 
 
    “Your master is expected back with his new bride in three days’ time. The solar and adjoining rooms need airing and a thorough cleaning. Go.” 
 
    She eyed the end of the hall that led toward the gate to the village. The scents of birch and pine beckoned. Her father’s quarters lay in the opposite direction. The cold stone walls mocked. 
 
    “Are ye deaf, girl, or addle-brained? I said go. Now.” 
 
    Afraid that if she tarried longer the man would use force, she scurried around him and headed almost the same direction whence she came. When she reached the end of the hall, she glanced back. The man remained but conversed with another servant.  
 
    Heart pounding within her chest, she dashed to the side, away from the solar and toward the courtyard. Kitchen maids with woven baskets slung across their shoulders picked grapes from the vines her ancestors had planted more than a hundred years before. No one glanced up from their work.  
 
    The borrowed clothes were working. As princess, already she would have been stopped by a helpful servant wishing to fulfil her mistress’s desires. But this… This she needed to do with her own two hands. 
 
    Steps led down to the chapel housing a number of relics her father had purchased when her mother was alive and suffering illness. But none of the sacred objects had brought healing, and her mother had yet died.  
 
    She pushed back those thoughts and placed a hand over the heavy pouch on her hip. Though her father put stock in relics and had even purchased indulgences to release his wife from purgatory, Christyne purposed to use the money she had secreted away to help those yet living. 
 
    If she could only get through the portcullis.  
 
    Sliding around the outer walls, she passed the chapel and strangled a cry of joy. An open gate. Her muscles bunched with the desire to run through the raised portcullis. Instead, she retained her sedate walking pace. As she drew near, she held her breath, ears open and senses aware, but no shouts of halt pierced the morning dew. No alarm was raised. With a small bubble of laughter, she hurried to the tree line and flung herself behind a stout trunk, pulling in a deep lungful of air. 
 
    She had made it. Outside the castle walls, with no one the wiser save Hette. 
 
    With a shove against the coarse bark, she began the trek down the mountainside to the village. Now to do what her father should have been doing all along—help his people. 
 
    The trees towered over her, standing silent sentry as she picked her way along the path, their heavily fringed branches working as a blanket against the sun, blocking its warmth and light. These woods had earned the designation of Black Forest, though she gave no credence to the tales parents often told to frighten their children. Unlike the ones told of the landsknecht and convents, the stories about the forest were merely fables. Christyne herself had built such a tale in her mind about fairies and wood sprites.  
 
    The snap of a twig and rustle of branches pulled her to a stop. Had her own feet produced the noise? Straining her ears, she listened, her heart quickening its pace in her chest. 
 
    She had no weapon save a meat dagger, and that small blade would do little damage to a man bent on mischief. Could it have been a landsknecht in her father’s employ? Little they would believe she the princess, dressed as she was. Nay. More the kampfrau she looked than any other. 
 
    A low, pain-filled moan rose from the leaf-littered floor to the west. Her weight shifted between her feet. Should she see whence the sound came or be about her mission? She swayed where she stood. Her heart longed to help the people, did it not? 
 
    Another moan. A cry for aid if there ever was one.  
 
    Decision made, she hitched her skirts and scrambled over a dead log, her feed thudding softly on the carpet of leaves and pine needles. She stopped to listen again. A bird chirped. Branches scraped against each other in a gust of wind. 
 
    She waited two heartbeats, and then a cough erupted from the bushes beside her. As she pushed past the foliage, her stomach rose and lodged in her throat. 
 
    Not a landsknecht, for the man lying prostrate on the ground wore a dusty jerkin smeared with grime and slashed from thorny bristles. Her gaze scanned the length of him, and her breath caught. Through his torn black hosen, she could see the tip of a bloody arrow protruding from the meaty flesh of his upper leg. His eyes squeezed shut. If not for the low sounds of pain vibrating from his throat, she would believe his spirit had already departed his body. 
 
    She stifled a cry and fell to her knees beside the man, reaching out but pausing before touching the point of the arrowhead. The offending barb must needs come out, but how without causing more damage? Her mind worked back upon injuries her father’s warriors received in training and skirmishes. They tended their own wounds, and as princess, her presence was expressly forbidden, but had she witnessed a man shot through with an arrow?  
 
    Indecision caused her hand to shake. Perchance someone else was about… 
 
    Rising, she whirled in a circle, desperate for another to appear who might have the skills to aid the fallen man. She took in her surroundings. The stately trees, boulders with green moss growing across their stone faces, grasses pushed over by the tread of feet. No one emerged from behind wood or stone, and no traveler journeyed across the path—which suggested whoever loosed the arrow had fled long ago. That thought caused her to release the air in her lungs. The next, however, seized her chest.  
 
    She alone must save the poor wretch. 
 
    But by what means? Nothing sprang to mind, though she searched around her and dug through her memory. She sighed and returned her gaze to the man. Alas, she could not leave him face down in the dirt any longer. Making the sign of the cross, she dropped back down to the forest floor. Her fingers shook as she gripped his shoulder and a span of hosen below his hip. 
 
    Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed by Thy name. 
 
    The man twitched, and Christyne focused on the point of metal protruding from his flesh. 
 
    Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth, as it is in heaven. 
 
    He turned with her careful movement, but her muscles strained against his weight and the slow, deliberate pressure she used to rotate him. When he was on his side, she stopped and peered at the wound from the other side. The wooden shaft appeared to have been snapped near the flesh. His body teetered, and before she could stop his progress, gravity pulled him with a thunk into a supine position.  
 
    He cried out, and she lost her balance and stumbled onto her bottom. Hesitantly, she scooted forward and listened. Had she killed him? His head moved listlessly from side to side. Not dead. Good. 
 
    The rest of the Lord’s Prayer left her mouth in a whispered rush as she peered down at his dirt-caked face. Having no rag to clean him with, she lifted the hem of her undertunic and swiped along his forehead and cheek. He appeared young, the lines around his mouth and eyes soft instead of deeply carved. His nose was straight, unlike many of the Imperial knights she had seen, and his strong jaw was shadowed by coarse hair. His skin appeared fair beneath the grime. As unmarked as her own. This man was no farmer, out in the sun all day. She glanced down at his hands, suspicions rising. Ink stained his fingers. Why had a scholar been the target of an arrow’s strike? 
 
    “Gelehrte.” She addressed him by his academic title, hoping her voice would rouse him from his delirious state. 
 
    His eyes fluttered open and her breath hitched. Like an animal caught in a trap, she was ensnared in his gaze. 
 
    Never had she beheld such an ice-blue hue. Like snow and sky woven together. His gaze held hers, though glazed with pain, and she reached out to stroke the damp hair away from his forehead. 
 
    “Has God…sent…an angel…to help me?” His words were stilted, as if pushed out by sheer power of will. Then his back arched and his hand gripped his wounded limb. “My leg.”  
 
    Her hand reached out but stilled before touching him, afraid she would cause him more pain. “I am no angel, though I wish to help. Pray, tell me what to do.” 
 
    He winced but pushed himself up onto his elbows. Christyne hurried closer to his side, hooked an arm around his back, and helped him to lean against the trunk of a tree. She stared at him as beads of perspiration dotted his brow, ignoring the flip in her stomach at their close proximity. “Who did this to you?” she whispered.  
 
    “Ketz—” He winced, licked his chapped lips, and tried again. “Ketzermeister,” he breathed out, his haunting eyes rolling back in his head with the effort of the single word. 
 
    Christyne’s blood froze in her veins, and her hands stilled on his brow.  
 
    Heretic hunters. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Germany, Present Day 
 
      
 
    A person couldn’t outrun their doubts. Amber Carrington had tried. A twenty-six-hour flight, with a layover in New York and then another in Sheremetyevo, and the misgivings that had nibbled at her frayed conviction continued to scrape their pointy teeth against her exposed dreams. 
 
    She rested her head against the seat of the big jumbo jet and closed her eyes as the landing gear groaned beneath her. Bone weary, she tried to reach back into her memory and grasp hold of the calling that had felt like a heavenly mantle wrapped around her shoulders at one point in time.  
 
    There. In the faded, dusty corners of her mind, she could barely make out the silhouette of what she would consider the beginning. The stained-glass window as morning light shone through the hospital chapel. The peace amid the rising storm pelting her family as doctors continued to update her parents on her brother Michael’s surgery and amputations. The— 
 
    Breath tainted by cheese crackers assaulted her nostrils, and a knee came down on her wrist, which lay on the armrest between the seats. She peeled open one eye, the other flying wide a second later as she scooted to insert a bit of personal space between herself and the little tyke that was trying to hurl himself over her to get to the small rectangle of window on the other side. 
 
    The preschooler—he couldn’t have been more than four or five—had been an angel the entire flight, sleeping most of the way and then playing happily with Hot Wheels cars and the coloring books his mother had distracted him with. Sure, there had been a few dozen replays of Baby Shark on his mom’s phone at one point in time, but Amber had tuned out the too-catchy song with earbuds of her own. Now, however, he seemed to have reached the end of his tether. Or rather, broken free of it all together, if his bony knee in her thigh was any indication.  
 
    “Look, Mama, look. A castle!”  
 
    The whole back half of the plane should be able to hear him at that decibel. 
 
    Amber pressed her spine into the seat, holding in her laughter at the young mom’s horrified expression. Amber didn’t mind the little guy in her lap, truly. In fact, if she hadn’t been so absorbed in trying to banish the thoughts that had insisted on accompanying her like a second carry on, she would have been clearheaded enough to offer her window seat to the little family in the first place. What kid didn’t want to sit by the window, after all?  
 
    “Could it be King Arthur’s castle, Mama? Could it?” 
 
    “I am so sorry.” The boy’s mom unbuckled her seat belt and pushed up both armrests, snaking her arm around her son’s waist and pulling him back. Her face flushed pink with embarrassment. 
 
    Amber smiled. Both to reassure the woman, who didn’t look much older than her own twenty-one years, and because who wouldn’t feel lightened by the exuberance of little children? 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” Amber assured her as the boy was lifted from across her thighs. “How about we switch seats? I should have thought to offer before.” 
 
    The boy squealed, immediately gluing himself back to the window. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    The poor young mother’s voice sounded exhausted, and Amber kicked herself again for her thoughtlessness. She should have helped out more. Played a few rounds of rock, paper, scissors or thumb war so his mom could rest a bit. A transatlantic flight was tiring for anyone. Add trying to keep an overactive small child in a confined space without disrupting everyone else in the cabin and exhaustion took on a whole new meaning. 
 
    “Of course.” Amber reached around the preschooler to grab the small backpack she’d shoved under the seat in front of her. She turned her head to whisper into the boy’s ear. “Did you really see a castle?”  
 
    He nodded with excitement and jabbed at the plexiglass with his little finger. “There.” 
 
    Sure enough, gray stone turrets rose above crumbling walls. The castle, which looked to have been erected during medieval times, jutted out from the side of a gently sloping mountain. Amber held her breath as the plane banked and she slipped past the boy and his mom to claim the aisle seat. She stretched, trying to get another glimpse of the castle through the window of the row in front of them, but the plane turned the other direction and the castle was lost from view, replaced by blue sky dotted with white fluffy clouds. 
 
    The boy swiveled around, eyes wide. “Was it King Arthur’s castle, Mama?” 
 
    “He’s going through a bit of a knight phase,” Mom explained to Amber before answering her son. “No, baby. King Arthur ruled in England. We’re visiting Uncle Scott in Germany, remember?” 
 
    His mouth scrunched to the side. “That’s right. Uncle Scott in the Air Force.” 
 
    Tendrils of soft brown hair fell from the messy bun atop the woman’s head. She smiled at Amber as she tucked the strays behind her ear. “We’re surprising my brother for his birthday. The whole family is flying over, since he couldn’t get leave. Well, everyone except my husband. Turns out he couldn’t get time off either. So me and Jay-Jay here are having a mother-son adventure. Isn’t that right, buddy?” 
 
    Jay-Jay nodded enthusiastically before pressing his face back to the window. “Everything’s getting big again.” 
 
    The plane made its final descent, wheels touching down on the tarmac and bouncing before settling. Their bodies pushed forward for a second while the plane decelerated and then leveled out. 
 
    “Tell your brother I said thank you for his service. One of my brothers was in the navy, but he was medically discharged a couple of years ago.” A lifetime and yet a blink away. The end of what Michael had considered his purpose in life had been the spark to light hers. 
 
    If only the flame would burn as bright as it had at the beginning instead of flickering and threatening to go out altogether. Maybe then she could find the path and her place on it. 
 
    “You must not doubt. Anyone who doubts is like a wave which is pushed around by the sea.”  
 
    The verse in James had been a bit of a broken record to her, chastising her for the shadows that had slowly but surely grown until she could hardly see any illumination at all. She’d stood on the beach near her family’s home in Florida and watched as the tide brought wave after wave up the shore, crashing and churning white foam and then pulling back out to the vast blue ocean. Every day the pounding waves broke and ate away at the shoreline, the thunder of their voices drowning out the gentle coastal breeze and whatever whispers traveled on its wings. 
 
    Three years of theology courses. Three years of being one of, if not the only female in a class full of males. Three years of speculative looks. Well-meaning but confusing take-aside conversations. Discussions filled with reminders of Paul’s epistles and council on a woman’s place and the headship of the church. The all-out scorn some people didn’t even try to hide, their vibrato rising like the surf, drowning out the soft assurance of a divine calling until she doubted she’d heard it in the first place. 
 
    Amber rubbed her thumb and forefinger together, picturing the ampersand pin her three older brothers had presented to her after the completion of her freshman year as a theology major. A symbol of their support. Men and women. Ordained by God and ministering as equals. Her brothers’ belief in women—in her—in ministry. 
 
    But what did one do when she lost belief in herself? In her calling? In her ability to minister to people the way she had once thought she was supposed to? 
 
    A ding sounded from the speakers, and a wave of people stood, streaming into the aisle and reaching into overhead compartments. Amber shook herself and rose. “I hope you have a nice visit with your family.” She nodded to Jay-Jay and his mom, who must have thought her a bit flaky to have wandered off in her own thoughts in the middle of a conversation. 
 
    “I’m going to ask Uncle Scott to let me fly in a fighter jet,” Jay-Jay exclaimed. 
 
    His mom smoothed down his hair with a smirk. “And I’m going to have to veto that suggestion.” 
 
    His little head cocked to the side. “What does veto mean?” 
 
    Amber grinned, grabbed her backpack, and shuffled behind the line toward the exit. Jay-Jay had been a tiny glimpse of what the next three months held for her.  
 
    Hopefully she wouldn’t have second thoughts on that decision as well. 
 
    Hefting the strap of her backpack up higher on her shoulder, she turned to the illuminated signs hanging from the ceiling, thankful the words were in English as well as German. She followed the arrows, passport in hand, and then took her place in line behind other internationals waiting to make it through customs.  
 
    An hour later, passport and visa stamped, she navigated the airport corridors and escalators before being spit out into baggage claim. Someone from the Excellency Center was supposed to meet her here. She scanned the crowd, looking for a sign with either her name or the center’s.  
 
    There. A tall woman with a blonde pixie cut. She looked to be in her early thirties, was wearing a white athletic jersey and a trim pair of jeans, and held up a sign sporting Amber’s name. Their eyes locked, and the pixie woman raised one brow. Amber smiled and wove her way past the traffic of bodies. 
 
    “I’m Amber Carrington.” She stopped her forward motion and took a second to breathe deeply, wishing assurance would catch up to her, brandishing a weapon to beat all her uncertainties away. If only she had an ounce of the confidence her brothers had… 
 
    The sign lowered and pixie woman grinned. “Willkommen in Deutschland.” 
 
    “Danke.” 
 
    Miss Pixie bent down from her towering height—just how tall was this woman?—and  whispered conspiratorially in Amber’s ear. “Do not worry,” she assured in a thick accent. “I speak English. And have a forgiving nature. This is why I have already pardoned you for your terrible timing.” 
 
    Amber swallowed past the lump that had formed in her throat. “Excuse me?” Not even out of the airport and she’d managed to offend someone. That did not bode well for the coming months. Although, to be fair, she had little control over the airline’s schedule. 
 
    Hazel eyes twinkled at her as Pixie pointed to her own shirt. “I am missing a great game because of you.” She waved her hand in the air. “Why do you Americans call that silly game you love football when the players hardly ever use their feet?” Her tongue clucked in disgust followed a second later by another grin. “But fuβball, now this is a beautiful game, no? I am Mila, by the way.” 
 
    Amber’s gaze lowered to the jersey. Upon closer inspection, she could make out the FIFA—Fédération Internationale de Football Association—emblem in the center of the chest. She recognized the official 2018 World Cup jersey of the German national team.  
 
    She rested her palm in Mila’s proffered hand.  “Soccer has always been one of my favorite sports.” 
 
    Mila’s artfully sculpted brows dipped over her eyes. “You are no longer in America. Only there is it soccer.” She said soccer like it left a bad taste in her mouth. “You are now a citizen of the world, and as such, you must call the glorious sport by its rightful name—fuβball.” 
 
    Some of the muscles that had tightened during her transatlantic flight loosened in light of Mila’s good humor. 
 
    “Come.” Mila tugged on Amber’s arm. “Let us collect your bags and get back to the center. I am sure you must be tired and want to sleep for days, although I warn you, we plan to put you to work as soon as possible.” 
 
    Michael’s old sea bag circled on the carousel, and Amber shouldered her way in front of the motored runner to pick it up. When Michael had heard of Amber’s decision to sign up as a volunteer at the Excellency Center, he’d sent over contact info for his old military buddies in the area in case she ever needed anything. This, of course, was then followed by her eldest brother and lawyer, Adam, compiling a list of pertinent international laws along with numbers and addresses for the local embassy. Her third and closest brother in age, Trent, wouldn’t be left out, making sure she knew all the hotspots to hit for the nightlife, reminding her that all work and no play made Amber a dull girl. She shook her head. Somehow, clubbing and grasping the philosophical nuances of Augustine and Aquinas didn’t seem like they would mesh all that well.  
 
    Besides, her brothers worried too much. She hadn’t taken the summer off to need a military intervention, break international laws, or experience her first Heineken. She’d come to volunteer. To serve.  
 
    And to get far enough away from the academic and theological noise that filled her ears and heart to clear the static and tune into a direct station. A divine one. 
 
    Mila led her to a black sedan parked in the stacked garage and opened the trunk. 
 
    “Go ahead and stash your bag in the boot.” 
 
    Amber did as directed before sliding into the passenger seat. Once she buckled in, Mila handed Amber a cell phone, a soccer game playing on the screen. 
 
    “Forgive my rudeness.” Mila put the car in reverse and backed out of the parking spot. She shifted to drive and maneuvered out of the garage. “There are only three more minutes in stoppage time and the game is tied.” 
 
    Amber held the phone out at an angle so Mila could glance at the screen every now and then. She tried to focus on the game, but her vision blurred, eyelids weighed down from lack of sleep. Three minutes wasn’t enough time for even a catnap, but she could rest her eyes and hope some of the grittiness would go away.  
 
    The announcer spoke rapidly in German, his voice rising and getting faster. 
 
    “Nein!” Mila shouted behind the wheel. She smacked her hand against the dashboard, yelling at the players streaming through her phone like they could hear her. 
 
    Amber blinked hard just as the announcer let loose a drawn out, single-syllable word. Toooooooooor! No need for translation, said like that. Every sports announcer all over the world reported a goal in the same way. Goooooaaaaal! 
 
    “That man.” Mila poked at her screen with a finger. “I am not sure if I am going to kiss him or slap him.” 
 
    Amber tilted the device so she could better see the last seconds of the game. A player with short-cropped light-brown hair and a three-day beard ran across the field with his arms out wide, a smile stretched just as big across his face. He slid on his knees, raking his hands over his head. One of his teammates jumped on his back, and soon others were sliding in around him. 
 
    “Seth Marshall,” Mila supplied. “Most valuable player for the Premiere League in Britain, and the center’s returning volunteer.” 
 
    Amber’s head jerked back. “He’s coming to work at the Excellency Center?”  
 
    She watched as the referee blew his whistle and officially ended the game. The players that had been kneeling on the ground stood and then reached behind themselves, peeling off their sweaty jerseys. Bare, toned flesh walked unashamedly across the field, uncaring of the international audience that watched on. 
 
    Amber’s first instinct was to slam her eyes shut and flip the phone over so the screen pressed against her thigh. Her cheeks heated as the players jogged, their muscles rippling with the movement of their bodies. It wasn’t like she’d never seen a guy shirtless before. She had three brothers after all. But Seth Marshall wasn’t her brother, and she wasn’t someone who went around ogling the opposite sex. No matter how well-defined their abs were. 
 
    Trent would laugh at her. Remind her of how sheltered her life was. 
 
    “He’s not only coming to the center. The two of you will be working together.” 
 
    It had to be the lack of sleep that caused a wave of lightheadedness to sweep across her, upsetting her balance though she remained sitting in the passenger seat of the moving vehicle. She glanced back at the screen. Seth, along with his teammates, exchanged jerseys with players from the opposing team, slapping each other on the back in a friendly manner.  
 
    Working with refugee children. Teaching English. Organizing games and arts and crafts. Outings and entertainment. Attending cultural events and learning both German and Arabic. That’s what she’d signed up for. Partnering with an international sports celebrity hadn’t been anywhere in the small print.  
 
    Something told her that, yet again, her expectations were about to leave her in a tailspin.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    England, Present Day 
 
      
 
    Twenty-six was too young to feel this old. Seth Marshall leaned with both hands against the tiled shower stall and let hot water pelt the muscles along his shoulders. The euphoria that had given him wings and allowed him to fly in the stadium not half an hour earlier now sloughed from his body, swirled around the drain, and disappeared. A crushing weight replaced the retreating lightness, the walls of the shower room closing in on him. 
 
    The pied piper must be paid. Too bad no one had warned him the cost would be his soul. 
 
    Ninety minutes of freedom to soar on the football pitch, but then he was required to return to the invisible shackles no one in the stands saw. The sport and his talent for it were supposed to have been his ticket out of a situation with no escape, but he’d only traded one kind of prison for another. 
 
    Raucous laughter bounced around the enclosed room, his teammates still riding the high of the win. They’d chase it, that feeling of being unstoppable. Untouchable. On top of the world. But fame, fortune, notoriety…they were addictive mistresses, always tempting you to give more, do more, be more.  
 
    But somehow more had been skewed in a circus funhouse mirror, and reality caught a person with his pants down, spray painted his heart black, and became decidedly less. The hazy fog wrapping his mind cleared enough to blink away the last shreds of its effect, and he found that he now and truly belonged in the London rat hole he’d dug himself out of. 
 
    Seth clenched his hands into fists, the last dregs of triumph from the win gurgling in the drain under him. He shut off the water and lifted the Turkish cotton towel hanging from the peg outside the stall. Wrapping it around his waist, he stepped out of the shower room and into the group of athletes starting their celebration early.  
 
    If he were lucky, he’d be able to change and extricate himself before the revelers turned their attention to him. Too bad he knew he’d run out of luck a long time ago. Also knew his teammates were on a mission to “reform” him back to his old ways.  
 
    Briggs watched Seth as he dug through his locker and placed his duffle on a bench. The goalie tipped back an amber bottle of Old Speckled Hen, his favorite brand of ale. “Coming out with us tonight, Mr. MVP?” 
 
    Seth would rather get dressed without a room full of men hanging around, but he’d given up all rights to privacy when he’d signed onto the English Premiere League for a price tag of £17 million—enough to have the red top tabloids catch his whiff and trail him like the bloodhounds they were.  
 
    He eyed the group around him. These blokes would no doubt make the paparazzi’s job easy tonight. Come morning, headlines would be plastered on printed and digital media alike.  
 
    Whether the news stories were true or not.  
 
    Seth slipped his boxer-briefs on under his towel and then let the cotton swath fall to the ground as he reached for his pants. “Sorry. Not tonight.” 
 
    Briggs lowered his bottle, cradling the neck with two fingers. His gaze narrowed as it zeroed in on Seth. 
 
    Seth sighed, then braced himself. The first invitation had been friendly. Tactics were about to turn. He could feel it in his bones.  
 
    “Midge is bringing her friend. And I have to say, this particular friend has all the right parts in all the right places.” Briggs’s brows jumped up and down suggestively as his hands outlined an hourglass silhouette. 
 
    “And just how would your ugly backside know?” Corker laughed. 
 
    Briggs didn’t say anything, but his grin stretched, and his chest puffed out like a peacock strutting around a harem of hens.  
 
    Seth’s stomach curdled.  
 
    The other guys hooted and slapped each other on the back. Like it was a thing to be celebrated, cheating on one’s wife with her friend and getting away with it. Sad as that rubbish was, Midge probably knew about the affair and had turned a blind eye. The wives were just as trapped as the players were, accustomed to a way of life that Seth had only recently come to see as a gilded cell. 
 
    He bristled as Davie leaned a shoulder against the bank of lockers. The striker crossed his lean arms as his lids lowered to half-mast. His gaze skated across the room, eating up the rapt attention of his audience.  
 
    “Monk Marshall?” He chuckled. “Come on, boys. You know the saint has forgotten how to have a good time.” A wicked smirk morphed his pretty-boy features into something ugly. “His sister, on the other hand, is a different story, am I right?” 
 
    Blood pounded in Seth’s ears, drowning out the whoops sounding from the circle of guys. He finished buttoning his pants in a flurry and then whirled and slammed his forearm to the base of Davie’s collar bone, banging the striker’s head against the metal locker with a thud.  
 
    “Stay away from my sister,” Seth growled. He held Davie’s gaze for three beats, drilling into the man that he meant business before shoving him sideways and swiping a glare to the rest of his teammates. “That goes for all of you louts.” 
 
    They held up their hands, muttering assurances under their breath. 
 
    Davie wiped at his mouth and then straightened his Oxford shirt. He pulled at his cuffs, an air of nonchalance about him. “If only you’d told me sooner, mate.” His tone bit like the uppercut of a dirty fighter, then he licked at his lips. “She all but begged me to show her how good a time we footballers know how—” 
 
    Seth shut him up. And good. Blood spurted from Davie’s nose, his face growing red. Someone wrapped their arms through Seth’s and held him back at the shoulders. Shouts erupted, curses piercing the room.  
 
    Davie lifted his face, crimson leaking through his fingers while a cocky glint shone from his eyes. “I always knew you weren’t any better than us, Monk Marshall.” 
 
    Security guards burst through the door, and Seth shook off the hands holding him. He swiped a shirt from his open duffle and slipped it on over his head before he was escorted out. 
 
    Anger burned a streak down his esophagus, and he wanted to strike out and hit something again. Certain things were off limits, and family topped the short list. The guys could hound him for his new “no fun” ways and call him Monk Marshall until the sheep moved from the blasted roads, but they didn’t make comments about a man’s family—his sister—and they certainly didn’t sleep with her. Use her for their own debauchery. 
 
    When he got home, he’d lock Kayla in her room. Find her a chastity belt and throw away the key. She was only nineteen for goodness’ sake! If he could save her from making the same mistakes he’d made… 
 
    “You just had to let him provoke you.” Justin’s hulk of a frame expanded beneath the black security uniform as he led them through the hallway and up to the manager’s office.  
 
    Throwing punches at the first provocation wasn’t supposed to be who he was anymore. Letting acute emotions sweep him away and dictate his actions may have been his old calling card, but he’d changed. Someone had changed him. And he had Justin to thank for leading him to that Someone. 
 
    A deep breath exhaled from his lungs. And now whatever witness he’d tried to be to his teammates had been wiped away with a single right hook and possible broken nose. 
 
    But…Kayla’s honor… 
 
    Justin scratched at the temple of his salt-and-pepper hair, the corner of his lips tipping a fraction. “I have to say, when you do something, you do it in full measure.” 
 
    Seth let his chin fall to his chest. “I know.” 
 
    The sound of their footfalls echoed around them. Hard to imagine the roar of the crowd earlier in the day when all was now quiet. Too quiet.  
 
    “Well?” Seth asked. 
 
    “Well what?” 
 
    “I’m waiting.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “For the sermon or bible verse or whatever reminding me to be slow to anger. That my quick temper isn’t going to convince any of those guys back in the locker room that there’s been any transformation in my life and that I’m better for it.” 
 
    Justin slowed and looked at Seth from the corner of his eye. “Sounds like you’re already preaching to yourself, son.” 
 
    Seth gritted his teeth. Accepting Jesus into his heart had changed him, but he still struggled. Still wrestled against the temptations that were constantly flaunted in his face. The old man that he’d been, the one that had lived for ease and pleasure of the moment, disgusted his new self but was also hard to deny at times. 
 
    Justin paused in front of the manager’s office, but he didn’t knock on the door. Instead, he turned to face Seth. “Look, no one’s perfect. Even the apostle Paul struggled and did things he didn’t want to or didn’t do things he should have. Cut yourself some slack.” 
 
    Seth opened his mouth to respond, but the office door ripped open. The team’s manager, Leon McCallister, thundered on the other side. “What is this I hear about a pub brawl in the locker room, Marshall?” He pushed off the door handle and stormed behind a massive desk to his chair, leaving Seth to follow in his wake. 
 
    Seth quietly closed the door behind him and strode across the expansive office. Trophies lined floating shelves along one wall, and framed retired jerseys of hall-of-famers hung along the other. 
 
    “Not saying Davie didn’t deserve it, but I would have lost money on the connecting knuckles belonging to you.” 
 
    Seth dipped his head. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “This will mean a fine, as you know.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Leon steepled his fingers in front of him on the desk. “Okay. Glad we got that cleared up. This incident does give me pause for what I wanted to discuss next, but I’m going to plow ahead anyway. Rumor mill spins the tale that the team is planning a trip to Las Vegas.” His eyes narrowed as he waited for Seth to confirm or deny. 
 
    “I have heard that as well, sir.” 
 
    “But you’re not planning to join them?” 
 
    “No, sir. I’ve already arranged to volunteer with refugee children in Germany. I spoke to you about my plans last month, if you recall.” 
 
    Leon’s mouth pulled to the side. “Didn’t know you were serious about that business. Rightio. Sorry to change plans on you, but I need you in Vegas with the crew. Keep them in line. Make sure none of them do anything so illegal it’ll blacken the club’s reputation and make international headlines.” 
 
    “You want me to chaperone?” 
 
    Leon swiped the glasses from his face and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “This current situation aside, you’re the only one to show a lick of common sense among that lot.” 
 
    “They’re grown men, sir. Most of them, anyway. They can be responsible for their own actions.” 
 
    “Except when their actions reflect the wrong type of publicity for this club.” 
 
    Seth sat for a few beats, rubbing the back of his sore knuckles across the scruff of his jaw. “I’m sorry, sir, but I made a commitment in Germany. Besides, I’m not sure the rest of the team would appreciate me putting a damper on their fun.” 
 
    Leon stood. “That’s too bad. A team that plays together—although, not too hard—stays together.” His gaze drilled into Seth. 
 
    Leon’s unspoken message was clear. For the cohesiveness of the team, he wouldn’t think twice about trading Seth, most valuable player or not. 
 
    How did Seth feel about that? A quick, introspective look at his heart and he was surprised to find himself indifferent. A new team would mean different men, but he wasn’t so naïve as to believe it would solve his problems. The temptations that followed him around like club groupies—and let’s face it, most of them were club groupies—would still hound his heels if he were with another team. He’d still be surrounded by teammates living the fast life, giving him a hard time because he no longer functioned at that speed. 
 
    Maybe he should quit football altogether.  
 
    That thought brought a quick, sharp pain between his ribs. At the heart of it all, he loved the sport. Strip away the trappings and his pulse beat with the rhythm of a ball between his feet. His earliest memories were of himself in garbage-littered back alleys, kicking aluminium cans between cardboard boxes he’d set up as goals. Football had saved him more times than he could count. He wasn’t sure if he was willing, or even able, to give it up. 
 
    “That will be all, Marshall.” McCallister bent over some paperwork on his desk. 
 
    Seth rose and retraced his steps out of the office. As he shut the door behind him, Justin pushed his hulk off the wall he’d been lounging against. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Seth shrugged. “A fine, as expected.” Now that his wrist slap had been given, his thoughts drifted back to Kayla. He needed to get home. Have a talk with his little sister. 
 
    “Uh-oh. I know that look.” 
 
    Seth scowled at his mentor. 
 
    “Take a moment to calm down. Kayla doesn’t need you yelling at her.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on yelling.” 
 
    “And I’m sure you didn’t plan on breaking Davie’s nose, either.” 
 
    Seth pulled to a stop. Dragged his fingers through his hair. “What am I supposed to do, Justin? I can’t sit back and watch her throw her life away and not say anything.” 
 
    Justin gripped Seth’s shoulder. “Look, I’m not telling you to stay silent, but I am advising you to be careful. Kayla may act like she’s tough and doesn’t care what you or anyone else thinks, but I have a feeling that under that bravado, your sister is fragile. You don’t want to say or do something that will break her.” He squeezed. “Check your heart. Pray before you say anything. Or just listen. Maybe she’s the one that needs to do the talking.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Seth nodded. “All right.” 
 
    They parted ways, Justin promising to pray as well. It took forty minutes for Seth to drive his Land Rover from the stadium to his two-hundred-year-old home. The unique calendar house had been his first purchase after signing on to the League. Most teenagers would have gone for a swanky modern flat in the heart of London, but Seth had needed to escape the streets and buildings that hemmed him in.  
 
    He’d always dreamed of pastoral, countryside living, but when the estate agent said she had a calendar house to show him, he hadn’t known what she was talking about. A tour of the house and its quirky architectural calendar elements—seven archways, one for each day of the week; twelve doors to represent the months of the year; fifty-two chimney stacks; three hundred and sixty-five window panes—and he was sold. Four years ago, he’d renovated the stately house so there were three private flats. His family could be together but still have some personal space as well. 
 
    “Kayla, you home?” He knocked on the entrance to his sister’s apartment, ivy crawling up and over the archway. 
 
    The door opened with a creak, and Seth was blasted to the past. No make-up enhanced Kayla’s soft complexion, and her long dark hair was woven in a thick plait that hung over one shoulder. She wore a pair of denim dungarees with only one snap of the bib fastened and a plaid flannel shirt tied around her waist. He hadn’t seen his sister looking this fresh and innocent since she’d become a teenager.  Then it became miniskirts, midriffs, and enough attitude to keep everyone around her a safe distance away. 
 
    “Can I come in?” he asked.  
 
    She shrugged like she couldn’t care one way or another, then turned around and walked back into her flat, leaving the door open for him. 
 
    Pretty much as warm a welcome as he expected. Shouldn’t hurt so much anymore, but they’d been close once. More than close, really. For a while there, it had felt like all they had was each other.  
 
    As half-siblings conceived through different sperm donors, they’d had no father to support them, and their mum had worked her tail off just to provide a leaky roof over their heads and near-spoiled food on the table. Seven years older, Seth had felt responsible for his little sister. He’d needed to protect her from the neighborhood gangs and distract her when the violence of the streets came too close to their doorstep. He’d learned how to plait her hair and get her ready for school, and in turn, had taught her how to shoot a goal from the midfield line. 
 
    Seth closed the door behind him. Now that he was here, he wasn’t sure what to say. Or rather, how to say it.  
 
    “Heard you guys won the game. I’m chuffed for you.” Kayla picked up a bag of tomato ketchup flavored potato crisps from a side table and dropped into the designer couch he’d paid for the year before. Seemed like his money was the only thing she wanted from him these days. 
 
    But if she’d watched the game, then maybe something had changed. Maybe their relationship could begin to mend.  
 
    He tried not to let the surprise or delight enter his voice. “You watched the game?” 
 
    The crisp in her hand paused halfway to her mouth as she looked at him. “No.” She crunched down on the thin slice of fried potato. “Davie called after to invite me to a party.” 
 
    His vision blurred as heat shot through his body. Even after he’d warned the nit to stay away from his family, he’d still had the gall to call? Seth’s nostrils flared as he clenched the armrests of the chair, willing away every instinct that screamed for him to move. To do something. Protect his sister any way that he could.  
 
    He felt himself losing control. 
 
    Jesus.  
 
    As far as prayers went, the single word wasn’t much. Even a month after giving his life over to the Lord, he still wasn’t eloquent. But he found he didn’t need to be. He just needed say the name. 
 
    Like someone had turned on a switch, he found his temperature lowering. His pulse leveling out. The ringing in his ears quieted and he breathed in a deep breath. “Oh?” he asked, as if the news hadn’t just sent him into a Marvel Comics transformation. “You going?” 
 
    Kayla watched him, her eyes never leaving his face. “I haven’t decided. While your teammates are a bunch of egotistical narcissists, they know how to have fun.” 
 
    He made a noncommittal sound in the back of his throat. At least, he hoped that was how it sounded, because in reality, he choked on the words that wanted to spew from his mouth.  
 
    Her brow rose. “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to say?” 
 
    He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “What do you want me to say, Kayla?” 
 
    She swore under her breath. “A month ago you would be pacing this room like a caged bull. Ranting and raving about how Davie was nothing but a tosser and I deserved someone who wasn’t just going to use me to warm his bed. A month ago you would have threatened to force me to move back in with Mum so she could keep track of me and make sure I didn’t do anything stupid.” She rose from the sofa with grace fit for the royal family, disdain twisting her pretty face and hurt dulling her eyes. “A month ago you cared enough to say that, Seth. I swear, I thought I didn’t know you anymore. Now I know I don’t.” 
 
    When she turned her back on him and left the room, it felt like a door closing on their relationship. 
 
    Dear Lord, couldn’t he do anything right? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Holy Roman Empire, 1527 
 
      
 
    Christyne slumped against the cold stone wall of the undercroft, perspiration running a line down the middle of her back. Only by a miracle from God had she been able to help the wounded stranger back to the castle without being seen. Even now she wondered at the events of the past hours. If she had not witnessed all, she would not believe the happenings true.  
 
    A moan escaped from the injured man’s chapped lips and echoed around the empty space. He had hobbled through the woods, using her as a crutch, his body burning against hers. How long had he sheltered under the brush? Long enough to catch a fever, though she prayed not a poisoning of blood. At present he lay prostrate on the floor, still as death.  
 
    And mayhap death would claim him yet. 
 
    She pressed a hand to her heart, offering up a prayer of praise and thanksgiving. And another for wisdom and guidance.  
 
    She had delivered the man to safety for the moment, but what should she do with him now?  
 
    A man chased by heretic hunters, and my father loyal to Pope Clement and the Church. If Prince Ernst were made aware of the recusant concealed within his own castle walls, he would hand the man over to the authorities himself.  
 
    Christyne rose to her knees and crawled the few paces to where the man had collapsed, all her strength drained from having supported most of his weight from the woods beyond. She pushed his hair, streaked with mud and sweat, from his brow. He had a wide forehead that bespoke intelligence, and she was struck again by the impression that this man had once graced the hallowed halls of academia as a scholar.  
 
    Was he a follower of that professor, Martin Luther? If so, his fate need not be so dire. Once his wound healed, he could escape and seek refuge within a state that had made Luther’s new religious beliefs the law of the land.  
 
    She firmed her lips, strength returning to limbs that had trembled under impossible weight and strain. As prayers and vigilance had their place, so did action. 
 
    She rose and dusted off the skirts of her borrowed clothing. Dark crimson stains had dried in spots, evidence of her harrowing morning. Hette would need her kirtle replaced, for Christyne feared the blood would stubbornly cling to this one.  
 
    “I shall return,” she assured the man, though she did not know if he heard her. His striking eyes had yet to flutter open since they had settled in the undercroft.  
 
    “Wait,” he croaked, and her feet stilled. “Wine. Honey, Indian saffron if you have it, or barley flour. Some probes.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Wine for cleaning the wound. Infection.” He winced. “Honey and Indian saffron to make a poultice. Expedite healing. And bindings. We will need bindings. Mayhap a knife.”  
 
    She nodded and stepped around him, making her way to the door that had been ignored by all for many years—herself included, until recently.  
 
    Prithee, Father, continue it to be so.  
 
    She lifted the latch and pushed against the groaning wood with her shoulder. There seemed to be no sound on the other side, so she stepped out and quickly shut the door behind her lest someone witness whence she came and grow curious.  
 
    On hasty feet, she traversed the cobbled ground around the outer walls of the great hall, passed the larder and buttery, and entered the kitchens. A lone servant stood at a long central table chopping a mountain of vegetables. Christyne lowered her head and hunched her shoulders. If she acted the part, no one would have reason to pay her any heed. She could collect the items requested of her without raising the suspicions of the rest of the household. 
 
    She moved past the threshold but caught her toe on a protruding stone in the floor. Her arms swung wide to regain her balance, and she tipped over a broom leaning against the wall. It clattered to the ground. 
 
    The servant raised her head at the ruckus, her eyes going wide at the sight of Christyne. She dropped into a curtsy. “Princess.”  
 
    Christyne swung her gaze around the room in alarm, even as she recognized the servant with relief. “Arise, Hette. No one is to know it is me, remember?” 
 
    Hette rose and cast her own furtive glances to the doorways. “Pardon me, princess, but what are you doing here? Were we not to meet in your chambers when the sun was between its zenith and the horizon?” 
 
    Christyne closed the gap between herself and Hette, lowering her voice to a whisper. “I came upon a complication. A man who has been near run through with an arrow.” 
 
    Hette gasped then whispered the names of the Holy Trinity. “Is he dead?” 
 
    “He lives, but the head of the arrow yet remains in his flesh.” 
 
    “Should I send for Nikolaus?” Hette clasped her rosary. 
 
    “Nay.” Christyne shook her head, clutching Hette’s elbow until the girl gave Christyne her full attention. “You must not mention him to anyone, even your brother.” 
 
    She paused, not sure if she should add the rest. She trusted Hette, but the maid considered Pope Clement infallible. If the Church deemed the stranger a heretic, Hette may consider it her religious duty to turn him in lest her own soul be tainted and destined to languish in purgatory.  
 
    Hette’s lips moved, but no sound came forth. Her fingers caressed the beads around her neck. Ave Marias. For them, or the man suffering in the undercroft? 
 
    Christyne squeezed Hette’s arm. “I need you to gather supplies.” 
 
    Hette nodded and moved to the kettle hanging over the open fire in the hearth. Hot water steamed as she ladled a portion into a pitcher and then wrapped a sharp knife in a length of cloth. Christyne grabbed a jar of Castile soap as well as the items the scholar requested. She would make use of the linens freshly laundered and hanging in the sunshine. Hopefully no one would be punished over a few missing bedclothes. 
 
    Christyne led Hette through the courtyard and rounded a corner. How was it that so few servants were present? As if an unseen hand had parted and cleared the path for her.  
 
    The same had occurred earlier. With the man hobbling beside her and his arm draped across her shoulders, she had not been able to walk like a doe among the trees. The guards posted along the parapet should have easily spotted them and sounded an alarm. But even though they had tramped the ground with less grace and more noise than a herd of sheep, no one had witnessed their advance on the castle.  
 
    With a quick look around to be certain no one watched, Christyne unbolted the door to the undercroft. Hette hastened down the steps, and Christyne followed, shutting out the world behind her.  
 
    Rustling sounded at the far end of the empty, tomb-like room followed by a grunt then a thud. Christyne raised her head as soon as she descended the crumbling stone steps. The man had his palm pressed to the ground, his arm shaking as he attempted to push himself up.  
 
    “Do not move,” Christyne commanded, many years of watching her father order men about putting a bite into her words.  
 
    Hette stood along the periphery, her eyes wide, lips still moving over rote prayers. Christyne wasn’t sure if her heart should be gladdened by her servant’s pious commitment—for surely they could all use a double measure of heaven’s blessing this day—or alarmed at the fear that seemed to have rooted the maid to the spot. She could not help the man on her own. Neither in his physical healing nor in keeping him from discovery.  
 
    She rushed to the man’s side, glad for the ease with which she could gather the skirt of her borrowed clothing so her strides were not impeded. She lowered herself to the dusty ground, arranging the supplies she had gathered at her side. Her gaze flicked up to Hette, who still wore an expression nigh to terror.  
 
    “Hette, attend me.” Though others of a royal station oft spoke to servants thus, it was not Christyne’s way. Hence, the barked order worked to slap the maid to the present and focus her attention on the duty at hand. Hette stumbled forward and sank at Christyne’s side, placing her own collection of supplies next to her mistress’s.  
 
    The man’s head slowly turned to face them, his muscles tensing with the effort. Blood dribbled out of his wound and soaked into the fibers of his black hosen. 
 
    “Hold still,” Christyne said again, this time with more gentleness in her voice.  
 
    The man looked up at her, his eyes clear though shadowed in pain. And still as brilliant and captivating as she remembered.  
 
    She dipped a small square of cloth into the pitcher of warm water then squeezed out the excess. Her hand hovered over his face, doubts assailing her. Who was she to minister healing? She could very well do more harm than good in her absence of knowledge. Maybe she should have left him among the underbrush. He could be dangerous, both to her physical as well as her spiritual health, if he truly was a heretic.  
 
    Words from the Holy Scriptures floated to her. The forbidden book, translated into her own language, was hidden in a locked chest in her chambers. “Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.” A flash of the crucifix hanging in the chapel. A crucified Christ with blood seeping from wounds her sins afflicted.  
 
    The matters of state were beyond her, as her father said, but not the concerns of humanity. And not of conscience. Whether this man deserved his hunted fate, she knew not. She only possessed a firming feeling in her middle that he had been delivered unto her for a purpose, and that God would desire her to love and help all men, no matter the station they were born into or their personal spiritual beliefs. 
 
    She lowered her hand and extended the damp cloth to swipe at the grime along his forehead. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Lorenz Meier.” 
 
    His face was nearly clean, so Christyne clasped her hands in her lap. She needed to garner as much information as she could while he remained lucid. She feared he would faint again once she began to remove the arrow’s head. “Do you recall what happened to you?” 
 
    “All too vividly, I fear.” He didn’t offer more.  
 
    She thought to press for details, but then her gaze caught on the exposed flesh beneath his torn hosen. Red, angry, and swollen.  
 
    First, she needed to dislodge the metal, then she would probe for further information.  
 
    Mayhap after that she could decide what to do with him.  
 
    Her eyes moved back to capture his gaze, and she sucked in a breath. Would the otherworldly color never cease to startle her? Or the directness and intelligence written across every fleck?  
 
    She pushed her shoulders back and straightened her spine. “The arrow remains lodged in your leg. I can send Hette for a physician who has skill to—” 
 
    “Nay!” He gentled his tone. “Nay, I beg your mercy. That will not be necessary. I trust the angel the Lord has sent above human hands.” 
 
    Christyne raised her palms with a small smile. “These are no ethereal limbs, Gelerhte Meier.” 
 
    His brow creased. “How did you know I am a scholar?” 
 
    She motioned down the length of him. “Your clothes, for one. Your high brow and ink-stained fingers, second.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Christyne paused. “No physician then?” 
 
    “No. I thank you.” 
 
    She sighed but nodded assent. He rolled to his side and exposed the wounded area to her scrutiny. Fabric soaked with blood that had since dried clung to the outer edge of the injury. She would never be able to see properly with his clothes still covering his skin.  
 
    She turned to Hette, who yet clutched at her rosary beads but with knuckles that had returned to a natural skin hue. “We need to expose the wound.” She widened her eyes at the girl and then returned her gaze to their patient. Understanding washed over Hette’s face, and she lowered her hands from the beads and picked up the knife.  
 
    A ripping sound rent the air and sent a quiver through Christyne’s muscles. For the second time that day, her lips formed the words of the Lord’s Prayer.  
 
    Pushing her shoulders back, she turned then stilled. She had never seen a man’s unclad limb before. The stark flesh caused heat to climb up her neck. “What…” She swallowed down her trepidation. “What shall I do?” 
 
    “Though the tip can be seen, the arrow is yet too deep to pull out. You must push it through from the other side.” 
 
    Her eyes rounded. “Will that not cause great pain?” 
 
    “Verily.” He pulled a stick out of his schaube cloak. “I will bite down on this so as to not cry out.” 
 
    She nodded and he continued. 
 
    “Wrap the ends of two probes in linen then dip them in honey. You will need to use them to enlarge the opening around the arrowhead. Mayhap the knife, also.” 
 
    Christyne blanched but willed herself to focus on the scholar’s instructions. 
 
    Lorenz grimaced as he adjusted his position slightly, then continued. “Once the opening is wide enough, you must push the shaft until the arrowhead has completely passed through. Then you should be able to grasp the base of the shaft, just above the arrowhead, and pull the rest through.” His eyes closed momentarily, his head tipping back as though this speech had sapped the last of this strength, but a moment later he raised his head again and regarded her intently. “It is important you remember these instructions, in case the pain causes blackness to overcome me. And it is especially important that you do not try to pull the arrow through by grasping the arrowhead. To do so may detach the arrowhead from the shaft, leaving it lodged in my leg.” 
 
    Christyne swallowed nervously but nodded, injecting as much confidence into the action as she could. 
 
    “Once the arrow has been removed, clean the wound thoroughly with wine then pack the wound with the honey poultice and bind it tightly with linen. I know not how much bleeding there may be. We can but pray the bindings will be enough to stem the flow.” 
 
    Christyne stared at the few inches of shaft protruding from the scholar’s leg. Did she possess the strength needed for such a task? 
 
    Lorenz Meier’s gaze captured hers. “You can do this.” 
 
    Imbued with his faith in her, she prepared the probes as instructed, ignoring the slight trembling of her hands. Their steadiness increased over the next several minutes as she focused on her task, blocking the hissed breaths and muted moans of her patient as his teeth ground against the wood they clamped. Finally, she fixed her palm against the shaft of wood and began to push. 
 
    The effort, combined with the scholar’s suppressed cries, made Christyne’s muscles quake, but she pressed on. A few moments later, resistance gave way and the bodkin arrowhead exited thoroughly from the other side of the his leg. She gripped the bloody offender at the base of the shaft as instructed and pulled the rest of the weapon clean from the scholar’s body. 
 
    He panted, his chest rising and falling in a quick, erratic rhythm. Christyne seized the cask of wine and poured the pungent liquid over the arrow’s abuse of sinew and flesh. Gelehrte Meier’s body arced as he hissed out another breath. She wiped away the excess, then slathered the honey mixture over the wound, noting that it didn’t seem to be bleeding excessively before wrapping a long strip of cloth around the injury in a tight bind. 
 
    The young scholar lay still for several moments, the stick now resting on the ground beside him, and Christyne began to wonder whether he had finally been overcome after all. But then he spoke. “I am sure you suffer great curiosity about me.” His words were breathy, his eyes still closed as she worked.  
 
    Perspiration once again dotted his hairline, and she wondered if the fever still clung to him or if his ashy complexion were due to pain.  
 
    “‘Suffer’ seems a strong word when you are the one in such discomfort.” 
 
    “Even so. Though it may be to my detriment, I find myself compelled to tell you why you have found me in such a state.” 
 
    She swiped an errant hair from her forehead. “You have already revealed that you are being hunted as a heretic. Do you follow Luther then? Are you a dissenter?” 
 
    “A dissenter, yes. But Luther did not go far enough.” He paused, allowing a few breaths to pass before continuing. “No government should be allowed to dictate a person’s worship of the Lord.” 
 
    Hette’s Ave Marias grew in volume, and Christyne feared the religious rebel would cease to speak amid such open devotion to an establishment he no longer supported. “If not Luther, then who?” She poured water into a basin and began to scrub the blood from her fingers.  
 
    He shifted his weight until his back rested against the hewn-stone wall. “We seek to return to the apostolic church as led by Peter and Paul. We are called”—he massaged the muscles in his thigh—“the Brethren.” 
 
    Christyne’s eyes widened. Both Catholics and reformers alike would wish for her to take the knife beside her and plunge the blade into his heart. He was nothing more than a cursed Anabaptist.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Germany, Present Day 
 
      
 
    “Guten Morgen.”  
 
    The smile Mila greeted Amber with should be outlawed at that exact moment. She stifled a yawn behind her hand and blinked to help clear the bleariness from her eyes. Germany was six hours ahead of the Eastern Standard Time her internal clock was used to. That meant for her it was—she glanced down at her wristwatch, mentally calculating—two o’clock in the morning. Her eyes slid shut. Would anyone object if she curled up in a ball right there in front of the entrance and went back to sleep for a few more hours? 
 
    Mila grabbed her arm and pulled her more fully into the reception area of the Excellency Center, pushing a cup of hot, black coffee into her hands. “There is only one cure for jet lag, yes?” 
 
    Amber brought the mug to her lips and sipped. She tried not to show her disgust, but the muscles in her face wouldn’t be reined in, and they twitched against the bitterness. She’d need a copious amount of cream and sugar before she could consume the needed caffeine. 
 
    “And that cure is?” If there were a remedy for the way she felt, she’d empty her measly savings account right there. Anything to get her head cleared of the thick fog slowing her brain and the invisible weights dragging about her muscles. 
 
    Mila dipped her head to look Amber in the eye. “Adjust. You cannot coddle jet lag. Throw yourself into the new time zone and your body will catch up.” 
 
    Amber looked longingly at the striped wingback chair in the corner by a potted plant. “Maybe I can sit and rest while my body gets the memo from the new time zone.” She yawned.  
 
    “I am sorry, no.” Mila removed the cup of coffee from Amber’s hands and set it on the counter. “You need to hit the ground running, as you Americans say.”  
 
    She tugged Amber even further into the room—good thing, because Amber wasn’t sure she could walk under her own power at the moment. If Mila wanted a marionette for the day, someone she could move around and place at will, well, that was about as good as she was going to get. Amber stifled another yawn and shook her head to clear the cobwebs clinging there. She should have jumped into a cold shower to zap her senses, but she hadn’t wanted to be late on her first day. 
 
    Late would have been preferable to this half-dead state. 
 
    Her stomach bumped into the receptionist’s counter, and she slid her arms across the smooth, cool surface. Her head started to lower, the crook of her elbow looking like an inviting pillow.  
 
    “This is Yasmin.” 
 
    Mila’s voice broke through the brain haze, and Amber jerked her head back up. She hadn’t even noticed another person in the room. Blinking hard, she forced her eyes to widen. As far as first impressions went, bug-eyed narcoleptic wasn’t what she was going for. Her eyes constricted, drying out, and she blinked several times in quick succession.  
 
    She had to get ahold of herself. It wasn’t like she was an all-nighter virgin. Studying for midterms and finals, getting essays and research papers finished—those things often made her lose sleep. 
 
    She stared at the cup of black bitterness. A spoonful of sugar would make the medicine go down, but there didn’t seem to be any around.  
 
    “Yasmin is the center’s receptionist and has been with us for three years. She knows everything there is to know, and if you cannot find me, she is the person to see.” 
 
    Yasmin blushed and tucked a strand of black hair behind her ear. Her naturally tan skin, fine bone structure, and a rich-toned headscarf emphasized a warmth about her.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you.” Amber attempted a smile. 
 
    “You two can get better acquainted later.” Mila tilted her chin toward Amber with a smirk. “Maybe after I’m done giving this poor girl’s brain a good whirl.” 
 
    Did she just say… Amber shook her head. The lack of sleep had her hearing things. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Mila’s grin widened. “I am going to make your head spin like a toy top.” 
 
    It already was. “I’m not one to complain, but that doesn’t sound at all pleasant.” 
 
    Mila laughed, then marched down a narrow hall and took a left. “If you can keep up, it won’t be as dizzying,” she called behind her. 
 
    If her brain had command of her muscles, maybe she could. As it was, all her power went to not slumping to the floor and dozing off on the spot. 
 
    “That means you should follow her.” Yasmin pointed. 
 
    If only I could. Stumbling back across the street to the dorm room she’d crashed in the night before sounded like a much better option. Just a little more sleep, then she could function like a human. 
 
    A desk drawer slid open, and then two sugar packets skittered across the counter. The movement caught Amber’s unfocused attention, and her gaze rose to Yasmin’s.  
 
    The woman’s lips quirked, a knowing sparkle in her dark eyes. “Maybe this will help?” 
 
    Amber grabbed the packets, ripped them open, and dumped the contents into the coffee mug. “Bless you.” She clutched the handle and made a circular motion with the mug, swirling the liquid inside. With a deep breath, she downed the coffee in a single gulp.  
 
    Her body convulsed against the bitter taste. Not exactly a caramel Frappuccino, but now, at least, there was something in her system that would kickstart her brain.  
 
    “You will have questions after Mila is done with you.” Yasmin was kind enough to hold in her laughter, though her twitching cheeks betrayed her. “Come and see me, and I will answer them all for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Yasmin made a shooing motion with her hands. “Now go.” 
 
    It felt weird, meandering through a new building alone. Hopefully she wouldn’t take a wrong turn somewhere and get lost. After taking the same left Mila had, Amber walked down a long hallway, cubicles partitioning off private workspaces. Each housed filing cabinets and computers as well as other things a person would expect in an office space. At the end of the corridor, she reached what looked like a rec room. A ping pong table stood in the center with various other types of activities lining the walls. Arts and craft supplies. Custom-built shelving filled with books. Building blocks. Stacks of games. 
 
    “For this part, you might want to sit.” Mila spoke from the other side of the room and pointed to a fold-out chair opposite her. 
 
    Amber sat, the coldness of the metal seeping through her jeans. She sucked in a quick breath but let it out with something like relief.  The jolt had worked like a defibrillator, jerking her body to awareness.  
 
    She’d been to a few orientations before. School. Work. Some were like a zero-entry pool where she could slowly immerse herself in the expectations. Get a feel for what was going on and adjust in comfortable steps. Others were a throw-you-in-the-deep-end kind of experience. Mila was definitely a sink-or-swim type of director. 
 
    “I don’t know your level of knowledge on the refugee state or Germany’s participation in helping those fleeing their countries. Nor do I have the time for you to tell me your understanding, me to tell you how wrong you are, and then to re-educate you.” She cleared her throat, but the action didn’t hide the tilt of her lips. “Therefore, I am going to give you a quick explanation of what has happened in Syria for the last seven years, as most of those who come to us seeking asylum are from that region. Also, a short explanation of on my homeland’s generosity and what we do here at the Excellency Center. Ready?” 
 
    Amber nodded. “I’m holding on to my hat.” 
 
    Mila eyed Amber’s head with a frown. “You are not wearing a hat.” 
 
    This time it was Amber’s turn to grin. Yep. She was catching up to the jet lag now. “American figure of speech.” 
 
    Mila clucked her tongue and muttered something under her breath in German. She squared her shoulders before starting her rapid-fire speech. “The civil war in Syria started with peaceful protest demonstrations. From the very beginning, the president of Syria, Bashar al-Assad, has only had one goal—staying in power. No different from any leader, I presume, but Assad has been prepared to do almost anything to achieve that goal. Bombings. Chemical warfare. Massacres. Nothing is too abscheulich—wicked, horrible—for Assad if it will keep him in power.” 
 
    Mila shifted in her seat, crossing her long legs. “But if it were the Syrians only fighting between themselves, this war may have ended a long time before. Instead, the land of Syria has become an international game board, its players those with global control. Russia, Turkey, Israel, Islamic State jihadist groups, the United States. And while these groups battle from the comfort of their own countries, innocent Syrians are suffering. Dying. Trying to find a way to survive and save their children.” 
 
    Amber fidgeted with the hem of her mustard-colored cardigan, making a mental note to do more research on global events. It wasn’t that she was uninformed; she knew what went on in the rest of the world.  
 
    Okay, not exactly true. She knew what had gone on in the rest of the world…within the scope of church history. Ask her questions about first century Rome, the rise and fall of the Empire, the Inquisition and the role of evangelism, the philosophical beliefs of men like Tertullian and Polycarp, the causes and effects of the Protestant Reformation. But current events? She twisted the cotton fabric around her finger. Her knowledge consisted of about what Mila had just shared…which was the equivalent of a three-minute BBC highlight. 
 
    Mila paused a moment and eyed Amber. “Remember, this is simplified. There are many complexities that I will not mention now.” She licked her lips. “Anyway, Chancellor Angela Merkel relaxed the borders with Austria and has welcomed great numbers of those seeking asylum to find a new life here in Germany. The center’s role in this story is two-fold. We have workers who file the necessary paperwork for the refugees, and we help them assimilate in their new home.  
 
    “Part of that assimilation goal is where you and other volunteers that cannot fulfill the legal tasks help. The children, especially, are innocent in all these things, guilty only of being born in a country of such political unrest that the basic rights of life are not a given. As such, the center expects you to help these children by easing their fears. Research has shown the benefit of team sports, arts, and nature in such cases.” 
 
    Mila paused, and Amber scrambled to come up with an adequate reply. “I…I will do my best.” 
 
    Maybe not the most confident of answers, but it literally was the best she could offer. 
 
    Mila steepled her fingers, her gaze probing. She studied Amber for a prolonged moment before releasing a sigh. “You are young and do not seem like one who has suffered the worst the world has to offer. This is a gut thing, although I fear your months here may open your eyes to things you have been sheltered from. The stories some of the refugees share…they will break your heart.” 
 
    A ball formed in Amber’s chest, pressing down on her sternum. A faint echo rang in her ears.  
 
    What do you know? You’ve lived a perfect little life. You can’t understand anything about what I’m going through.  
 
    Heat rushed to her cheeks. Two months later, the slap of those words still stung. She’d been at the hospital accumulating volunteer hours for a clinical pastoral education course. Because of her gender, the hospital thought it would be a good idea to have her make rounds in the maternity and neonatal wards. The babies had been precious, their tiny fingers and toes adorable beyond words. Not to mention the sheer contentment on the mothers’ faces when they looked down on their bundles of joy.  
 
    But then she’d entered Carrie’s room. Seventeen and alone. No parents. No boyfriend. 
 
    No baby. 
 
    Amber tried to swallow past the lump. 
 
    Carrie had been right. Amber couldn’t understand what she’d gone through. 
 
    And if Amber couldn’t relate to people’s experiences because of her sheltered life, how could she ever hope to touch their souls? No one would trust her because she’d never walked in their shoes.  
 
    “Are you ready to see the rest of the complex?” Mila rose and nodded to a side door. 
 
    Amber forced a smile, feeling suddenly drained once again. “Can’t wait.” She couldn’t postpone the rest of the tour any more than she could postpone the inevitable moment of truth. Pretty soon Mila would see what Carrie and the naysayers from her classes did—that Amber was a fake and not equipped for a life of helping people.  
 
    Amber pushed down those thoughts, desperately seeking the assurance she’d once felt about service. 
 
    It was like groping in the darkness. 
 
    She pushed back her shoulders. Even those in the dark stumbled upon something eventually. If she kept seeking, surely she’d crash into some sort of answer. Right, Lord? 
 
    “Are you coming?” Mila called from the open door. 
 
    Amber lengthened her stride to catch up. As she stepped out of the building and into the daylight, she squinted against the sun’s bright rays. Dew glistened like beads on the freshly mown grass, and she was thankful for the combat-like leather ankle boots she’d worn. Her canvas low tops would have been drenched in seconds. 
 
    “Since the center is connected to the university, we have been given permission to use their fuβball fields in the afternoons. We have our own equipment shed where we store balls and other training material.” She raised her hand to block against the sun. “If nothing held them up, my husband and Seth Marshall should be wandering around out here somewhere. Ah. There they are.” 
 
    Amber followed Mila’s gaze. Sure enough, two figures loitered on a distant patch of grass in front of a soccer goal. The men shook hands, and then one kicked a ball out in front of him a distance before toeing it to a stop at the penalty line. He backed up several paces from the ball and then stopped. 
 
    “Oh, this will be good.” Mila laughed and shook her head. “Come on. I don’t want to miss Ben and his fun.” 
 
    Amber didn’t know how the woman did it, walking as if her feet were in tennis shoes and not four-inch heels. She dressed the part of a director—stylish pants suit and her short hair fashionable and trendy—but she spoke straight from the hip and didn’t hide in an office. Amber grinned as she nearly jogged to keep up with Mila. She liked this woman. A lot. 
 
    They pulled up on the sidelines, Amber’s gaze moving between the two men. Her pulse raced at the sight of the one with his toes on the goal line, knees bent and hands out at his sides. Athletic shorts revealed sculpted calves and hinted at powerful thighs. His jersey hung on a lean frame—one she remembered with distinct clarity from the game when he took off said jersey. 
 
    Her breath came in short bursts. So winded after a short jog? She needed to get her nose out of her textbooks and exercise more. 
 
    The man she knew to be Seth Marshall grinned. His lips pulled back to reveal a mischievous smile. Dark, thick eyebrows framed deep-set eyes. His hair was two shades lighter in color with a slight wave in it.  
 
    “Are you going to kick the ball or what?” he called out. 
 
    “Calculating my angle,” the other man answered. 
 
    Mila leaned over. “That is Ben, my husband.”  
 
    Ben’s shoulders rose then fell, his gaze focused on the ball. He pushed off his toes and ran toward the black-and-white patterned sphere. 
 
    Mila cupped her hands around her mouth. “Whoop! Go Ben!” 
 
    Ben’s foot connected with the ball and sent it sailing. Up…up…and over the net. 
 
    “I call interference.” Ben threw up his hands. “My beautiful wife distracted me.” 
 
    Seth jogged around the net and collected the ball at the same time as Ben ran toward Mila and Amber, catching Mila up in a hug. 
 
    “You did that on purpose,” he said as he returned her to her feet. 
 
    She shrugged. “Now you have an excuse for why you did not make the goal.” 
 
    His brows created a V low on his forehead. “Are you saying I could not score a goal?” 
 
    “Against Seth Marshall? Nien.” 
 
    “But he isn’t even a goalie.” 
 
    She patted her husband’s cheek. “He is still a professional player, Knuddelbär.” 
 
    He growled at her but then pulled back as Seth jogged up.  
 
    “Better luck next time, mate.” Seth’s gaze circled the group, his eyes widening when they locked onto Amber’s. 
 
    From far away, she hadn’t been able to make out the color of his eyes, but now that they were trained on her, she found herself cataloging every detail. Rich brown with warm undertones of golden flecks. There was a dark ring around the outer edge, and she couldn’t help but wonder if such a border were a reflection of his character somehow. She blinked but didn’t look away. His eyes seemed to have a fathomlessness about them, and she found herself falling headlong into their depths. 
 
    Mila cleared her throat. “Amber Carrington, Seth Marshall. You two will be working together quite intimately for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    One side of Seth’s mouth lifted as he glanced at Mila. “Is that right?” He looked back at Amber. “Do you know anything about football?” 
 
    Amber pinched the outside of her thigh. She needed to get a grip. Like, yesterday. This girl who lost her head around a good-looking guy? Not her. She was cool. Calm. Self-controlled.  
 
    She plucked the ball out of his grasp. “Shall we find out?” Oh goodness. That didn’t come out like she was flirting with him, did it? Jet lag. She so blamed jet lag if it had. 
 
    The other side of his mouth joined the first, stretching into a full smile. “Yes, ma’am.” He gave her one last searching look before turning around and jogging back to the goal. 
 
    Amber walked to the penalty spot with measured steps. What had she been thinking? Why couldn’t she have just said that, yes, she knew the rules of the sport and how to play. Instead she’d issued some sort of challenge. One she wasn’t altogether sure she could pull off. It wouldn’t be too embarrassing to miss. Ben hadn’t made it either, after all.  
 
    She set the ball on the white painted line and took a few steps back and to the side. She looked over to Mila. “You should have told me to pack cleats.” 
 
    Ben slung his arm over his wife’s shoulders. “Use it as an excuse if you miss.” 
 
    Despite herself, Amber grinned. She glanced up at Seth in the goalie box. 
 
    “I’ll put one hand behind my back as a handicap.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. It may have been a few years since she’d played, but she’d never needed a handicap in her life. Pushing off her toes, she sprinted to the ball, lining her foot up just right to send it sailing up into the left back corner of the net. 
 
    The ball rose into the air, arced. Seth dove, his fingers brushing the underside.  
 
    Right into the corner. Her sweet spot.  
 
    Shouts erupted from the sidelines, and Amber pumped her fist into the air. Boy, that’d felt great. Her smile stretched across her face.  
 
    Seth dug the ball out from the net, then kicked it over to her. He clapped his hands as he sauntered in her direction, his mesmerizing gaze saying something she couldn’t discern.  
 
    “Amber Carrington, I think I’m in love.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    He wanted to slap a palm to his forehead. Out of all the things he could have said—Great shot. Where’d you learn to kick like that? Color me impressed—he’d had to go and spew some kind of cheeky pick up line. One he would have used in his old days. 
 
    You daft cow. That wasn’t how he wanted her to think of him. Some famous playboy athlete who would say and do anything to score with a woman. Way to start off on the wrong foot. 
 
    He was right, too. Amber’s gray eyes widened and then blinked. Mila, on the other hand, hid her head in her husband’s shoulder, her snort muffled.  
 
    Seth ran a hand over his head. If he backpedaled, would it only make matters worse?  
 
    He’d never really cared what people thought of him before. And the world had a lot of opinions of him, he knew. They weren’t exactly silent about them. Social media posts. Newspaper headlines. Sports announcers. His life was public fodder, but he’d always believed he could leave their judgments out on the pitch.  
 
    Amber folded her arms across her chest and gave him a calculated once-over. 
 
    Sodded, daft cow. For some reason he cared what this woman thought. She was…enchanting. Only minutes in her presence and she’d cast some sort of spell over him. There seemed to be an aura about her, although he didn’t care for that word. But there was an innocence. A fresh, untouched innocence that drew him like a parched man to a gentle spring. 
 
    The moment their gazes had collided, something had happened. What that something was—too soon to name. It hadn’t been a lightning strike or an electrical current. No, the feeling was more subtle than that. More like a gentle nudge. Interest that stood up and paid attention.  
 
    Almost like the first time his foot had connected with a football. Something in him knew he’d found that special thing that would become immensely important to him.  
 
    “I’m sure you say that to all the ladies.” Her brow cocked, almost mocking him.  
 
    His lips tipped. Pure, but equal part moxie. Not to mention a leg that could kick a ball into the corner of the net. An intoxicating blend, to say the least.  
 
    He sandwiched the ball between his hip and forearm. He’d never been at a loss for words when it came to women. A flirty compliment, a well-placed wink. His nerve endings hummed beneath his skin, a witty, bantering comment on his lips that would be sure to make her flush with pleasure. 
 
    Is that the man you still are?  
 
    No, but he’d be hanged if it felt near impossible for the tiger he’d been to change his stripes. He sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Old habits die hard.” 
 
    She blinked again, looking like he’d caught her off guard by his admission. That was good, right? He didn’t want her to label him with a title that didn’t fit him any longer. Even if that was still his natural M.O. 
 
    “That was a great shot, by the way.” The words he should have said to begin with finally left his mouth. “How’d you learn to kick like that?” 
 
    When she grinned, her whole face lit up. “Three older brothers will teach a girl a lot. Like how to dribble a ball, both basketball and soccer. I can also throw a mean spiral.” 
 
    He clutched a fisted palm to his chest. “Will I be coming on too strong if I propose now?” Okay, so he’d changed, but maybe not completely. Besides, he didn’t think there was anything in the Bible against a little innocuous flirting. And their banter was harmless. He wouldn’t let it lead it to the same destination it had in the past. 
 
    She held his gaze for a beat then laughed. “You’re funny.” 
 
    “Don’t encourage him.” Ben shook his head but grinned.  
 
    Mila turned her attention to her wristwatch before patting her husband’s arm. “The meeting with the board of directors starts in ten minutes. We must be going.” She swung her gaze to Amber. “You will be okay?” 
 
    Amber hid a yawn behind her hand. “Of course.” 
 
    “Gut. Yasmin can answer any of your questions, but I think you and Seth will have plenty to discuss.” 
 
    Ben leaned down to kiss Amber’s cheek goodbye European style, and Mila did the same to Seth. With her lips an inch from his ear, she whispered, “This one will not need her older brothers to rip out your heart if you hurt her.” A kiss punctuated her threat before she stepped away with an elegant smile on her face.  
 
    He’d volunteered at the center before, so he’d had plenty of time to get to know Mila and Ben. The two directors may look like sweet humanitarians, but mama bear and papa bear would more adequately describe them. And apparently Amber had been adopted as one of their cubs. 
 
    Good. She was far from home and family and friends. She needed people who would look after her. But they didn’t need to fear him. He wanted to hurt her as much as he’d want to hurt a puppy, which was not at all.  
 
    He gazed down at Amber, his attention caught by the wisps of dark blond hair curling around her neck in the breeze.  
 
    When presented with a beautiful, spellbinding treasure, a person shouldn’t handle it roughly, smashing it open. They should be gentle, carefully unraveling each of its mysterious layers. And that’s how he saw her. For some reason, he had just been presented with a precious gift. 
 
    She turned and looked up at him. “So.” Her mouth widened, turning into another yawn. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Jet lag is a killer.” But even the time difference and lack of sleep couldn’t dim her inner glow. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” She blinked back the moisture the yawn had produced in her eyes. “So, should we get started?” 
 
    Seth glanced at the equipment shed. He already had a good handle on the program and the lineup for the next month. He didn’t want to waste time going over mundane details. He looked back at Amber, noting the dark circles under her eyes, and felt a tug in his chest. He wanted to suggest she take a nap but knew from experience how bad an idea that actually was. Instead, he folded himself down onto the grassy field and patted the spot next to him.  
 
    Suspicion clouded her eyes, but she lowered herself onto the ground beside him. “How is this—”  
 
    He lay back, the blades of grass tickling his triceps as he interlocked his fingers and placed them over his eyes. “Tell me about yourself. Who is Amber Carrington?” 
 
    Silence met his question. He thought about unhooking his fingers from across his eyes so he could read her expression, but that was more an excuse than anything. He wanted to study her some more. Figure out why he was so drawn to her at a single glance. 
 
    He’d never believed in love at first sight. Wasn’t calling his instant interest that either. But he’d heard stories. True stories from residents at the care homes he’d visited. Gazes meeting across busy pubs during the war, a few dances together, then getting married a week later before being shipped off. Later celebrating over half a century of marriage—a lifetime of love.  
 
    Every time he heard one of those stories, the teller always said the same thing. They just knew. Didn’t need time and didn’t have any doubts. They knew. 
 
    Did he— 
 
    A puff of breath interrupted his internal musing, and the warmth of Amber’s body beside his as she lowered down to lie on her back in the grass caused the hairs on his arms to rise. 
 
    “Amber Carrington? I thought she was the woman you loved.” 
 
    His lips pulled back in a smile. Innocence and sass. A combination he very well could fall in love with. “Cheeky little thing, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’ve been called worse.” A serious undertone coated her words. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    She sighed. “Never mind.” 
 
    Too late. He already minded. But he’d let it go for now. “So, what brought you out here? Why’d you volunteer for something like this?”  
 
    He felt her shift, then a shadow crossed over his face. Must be leaning up on an elbow. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we be going over procedures or something? A schedule or layout of duties?” 
 
    He pretended to consider her question before dismissing it. “This is more important.” 
 
    “How is lying in a field talking more important than preparing?” 
 
    He let his fingers slide apart and propped himself up on his elbows. Meeting her gaze, he said, “Because you’re dead tired but can’t sleep, so at least lying down with your eyes closed will let your body rest. Also, we’re going to be working together. A lot. So we need to get to know each other.” Pinning his interest in her on them being coworkers felt a little misleading, but he didn’t want to scare her off. Besides, admitting that something in him recognized something in her sounded too much like a sappy chick flick. A rotten sappy chick flick.  
 
    She chewed her bottom lip, but then let her body fall back to the ground. “My brain feels like it’s sloughing through a swamp. You go first.” 
 
    He peered down at her with her hair splayed around her head like a crown and smiled. She looked like an angel, and he felt like the devil.  
 
    She caught him staring. “What?” 
 
    He shook his head. Get a grip on yourself. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    Her mouth pulled to the side. “Swamp brain, remember. Answer your own question. Why are you volunteering here? Is it for publicity? Required hours or something?” 
 
    “I can see why you’d think that.” He lay back beside her, his arm brushing hers. She scooted over to put space between them. Probably better that way. His brain was feeling a bit swampy at the moment as well.  “But, no, actually. I’m not here for publicity or punishment. In fact, according to my team, I should be partying it up in Vegas about now.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you then?” 
 
    Did she really not know anything about him? It sounded conceited, thinking every single person in the world cared about the ins and outs of his life, and he knew that wasn’t true. But it had been so long since he’d met anyone who didn’t that he’d forgotten what it was like.  
 
    Refreshing. So completely refreshing. 
 
    He picked at a blade of grass. “That sort of fast living doesn’t appeal to me. Not anymore.” 
 
    “But working with displaced children does?” 
 
    “Yeah, it does. For all the altruistic reasons of wanting to help, but for selfish reasons too.” He squeezed his eyes shut. Hopefully honesty wouldn’t shoot him in the foot. He liked this woman and wanted her to think well of him, but he needed to be truthful, too.  
 
    “Guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God my Savior, and my hope is in you all day long.” It had been one of the first Bible verses he’d memorized. One he repeated to himself often when he felt like he didn’t know what he was doing or when his teammates were giving him a particularly hard time. 
 
    Amber rolled onto her side and created a triangle with her arm, resting her head on the heel of her palm. “What could be selfish about being here and serving?” 
 
    He avoided her gaze this time, instead staring at a lone dandelion growing along the sidelines of the pitch. “Being with the kids helps me remember. Sometimes with the lights flashing and the cameras in my face and some of the other aspects of the world of professional sports, I forget why I love football so much. But seeing their faces when they score their first goal, watching them develop confidence and work together as a team, I remember. I remember what being guileless looks like without all the lies and other stuff to muddy the waters.” He shrugged. “They give back to me more than I can ever give to them.” 
 
    Her gaze went to the ground. “I guess you could say I’m here because I’m running away. Or trying to find something. Or seeing if I have what it takes.” 
 
    His fingers itched to touch her. Push away the confusion and sadness that seemed to have blanketed her. Instead, he picked a few blades of grass and tossed them at her head. “That’s a lot of ‘or’s.” He grinned, hoping that lightening the mood would bring the glow back to her face. 
 
    She gasped then plucked her own grass to chuck at him. “Not all of us have everything figured out like you seem to.” 
 
    He laughed. “You’re further from the truth than Ben was from making that goal earlier.” 
 
    Her lips bowed in a small smile. “He was pretty far off, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “My sister could have come closer.” And she hadn’t touched a ball since the first year he’d played professionally.  
 
    “Don’t knock little sisters. They’ll surprise you.” 
 
    He gazed down at her. “You have no idea.” 
 
    A loud rumble filled the space between them. Amber pressed her hand to her stomach, her cheeks tingeing pink. “How embarrassing.” 
 
    Seth pushed himself off the ground and held out a hand to help her up. “You should have said you were hungry. Come on. I’ll introduce you to some great local foods. We can keep getting to know one another.  
 
    She accepted his help up but then quickly dropped his hand. Her weight shifted between her feet.  
 
    Seth tilted his head as he watched her. “Something wrong?” 
 
    She seemed to be having some sort of mental conversation with herself. Finally, she sighed, her fingers all tangled together in front of her. “Are you…” 
 
    He waited, but she didn’t say anything else. “Am I…” 
 
    Her fingers twisted. “Look, I know this is going to make me sound like a crazy person, but are you asking me to lunch as a friend, a coworker, or…as a date?” 
 
    Now it was his turn to shift his weight. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Yes, actually.” 
 
    “Why? Because I’m an athlete? Because you think I might make an inappropriate pass at you? Because—” 
 
    “Because I don’t date.” Her words rushed out, tumbling over each other. 
 
    He paused. “You don’t…date?” 
 
    Her head oscillated side to side. 
 
    “Like, ever? No one?”  
 
    The oscillating continued, although she added a smirk to her lips. “I told you I’d sound crazy.” 
 
    “Not crazy. But can I ask why?” 
 
    She twisted something on her finger. A ring? “I just never really got the whole idea of dating.” 
 
    “Fun, companionship, romance. What’s not to get?” 
 
    “Temptation, heartbreak. And I do believe in romance. But more in a courtship type relationship. Meaning I can see myself marrying the guy one day, not just having fun marking time with him now.” 
 
    “And you can’t see yourself marrying me?” 
 
    She laughed, but her face turned a becoming shade of pink. “I think you might like the fast lane after all, Seth Marshall. Proclaiming love and proposing on the first day?” 
 
    Seth let a grin slip across his face. “Touché.” Her stomach growled again, and his focus dropped to her midsection.  
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “I propose we table this conversation, because I find it utterly fascinating and want to revisit it but I don’t need you fainting in want of nourishment. And as a non-dating friend, I’d like to buy you Käsespätzle, which is the equivalent of the best macaroni and cheese you’ve ever eaten.” 
 
    Amber grinned. “I accept your proposal.” 
 
    Seth watched her walk toward the center and smiled to himself. So, she didn’t date. He wasn’t about to let a small detail like that get in his way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Holy Roman Empire, 1527 
 
      
 
    “The portcullis is being raised for visitors, princess,” Hette announced, her hands circling one another. Over, under. Around they went, a constant motion of worry since the arrival of their other guest, Lorenz Meier.   
 
    Christyne narrowed her eyes at Hette’s hands, the force of her sharp gaze causing the motion to cease. If Hette did not desist from her endless worry, the ever-astute Bishop Wilmer would press her to confession at his next visit. 
 
    Her heart skipped a beat as her mind caught up with Hette’s declaration. They had visitors? “His Excellency is not scheduled to arrive until Father’s marriage.” 
 
    The maid’s skin appeared pasty in the shadows of Christyne’s bed chamber. “It is not the bishop.” 
 
    “Then who? The captain of the guard would not lower the gate for just any man.” 
 
    Hette’s eyes lowered to the ground. “The Duke of Schlestein.” 
 
    Christyne crushed the velvet of her gown in her fist. “The duke…but I have refused his offer. He has no business in our lands. Leastwise, not when Father is away.” 
 
    “He is not alone.” Hette’s gaze bounced around the chamber, rested on Christyne but a moment, then lowered to the woven rushes once more. “He has a small unit of landsknecht with him.” 
 
    Christyne sucked in a breath. “Does he scheme to take me by force like some peasant? I will not allow it.” 
 
    “Mayhap, princess”—Hette visibly swallowed—“his presence has to do with the heretic you hide beneath the castle.” 
 
    She considered this. Lorenz—for she had started to think of him by his Christian name since saving his life—seemed to have been fleeing north when she stumbled upon him in the woods. Could he have pursuers from multiple directions?  
 
    One way alone to determine the answer.  
 
    She released the fisted material in her hand and smoothed out the length of dark purple velvet. For the past several days, she had continued to don her servant’s rough woolen kirtle in order to attend to Lorenz’s injuries, but her skin had begun to itch, and she had felt the need for comfort this morn.  
 
    Christyne had soaked in a hot bath while Hette scrubbed her skin fresh and washed her hair. The purple gown, with its laces in the front along her midriff, cinched her in and accentuated the curves the Lord had bestowed upon the fairer sex. The style had been made popular by Cranach, painter in Saxony, when he put to canvas the royal daughters of that house in such raiment. Christyne pressed her hand to her stomach. She hoped she looked half as enchanting in her gown as those ladies had in theirs. As armor girded the warrior in battle, so a graceful gown and a demure smile would gird her for the confrontation to come. 
 
    She patted the back of her hair, making sure the coiffure Hette had arranged earlier was still in place. Her palm ran across the tiny pearls adorning the golden weave of her hauben, not feeling any stray hairs. 
 
    If it was to battle she headed, then she was prepared.  
 
    Hette’s wringing hands caught her attention. She sighed, realizing she must face this foe alone.  
 
    “Stay in my chambers until you are summoned.” She softened the command with a small smile and then drifted out of the room.  
 
    A barrel of a man stood in front of the hearth in the great hall, his royal blue cape falling to mid-calf. A hat rested in his hand, plumes of colorful feathers dancing about with the small movements of his twitching fingers. 
 
    A throat cleared, and Christyne whipped her head around toward the sound along the far wall. A landsknecht stood in the shadows. Even in the dim light his brightly colored hosen and lederwam illuminated the dark space. Blue and white vertical stripes across his left leg, red and blue horizontal lines across his right. One sleeve yellow. One green. And a codpiece that caused her to flush from embarrassment. If not for the slash of a sneer across his grizzled face, he would remind her of a strutting peacock. But nay. If he were a bird, it would be a vicious raptor to which he should be compared. One willing to rip out its prey’s heart with its hooked beak and razor-sharp talons.  
 
    The man from the hearth had also turned, but his scrutiny landed on her and not the soldier in the shadow. “Ah. The famed Princess of Heidelbraum at last.” He bowed slightly at the waist, but the movement was steeped in sarcasm and insincerity.  
 
    Christyne let her gaze fall on the man. She had never met him and had refused his offer of marriage based on reputation alone. She cared not that an alliance between their houses would strengthen their hold on the land betwixt them. She did care, however, that the whispered stories she had heard at court told of his acute cruelty toward his people. To such a man she would not bind herself.  
 
    Now that she gazed upon him, however, she saw not the hardness of a man who could squeeze his serfs with unmeetable taxes and then watch them starve a slow death or sell their children as slaves to quench the debts owed him. Nor did he seem capable of supporting the holy war on either side—fighting for freedom of conscience on the one hand or enforcing death by burning on the other.  
 
    Nay. Though his lip curled in a sneer, she perceived it stemmed more from a wound to his pride, inflicted by her rejection, than the temperature of his heart. 
 
    She returned his gesture of courtesy and offered her own dip of the head. “Your presence honors the house of Heidelbraum, Herzog Kampff.” She rose and met his steady gaze. “My Father is away collecting his new bride at the present. Perchance you would do well to rest yourself and your men for the night and make plans to return when the prince is again in attendance.” 
 
    His eyes sparkled, and she had the impression he was amused by her attempt to be rid of him. He pointed to the soldier in the corner, and the man stepped forward as if beckoned. “Your hospitality is most gracious, but I fear our mission is of utmost import and cannot be delayed even one night.” 
 
    Her shoulders wanted to sag in relief, but she pinned them back in place. “Oh? And what mission is that, pray tell?” 
 
    Both men stepped forward, and she unconsciously took a step back in retreat. The smell of strong perfume lingering about their persons did not mask the stench of sweating horseflesh and trail dust.  
 
    “I have received a letter from a dear friend in Zurich. He is an official there and greatly distressed. You see, they have recently had a concerning outbreak of radical thought in that city that, left rooted, will spread like a noxious weed, choking the inhabitants.” 
 
    The duke’s brow creased as if this news were especially upsetting.   
 
    Christyne could make no sense of it. When real evil roamed the earth—pillaging highwaymen, raping marauders, thieves clothed in both priestly and royal robes, their own people naked and starving for want of food—how could so many set fire to their tempers and allow their innards to boil until they scourged those who did no real harm? Those who merely followed their consciences to a place where their thoughts and beliefs aligned not with the masses? 
 
    The ruling masses.  
 
    And there was the burn. Though cloaked with a righteous indignation, many in power sought to eradicate these so-called weeds because they dared raise their voices to be heard over the deafening roar of a howling beast that had been wounded by Martin Luther’s famed ninety-five theses. 
 
    She had read the list of proclamations that had been nailed to the church’s doors in Wittenberg on All Saints’ Day, but she did not understand all the scholar had written. Before then, she had accepted Bishop Wilmer’s teaching, though his descriptions of purgatory and Hades frightened her. Now her ideas on Christ were muddled at best. A pool of water in the dirt, created by a heavy rain, brown and impossible to see through.  
 
    But one thing was clear. One thing had rung true from the pamphlets she had read of Luther’s writing: “To go against conscience is neither right nor safe. Here I stand, I can do no other, so help me God.” Whoever demanded spiritual adherence on pain of torture and death—be they a reformer or the pope himself—in their religion she could take no part. A person’s spiritual beliefs should be between them and God alone. 
 
    She pressed her lips together, afraid her radical thoughts would find a voice that would cause herself to be named a heretic. 
 
    “You do not seem horrified by the knowledge of such rebellion, princess.” Kampff studied her. 
 
    She returned his regard with an air of indifference, although the scales were now falling from her eyes. Though the Duke of Schlestein had presented himself a lamb, cultured and poised, he was but a wolf cloaked in the sheep’s fleece. Even now his nose twitched, seeking the scent of desertion.  
 
    “I am but a lowly female, Herzog Kampff. It is beyond my mental faculties to understand the matters of men.” Bile rose in her throat. 
 
    A low growl seemed to emanate from the region of the landsknecht’s throat. Christyne’s eyes widened at the sound. 
 
    “Excuse the captain, if you please.” Kampff apologized with the sincerity of a frog. “He does not take lightly the breaking of the law.” 
 
    She clutched at the amethyst stone resting in the hollow of her throat, forcing mock outrage to show on her face. “Of course not. I applaud your…enthusiasm for your task, Captain.”  
 
    The duke ran his fingers over the colored feathers sprouting from his hat. “You see, in this specific band of renegades, even the women have allowed their minds to be tainted by the twisted falsehoods of the Anabaptists.” 
 
    Christyne’s brows reached for her hairline. “Anabaptists? They are against baptism then?” 
 
    Kampff’s lips curled. “The devils wish to condemn an infant’s sinful soul to Hades by not allowing them to receive the sacrament of baptism in their cradles.” He scoffed. “They go so far as to rebaptize each other in adulthood, claiming their baptism as infants was not scriptural and they must declare and confess their faith by true baptism as a grown man.”   
 
    “And for this they must burn?” She prayed he heard not the alarm in her voice. 
 
    “For this they must drown. Is it not fitting, since these devils wish to sin in such a deplorable manner? King Ferdinand of Aragon calls the drownings the best antidote to Anabaptism—their third and final baptism.” 
 
    She pressed her palm against her roiling stomach, her thoughts sinking into the undercroft. Lorenz’s leg was healing well, but it still caused him pain when he walked. If these men were to discover his hiding place, he would not survive a second time. The brilliance of his eyes would be forever snuffed out, all because he refused to ignore his conscience.  
 
    She blinked and refocused on Kampff. “Your friend in Zurich, then, has dispatched you in the name of the emperor?” 
 
    “In the matter of the Anabaptists, both the Holy Father and the heretics are in unity. Verily, it is the reformer Urlich Zwingli who is most adamant in the search for and execution of the Anabaptists.” 
 
    Christyne swallowed though her throat was parched. A servant traversed the outskirts of the hall with her head down. “Refreshments for our guests,” Christyne called out, smiling when the girl dipped a curtsy and scampered off. She returned her regard to the duke. “My apologies for not quenching your thirst sooner. I can lay my lack of hospitality at the feet of your most…diverting news.” 
 
    The captain leaned his elbow against the mantel and pierced her with an unblinking gaze. 
 
    Her knees quivered even as she smiled at the wretched soldier. “And what makes you think this particular rebel is on my father’s lands?” 
 
    “A heretic hunter claims to have put an arrow through his leg in the thickest parts of the forest.”  
 
    The servant returned with a tray of tankards holding amber liquid. Christyne removed a cup and sipped at the contents, the beer burning a path to her stomach. “Is he certain it was not a deer or another wild animal. We have many creatures in the woods, and the shadows can play tricks on the eyes.” 
 
    “He is certain.” 
 
    She licked at her lips. “And if I or one of our people stumbles upon this man, then what?” 
 
    Both men’s lips curled. “Thence, you may call upon us to give him his eternal reward.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Germany, Present Day 
 
      
 
    Amber’s fingertips tingled as she made her way back through the rec room, down the corridor of cubicles, and into the reception area. She wanted to blame her jitters on jet lag. Why not, right? She’d blamed everything else that’d happened since she’d woken up on the lack of sleep and the time zone shift that had jarred her body. But this…a sort of involuntary quiver that ran like shock waves across her skin, couldn’t be laid at jet lag’s door.  
 
    She had to look elsewhere, and a sinking pit in her stomach pointed a neon arrow. Seth Marshall. The soccer star held all the responsibility. His mere presence, like the invisible hand of a puppet master, manipulated her synapses and conjured up thoughts and feelings she’d never experienced before. Especially for a guy she’d just met.  
 
    His footsteps sounded behind her, the light tread of his sneakers causing the pace of her heart to quicken.  
 
    This was not part of the plan. He was not part of the plan. She’d come to Germany to serve and find direction, not to get distracted by an all-star athlete and his pretty face. 
 
    Besides, like she’d told him, she didn’t date. She needed to focus on graduating. Finding a job in a competitive market. Working toward making herself more relatable. And even if she did date, she wouldn’t date him.  
 
    Number one, she didn’t even know if he was a Christian. That may sound shallow of her, but she’d learned in her counseling classes the statistics for relationship difficulties when a couple didn’t share common core beliefs. Not to mention the verse in the Bible about being unequally yoked.  
 
    And even if he was a Christian, he lived a life that was constantly in the spotlight. She’d already experienced what it was like to have her career choice thrust into that bright beam, and she didn’t think she could withstand that kind of scrutiny in every facet of her daily life. She wanted a quiet existence. One where she could make a difference in individual lives. A world platform did not appeal to her.  
 
    But none of that mattered. They were only going to lunch as new friends. Colleagues who needed to get to know each other so they could work together. Not a date. 
 
    Yasmin looked up from behind the reception desk, a small smile tipping her lips. “Did Mila leave you with a million questions for me?” 
 
    No, but Seth did. Amber grabbed ahold of Yasmin’s hand. Another new friend. It only stood to reason that Amber should invite her along to lunch. The offer had nothing to do with needing a buffer so she could get her head screwed back on straight. Don’t start lying to yourself now.  
 
    “My new friend Seth and I were just about to get some lunch. How about you join us, since you’re also a new friend?” Amber held in a groan. If her parents could hear how inane she sounded, they’d wonder where all that money they spent on private school tuition went. If her brothers could hear her, she’d never live it down.  
 
    Yasmin’s brows folded over her eyes. Then she looked beyond Amber’s shoulder, seemed to have some sort of unspoken conversation with the person at Amber’s back, and the creases smoothed. She patted Amber’s hand. “I’m sorry, but I usually eat lunch right here in case someone comes in or calls and needs help.” Her grin widened. “Why don’t we have dinner though? I’ll ask Mila to join us. Then you can tell us both how your first day went, getting to know your new coworkers. I’m sure she will be just as interested to hear all about it as I will be.” 
 
    Amber could translate passages of scripture written in both original languages—Hebrew and Greek. She didn’t need an interpreter for that little speech. Yasmin and Mila wanted her to spill how her date with Seth went. Except…“It’s not a date.”  
 
    Was she fooling herself? She’d never gone out with a guy before, but even she felt this set up was very date-like. She’d seen the interest in Seth’s eyes when he looked at her, and she’d certainly felt that bewildering zinging feeling electrifying her nerve endings when they’d lain side by side on the grass.  
 
    Exhaustion pulled on her bones. She was too tired to process and makes sense of anything at this point. She turned to Seth. “I appreciate the offer, but I think I might go back to my room and—” 
 
    “Nope.” He gently cupped her elbow and steered her toward the door. “You need food and distraction to stay awake. As your new friend, I’m taking it upon myself to supply both those things.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No buts.” He pushed open the door and waved goodbye to Yasmin, who grinned at them.  
 
    Amber let him maneuver her closer to the lot of parked cars. Any other time she would have thought of how big a mistake this was. Her, a single girl in a foreign country, going off alone with a near stranger. They made movies like this that did not end well for the girl.  
 
    Her gaze slid to Seth. Though there were lines that creased his forehead and the corners of his eyes—deeper than someone in their mid-twenties should have—he bore a lightness about him. Almost as if he’d once carried a heavy load that had weighed him down and someone had come along and unstrapped the boulder from his back. He’d seen darkness but chose to turn his face to the light. A man like that couldn’t have nefarious intentions. Could he? 
 
    Seth caught her staring. “What?”  
 
    “I don’t need to have Liam Neeson on speed dial, do I?” 
 
    A laugh rumbled from his chest. “Don’t worry, the only place I’m taking you is for food.” He stopped beside a gray van. “Besides, you said one of your brothers used to be in the navy, right? I’d be more afraid of the US military than Jean Valjean.”  
 
    Amber halted. “I say Liam Neeson and your first reference is Les Misérables? Not Star Wars or Schindler’s List or even Aslan from The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe?” 
 
    He opened the passenger door for her. “What? So having a shot average of seventeen point four per game means I can’t appreciate classic French literature turned into musicals?” 
 
    As a kid, Amber had wanted to see how fast an ice cube could melt on a hot Florida sidewalk. It hadn’t taken long. The intense rays of tropical sun had worked away at the hard, cold cube until all that was left was a small puddle.  
 
    If she weren’t careful, she’d end up like that ice cube.  
 
    She stepped up into the van and slipped the seat belt over her shoulder. She looked around, somehow only just now noticing what they were going to drive around in. Seth rounded the hood and entered on the driver’s side.  
 
    “Is this the center’s vehicle?” Shouldn’t they have asked before using it? No way Mr. Hotshot Athlete would own a fifteen-passenger boat-on-wheels. He belonged behind the wheel of something sleeker with a lot more horsepower. 
 
    The engine turned over, and Seth put the van into gear. “Yes, but Ben and Mila won’t mind if we take it out.” 
 
    Seth carried more than his share of the conversation as he drove around the city. He pointed out places of interest like the Mercedes-Benz and Porsche headquarters, museums, some of the popular parks, and the zoo. The landscape changed as they drew closer to the low mountains she’d seen as a distant backdrop at the center. Her gaze traveled the rising lines and then widened as they snagged on a familiar shape. It was the castle. The same one little Jay-Jay had pointed out on the plane.  
 
    Her fingernail tapped on the glass of her window. “Do you know anything about that castle?” 
 
    Seth hunched down so he could look out the square of glass beside her. “Can’t say that I do, although it looks old. Germany has a few famous castles, like Neuschwanstein in Bavaria.” 
 
    “That one was the inspiration for Cinderella’s castle at Disney World.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Amber shrugged. “I’m from Florida.” 
 
    He grinned. “Good to know.” He glanced back out the window. “Neuschwanstein was built in the nineteenth century, whereas the architecture on the one up there seems more medieval to me.” 
 
    She leaned against the arm rest on the door, turning toward him. “So, you’re a professional athlete, a musical aficionado, and now a historian? Is there anything you aren’t?” 
 
    “Your date.” 
 
    Her jaw slacked and he laughed. “I’m kidding, although you’ve said it often enough that I may need to go back and lick my wounds tonight.” He shifted the gear into Park. “We’re here.” He came around and opened the door for her, then ushered her into a cute little bistro on the outskirts of town. The spicy smells of Bratwurst and other German sausages clung to the air and caused her mouth to water. In what sounded like perfect German to her untrained ears, he ordered them both the Käsespätzle. 
 
    Once the server had retreated to put in their order, he studied her from across the table. “So, I told you the real reason I’m here. It’s your turn. Unless you’re sticking with all those ors.” 
 
    She fiddled with the cloth napkin in her lap. 
 
    “Friends tell friends stuff, right?” 
 
    Her gaze lifted from behind her lashes, the right side of her mouth twitching. “You sure are using that friend card an awful lot.” 
 
    He settled back in his chair, a mixture of unrepentance and satisfaction curving his mouth into an easy smile. “It’s the only one you’ve given me so far.” 
 
    Her twitching lips teased into a full smile. “Fine. You win.” She cocked her head. “You know, you actually remind me a bit of my brother, Trent. He can charm his way with the ladies as well.” 
 
    She thought he’d laugh at the comparison, but instead, his face flushed and he looked away. When he met her gaze again, the sparkling tease in his eyes had faded. He leaned forward, his forearms resting on the table, an intensity radiating from his core.  
 
    “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” His chin fell to his chest, and he shook his head a few times. “Why is this so hard?”  
 
    Well, that was an instant switch. What had she said to make him feel so bad? Now all she wanted to do was reach out and touch his hand. Offer comfort in some small way. Make his eyes dance again. Instead, she clenched her fingers together in her lap. “Note to self, do not tell a guy he reminds you of your brother.” 
 
    His shoulders bounced as a muffled chuckled rose from his hunched form. He raised his head, a small smile easing away some of the tension on his face. “Yeah, that’s never good. But seriously, I do apologize. It’s just that I like you a lot. I know we just met, and it seems crazy to feel such a…I don’t know…connection, but I do. I used to flirt with girls I was attracted to all the time, and I guess I fell back into that with you, but that’s not who I am anymore.”  
 
    He leaned forward, weight on his forearms, chest hovering above the table. “I recently gave my life to Christ, you see, and I’m trying to change, be who He wants me to be, but sometimes I’m not sure who that is, and I find myself struggling and slipping back into my old way of thinking and—” He suddenly stopped, his mouth frozen against the onslaught of more words. Breath whooshed from his lungs, collapsing his shoulders. “And making a complete idiot of myself by not shutting up.”  
 
    Puddle. Her center had melted into a messy, gooey puddle. It was her turn to lean forward. “Who said you were an idiot?” 
 
    He raised his palms in an isn’t it obvious action.  
 
    She cocked a brow and sat back. “Now I know what you aren’t.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You are an athlete, lover of musicals, amateur historian, but you are obviously not in possession of perfect vision, because I see an honest man who isn’t afraid to be vulnerable. Who is seeking the right thing, even if it’s the hard thing, in a world that sells the easy thing even though it’s often the wrong thing.” She rotated her body in the chair, making a show of inspecting the entire room. “Nope. Not an idiot in sight.” She winked.  
 
    Umm…when in the world had she ever winked at someone before? Her cheeks heated. “Better get those eyes checked.” 
 
    Throat thickening, she reached for her water glass and downed half the contents. Now she was guilty of the very thing he had just apologized for. Flirting. What had she been thinking? She didn’t flirt. She didn’t even think she knew how to flirt. 
 
    But he’d looked so torn up, realizing he’d fallen into what he considered old habits. And sure, he’d flirted a little, but he hadn’t made any inappropriate comments. In fact, the attention had made her feel special. It had warmed her in places she hadn’t known were cold. She couldn’t let him beat himself up over something that was more than likely a part of the personality God had created him with.  
 
    She’d been thinking how much she wanted to pick up all that he was putting out there. And in his vulnerability, he’d been putting himself out there on the table. His heart, his struggles, his life. He was inviting her in, to see it all—both the ugly and the beautiful. 
 
    “I’m here to listen,” she blurted. Cut out all those ors from earlier and the heart of her service in Germany boiled down to being still enough that she could hear the divine voice. Maybe her pronouncement wasn’t as long or deep as Seth’s had been, but it was what she had to offer to him in return. And as scary as it seemed, she wanted to be as open with him as he had been with her. But only as a friend, of course. 
 
    Seth nodded, not seeming at all caught off guard by her admission. “Listening for what?” 
 
    How much should she share? “You said you’re a new Christian, but do you believe that God speaks to people?” 
 
    “You mean audibly like he did to the prophets in the Bible?” 
 
    “Yeah, but other ways as well.” 
 
    “Sure. My friend Justin says that God speaks to us through the Scriptures, through the Holy Spirit, through the words of other believers. I’m sure there are other ways, too.” 
 
    Amber pulled her water glass closer to her, the beads of condensation on the outside wetting her fingertips. “I’ve felt God speak to me a few times throughout my life. A couple of years ago, I thought I heard him calling me to serve Him in ministry as a hospital chaplain.” 
 
    “You thought? You don’t know?” His voice gentled as if he knew how hard the admission was for her. 
 
    Her shoulders rose to her ears and then fell. “I’m not sure anymore. I’ve had people tell me I don’t belong in the theology program. That women shouldn’t serve as pastors, even though that isn’t the direction I plan to take.” She met his gaze, but the openness in his eyes caused hers to prick with tears, and she looked away. “God could be trying to speak to me through them.” 
 
    “Or Satan could be using them to discourage you and get you to turn away from your calling.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She sniffed. “It’s hard to know sometimes, isn’t it?” 
 
    He stared at her. Waited. 
 
    How did he know there was more? 
 
    “I’m also afraid that I don’t have anything to offer. That no one is going to be able to relate to me…or me to them.” She whispered the last part. Where was the server with their food? A distraction would be welcome right now. 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    She sighed and sat back in her chair. “I don’t have a testimony.” 
 
    His brows dipped. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I know what you mean.” 
 
    “A testimony. A come-to-Jesus story. Take you, for example. I don’t know a lot about you, since I don’t keep up with celebrities, but by your own admission, you used to live a fast life. I imagine that means women. Parties. Maybe drugs, I don’t know.” She shrugged, but gathered the nerve to continue. To be honest. “But then you came to Jesus and He changed your life. You were living one way, had all these experiences, and now have a story about overcoming. You can relate to people that have had similar struggles.” 
 
    “And you can’t?” 
 
    “I’ve always been a Christian. From as far back as I can remember, I’ve always had Jesus in my life and heart. I haven’t done anything that will cause other people to have faith in anything I say. I’ve never done drugs, smoked cigarettes, or consumed alcohol. You already know I don’t date, so that erases sexual temptations. I haven’t even been kissed!” She hadn’t realized her volume was rising until a few heads turned her way. Oh, biscuits and gravy.  
 
    She slunk down in her chair, heat crawling up her neck. She tried to hunch her shoulders and hide her face behind her hand. “How many people here do you think can speak English?” 
 
    Seth laughed. “Come on. Doing the right thing is nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    She scooted back up in her seat. “But don’t you see? If people don’t think I have anything in common with them, they will assume I don’t understand what they’re going through, and then how can I be there for them when they need someone to help them in the middle of their struggles?” 
 
    A shadow fell over their table, and Amber looked up. Their server placed two steaming plates of food in front of them and said something in quick German. Seth responded with a smile, and then they were left alone again.  
 
    She sighed. Couldn’t their meal have arrived a few minutes earlier and spared her from spilling her guts? 
 
    Seth offered to pray, and she accepted with a grateful heart. She was done talking for a while. Even if käsespätzle turned out to be disgusting, she was going to keep shoveling it in her mouth.  
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Early morning sunlight slanted across the football pitch. Seth pushed his chest closer to his knees, feeling the stretch in his hamstrings. He rose and lifted his palms into the air, each vertebra in his back stretching, his muscles elongating.  
 
    He tried to focus his mind on the kids. The ones that would be spilling out onto the field in less than an hour. The ones who would be looking to him for direction as a coach, as much in life as for the fundamentals of the sport. 
 
    But his thoughts kept U-turning back to Amber and their conversation the day before. It sounded cliché to say that he’d never met anyone like her before, but it was true. Growing up in the slums of London had stolen the innocence from his eyes at a young age. His past was one of the reasons he connected so well with the kids in Mila and Ben’s program. When a person saw something that no one should witness, especially as a tender youth, the images messed with their mind as well as their heart.  
 
    For him, his past had been darkened by poverty. Violence in the form of gang wars and the effects of addiction. For the refugee children in the program… He shook his head. Man had not been created to witness such destruction at another’s hand. Bombings. Cold-blooded murder. Soulless staring of a lifeless gaze—one that belonged to a father or mother, brother or sister. And some of these kids not even of an age to attend school.  
 
    But Amber… 
 
    Her eyes were a picture of what God must have had in mind when He created the world. Fresh and clean. Not contaminated by a knowledge and personal experience of death and destruction. Such a heart to help others, but afraid of her inability because, what? She hadn’t made horrible choices in her life? Did she think if she’d followed the path of the prodigal, she could be a better witness? 
 
    His stomach clenched, the wrongness of that idea causing him physical discomfort. More people needed to regain their freedom from guilt, find their way back to the light. Life’s journey brought them all through enough entrenched valleys. Amber needed to be the proverbial lighthouse on the top of a hill—guiding those in the storm to safety, not drowning alongside the rest of them.  
 
    But who was he to say that other than a gut feeling? She’d been a Christian her whole life and he a mere month. It didn’t seem his place to instruct her on any spiritual matters. Maybe if Justin were here. He’d know what to say, what Bible verses to share. 
 
    Seth shook out his arms, hoping his thoughts followed. He jogged to the equipment shed and unlocked the rusty padlock. A mesh bag full of balls hung from a nail along the wall. He unhooked it and swung the bag over his shoulder. Bending down, he scooped up a stack of orange cones from the floor, then backed out of the shed. 
 
    Ben and Mila had said to expect around twenty kids this morning and then about the same number again in the afternoon. Younger kids in the morning, older ones later. There would be some familiar faces from the last time he’d volunteered, but a new wave of asylum-seekers had settled into the area. He’d need to team together the ones who were a bit more familiar with their new homes with those still reeling from all the changes life had thrown at them.  
 
    Yasmin had offered to help as a translator, but Seth had politely declined. While it would have made things easier for some of the kids who couldn’t understand what he was saying, it would also have ostracized those who had come from regions that didn’t speak Arabic. Assimilation required they learn the language of their new country, so he’d speak German while coaching. It was good and right that they held onto the culture of their heritage, but they also needed to find their place in their new homes as well.  
 
    Two figures approached the field on the other side of the far goal posts, hesitating at the line of white paint that indicated the pitch’s boundaries. They held hands, the child on the left half the size of the other. Siblings. They immediately reminded Seth of himself and Kayla at a much younger age. How many times had he gripped her hand in his, promising to protect her as they quickly passed through a particularly unsavory part of town? 
 
    Seth waved and shouted a greeting in the most friendly, non-threatening voice he could muster. The kids took a step forward but seemed too afraid to come any closer. He approached slowly, pushing his lips up into an open smile. When he stood in front of them—an older brother, about ten years of age, and his younger sister, who seemed to be about four—he lowered onto his haunches. At this height, the boy stood over him a few inches. 
 
    He put a hand on his chest. “Mein name ist Seth.” He tapped his chest again. “Seth.” Extending his hand, he pointed to the boy and raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “Orhan,” the boy whispered. He raised his hand, bringing his sister’s up with it. “Yara.” 
 
    Seth spoke slowly in German, welcoming Orhan and Yara to the center and telling them how happy he was that they were there to play football. He motioned to the black-and-white balls resting together at midfield and beckoned the kids to follow him. They trailed behind him like little ducklings, and he grinned at the small victory.  
 
    Soon other kids joined them, their faces a mixture of distrust and cautious excitement. If anything was universal, in Seth’s mind, it was football. Loved by all the world over. The sport was a language all its own, one these kids—whether from Syria or Pakistan or some other place—knew how to speak. It may be a game, but the pastime was much more than that. It was a sense of home. Of comfort and familiarity.  
 
    And it would teach them so much more than scoring goals. It would teach them to focus on what they could control, to let go of mistakes, to celebrate success no matter how small, and to be a true team player. It would teach them the value of keeping on learning. But most importantly, for some of these kids, football would give them a sense of family that war had stolen from them.  
 
    Seth surveyed the group of kids thirteen and under and frowned. When had they started to clump together in groups? He walked the perimeter, coming close to a huddle of four. They spoke together in a language he had heard before but didn’t recognize. Farsi? He rounded on another group. The cadence of their words rose and fell differently from the first. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late.” Amber jogged up the pitch from the center’s back door. Her cheeks were flushed as she pulled up beside him. “I promise it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Her gaze swept over the group, or he should say groups of kids before blinking up at him. “Where do you want me, Coach?” 
 
    “You’re fine where you are, Maus.” 
 
    Her nose scrunched. “Mouse?” 
 
    “Don’t like it? I think you’re a perfect little church mouse.” He winked. 
 
    She groaned. “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    He shook his head and then clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. After a stilted round of introductions, he paired kids from different clusters together and gave each pair a ball to practice passing. After promising Orhan that nothing would happen to her, he took Yara by the hand and led her over to Amber. 
 
    “Do you think you can look after Yara for a bit? She’s younger than the program’s minimal age, and her mum is at work right now.” 
 
    Amber extended her hand to the little girl with a smile. “We’re going to have so much fun, you and I.” She lowered her voice and looked up at Seth. “If her mom is at work, who’s looking after her the rest of the day?” 
 
    Seth pointed to Orhan. “Her older brother is right over there. He takes care of her while their mum works a double shift downtown at the manufacturing plant to pay for rent and food.” 
 
    “What about their dad?” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder to check on the kids passing their balls back and forth. “Casualty of a corrupt government.” 
 
    Amber hugged the preschooler to her side. She bent down to the girl’s level. “I saw some wild daisies over there. Why don’t we make a crown of them and you can be a pretty princess?” She led the girl over to the side while Seth jogged back to the other kids. 
 
    He put them through some drills and then counted them off into teams to play a scrimmage game. He needed to see what he was working with—in regard to skill as well as personal and group challenges. He blew the whistle, and kids ran into action.  
 
    They shouted to each other in different languages, passing the ball to kids on their team who had come from the same region they had. Seth shook his head. They were going to experience enough ostracism from people outside who didn’t think they belonged here in Germany. They didn’t need to be treating each other that way as well. At half time he blew his whistle in disgust. First thing he’d have to do is get these kids to work together as a team, to see their teammates as an extended family.  
 
    But just how was he supposed to do that?  
 
    Movement out of the corner of his eyes caught his attention. Amber had Yara on her back, and she trotted across the sidelines like a horse. The girl squealed in delight, a white daisy chain circling the top of her head.  
 
    Amber stopped by one of the older boys and pointed at his feet. What was she doing? She stuck her foot out and the boy looked at her in confusion. She pointed to his feet again. Finally, she bent down and reached over, dragging his leg beside hers. With a quick nod, she set Yara down and then knelt on the grass. She untied her shoes and slipped off her socks, handing both to the boy while pointing again to his bare feet. 
 
    Seth swept his gaze around the other kids, then lowered his focus to their feet. Most wore shoes, but a few didn’t. Those barefoot watched as the lucky kid tied on Amber’s trainers. 
 
    She couldn’t help them all, but she could help one. If only more people would adopt that philosophy. His heart went out to her, and he almost hated himself for what he was about to do. 
 
    But it would be better for them all in the long run.  
 
    He hoped. 
 
    Trotting over to the group, he told them in German for everyone to take their shoes off. Twenty pairs of eyes stared back at him strangely. He bent down and untied his own trainers then toed them off. He repeated his desire that everyone be barefoot. Slowly, understanding lit faces, and kids pulled off their shoes. 
 
    First step in becoming a team, a family? Having a shared experience. Whether good or bad.  
 
    From the thunderous look on Amber’s face, she thought this one very bad. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Holy Roman Empire, 1527 
 
      
 
    Christyne paused and leaned on the door behind her, letting her eyes adjust to the shadowed light of the undercroft while her pulse slowed to a normal beat. Ever since the Duke of Schlestein had graced her hall with his presence she had been as fidgety as Hette. No matter that the great lord had departed the castle walls more than two hours past, his band of soldiers with him. She had watched the plumes of dust the horses’ hooves had kicked up, her own prayers rising and disappearing into the heavens in the same manner.  
 
    Whose prayers did the Lord answer? For surely men in the Vatican prayed for the recantation of men like Luther and Zwingli just as piously as the reformers prayed for a change in the Church. Did the Lord bend his ear to one group and not the other? What of her, who knew not which side held the arm of truth and righteousness? Did God heed her own whispered words though her heart straddled a fence so weak she felt it would crumble beneath her weight? 
 
    She made the sign of the cross and kissed the back of her fingers before descending the rickety steps into the undercroft’s belly. Though Hette had brought Lorenz a midday meal, the scholar needed to be made aware of the danger nipping yet at his heels. Her eyes scanned the damp room and fixed on the form in the far corner. She’d expected the invalid to be resting, but he knelt, head bowed, palms pressed together. 
 
    She approached on silent feet, wary to come too close lest her presence disturb his audience with the Heavenly One.  
 
    He reached a hand out to his side and beckoned her forward with his fingers. “Join me in prayer?” 
 
    Still maintaining her distance, she knelt and arranged her skirts around her legs. She bowed her head but peeked at the man through her lashes. She had never heard another besides Bishop Wilmer offer a prayer. Did Anabaptists pray differently than priests? Did they invoke the saints to intercede for them? Offer a number of Ava Marias or recite the Apostles’ Creed?  
 
    Lorenz blinked his brilliant blue eyes open and stared at her with a small smile.  
 
    Her skin flushed. “I…My apologies.” 
 
    His smile traveled upward and, if possible, lit his eyes to shine even brighter. “Apologies are not necessary. Like Daniel, I am not shy about my prayers to God.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “It is to God himself you speak then? Not through a saint?” 
 
    He winced as he shifted off his knees and extended his legs in front of him, gingerly resting his back against the stone wall behind him. “Jesus Christ alone is my intercessor. He who died and rose and is now at the right hand of God. The saints have no power, being but dead men.” 
 
    Blasphemy. She could almost hear the accusation flying with spittle from Bishop Wilmer’s lips, her own father closeting her away from such a declaration lest her mind be tainted by heresy.  
 
    But neither the venerable Bishop nor her father were present. And her soul craved an assurance. One she’d never felt, though her fingers had grazed relics and her feet had trod upon the marble of the Holy City itself. 
 
    She eyed Lorenz. He had changed out of his black scholar garb and donned the extra clothing Hette had gathered from her brother Nikolaus. He had also washed with the water and small basin provided him and no longer resembled a man left for dead among the underbrush. But no amount of scrubbing could erase the kindness from his face or the wisdom that creased his brow.  
 
    Could this man, humbly attired compared to the scarlet and violet robes worn by the church’s hierarchy, and unassuming compared to the clergy’s haughty expressions, lead her to water where she would thirst no more? 
 
    She remembered Kampff then. And the landsknecht captain. Their lips curled in sneers, hunger in their eyes, and thirst in their own bellies. Thirst for heretic blood. 
 
    For Lorenz’s life. 
 
    She would not make this man a sacrificial lamb for her own curiosity. She had a Bible, translated into her own language, hidden in her chambers. If God was really speaking to men outside of the Church, then mayhap He would speak and show His truth to a woman as well.  
 
    Though she knew he must be the man for whom the duke searched, she wanted confirmation. If there were another out in those woods… 
 
    “Are you from Zurich?” she asked. 
 
    He studied her with that piercing gaze of his. “I am. I was once a student of Urlich Zwingli. Have you heard of him?” 
 
    Bile rose in her throat. “Too recently.” She pushed down the acidic flavor on her tongue, sickened that so-called men of God could act in such a torturous manner toward their fellow men. “How is it that your teacher has turned against you?” 
 
    He looked past her, as if he were staring into another place, another time. “Sola gratia, sola fide, sola scriptura.” His gaze captured hers. “Do you understand these things?” 
 
    The Latin words she understood—by grace alone, by faith alone, by Scripture alone—but grasping their meaning was as difficult as clutching the wind in her fist.  
 
    “By grace alone. There is nothing we can do to achieve salvation. It is a gift, freely given and needing only to be freely received. As a gift, it cannot be earned. There are no works. Only grace.” His brow smoothed and he steepled his fingers in his lap. An energy radiated off him, an excitement. His vitality reminded her of her father’s prized stallion. Muscles bunched and rippling under a palomino coat, chomping at the bit to extend his stride, to not be held back. 
 
    She could imagine Lorenz as a teacher, standing in front of a rapt class as he extrapolated from the Scriptures. In such as place he would be as a mountain lupine in a meadow: where he belonged.  
 
    She studied him closer. Did he not feel as if he were wasting his breath explaining to a woman? Most thought the weaker sex only useful in producing male heirs, that their minds and faculties could not grasp nuances like a man. Yet no condescension marred his smooth features. He leaned forward, his gaze earnest. 
 
    “Only faith.” His rich timbre echoed in the deep room and bounced off the hewed stone walls. “And I add to this, in Christ alone. Faith in Christ works in man a transformation and renewing of the mind and soul.” He sat back, a smile playing across his lips. “And finally, Scripture alone. The book of Timothy describes this tenet best. ‘All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness.’ The Scriptures are the instrument through which God reveals himself, not unlike an artist using a brush to paint a beautiful fresco. The Holy Writ reveals the beauty of salvation through faith in Christ.” 
 
    She settled into a more comfortable position, albeit comfortable, at this moment, lacking its usual charms. Instead of the tufted couches and rich furnishings she was accustomed to, her palm scratched across the dirt floor so she could shift her weight. It was surprising, her presence here in the underbelly of the castle when she was raised to grace its opulent halls. And yet, instead of feeling as if she were lowering herself, she somehow felt lifted up. As if, by setting aside the expectations of her station, she was allowing herself to be raised up to a status even beyond her birthright. 
 
    She inclined her head, not wanting to miss a word or meaning from the teacher’s lips. “These three solas, they are what caused a fissure between student and teacher?” 
 
    “Nay. The solas are the foundation on which all these teachers have built their theological arguments. Much like the stones you see all around us in this very room.” 
 
    “Pray, forgive me. I do not think I understand.” But how she wanted to. 
 
    “If you think of these men as masons, each building upon the sola truths they discover through the Holy Spirit and the Scriptures, you may begin to understand the picture. Some masons are quick to build, hewing stones only as much as is necessary to build a strong edifice and therefore erecting each course of stones rapidly. Others deem it necessary to continue hewing the first course of stones until it is completely smooth, thus taking much longer to erect each course. Some of Zwingli’s students, myself included, were dissatisfied with the slow and cautious pace of the reform in Zurich as well as the extent of the reforms. We believe there is a need to return to the apostolic faith and the church of the New Testament.” 
 
    An earnestness glowed from his skin. Where his countenance had once paled because of loss of blood and injury, it now radiated an inner fervor. Christyne did not doubt that if he were able, Lorenz would jump to his feet and pace before her. Though his body was held back while he regained his strength and his flesh knit together once more, his mind was free to roam, to inspect, to dive, and to soar. She wished she could turn herself into a butterfly and let the currents lift her to such heights. His enthusiasm nearly convinced her that it was possible. 
 
    “After much prayer and study, my fellow scholars and I became convinced that the baptism of infants went against Scripture and was not true baptism because the sacrament came before a true repentance and confession of faith. Therefore, though we knew it was against the law and would label us heretics and dissenters, we baptized one another.” 
 
    “Do you not fear for your life? Already you have been hunted and shot like a buck by an archer. Would it not be better to recant publicly and then live out your faith in a private manner where death does not seek to end your days?” 
 
    “‘The Lord is on my side; I will not fear: what can man do unto me?’ Also ‘Whosoever therefore shall confess me before men, him will I confess also before my Father which is in heaven. But whosever shall deny me before men, him will I also deny before my Father which is in heaven.’”  
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment, but when he opened them again, conviction shone brighter than the moon in its full phase. “Though Zwingli and the city council have passed laws against the Brethren and have urged all the authorities within the empire to arrest us, I will not recant the truths of the Scripture that I have hidden in my heart. Already, others have died for their faith. My good friend and one of the first to be baptized a second time, Felix Manz, was bound and thrown into the Limmat River. A special force known as Täuferjäger—Anabaptist hunters—are chasing others this very moment.” His gaze held no regret when it captured hers. Instead, he offered an encouraging smile. “Alas, you can see how it is impossible for me to recant. For to do so would be to deny Christ as Peter once did. And though I am but a man, I remind myself that I need not fear those who can kill my body, because they have no control over the destiny of my soul.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Present Day, Germany 
 
      
 
    Amber seethed. How dare he? Taking away the younger kids’ shoes had been bad enough, but Seth’s actions had only gotten worse as the day went on. Her tongue was near raw with how much she’d been biting it to keep from reaming him out in front of the players. But now the last teenager filed out the center’s door, the required after-soccer tutoring hour having ticked its last tock. 
 
    The door clicked shut behind Roy, a shy boy Seth had playing goalkeeper who could speak a marginal amount of English.  
 
    Finally. No audience.  
 
    Amber spun on her heel, her fists planted on her hips. “Care to tell me what in the world you were thinking out there? The older kids were about to toss their cookies after the amount of running you had them do. And what if one of the younger ones had cut themselves on a sharp rock? We’re supposed to be helping those kids, not torturing them.” 
 
    Seth met her gaze with a steady one of his own. His eyes didn’t spark with anger at her accusation, but he did widen his stance.  
 
    Good. He’d need it. She’d only gotten warmed up.  
 
    “Don’t you think those kids have been through enough? That the world has been tough enough on them? We need to be a safe place, Seth. Not just another person yelling at them and pushing them and telling them how worthless they are.” 
 
    “I never told a single one of those boys or girls that they were worthless.” His nostrils flared, the only indication that her words were having any effect on him. 
 
    “Not in those words, but how do you think they felt to have a stranger shouting at them in a language they are just beginning to grasp, putting them through the same drill over and over again. Don’t you think they got the message that you didn’t think they were good enough?” 
 
    “Were they good enough? Could these kids work together on the pitch to beat another team?” 
 
    “No, but it isn’t about winning. It’s about—” 
 
    “I beg to disagree.”  
 
    Her brows jumped to her hairline. “Excuse me?” If he really thought the most important thing here was a bunch of hurting kids winning a stupid sports game, there was a lot more she had to say to him.  
 
    “It is about winning. Not football, but in life. You’re right, this world has been hard on them. Harder than any one of those kids deserves. But I have news for you—life isn’t going to ease up. It’s going to continue to be tough, especially for them. So, yeah, I’m going to be tough too. But I’m not tearing them down, Amber. I’m helping to build them up, together. They need to learn to work as a team so that they’ll have each other when this world tries to tear them down again. Together they’ll be stronger.” 
 
    The hot blood pumping through her veins cooled a little. She’d been surprised when little Yara had prattled on in accented English. Four years old and trilingual. When Amber had asked, the girl had said that her baba always spoke English to her and her brother at home. She’d started crying at the mention of her father, and Amber had remembered Seth saying the man had died in the war in Syria. All Amber had wanted to do was scoop Yara up and cradle her to her chest. “And you think your method is the best way to do that?”  
 
    Amber couldn’t. She would never be able to bring herself to be steel around those kids. Not when they made her insides turn to mush. She wanted to smooth back their hair and kiss their booboos and reassure them that everything would be okay. Even the big teenage boys that towered over her. They may have scowled and acted tough, but she could see their pain. If pushing them and acting like she didn’t care when her heart wanted to cry for them was the best way to help…well…this would be yet another arena in which she wasn’t equipped to do the job. 
 
    “The best way?” Seth turned his body slightly away and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. Is there only one right way?” 
 
    Wasn’t there? Wasn’t that how life worked? Black and white. Right and wrong.  
 
    But people weren’t two-dimensional. They weren’t a true or false question on a pop quiz. They were heart and soul. Mind and strength. If Seth could speak to one part of them, maybe God could use her to reach another part. Then their two halves would make a whole. She could hope. And pray.  
 
    She licked her lips, feeling a little sheepish for laying into him when all he’d been trying to do was help the best way he knew how. “Sorry for…” She gestured between them. “You know.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Don’t apologize. It’s good for someone to fight for them for a change.” 
 
    Amber smiled, then remembered something. “At the end of each practice I saw you handing out slips of paper to everyone. What was that?” 
 
    Color climbed his neck. “My phone number. Most of those kids are in their flats by themselves while their mothers work long shifts.” He opened a box that had been left on one of the tables and then pulled out a striped shirt with a number on the back. The newly ordered jerseys for the kids. He glanced back up at her. “If they ever needed anything or find themselves in trouble, they know they can call me. Any time, for anything.” 
 
    Amber’s tongue thickened in her mouth. Moments ago, she’d boiled with how angry she was at the man before her. Now she flushed for a different reason.  
 
    How? How could another person have such control over her body?  
 
    Biologically speaking, it didn’t make sense. Then again, she had barely passed her high school anatomy and physiology class. Maybe she’d missed something important.  
 
    Philosophically speaking, she knew of Plato and Aristophanes’ idea of soulmates. That humans originally had four arms and four legs and were split apart by the gods, forever to seek their other half. And then the Jews had their idea of bashert, or destiny, found in the proverb that marriages were made in heaven. Two souls predestined to be together for all time. 
 
    But those were cerebral ideas. Ones she’d learned about in the classroom and could discuss with a certain amount of distance.  
 
    This? Her quickening pulse, the tingles she felt along her scalp, the queasiness in the pit of her stomach, and the perspiration dotting behind her ears? These symptoms were not academic philosophies that she might weigh and measure their merits. These were physical displays over which it seemed she had no control, as if her body revolted against the confines of her mind, seeking its own will. And its desire was to draw closer to Seth. To breathe in his scent, musky though it may be from running practice drills all day. To trace the black lines of the tattoo that marked his bicep. Push up the sleeve of his shirt and get a good look at what he wanted to commemorate on his skin for the rest of his life.  
 
    She swallowed hard, trying to dislodge the lump that formed there and get her thoughts back on the right track. She averted her gaze as her face flamed. If anyone could see inside her mind, feel the things that hummed just under the surface of her skin, they’d kick her out of the theology program for sure. She could almost hear members of the older, stauncher faculty quoting verses about thinking only on pure and good things and not falling to the lust of the eyes or flesh.  
 
    Is that what this was? Lust?  
 
    Shame filled her, causing her chin to fall to her chest. She wanted to hide, afraid her thoughts would be written clearly across her face. She twisted the purity ring around on her finger. A physical reminder of the promise she’d made to stay chaste until marriage.  
 
    Her jaw firmed. She hadn’t done anything wrong, so why should she feel guilty? If the deep study of the Bible in her theology classes had taught her anything, it was to study the Scriptures for herself. There were too many personal interpretations found among the different denominations. Conservative. Liberal. Moderate. They each wanted to tell her something different, to get her to believe the same as they did. But she wasn’t a baby anymore, needing someone to spoon feed her doctrines and creeds. 
 
    Like a gentle spring breeze dissolving the mist, her mind cleared. In her Intermediate Hebrew course, the class had translated the first five chapters of Genesis together. “Your desire will be for your husband…” The words of God to Eve. The original word for desire was the Hebrew Teshuqah—a rare word that was used only three times in the whole Bible—twice in Genesis and once in Song of Solomon. It meant… 
 
    “Longing.” She whispered the word. A God-given yearning between man and woman and between humankind and God. 
 
    Not lust. 
 
    Not sin. 
 
    “Amber?” Seth stepped toward her. “You okay? You look, I don’t know, lost in thought maybe?” 
 
    “Hmmm?” She raised her head to look at him, startled again by the pull in her chest. This feeling may be natural, but that didn’t necessitate that it was a good idea to pursue at the moment. “Oh, just working something out in my head.” 
 
    “Whether you think I’m a barbarian or not?” 
 
    “What?” The last tether to her internal thoughts snapped, and Seth came into complete focus. She laughed. “I don’t think you’re a barbarian. Quite the opposite really.” 
 
    He grinned. “Good.” Glancing down at his watch, he hurried to her side and moved her forward with a hand to her arm. “Now that’s worked out, we need to be going or we’ll be late.” 
 
    Her skin tingled where his palm made contact. Her feet worked on autopilot because all her focus zeroed in on those few inches. “W-where are we going?” 
 
    He glanced down at her, one corner of his lips tilting. “I was thinking about what you said yesterday, about not having many experiences. We’re going to change that.” 
 
    A trickle of dread serpentined through her middle. “How?” 
 
    Reaching the van, he opened the door for her. “Don’t look so scared. I’m not going to take you to a den of debauchery or anything.” 
 
    Her breath wheezed out. “Of course not.” 
 
    He buckled his seatbelt and started the engine. “The way I see it, you don’t actually have to do all the things you think the people you’ll be ministering to at the hospital will have done. Every experience gets imprinted on the mind based on the emotion the person feels at the time, right?” 
 
    “I guess so.”  
 
    “So, you only need to excavate your own experiences to be able to relate to the emotion the person feels.” 
 
    “Oooookay.” 
 
    He glanced her way. “You don’t sound convinced.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She held out her hands, palms up. “But how would you react if you’d just lost your wife of forty plus years and I came along and tried to console you by saying I knew how you felt because I’d once lost a pet dog that I had loved? I don’t think you’d appreciate me comparing your beloved wife with a Chihuahua.”  
 
    He steered a half circle of a roundabout. “I see your point.” Putting on his blinker, he made a left turn. “But at least try it, since we’re already here.” 
 
    Amber looked out the window. All she saw was an empty parking lot. “Where is here?” 
 
    “A stopping point. We’re just switching vehicles.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “Because you can’t come to Germany and not drive a super-fast car on the Autobahn.” His eyes twinkled with anticipation.   
 
    Her fingers twitched. “What kind of car?” 
 
    “A friend of mine at Porsche headquarters is letting us borrow a 911 GT3 RS. It goes from zero to sixty in a tenth of a second. Not the fastest start Porsche has, but its top track speed is two hundred and eleven miles per hour, which blows the competition away.” 
 
    That was faster than the NASCAR experience she’d done in Daytona with Michael on her eighteenth birthday. Her face could barely contain her grin. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Seth laughed behind her as she marched toward the building on the other side of the lot. She couldn’t wait to wrap her hands around the leather steering wheel. Feel the horsepower rumble under her.  
 
    “I thought you’d be scared and I’d have to talk you into it.” 
 
    She flicked him a quick glance. “I’m not your average girl, Seth.” 
 
    He gave her an appreciative once over. “I never thought you were. Not even for a moment.” 
 
    Her toes curled, and she quickened her stride. After meeting Seth’s friend and watching Seth sign a few papers, keys were exchanged. A cherry-red little beauty of a powerhouse sat gleaming in a slot close by. She couldn’t wait to rev that engine. 
 
    “Keys.” She extended her hand.  
 
    His gaze went back and forth between her and the car. “I thought I’d drive.” 
 
    She bopped his hand, causing the keys to fly out of his palm, and snatched them out of the air. “You thought wrong.” She didn’t wait for him to respond, just slipped across the butter-soft black leather seat and ran her hand along the gear shift. 
 
    “Are you sure you can handle her?” he asked, his mouth twisted to the side as he lowered into the passenger seat. 
 
    Her whole body hummed as she turned over the engine. It purred. “You need to learn to trust your teammate, Marshall.” 
 
    “So, this is your version of tough love?” 
 
    She put the car into gear and slammed the gas pedal to the floor. Tires squealed and the smell of burned rubber singed her nostril. The force of instant speed pushed her back into the seat. “Are you kidding?” she yelled over the roar of the engine, slowing now that they’d reached the end of the empty lot. She stopped the car and grinned over at his stunned face. “I’m just a big softy.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Ring. Ring. 
 
    Seth started awake, the blankets tangling around his legs as he thrashed upward. 
 
    Ring. Ring. 
 
    He rubbed the heel of his palm into his eye socket. Who would be calling him at—he glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand—chuffing three o’clock in the morning? He swiped his cell from beside the lamp and glared at the screen. 
 
    Mum? What did she want in the middle of the night? “Everything all right, Mum?” 
 
    “No, everything is not all right. Your sister got herself arrested.” 
 
    He sat up straight, bumping the back of his head on the headboard. “For what?” 
 
    “Attempted shoplifting.” 
 
    He bit off a curse on the tip of his tongue. “Why would she need to steal? It’s not like I haven’t dumped enough money in her bank account for her to buy a poxy unicorn if she wanted one.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard you use that sort of language in weeks.” His mother’s tone was sharp, but then she sighed heavily on the other end. “I don’t know why. And frankly, I can’t deal with her and her drama any longer. That’s why I’m shipping her to you.” 
 
    Seth didn’t have time to feel remorse about the slip of his tongue. Not when more epithets were forming in his mouth. His whole—he would not use any of those words again—family had lost their minds. “What?” The word echoed around the room before punching him in the gut.  
 
    “You’ve always been able to get through to her better than I could.” 
 
    Maybe in the past. “Mum, she needs—” 
 
    “She’s booked to arrive tomorrow at five thirty-five. And Seth, don’t send her back until her head is screwed on right again.” 
 
    A soft click sounded in his ear. No “I love you” or “I’m proud of you.” She’d never been verbal with her affection. More demonstrative. Working long hours to provide for him and Kayla. She didn’t need to do that now, not when his contract had so many zeros attached to it. In some ways, she didn’t know what to do with herself. Or how to show her kids that she cared. 
 
    Apparently by shipping one off to the other. 
 
    What was he going to do? His schedule was full at the center and didn’t leave much room to deal with a rebellious tirade from someone who wanted for nothing.  
 
    He could resign. Ben and Mila would understand. Family came first. Besides, Amber was wholly capable of handling things.   
 
    He scrubbed his hands down his face. Just the thought of quitting left a sour feeling in his stomach. He didn’t want to quit. It had been good to see some of his kids from last year. Yosef and Zaid had grown at least two inches. They were almost fluent in German now and were wearing a new-found confidence that looked good on them. First day back on the field and both boys had stepped into an early leadership role. If he left, who would be there to coach them on? Offer the support they’d need as they transitioned from the setting of childhood and stepped fully into the dawning of becoming a man?  
 
    And what about the new kids like Orhan and Yara? The frightful freshness of it all still caused their eyes to stare at the ground, their little bodies quaking at any loud sounds. Who would be there to coax them out of the haunting shadows of their past? To help them see beyond the wreckage of their young lives and gaze into their bright futures?  
 
    Amber could. He had every faith in her. But he wanted to be there. Have a hand in their lives. For them to have a hand in his. Was that wrong? Selfish? His sister needed him. Shouldn’t he be willing to drop everything for her? 
 
    He opened the contact list on his phone and tapped Justin’s name. If anyone had good advice, he did. The phone rang four times before Justin’s gravelly tenor came over the line. 
 
    “Did someone die?” 
 
    “What? No. Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Because it’s the middle of the night and that’s the only reason why anyone should be calling me at this hour.” 
 
    Shoot. He’d forgotten about the time. “Sorry. Although in my defense, I do recall you saying I could ring you any time, day or night.” 
 
    Shuffling noises caused static in Seth’s ear. 
 
    “Are you somewhere you know you shouldn’t be? A pub? Club? A woman’s house?” 
 
    Seth let out a breath of air. “No.” 
 
    “Then I repeat, why are you calling me in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “I need your advice.” 
 
    “Have you prayed about whatever it is?” 
 
    “Ahhh…” That probably would have been a good idea.  
 
    “Look, Seth, I’m here for you if you ever really need me, but I can’t be the first person you come to. There’s Someone else a whole lot wiser, stronger, and omnipresent that you need to be turning to and talking to first.” 
 
    Seth knew that. He did! So why hadn’t that been his first reaction? He thought conversion would be like some miracle life change. He was a sinner one minute and then, poof, with a prayer, he automatically knew what the right thing was and did it. But here he was, still struggling. Still making mistakes. 
 
    “There’s no abracadabra in Christianity, Seth.” 
 
    A nervous chuckle escaped his mouth. “It freaks me out when you read my mind like that.” 
 
    “The theological word is sanctification, although the term isn’t as important as the change occurring in you. And there is a change. I can see it. Everyone can. But it’s a daily process of surrender and calling on God. Read the works of Paul in the New Testament. Everyone struggles. You aren’t alone.” 
 
    “Thanks, Justin.” 
 
    “I love you, man. But seriously, don’t wake me from a dead sleep unless you’re bleeding out.” 
 
    Seth turned off his phone and placed it on the nightstand.  He slid out of bed and let his knees hit the carpeted floor below. He knew he could pray anywhere, that it wasn’t the posture but the heart that mattered. But he was about to storm the heavenly gates on his sister’s behalf, and kneeling in prayer was the most spiritual battle position he knew. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    He yawned as he set down the net of balls and fished one out. It had been a long night. After his mum’s call, he’d prayed for Kayla for what seemed like hours, often repeating the same words. That she’d find Jesus. That he could somehow get through to her.  
 
    Hopefully God didn’t mind the repetition. Somehow he thought not. He’d crawled back under the sheets around five in the morning and had dozed on and off for another hour after that, the little snippets of sleep he’d snatched robbed by the memory of Amber behind the wheel of the Porsche, grinning ear to ear and taking the corners of the Autobahn at a speed that had him white-knuckling the grip on the car door. After that experience, he had no doubt she’d be able to relate to anyone who had a thrill-seeking addiction. Or any addiction that gave the rush of a high. Vibrancy had radiated off her, her skin glowing with life and vitality and her eyes gleaming. The whole effect had mesmerized him. 
 
    The football bounced high in the air, and Seth eyed its descent, returning his concentration to the action at hand, waiting and watching. At the last second, he positioned his body, his shoulders straight, back of his neck exposed. The ball landed in the cradle he’d made between neck and shoulder. He bent his knees to absorb the force and then rolled his wrists with a wink.  
 
    Twenty rapturous faces turned up at him, eyes wide and shining. They clapped, urging him on to do more tricks. 
 
    He let the ball roll down his back then kicked it up with his heel. It soared over his head in a perfect arc and he caught it in another cradle made with the top of his foot and his shin. He kicked it up and juggled the ball for a while, not letting it touch the ground by bumping it back up into the air with either his knees, his head, or his feet.  
 
    He caught Amber watching, Yara on her lap. Amber’s lips twitched like she was fighting off a grin. 
 
    One he very much wanted to see. 
 
    Kicking the ball up higher than before, he squatted, then pushed off with the balls of his feet in a backflip, scissoring his legs and giving the ball a perfect bicycle kick in the air. He landed on his feet and rotated at the waist. The ball floated perfectly through the air and landed in the back of the goal net.  
 
    The kids leaped to their feet, shouting all at once, running to him. Before he knew it he had hands all over him, voices raised to be heard above the others. He tussled a few heads before raising his gaze to Amber. She was rising from the ground, Yara on her hip. Her smile hit him square in the chest, knocking the breath out of his lungs. 
 
    “Anyone ever tell you that you’re a show-off?” She laughed. 
 
    He answered with a grin. “All the time.” 
 
    A shadow raced across the ground. A second later the earth shook and the air vibrated. A loud rumble pierced through the revelry of just a moment before. Like prairie dogs spotting a ravenous predator, the children threw themselves on the ground, covering the backs of their heads with their hands. A few screamed, and then muffled sobs filled the silence left by the air stream of jet engines. 
 
    The scene was like watching a set of dominoes fall from a slamming door. Kids huddled on the ground, protecting themselves from an unseen attack. Seth’s heart twisted. It wasn’t right. He remembered watching the Royal Air Force at air shows as a kid. Yes, it had been loud, but the noise hadn’t sent his heart into a panic. Instead, he’d stared up at the sky in wide-eyed awe along with the rest of the kids.  
 
    He glanced around him and then bent and picked up the closest child, a girl recently arrived from Syria. Sonia was ten and too big to be carried, but he set her on his hip as she buried her face in his neck. Moisture soaked into his skin, and he realized her tears had been transferred to him. If only he could take their fear and painful memories as easily.  
 
    His fingers grazed over heads, and then he found a spot on the grass and lowered himself to sit cross-legged, Sonia nestling in his lap. Slowly faces rose from the ground, fear and worry creasing brows, dirt streaked across cheeks. He opened his arms and beckoned them to him. Yesterday he may have been a spokesperson for tough love, but Amber had been right. These kids needed to know that the center was a safe place. That he was safe. 
 
    Amber sat down beside him, Yara clinging to her neck like a baby koala. Orhan had pasted himself to her side and leaned into her. She wrapped her arm around his thin shoulder. A tear slid down her cheek. 
 
    “What these kids must have gone through to react…” She shook her head. 
 
    “Es tut mir Leid. I’m sorry. ‘Ana asif.” He apologized in German, English, and Arabic. He knew the Air Force sometimes flew drills in the area. He should have warned the kids. Prepared them for the sights and sounds that brought back horrifying memories.  
 
    “Our home was destroyed by a missile.” Sonia’s voice was muffled, her breath hot on Seth’s neck. “I will never forget the sharp whistle before a loud explosion. We ran as fast as we could, my family. My grandmother was old. She could not move quickly. My aunts, they go back to help her.” Her arms constricted and Seth patted her on the back. “I turned back to look. All that was left was rubble. A stack of bricks and stone and metal pointing to the sky while dust rose in the air. I never see my jida or aunties again.” 
 
    He pressed her head to his chest and made shushing sounds. Not to quiet her, but as a small measure of comfort. He couldn’t say everything would be all right. For Sonia and her family, it sounded like nothing would be right again.  
 
    Jesus, help her. Bring comfort…somehow. 
 
    “For us, it was the same, but also different. Umi took Yara and me to the big market on the other side of town that day.” Orhan’s gaze grew distant, as if he were still with them in body but his mind had travelled through space and time, back to his homeland on a day that had been seared into his soul. “I had been naughty and hid from her behind the stall selling falafel. I thought this great fun, but Umi was angry when she finally found me. She said I had made us late. That we were supposed to be home thirty minutes ago.” Amber’s arm tightened around the boy. She whispered something to him, but he didn’t seem to hear her. His gaze was vacant as he stared out at nothing.  
 
    “When we return, it was like an angel of death had visited our entire neighborhood. All was still. Too quiet. Where was everyone? I thought to myself. Then I saw. Bodies lying here and there. Eyes open, no one blinking. They were dead. All of them. Baba. A little blood here.” He touched the corner of his mouth and shuddered.  
 
    Chemical warfare of some kind. Didn’t matter that such weapons had been limited since 1925 after the rampant use in World War I. Nor that they had been banned for over a decade. Bashar al-Assad’s government had used a number of different chemicals including sarin, weaponized chlorine, and blister agents like sulfuric mustard. Thousands of innocent civilians had been brutally murdered—he ran his hand over Sonia’s hair—including the family members of these innocent children.  
 
    “Once upon a time…” Amber rested her chin on the top of Orhan’s head, which had nestled its way into her shoulder. “A long, long, long time ago, there were two dinosaurs named Sam and Jane—brother and sister, of course.” 
 
    “Like me and Orhan?” Yara lifted her face enough to ask. 
 
    Amber smiled gently at her. “Exactly like you and Orhan.” 
 
    Orhan moved his face to the side so one eye peeked out of his hiding place. “What kind of dinosaurs?” 
 
    Amber paused. “What kind do you think they were?” 
 
    “Big, scary ones.” 
 
    Amber nodded. “Of course. They couldn’t have been any other.” She licked her lips. “Sam and Jane lived in the most beautiful valley you could ever imagine. There was a lake that the sun would shine down upon, making its waters look like a million sparkling diamonds. And when Sam and Jane looked up, that same sun would blaze in a sapphire-blue sky. It was almost magical, because the sky seemed to have the power to pull up a gossamer veil out of the lake’s deep waters and cast a shimmery haze across the expanse of the lush green grass. Life was good in their valley.” 
 
    Seth tore his gaze from Amber to look across the huddle of children. He doubted any of them understood all the words she was saying, but it didn’t matter. She used a hypnotic, melodious tone that seemed to be soothing the children and carrying them away from the terrors of their memories. 
 
    “Sam and Jane loved adventure and had left the rest of their herd to go exploring in a nearby cave. The cave was dark as midnight without the shinning moon or winking stars for light. A thrill of the unknown sent their hearts racing as they plunged into the darkness. They encouraged each other farther, each wanting to prove that they were the braver of the two. Then suddenly, a loud bang sounded from outside the cave and the whole earth shook under their feet. ‘What was that?’ they asked each other.” 
 
    “Was it a missile?” Sonia asked. 
 
    Amber stroked the girl’s cheek with the back of her finger. “Sam and Jane didn’t know what it was, so they turned around and headed out of the cave to investigate. Turns out a great big rock had fallen out of the sky and landed right in the middle of their perfect valley. They couldn’t believe it. At first, they just sat there at the entrance of the cave in stunned silence. Then sadness crushed down on them until they thought the weight of it would cause their hearts to fall out of their chests.” 
 
    Amber continued the story in the same quiet and calm tone of voice. She told how the two dinosaurs had dealt with their grief. How they had to come to the realization that it was okay for them to feel grateful that they had survived when the rest of their herd hadn’t. And how they had to decide if they were going to stay there in their valley and wish they had died too, or if they were going to move forward, even though nothing seemed right anymore, and make a new life for themselves in a new valley that would be different than theirs but perhaps just as beautiful.  
 
    Seth felt a reverent hush deep in his soul. A kind of still after a turbulent storm, where wreckage was visible as far as the eye could see, but a ray of sunshine split open the gray skies, offering light and hope.  
 
    With a simple story, she had given them that. Hope. Where he had mentally floundered on what to say or do to offer these young hearts comfort—for what did one say in the face of all they’d suffered?—she’d easily spun a tale that acknowledged that their lives had been irrevocably shattered, but also that they had a choice to move beyond it. To create a new future for themselves in a new homeland. 
 
    And she doubted her calling? Because of what, her gender? He shook his head. Inconceivable.  
 
    Open her eyes so she can see. 
 
    Because what he was witnessing on these kids’ faces as they stared up at her looked an awful lot like a miracle to him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Holy Roman Empire, 1527 
 
      
 
    Christyne tracked the progress of the procession as it climbed the incline, swatches of color from the landsknechte winking behind the thick groves of the forest.  
 
    Too soon.  
 
    Her nails dug into the stone of the half-wall along the parapet, rough edges biting into her tender skin as she willed the cavalcade to evaporate before her eyes. She blinked, yet still they came. The sun glinted off the long flamberge swords of the mercenaries, blades longer than the soldiers were tall, as they marched along. Garbed in the colors of the house of Heidelbraum, mounted upon his prized Palomino stallion and leading the pack, was her father, proud chin jutted in the air, his graying hair hidden beneath a feathered cap. 
 
    Her innards squeezed. Too late.  
 
    An hourglass had been turned the second Christyne had stumbled upon Lorenz in the woods, his healing forced to duel every grain of sand that slipped down the neck of the timepiece and plunked to the bottom like a bolder sinking beneath a crystalline surface.  
 
    Like the watery grave into which he would descend if his presence were discovered. 
 
    Her father’s form became fully visible as he exited the woods, the sun shining upon him with the full force of its splendor as the last granule of sand dropped to the bottom of the hourglass. 
 
    ʼTis time. 
 
    In a swirl of skirts, she turned from the rampart and descended the steps that would lead her to the great door to meet her father as was expected. Already, servants were drawing open the heavy wood, allowing rays of afternoon light to pool in the castle’s middle. 
 
    She glanced to her feet, her thoughts transcending the floor beneath her soles to settle in the undercroft below. To Lorenz. How was she to tend his wounds now that her father the prince was returned? Any sound, a sneeze or a cough, could alert one of a growing number of people to the hidden room beneath the castle. Had she managed to prolong the young scholar’s life only to see his candle snuffed out so soon? 
 
    “I am returned, daughter.” Prince Ernst’s voice boomed around the courtyard as he dismounted his steed.  
 
    Christyne hurried down the steps and lifted onto her toes to press a kiss to his grizzled cheek. She took a pace back and folded her hands demurely in front of herself, her gaze arrested by the ranks of men filing into their midst. She lost count as they entered, her head growing dizzy with the colors and patterns of the many landsknecht. For what purpose was there such a number? She flicked a worried glance at her father, stilling her feet from retreat and her tongue from calling out a warning to Lorenz. 
 
    Fool she was to have not apprised the man ahead of time. She’d known of her father’s looming return. Why had she not prepared the accused? Alerted him to the mounting danger at his door? Mayhap she could have borne his weight again or spun a tale and drafted the help of Nikolaus to move Lorenz into the village. To a cellar or the bottom of a haymow. 
 
    The answer to those questions was near at hand. So near she had no troubled closing her fingers about it. She had been distracted. By Lorenz’s words of God’s grace and love, which speared her soul. By his expressive and intense eyes, which pierced her heart. 
 
    As if sensing her mounting distress, her father rested his heavy hand on her shoulder. “Worry not, daughter. The soldiers’ presence is merely acquiescence to the wishes of my future bride’s family. They do not portend any looming threat to either our persons or the villagers.” 
 
    For safety he believed she worried. Yea, but not her own, nor that of their people. One man alone had captured her thoughts these past days, and of him she must rid her mind lest all be lost. 
 
    A palfrey as white as fresh snowfall walked through a gap in the mercenaries’ ranks, creating a hush among the gathered crowd. Christyne allowed her gaze to be pulled to the object of everyone’s attention. Sitting atop the mare was a slight woman who seemed even younger than Christyne’s own ten and eight years.  
 
    Her hair, the color of golden wheat stalks, glowed beneath the jeweled net and jaunty velvet hat with a plume of white feathers dancing with every subtle tilt of her head. A gold necklace circled her throat, the garnet stones embedded within accenting the red velvet of her dress and the white lining of her paned sleeves and damask bodice. 
 
    Prince Ernst beamed as he stepped to the young lady’s side and offered his hand to assist her dismount. The woman hesitated but a moment before accepting, her gloved fingers resting on his shoulders as he clasped her waist and settled her feet on the ground.  
 
    Christyne studied her father’s intended. Had this young woman been permitted a say in her future? In the man she would bind herself to in mere days? Though her father had his good qualities, he was still a man with enough years to have sired the girl he was to wed.  
 
    Christyne’s chest squeezed as the lady’s gaze remained fixed on the ground, her fingers twisted within the folds of her gown. Too easily could Christyne imagine being in this lady’s slippers. Indeed, if not for her father’s reluctant agreement, she would be—to the brute from the duchy of Schlestein, no less. 
 
    Wishing to ease the lady’s discomfort, she stepped forward so the hem of her own gown would be within the woman’s range of sight. “I am Christyne von Heildelbraum, and I welcome you.” She put as much friendliness and compassion into her voice as she could. As with a trapped hare, it seemed this girl would have scampered away within the breadth of a heart’s beat if she had not already felt the noose about her throat. 
 
    Prince Ernst’s laughter boomed. “Forgive me. It seems my thoughts scattered the moment mine eyes feasted upon my intended, and they have not yet returned to me.” 
 
    Christyne winced at his choice of words and his willingness to be overcome by his baser self. Such things should not shock her, for the wedding and bedding of younger women to produce heirs flourished across the empire like weeds choking out tender shoots.  
 
    “Daughter, I present to you my future bride, Clare von Hesseburg.”  
 
    The woman’s gaze flicked up to meet Christyne’s. Fathomless gray orbs assessed Christyne openly before the young bride-to-be’s shoulders squared almost imperceptibly. Uncertain though she may be of her future as the wife of a prince of yawning years, she seemed determined to take her place and fulfill the duty for which she had been raised. 
 
    Christyne felt for a moment as though she stared into a looking glass. Her own future was equally unknown. Would her father press harder for her to marry so that he might enjoy his new bride without his daughter underfoot? Would Clare wish the same so as to establish herself as the new mistress of the castle? 
 
    And what of Lorenz? Had their meeting been mere coincidence or a divine appointment? Her heart nearly ached with the need to hear and learn more of the Scriptures. Of grace and not works. Sanctification and not sacrament. 
 
    If her father sent her to another ruling state as a bride, would her opportunity to learn these new and radical truths be shut to her forever? 
 
    The prince clapped his hands, drawing the focus of all to himself. “Let us refresh ourselves in the great hall, one and all, with vittles and mead.” 
 
    “Huzzah!” The landsknechte grinned in approval. 
 
    Christyne hastened forward to direct the servants in preparations, thankful to depart from the horde of murderous warriors. Their stench filled her nostrils and caused bile to climb up her throat. She could not behold them without memories of the peasant uprising and subsequent bloody defeat assailing her mind and sending her mad.  
 
    She gave orders to the steward and then joined her father and Clare on the dais. Her own appetite had vanished at the first hail that the conclave has been spotted. In truth, she feared that, should she eat even a morsel, she would embarrass herself by its immediate reappearance. She could not let her unease be made known, however, so she picked at the crusty loaf of bread and the clusters of grapes that had been harvested from their own ancestral vines. 
 
    The hairs on her arms and along the back of her neck rose. As if she were prey within the sights of a hunter, she felt marked. She glanced around the room, but no one seemed to be paying any particular attention to her. Nay, they all appeared in their cups. What, then, caused her skin to crawl as if a spider stalked across her surface? 
 
    “Ah, Herzog Kampff.” Her father stood and extended a hand in greeting, beckoning the Schlesteinian duke closer. “There you are.” 
 
    Kampff held Christyne’s gaze, the curl of a smirk twisting his lips before he returned his gaze to the prince and arranged his features into civility. 
 
    “Is it not fortuitous, daughter—nay, divinely ordained, as Bishop Wilmer would no doubt proclaim—to have stumbled upon the duke as we traversed the woods?” The man who sired her looked upon her not as a father but a ruling monarch. One who would not stand for his word to be publicly reproached. “As you previously expressed a need to acquaint yourself with his person, I have invited him and his men to remain as our guests for the nuptial celebrations.” 
 
    Kampff approached the dais with an air of self-import and mockery, his gaze upon her needling. “It is good to see you once more, princess.” 
 
    She could not voice the same regards, the words being as much a lie as his had been. 
 
    “What is this?” Prince Ernst exclaimed. “You have already been introduced to my daughter?” 
 
    Christyne glanced to her side. Though her father’s words held only a hint of curiosity, she knew he was a man who held the reins with a tight fist. He did not like to be apprised of matters after the fact, so learning that the duke had deigned to meet with her without first gaining his approval would be a mark against the man. 
 
    Christyne was returning her focus to the threat in the room, knowing enough about combat to understand one should not turn one’s back to one’s opponent, when Clare snagged her gaze with a widening of her gray eyes. She flicked a look toward Kampff, then returned her regard to Christyne with a questioning lift of her brow.  
 
    What did the lady wish to know? With Kampff the answer must always be nay. With a subtle shake of her head and downturned lips, she let her displeasure with the man be known.  
 
    “But a day past, my men and I entered your fief following a report that an arrow had been loosed into a heretic upon your lands. It is for this reason alone you find us in your woods, as I claimed then and still hold to be true now. Thoroughness, however, did necessitate I inquire of your household whether the apostate had been seen, reported, or captured and brought here for detainment. Little did I anticipate my inquiry would also serve as my introduction to your lovely daughter.” 
 
    Christyne’s father held Kampff’s gaze before he turned to her. “And had any such report been made, daughter?” 
 
    She squared her shoulders. “Neither myself nor any within our walls have heard an account the likes of Herzog Kampff.” 
 
    The prince’s lips thinned. “I see.” 
 
    Movement out of the corner of her eye drew Christyne’s attention.  
 
    Hette. Fingers clutching the beads about her neck, lips moving in silence, eyes splayed within her small face.  
 
    Be still, Hette! Christyne willed her thoughts to grow wings and take flight. To land within the maid’s mind and calm her hands, her lips, her fears. 
 
    Afraid someone would track her line of sight, she moved her regard from Hette and returned a watchful eye to the duke. He seemed to study her as one would a chess board. Did he view this as a game? One where he could decipher moves before they were made? Verily, she prayed not. 
 
    “We must all be vigilant for His Holiness, Pope Clement. I will send men to comb through the woods. This heretic will not leave my lands alive.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Her father’s pronouncement rang in her ears over and over like the echoing of a gong. Not alive. Not alive. As if those words transformed themselves into the cadence of a beat, her heart matched their rhythm. 
 
    The sounds of slumber resonated around the castle. Deepened breath. The wheeze of a snore. A body shifting under a blanket. They all underscored the crescendo happening within the confines of her chest. 
 
    Skirts gathered so her movements would not be impeded, she pressed her damp palms against the cool stone and breathed in a steadying breath. Though darkness cast shadows across her vision, she prayed an inner light would guide her way. 
 
    Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death… 
 
    She pushed off the wall and picked her way across the great hall, shuffling between prone bodies, pausing when a landsknecht shifted at her feet. 
 
    I will fear no evil: for thou art with me… 
 
    The warrior settled, so on tiptoes, she continued to traverse the labyrinth of sleeping forms. 
 
    Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies… 
 
    With a sigh of relief, she stepped over the foot of a servant slumbering near the exit to the kitchens, then hastened toward the outside. She put a hand to the apron tied around her waist and felt for the candlestick she had shoved in the pocket before leaving her bed chamber. Though she wished for daylight to more quickly put this night behind her, she thanked God for the crescent moon He had hung in the sky for her this hour. 
 
    She peered over her shoulder as she approached the door to the undercroft. No one about but the animals of the night, their distant calls in the pitch somehow soothing. A comforting reminder that she was not alone. 
 
    Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness of this hour in which she should be abed, but they rebelled at being plunged into the absence of all light as she lowered herself fully into the undercroft’s belly. 
 
    “Lorenz,” she whispered as she shuffled her feet across the open expanse. 
 
    A scuffling sound came from a far corner. “Christyne?” His voice held the deep timbre and languorous quality of one throwing off the grip of slumber. 
 
    Her middle clenched and sent waves of an unknown feeling through her body. Though she had been thinking of him by his Christian name for days, this was the first experience her ears had of her name from his lips. As with all she had heard from his mouth, her name in his voice gave her an unexpected thrill. Already he had opened her eyes and mind to new understandings.  
 
    Her brow creased. This unnamed feeling, however, did not enlighten. Nay, she felt muddled. Unbalanced.  
 
    ʼTis only the danger that has you feeling thus.  
 
    Reminded of her course, her tongue unhinging from whence it lay frozen, she spoke. “It is I, and with a warning I have come.” 
 
    “The many visitors that have happened upon your castle, I know.” 
 
    She followed the sound of his voice until her toe touched an object too soft to be anything but his person. Lowering herself beside him, she thought to retrieve the candle but stilled her hand above the pocket. Too intimate it felt to be alone with him in the hours meant for lovers. Better a shroud of darkness about their shoulders than the warm light cast from a dancing flame. 
 
    “Then you know you must flee. Tonight. We will pray that the angels guide you as they did Peter when he escaped from prison.” 
 
    His fingers lightly touched her hand and then retreated as if the contact were unintended. “I have been sent my angel already. I cannot ask for another.” 
 
    He referred to when he called her thus, though delirious from pain. She must make him see reason. “My father has vowed that no heretic found on his lands will leave alive. He will kill you if you are found.” 
 
    “And yet I find myself still too weak to flee. Though I do need to return to the woods, albeit not for myself.” 
 
    “If not yourself then who?” 
 
    “Other Brethren.” He shifted and winced. “There are others besides myself who have flown Zurich.” 
 
    Her hand fluttered to her lips. On the morrow, her father would dispatch a unit of mercenaries to overturn stone and fell trees if need be in order to fox out the dissenters.  
 
    More innocent blood. The copper taste coated her mouth, her ears ringing with the sounds of swords being loosed from scabbards and cries exhaling from lifeless lungs. 
 
    “I will go.” A thousand shall fall at thy side, and ten thousand at thy right hand; but it shall not come nigh thee. 
 
    “I cannot ask that of you. It is not safe.” 
 
    “Nothing is safe these days, it seems. Besides, you did not ask. Nor do I think you have the strength to stop me.” 
 
    His fingers found her hand again, but this time they curled around her own and held on. “Nothing I say can persuade you from this course?” 
 
    She lifted her chin. “Though your words have persuaded me to consider many ideas I had not before, in this I am determined.” 
 
    “Then may a host of heavenly armies protect you on your way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Germany, Present Day 
 
      
 
    Amber dumped her bag by the door as she entered her room, then collapsed on the twin- sized bed. What. A. Day. Fatigue sat as a weight behind her eyes, but it was the pressure in her chest cavity that felt like an anvil had been dropped on her body. She blinked as she stared up at the popcorn ceiling, evidence of old water damage snaking an uneven circle near the corner in a rusty orange color.  
 
    Half a world away and her surroundings hadn’t changed much. She still found herself cloistered in a small dorm room, stark white cement-block walls surrounding her. She snorted. Leave it to her to go searching for something and wind up in what amounted to the exact same place. 
 
    She sat up and let her legs dangle over the side of the bed, her elbows resting on her thighs. She stared at her hands. Were they enough? Was she?   
 
    “Jesus, help those kids.” It was the prayer she’d been saying on repeat in her mind all day, but now the words finally found release and floated around her in the empty room. The heaviness of four-year-old Yara in her arms had become familiar to her in only a week’s time. She tried to imagine what it must be like to be so young and have gone through all the things those kids at the center had experienced.  
 
    When she was four, her biggest concerns had been, what? Finding her missing My Little Pony doll? And when she was ten? Beating her best friend in a reading contest by finishing all the Anne of Green Gables series first? As a teenager her biggest concerns had been getting good grades. She’d never had to worry about her house getting hit by a missile or the police coming in the middle of the night and taking her parents away or fleeing for her life because her country was no longer safe to live in. Nor had she ever had to worry about finding a safe place to live or surviving the journey to get there. 
 
    Her fingers raked through her hair. Had she really been so self-centered as to think that coming here would somehow unmuddy her own problems, which paled in comparison to the magnitude of those she’d learned of since landing in Germany? Instead of focusing so much on how this time away would magically give her direction, she should have been studying up on helping children dealing with issues like grief and post-traumatic stress and the plethora of other wounds escaping a war-torn country left on a soul. 
 
    Today they had shown her an artery that was hemorrhaging, and all she’d been able to offer was a band-aid. As if a simple adhesive bandage in the form of a parallel story could in any way stop the bleeding caused by a wound so deep. 
 
    But what could she do? She wasn’t qualified. Wasn’t equipped to meet the needs staring her in the face. Helplessness gripped at her ankles and yanked her head below the surface of an unseen water, drowning her in a current she was powerless to swim out of. 
 
    A knock startled her. “Coming,” she called, then slipped out of bed and padded the short distance to the door. When she opened it, no one was there. She looked to the left and then the right, but the hallways were empty. She was about to shut the door when her gaze fell on a small package on the ground. White, with a thin red stripe around the top and bottom and a blue square with an eagle head in the corner. A glimpse of home. A USPS Priority mail box. She bent and retrieved it, her chin wobbling at her mom’s gracefully looping print.  
 
    Returning to her seat on the bed, she dug her keys from her pocket and ran the jagged edge along the tape holding the flaps of the box together. She opened them and stared inside, her heart pinching at the pieces of home that fit in a square of cardboard.  
 
    She lifted out a Tupperware container, popped the lid, and inhaled. Mmmmmm. Anita Carrington’s famous chocolate chip cookies. She set the Tupperware beside her and retrieved the next item: her beat-up copy of The Chronicles of Narnia. The book was her go-to collection when she needed to escape for a bit. Guess Mom knew she would need to be doing a bit of that while she was here. She set the large book beside the cookies and looked back into the box on her lap. On the bottom lay a piece of stationary. She pulled it out and set the box on the ground. 
 
    My darling daughter, 
 
    I know you’ve heard me say it a thousand times, but I have to say it once more—I am so incredibly proud of you. You have a heart that beats for others and hands that were fashioned to help. To watch you grow into the beautiful woman you have become has been one of my greatest joys. There is a strength and ability in you that you aren’t even aware of yet, and I can’t wait for the day that you finally realize that. Until then, and always after, my prayers and love are sent your way. 
 
    xoxo, 
 
    Mom 
 
    Amber used the pad of her thumb to collect the moisture gathering in the corner of her eye. She ripped open the container of cookies and bit into one. If only she did have that strength and ability Mom thought she had… 
 
    Her phone buzzed from her bag, and she went to retrieve it, shaking out her arms in an attempt to fling off the melancholy clinging to her like plastic wrap on a church potluck dish. She picked up her phone and smiled at the screen. A text from her brother Michael. 
 
    A group text after your plane lands to say you made it safe isn’t enough, sis. That was ages ago. If one of us doesn’t hear from you soon, I’m contacting the commanding officer at the army base in Stuttgart. 
 
    She rolled her eyes but opened the group text window and punched in a message. 
 
    Anyone free to chat?  
 
    She opened her laptop and pulled out the desk chair to sit. It took a minute for the computer to boot up, then she logged onto the video messaging service her family used. She glanced at the clock and did a mental calculation. Michael would already be done with work for the day, but the rest of her family might be busy. 
 
    A green phone sign showed on the screen at the same time as ringing blasted through her speakers. She smiled and clicked on her parents’ profile picture. 
 
    “Hey, Mom and Dad.” 
 
    They both smiled broadly. “It’s so good to see your face that I’m not even going to scold you about not calling us sooner.” 
 
    Dad laughed and turned his head to kiss Mom on the cheek. “I think you just did, Anita.” 
 
    Michael joined the conversation, and the screen morphed to accommodate his video feed. “Seriously, I had to threaten you before you checked in with anyone?” His hand crossed over his chest and gripped the bicep of his amputated arm. He stared into the camera, and Amber understood what it must have been like to be one of his inferiors in the navy. Not a comfortable position, to be sure. 
 
    “Don’t we still have a standing family night on Wednesday? Today’s Tuesday. In my defense, I was going to see you all tomorrow.” 
 
    “If Adam were here, he’d say your defense is weak, and I agree. You should have called days ago.” 
 
    Amber crossed her own arms and tried to match Michael’s stern expression. “It’s not like I haven’t been busy. Cut me some slack and let me get settled in before you start in on your over-protective big brother routine. Sheesh.” 
 
    The screen changed again, and Trent’s grinning face beamed across the miles. He had his shoulder-length hair pulled back into a manbun, revealing skin that had been sun-kissed. Must have recently been out on the water on a dive with his marine photographer wife, Summer. “Hey, squirt! How’s life in good ole Deutschland?” He leaned closer to the screen, his eyes squinting. “Oh wow. You don’t look so hot. Working too hard already?” 
 
    Amber threw her hands up. “Thank you! I was just trying to explain to our brother dearest that I haven’t had time to check in like a child”—she glared at Michael—“because I’ve been too busy. You know, doing the thing I actually came over here to do.” 
 
    “And how is that going, sweetie?” Dad asked. 
 
    The question kicked out all the spunk her brother’s ribbing had stirred up. “Umm, it’s good. Mostly I help out this other volunteer who heads up a soccer program, kind of like an assistant coach. The kids really seem to enjoy the sport.” 
 
    “And?” Mom prodded. 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “I know that’s not all. As Trent not-so-delicately pointed out, you seem…worn down.” 
 
    Amber shrugged, trying to brush off the heaviness and not make her family worry. “Just a long day.” 
 
    Trent frowned. “So I take it if you’re already working too hard, it’s too much to assume you’ve done anything fun yet.” 
 
    Her lips curved of their own accord. Seeing Seth slack-jawed as she made the goal that first day and then again as she zoomed around the curves of the Autobahn at over a hundred miles an hour had been pretty fun. 
 
    “Oooo, maybe I stand corrected. Spill, my little strait-laced sister.” Trent’s grin widened.  
 
    Amber studied her nails as if going at racing speeds was an everyday occurrence instead of one that had exhilarated her, causing her heart to sprint as fast as the Porsche’s engine. “I may have taken a 911 GT3 RS for a little spin around the Autobahn.” 
 
    “No, Amber, you didn’t.” Mom clutched at her throat. If she’d been wearing pearls they would have been wrapped around her finger. 
 
    “That’s my girl.” Dad beamed. Mom smacked him on the shoulder, and he laughed. “What? She’s a Carrington. Adventure is in her blood. Did you think it would skip her because she’s a girl? Look at your sons.” 
 
    Mom sighed. “I was hoping the female part of her brain would give her some more common sense and combat that Carrington blood.” 
 
    Dad leaned into the screen. “Don’t listen to her. Someone”—he glanced back at Anita— “just got off the phone from scheduling a skydiving experience. She’s just as much of a thrill-seeker as the rest of us.” 
 
    Mom’s cheeks colored, and she shrugged sheepishly. 
 
    “Any interesting guys around? Don’t think because you’re thousands of miles away that one of us can’t hop a plane and give the mandatory if you hurt my sister we’re going to pummel you speech.”  
 
    “If she’s too busy to call her family, she’s too busy to be meeting guys.” Michael shook his head. 
 
    Amber looked away, pretending to be messing with something on her lap. Something her family wouldn’t be able to see was imaginary because it wouldn’t be onscreen. 
 
    “Wait.” Michael sat forward. “Okay, yeah, there is definitely someone or something she hasn’t told us about.” 
 
    Amber huffed. “You know, it’s completely unfair to have one brother who is an expert in the art of cross-examination, one who has been trained in interrogation tactics, and one who is more informed about the female psyche than is fair for any man to possess.”  
 
    Trent hooted. “That’s as much of an admission as we’re going to get. So, who is he? That coach person you’ve been working so closely with?” He winked. “And just how closely have you been working with him, squirt?” 
 
    “You’re a man-child, you know that?” 
 
    His self-satisfied smile said he knew it and was proud of that particular part of his personality. “Don’t try to change the subject.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Michael interjected. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Why? So you can have one of your military buddies do a background check on him?” 
 
    Michael maintained eye contact, not denying that’s exactly what he’d do. 
 
    Amber focused on the square image of her parents. “Mom, Dad, rein the boys back, won’t you?” 
 
    Mom laughed. “Sorry, I’m afraid I’m on their side on this one. I don’t think I’ve seen you have more than a small crush on a boy. You’ve always been too focused. This must be some special man to get you to break your no-dating rule.” 
 
    “I haven’t broken my rule.” 
 
    “Poor sop,” Trent muttered. 
 
    “Good girl. Guys are only trouble.” Michael nodded like that was that. 
 
    “You’re a guy.” Amber wasn’t sure why she’d pointed that out. Michael was on her side. He’d stand behind her rule and help defend her against her family. Especially Trent, who loved nothing better than to pry into other people’s love lives. But something made her want to stick up for Seth. Some guys may be trouble and personify all the warnings from all the mamas the world over, but Seth didn’t seem to fit that mold to her. Case in point, he could be in Vegas living it up right now, but instead, he was spending his time helping a group of displaced, hurting kids. 
 
    “And I’m trouble. Just ask Jack.” 
 
    Amber rolled her eyes. “I’m sure your fiancé would say you were worth it.” 
 
    Michael’s expression softened. “That’s because she’s a saint.” 
 
    “Speaking of Jack,” Mom interjected, “how are the wedding plans going?” 
 
    “I stay out of it, which is exactly where she wants me to be.” 
 
    “Well, you tell her to give me a call if she needs any help. I can’t believe another of my babies is going to be married in a little over a month.” 
 
    “And on that sappy note, I’ll talk to you all later.” Michael’s finger hovered over his keyboard. “Love you guys.” 
 
    “Love you too,” everyone echoed. The screen changed, dividing into three boxes.  
 
    “We should probably go too.” Dad smiled. “Prayer meeting at the church starts in an hour, and I’m filling in for the pastor today. Love you, baby girl. We’re all praying for you over there.” 
 
    “Love you too, Dad.” 
 
    Mom blew a kiss, and her parents signed off.  
 
    Trent’s image expanded to fill almost the entire screen. One brow rose. “You’re really going to stick to this silly rule you made up when you were fifteen?” 
 
    She twirled the ring on her finger. “It’s not silly.” 
 
    “You’re right, it’s a defense strategy.” 
 
    She snorted even while her stomach tripped. That wasn’t it at all. Not being in a relationship meant she had more time to focus on school and a future career. It was simply a logical choice. Besides… “What would I need to defend against?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. The fear of getting hurt? Or maybe you’re afraid of the temptations a romantic relationship might bring up?” Trent discarded his usual cocky expression, his face softening as he stared at her through cyberspace. “Look, I know I wasn’t always the best example for you, especially when it came to how I treated women. But not all guys are like I was, and you’re not like the women I used to spend time with. It’s okay to have feelings for a man, and it’s good to explore those feelings by getting to know him better.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Do you? Because I’m all prepared to start quoting some Song of Solomon to you.” 
 
    “Trent.” 
 
    He matched her exasperated tone. “Amber.” 
 
    Despite herself, she laughed. “Look, I have a lot on my plate right now. It doesn’t seem like a good time to add another thing.” 
 
    He gave her a pointed look. “My advice, squirt, is that you start making some room on that plate of yours. Michael’s not wrong, a lot of guys are trouble, but if you’ve found a good one, well, don’t you think you owe it to both of you to explore your feelings?” His mouth dropped dramatically. “Or, wait. Maybe your rule is there because you have no feelings. Are you a robot? I knew that ACME box that came when I was a kid looked suspicious.” 
 
    Amber chuckled and shook her head. “You’re such a dork.” 
 
    He winked. “A smart dork. Think about what I said.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” She pushed a button on her keyboard and signed off. She would think about her brother’s advice. She would…later.  
 
    The cover of C.S. Lewis’s book, a picture of a roaring lion in enticing colors, beckoned her to her bed. Right now, she needed to escape, and Narnia sounded like just the place to go.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Agitation grew in Seth’s stomach as he leaned against the airport wall in front of security. His finger tapped against his elbow, an outlet for his mounting negative energy. His temple began to tick, and he unclenched his jaw before he could give himself a headache.  
 
    A hundred times over he’d considered Kayla and her little stunt. No matter how he spun it, he couldn’t unravel a reason why she’d steal. It wasn’t like her. Not the Kayla he knew and remembered. She’d been the sweetest thing when they were kids. Creative, with a mind that made him swell with pride. They hadn’t had extra money for expensive art supplies, but the things she could do with the array of broken crayons and nearly dried-up paints they’d secreted away from school had been magical. While he had been busy trying to protect her from the seedier side of their neighborhood, she’d created other worlds for them to escape into with her art. 
 
    When was the last time he’d seen a paintbrush or a piece of chalk in her hand? It seemed like the soft, fluid lines within her had hardened to sharp angles. What had changed? 
 
    A flow of people trickled through the opening in the glass security partition for arriving travelers. He pushed off the wall and stuffed his hands in his pockets. He’d attempt a smile but couldn’t pretend anything about this pleased him. He’d spent his childhood trying to shield her from influences that would lead her to prison, and once he’d finally been able to remove her from the slums, she chose the wrong side of the law?  
 
    A familiar figure emerged, her hand gripping a designer carry-on bag. She scanned the area, her gaze searching then landing on his. For a moment he thought he could see her, the sister of his youth, but then shutters descended, and she was once again a stranger in a familiar form.  
 
    He exhaled a long sigh and stepped up beside her, pressing a kiss to her head. “Kayla.” 
 
    “Nanny.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that.” He reached for her bag, but she transferred it to her other hand. 
 
    “I got it.” 
 
    He ran his fingers through his hair, gripping the ends a bit and pulling. “Fine. Let’s just go and get the rest of your stuff.” 
 
    A bitter laugh escaped her lips. “This is it. Mummy dearest said she’d mail anything she thought was pertinent.” 
 
    His teeth clenched again. “Fine.” 
 
    They walked in silence, their body language charged and arguing loud enough to turn heads as they passed.  
 
    A blast of heat laced with humidity hit him in the face as they exited the airport and entered the parking garage. He fished the keys out of his pocket and clicked the key fob. Mila’s borrowed sedan beeped, its lights flashing. 
 
    Kayla glanced over at him, her amber eyes laughing. “Really? Since when does the famous Seth Marshall drive a family car? You took your driving test in a Mercedes roadster.” 
 
    He opened her door and met her gaze. “People change.” 
 
    Hurt shadowed the depths staring back at him. “Don’t I know it.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She shook her head. “It means nothing.” 
 
    Should he push her? Knowing Kayla, she’d only push back harder, and before they knew it, they’d be locked into a reverse tug of war. Instead, he closed her door with more force than required and counted backward from five as he made his way around the hood of the car.  
 
    His temper was always getting him into trouble. Just ask Davie. Seth made a fist and let it fall on the top of the car. If he was ever going to start building bridges with Kayla, he couldn’t go around smashing the foundation before the concrete dried. He ripped open his door and fell into the driver’s seat, starting the ignition and slamming the transmission into gear in quick succession.  
 
    “I know you’re probably tired, but we’re going to have to stop by the center before heading to the flat. There’s a meet and greet to celebrate the current session starting. An opportunity for parents to get to know the volunteers working with their kids and also for community members to come and offer their support.” 
 
    She leaned against the door and stared at him. “So that’s it?” 
 
    He ignored the bait she dangled from a hook like an angler. “It’ll be good. Give you an opportunity to meet everyone. You can see where you’ll be working.” He glanced her way before returning his focus to the road. “Mila is excited to have someone with your talent on board.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “My talent?” 
 
    “Art. She’s had an advertisement up looking for someone who could aid that department.” 
 
    “Hopefully she finds a willing person, because it won’t be me.” 
 
    “Why not? You love creative expression. You’d be perfect for the job.” 
 
    “Except I don’t paint anymore. I don’t draw. I haven’t so much as colored in a book in ages. But you wouldn’t know that, would you?” 
 
    “Then this will be the perfect opportunity for you to pick it back up again.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She made a strangled cry in the back of her throat and turned to stare out the window. “You aren’t listening to me!” 
 
    “What? What would you like to say, because I’d sure like to hear it. I’d love to hear how someone with such a healthy bank account felt the need to try and steal from a store, or why someone with such natural talent like yours would squander it away.” 
 
    The car seemed to shake under him, and he feared it was from the loud vibrations of his voice. Regret pooled around him, dampening his temper. He sighed and chanced a quick look at Kayla. Her face was flushed, skin pulled tight.  
 
    “Look, I’m sorry.” He reached out and put his hand on her shoulder, but she flinched away from his touch. “I’m listening. Tell me what’s going on with you. Please.” He wasn’t sure how she’d react, but he had to say it. “I’m worried about you.” 
 
    Her hard lines stiffened further. She might as well have been made out of granite.  
 
    “I miss my sister,” he whispered. 
 
    Out of his peripheral vision, he thought he saw a tear form in her eye, but then he blinked and nothing was there.  
 
    He pulled into the center’s parking lot and turned off the ignition. His knee bumped the steering wheel as he turned toward Kayla. “Can we talk about this some more later?” 
 
    She sniffed, her spine ramrod straight. “There’s nothing to talk about.” Exiting the car, she effectively slammed the door on the conversation, leaving him on the outside of her life.  
 
    He followed after her but didn’t say anything. They’d be among other people in seconds, so this was neither the time nor place to take a crowbar to that invisible door. One day though… 
 
    He spotted Amber along the edge of the rec room beside Yasmin, and the tight ball that had been sitting in the middle of his chest began to dissolve. Amber wore a floral sundress, and her long, dark-blonde hair was out of its normal ponytail, cascading over a shoulder. She smiled at something Yasmin was saying to her, and he couldn’t help but compare Amber’s inner softness and the light that shined out of her to Kayla’s sharp angles and moodiness. Day and night in female form.  
 
    Without thought, he grabbed his sister’s wrist and made a beeline to the two women. “There’s someone I want you to meet.” 
 
    His movements caught Amber’s attention, and she looked over at him from across the room with a smile. Yasmin leaned close to her and shared whispered words. Ones that caused a blush to pink Amber’s cheeks.  
 
    By the time he made it to them, his heart pumped as hard as it did after a full day of drills. People rubbed off on each other, which was why he’d tried so hard to protect Kayla growing up. He hadn’t wanted any of the dirt from their neighborhood to rub off on her and drag her down. But maybe that hadn’t been enough. 
 
    He shot a quick look at Amber. He’d only known her a little while, but he felt like he knew her. He glanced down at Kayla beside him. If they became friends, maybe Amber’s sweetness would rub off on his sister. Maybe she’d regain a bit of the innocence she’d lost along the way. Worth a try, at least.  
 
    “Kayla, this is Amber and Yasmin. Ladies, my sister Kayla.” 
 
    Kayla lost some of her rigidness and offered a small smile. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “I hate to run off, but Mila is waving me over.” Yasmin pointed to the hall. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Kayla.” 
 
    “Seth, why didn’t you tell me your sister was coming?” Amber shook her head at him and smiled at Kayla. “Brothers.” She rolled her eyes. “So, are you here to volunteer too?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “With your brother? You probably know more about soccer than I do. I’m sure Mila and Ben can find another place—” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Both women’s heads swiveled to stare at him. Amber’s brow wrinkled with confusion while Kayla gave him a knowing look.  
 
    “What I meant to say was that Kayla has no interest in football, and you and I are getting into a rhythm now, Amber.” 
 
    “I bet you are,” Kayla muttered under her breath. 
 
    He glared at her. “Besides, Kayla can’t wait to get started in the art department, isn’t that right?” 
 
    “I’m practically humming with excitement,” she said in a monotone.  
 
    Amber looked between the siblings, perplexed. “All right then.” She pointed behind her. “There’s someone I need to talk to, but I’ll see you guys later. Nice to meet you, Kayla.” 
 
    Seth watched her go, his gaze trailing after her. Gagging sounds brought his attention back around.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you? Since when do you see a girl you want and not take her?  You’re just standing there like a lost puppy who’s been commanded to stay. Or did you start syphoning off your testosterone when you became Monk Marshall?” 
 
    “First of all, don’t talk like that. It’s crude. And second, did I start treating women with more respect when I gave my life to Jesus? The answer is yes.”  
 
    She opened her mouth like she was going to say something more, but then she seamed her lips shut tight.  
 
    He sighed, all of a sudden feeling very exhausted. He put his arm around Kayla’s shoulders and hugged her to his side. “Come on. Let’s go home, baby sister.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Holy Roman Empire, 1527 
 
      
 
    “Is it your habit, princess, to wake before the sun and depart your bedchamber to…where precisely?” 
 
    Christyne swallowed back a scream as her blood froze in her veins. The door had barely closed behind her before the voice in the shadows spoke. 
 
    That shadow turned, the silhouette small and lithe.  
 
    A woman. 
 
    She should have known the speaker from the soft pitch of her voice, but fear blocked all thought. Woman or no, danger still presented itself. Sat on her bed. Beckoned with a hand. 
 
    “Come. My curiosity has plagued me these past minutes. The garderobe is there, and your mannerisms around the landsknechte the day past leads me to believe you did not depart your rooms for a dalliance with one of those men.” 
 
    Christyne stepped to the center of her chambers but stopped short of joining her father’s intended atop the bed. 
 
    Clare picked at the woven bedclothes, her light hair swept to the side, braid trailing one shoulder. What little illumination the predawn brought sought out the golden threads of her mane. She looked up and captured Christyne’s gaze with her own.  
 
    “Was it for the dissenter you risked leaving your chambers in the dark of night? Are you aiding the man?” An earnestness coated her words and a spark lit her eye. A spark of hope.  
 
    The same that flickered in Christyne’s own middle. Clare had not named the man a heretic. She had not cried out for his blood. Did her sympathies lie with those that followed their conscience, or did she, like Christyne’s father, remain loyal to Pope Clement, Emperor Charles, and the Roman Catholic Church? 
 
    The woman upon her bed sighed. “You are wise not to trust easily. Pray tell, did your father inform you as to how our betrothal came to be?” 
 
    Christyne cleared her throat. “I assume by the manner in which these things often happen. He offered for you.” 
 
    Clare barked a humorless laugh. “Nay. ʼTis punishment to my father and reward to yours.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “The Diet of Speyer. Did you hear of it?” 
 
    She thought back. Her father did not inform her of the workings of their state nor the empire as a whole. What she knew, she’d gathered through Hette and what the maid overheard from the servants, or what she herself could stumble upon through straining her ears past closed doors. Though she knew of the imperial city of Speyer, she had not been made aware of a Diet taking place in that city.  
 
    “The Edict of Worms? Surely you have heard of that at least?” 
 
    Christyne nodded, though with the lack of light, the other woman may not have seen the slight movement to indicate her answer. “An edict by the emperor sentencing Martin Luther to death and outlawing both the man and his writings.” 
 
    “As well as penalizing any who are found to be in possession of his writings. Unfortunately, the emperor has had a difficult time enforcing his edict. Martin Luther still lives and breathes, and his works spread like a plague. His Majesty’s words, not my own, I assure you.” 
 
    “And the Diet of Speyer?” 
 
    “Another of the emperor’s attempts to enforce his edict. Alas, he could not attend this meeting, and thus Archduke Ferdinand of Austria, the emperor’s younger brother, you know, presided over the meeting. It was there my own father and some of the other princes who had been secretly following the new teachings openly professed their beliefs.” 
 
    Christyne sucked in a breath. This, then, was how some of their neighboring princes had decided to lead their people in a way other than Roman Catholicism. She had wondered, but her musings had never been answered until this moment. 
 
    “Because of the unrest with the Turks as well as the tension between the emperor and Pope Clement, princes such as Philip of Hesse and John, the Elector of Saxony stepped forward with their declaration of conscience. These princes went against the emperor’s wishes for the Edict of Worms to be enforced and heretics and rebellions be snuffed out. Instead, they negotiated that each prince should order worship in his state according to his own conscience.” 
 
    “And your father was among these princes?” 
 
    She inclined her head. “As told.” 
 
    “Then…” 
 
    “As a reward to your father for remaining loyal to him, Emperor Charles decreed my father surrender his daughter to unite with the house of Heidelbraum.” 
 
    Christyne closed the distance between them and lowered herself beside Clare on the bed. 
 
    The other woman squared her shoulders. “Do not look upon me with such pity. I do not confess to know the Lord’s ways, but I trust that He will be with me even here.” She leaned forward. “And now, mayhap, I have stumbled upon my purpose in your land. Tell me, are you aiding the man for whom the Duke of Schlestein searches?” 
 
    Could she trust this woman and her story? More light filtered into the chamber, night releasing its charge to day. A changing of the guard. Dare she let down her own? 
 
    “I only wish to help. Even now, your father may be rousing the mercenaries to fox out those hiding in the wood beyond.” 
 
    Christyne closed her eyes and breathed out an assent.  
 
    “What are we to do?” 
 
    Christyne opened her eyes. Clare’s own, shining with purpose, infused her bones with steel. “I had not thought that far ahead.” 
 
    The other lady’s mouth pulled to the side. “How did your path manage to cross with that of the fleeing dissenter?” 
 
    “I disguised myself as a maid to get past the castle walls and stumbled upon Lorenz in the woods.” 
 
    Clare released her lips from the prison of her teeth and smiled. “Have your ears been tickled by the tale of Junker Jörg?” 
 
    How would a knight help them in this situation? Did this woman think to send for him to aid them? “Nay.” 
 
    Clare’s gray eyes flashed with amusement. “He is none other than Martin Luther himself. After the Edict of Worms, the scholar’s life was all but forfeit. Frederick the Wise sent guards dressed as highwaymen to overtake his coach traveling to Wittenberg. They escorted him to Wartburg castle instead, where he took on the name Junker Jörg and pretended to be a knight. He remained hidden for ten months, translating the Holy Scriptures into the German language.” 
 
    “Thus the Brethren hiding amidst the woods…” 
 
    “Do not have to show themselves as they truly are. With the marriage ceremony only days away, many will be descending upon Heidelbraum castle. No one will turn an eye to a few extra guests.” 
 
    The bedchamber door creaked open and both ladies froze. Hette stepped through the space, eyes widening at the picture the two presented upon the bed. She dropped into a curtsy while balancing a tray. “Princesses.” 
 
    Christyne straightened. She hated to ask more of the girl, but no other way presented itself. “Hette, come forward. We have need of you this morn.” 
 
    She set the tray upon a tabletop and stood with her head bent, eyes cast to the floor. 
 
    Christyne feared that adding one more secret to the maid’s load would tip the scale and all would come crashing down at their feet, but how else would they procure men’s clothing? An extra gown could be gathered from her own wardrobe, but lederwams, jerkin, and hosen were not within her reach. “Hette, I wish to borrow a suit of clothes from your brother Nikolaus.” 
 
    Hette’s face rose, skin pale. “Another, princess? But why?” 
 
    “Is it not sufficient that your lady has requested them?” Another ounce to weigh down the poor girl’s guilty heart. Alas, Christyne did not think Hette could keep her lips sealed if she knew more protestors would soon be under their roof. A confession would burst forth from her lips the moment she laid eyes on Bishop Wilmer.  
 
    Hette’s head lowered once more. “Of course, princess.” 
 
    “Make haste, as the need is urgent.” The maid turned, but Christyne halted her. “This errand remains a secret, Hette.” The girl dipped another curtsy. As she reached the door, Christyne stopped her a final time. “I thank thee.” 
 
    Clare and Christyne helped each other dress and arrange their hair into jeweled nets. They gathered gowns and the menswear Hette had brought them and hid the clothing in a leather satchel that they draped across the maid’s shoulder. Smaller pieces went into pouches slung from their own waists, but if they carried too much on their persons then suspicions would be raised. 
 
    “Wait here,” Clare whispered as they paused in the great hall. Prince Ernst sat upon the dais, a league of brightly clad men about him. Clare thrust her chin into the air as she moved toward her intended with the grace of an empress. 
 
    Christyne could not hear the words exchanged, nor could she see the expression upon her sire’s face. Clare was placing her head inside the mouth of a lion. Would that great beast sink its teeth into her flesh, or would they be granted permission to leave the castle? 
 
    Of a sudden, Clare bowed as though the emperor himself stood in front of her. Over Clare’s lowered form, Christyne witnessed her father straighten in his chair, pride and self-import writ upon his face with the clarity of ink to paper. Clare had stroked the peacock’s feathers, and by the grin that graced her face, received all they’d wished to gather. 
 
    Fearing a summons that would impede their steps, they hied themselves from the castle’s belly and into the courtyard. 
 
    Christyne tucked her head close to Clare’s and whispered, “What did you say to him to persuade him thus?” 
 
    The woman’s cheeks colored, and she tucked her chin into her shoulder. “As he is your father, I would rather keep the words between him and myself. All import is weighed on the swiftness of our feet. We must needs hurry. He will not wait long to dispatch the landsknechte.” 
 
    One of her father’s men raised the portcullis, the chains rattling along with the pounding of her racing pulse as he heaved the latticed gate upward. Once it was secured, Clare linked arms with her, and they stepped through the open gate as one, Hette trailing a step behind.  
 
    Yards away, the ground darkened, the Black Forest offering either a canopy of refuge or, as the Psalmist said, the valley of the shadow of death. 
 
    Let no lives be lost this day, Lord. The prayer left her silent lips, and the rightness that the words should come from her heart and not rote memory made her chest clench. Between her and the risen Savior without the mediation of a saint. Was this blasphemy? Did heresy beckon her away from the arms of a mother church? 
 
    Sola gratia. Sola fide. The ideas of grace and faith alone wooed her like a lover. She leaned into their promises. Desired to wrap herself up in the strength and security of their assurances. 
 
    The form of a man stepped from behind a tree, blocking their path. Clare’s grip on her arm tightened, but Christyne patted her hand. She knew this man who had barely stepped past boyhood. Verily, his shoulders had broadened since last she’d laid eyes on him, hard work in the prince’s stables adding muscle to his lean body. 
 
    “For what purpose do you tread where you should not, Nikolaus?” She raised her chin in his direction. 
 
    Meeting her gaze instead of casting his eyes to the ground as his sister would have done, he straightened those thickened shoulders. “The same as you, I would wager, my princess.” 
 
    Christyne glanced back to Hette. Indeed, the girl quickly averted her gaze to the packed dirt beneath their feet. On a sigh, she returned her regard to the maid’s older brother. “You proclaim to know what we are about?” 
 
    “It is a game you play by speaking thus. We are each of us aware of my sister’s devotion to both you and the Church. In playing that devotion against itself, you have yoked her in two opposing directions.” He looked past her and laid his eyes upon Hette, his features softening. “She had need to speak to someone, especially when collecting my own garments for your purposes.” 
 
    Another player at the board. Did their growing numbers speak to strength or doom? Christyne knew not. Though chess was a game for both men and woman, no one had ever deigned to teach her its moves. 
 
    “In case you believe I speak false, I have already met Lorenz, the scholar whom you and my sister have secreted away in the undercroft.” His thin lips quirked. “A rather persuasive fellow.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Christyne breathed. 
 
    “It seems he is for us and not against us.” Clare loosened her grip on Christyne’s arm and gathered her skirts. “We have wasted much time. If we are to save these poor souls from death’s hand, we must make haste.” 
 
    Nikolaus retrieved the satchel from Hette’s shoulder and draped the bag across his own. He patted her hand in reassurance, and the group continued their trek into the forest.  
 
    “Dare we call out?” Clare asked a few minutes later.  
 
    Christyne scanned the area, but the view had not changed. Trees, boulders, spring flowers bursting through patches of crusty snow. No huddling forms. No makeshift shelters. 
 
    “Nay.” Nikolaus answered. “Our voices would attract those the prince sent behind you and alert them to your real purpose.” 
 
    “If we do not find them soon, I fear we never will.” 
 
    A slight movement in the periphery of her vision caused Christyne to pause. Had it simply been her imagination? The wind dancing with the leaves of the bushes or a wild hare frolicking amongst the budding crocuses? 
 
    There! A flash of muted color between finger-like branches. She slowed her steps. Raised her voice slightly above a whisper. “Fear not. We are friends of the Brethren and wish you no harm.” 
 
    The cry of a raptor soaring overhead slashed through to the forest floor. She edged closer to where she knew a person hid, leaving enough space to not cause them to flee. “We only wish to aid, but time is expiring. Landsknechte are close at our heels.” She paused. What could she say that would make them realize no harm would befall them if they showed themselves? 
 
    “Have you found someone, princess?” Nikolaus asked. 
 
    Christyne held up a hand. Would whoever hid in the brush flee if they knew more than she sought them? If only Lorenz had told her what to say when she found one of his fellow believers.  
 
    She nearly breathed a laugh. Why had she not thought to use his name before? “Lorenz Meier. You know the man. A believer such as yourself.” She extended her fingers toward the leafy brush. “I will take you to him. You will be safe, I assure you.” 
 
    “How do I know you speak true?” a feminine voice called from behind the green foliage. 
 
    How indeed? She pictured Lorenz, bringing his every feature to the forefront of her mind. “He has hair as black as ink, the same that stains his fingers. And a wide forehead that speaks of the depths of his intellect. Eyes the like of which I have never beheld. The color, aye, but also the depth. They are windows to a soul that sparks with life and vibrancy.” 
 
    The bush moved, branches scratching against themselves. “You have seen him?” 
 
    Christyne dared a step forward. “I dug out the arrow that was loosed into his leg.” 
 
    Slowly a crown of brown curls emerged from the top of the bush, followed by a dirt-streaked face and a tattered working dress. “Aye, I can see you now, though you were not dressed as fine that day as you are presently.” A woman emerged from behind her hiding place, a palm to her middle. “We prayed you were an angel sent by God.” 
 
    “Lorenz said the same, although I assure you, I am but human.” 
 
    “He lives then?” 
 
    “He does. And you will also, but as told, you must hurry.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened. “The heretic hunters?” 
 
    “Are nigh at hand.” 
 
    She nodded once, then whirled and followed a slight decline down a hill.  
 
    Christyne turned to see the other three had witnessed the exchanged and were close on her heels, then she plunged down the hill after the woman.  
 
    Three in total. The woman’s husband and her sister. They had built a small shelter by a stream, claiming they had felt close to the prophet Elijah when God had sent ravens to feed him by the brook Cherith.  
 
    Quickly they scrubbed away the layers of dirt and grime that forest living had caked into their skin. Behind trees and brush they changed out of their tattered garments and donned their disguises. When they emerged, they appeared as different people. Gone the fugitive heretics. Behold, the wedding guests of a prince and princess.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Germany, Present Day 
 
      
 
    Mila stood at the head of the conference room, a projection screen behind her with different graphs as her backdrop. She looked crisp and in charge in her sleek black business suit and trendy hair. Every person sitting around the oval table and those perched on chairs lining the walls trained their gaze on her, tracking with her presentation on immigration trends and swaying emotions.  
 
    Amber glanced down at the PowerPoint print off in front of her. Mila had translated her presentation into English so Amber could follow along, but the language barrier made her feel a bit of an outsider. Not to mention the glances people cast her way when they thought she wasn’t looking. Immigration and asylum-seeking was a global issue, one that affected many of the leading countries. And one that divided opinions in each of those countries.  
 
    She wasn’t there to speak politics, though. All she wanted to do was help in any way she could. She tried to ignore the pointed glances. To not think of how they reminded her of the inscrutable attention she’d gotten before she’d left the States. These people around her now probably wondered about her motives because of her homeland, while those at home had wondered about her presence because of her gender. 
 
    When would people start looking past such things? 
 
    Her phone screen illuminated on the table in front of her, and she reached out and flipped it facedown. Whoever was trying to get ahold of her could wait until after Mila’s meeting. She wouldn’t be that person who snuck a text conversation under the conference room table when they were supposed to be paying attention to a presenter.  
 
    A gentleman across the table from her raised his hand and asked a question. Amber concentrated hard but only managed to make out a few words. Crime and fear. 
 
    Mila’s mouth tightened and she pressed a button on a clicker in her hand, changing the slide on the screen behind her. Amber pulled her print-offs closer, turning pages until she found the matching slide. Oh, yes. People’s concerns as immigration population increased and the media fed their fear. Yellow highlighted a word—Heimat—with Mila’s swirling script beside it. Emotional security. While analysists had reported a ten percent decrease in actual crime rates around the country, people were feeling an increase of fear because of a perceived loss of emotional security.  
 
    If only the fear that foreigners might be dangerous, passed down through the generations, could finally be laid to rest… 
 
    It was a cycle worth ceasing. A history not worthy of repeating. The world didn’t need any more Judeophobia, Hispanophobia, Islamophobia, Christophobia, or any other types of phobias. Make her sound like a peace and love hippie, but the world needed those things more than any other. 
 
    Peace and love. 
 
    “Pst.”  
 
    The back of a hand touched her forearm, and she glanced down. Seth’s long fingers held a folded piece of paper. The pads of his fingertips grazed down her arm, causing tingles to rise on the surface of her skin, until he pressed the paper into the palm of her hand.  
 
    She raised her gaze to meet his eyes. He winked and put a finger to his lips, redirecting his focus to the front of the room and acting like nothing had happened.  
 
    She flicked her gaze to Mila, then swept a look around the room. Everyone was still focused on the presentation. The note burned a hole in her palm. It felt wrong. Sneaky. Deliciously forbidden.  
 
    Should she open the paper? Read his message even though she was supposed to be paying attention to the meeting? One little peek wouldn’t hurt, would it? If she was quick, no one would even know. 
 
    A thrill shot through her middle as she stared forward and slowly unfolded the paper under the table so no one could see. She’d never passed notes before. Not in school or work. It had always seemed disrespectful to her. Why, then, did a hum of anticipation vibrate through her body? She should be flushed with shame for breaking such a social rule, but instead she felt unusually, acutely awake.  
 
    She leaned back slightly and glanced down, keeping the paper in her lap so no one could see what she was doing. 
 
    How are you? 
 
    Her brows drew together. That was it? She’d risked the embarrassment of getting caught doing something she knew she shouldn’t for a little question on how she was doing? 
 
    Something poked her in the leg. She moved the paper to see Seth handing over a pen. She firmed her mouth and looked back at Mila. This was a conversation they could have after the meeting ended. 
 
    He started tapping her leg with the pen. She shifted her weight and tried to ignore him. The tapping continued. She huffed and tore the pen from his grasp. Without looking down, she scribbled Fine on the paper and handed it back to him.  
 
    She tried not to look at him as he bent his head and jotted something on the paper. He grinned, and she tore her gaze away, flushed. The slide had changed, and she flipped the page on her printout to catch up. 
 
    His hand was back by her leg. She’d learned her lesson last time that he wouldn’t be ignored. If she didn’t retrieve the note, she’d have to endure the warmth emanating from fingers so close to her hip. She retrieved the paper and pulled it onto her lap. 
 
    She’d never had reason to be sneaky before, so she hoped she was doing a good job. She didn’t want to have to answer any of Mila’s or Yasmin’s curious looks or pointy questions later. Speaking of… She swept another glance around the room, pausing at Yasmin near the head of the table. She was bent over a notepad, scribbling with a fountain pen. No one seemed to be looking at Amber askance. No one seemed to notice anything amiss at all. She bent her head to quickly read whatever Seth thought was so important that it couldn’t wait until Mila wrapped up.  
 
    You look beautiful in that blue shirt. Brings out the stormy quality of your eyes. 
 
    She licked her lips. Blinked. Looked away but was instantly pulled back to read the sentences again. A fluttering made her insides quiver, like a soft breeze rifling through the pages of an open book on a summer’s day. Or a single drop of rain creating a ripple in a bird bath. Small, but with visible effects. 
 
    He thought she was beautiful? Her skin flushed, and she tried to remain in control of her reactions. Seemed that around him a physical response happened first, her brain lagging behind. Was this what it was like when her heart led? But her heart couldn’t really be involved, could it? Not so quickly.  
 
    Jacob kissed Rachel the first time he saw her. 
 
    Sure. Now her brain wanted in on the conversation. 
 
    She took a deep breath and put pen to paper.  
 
    I thought you were trying not to flirt anymore. 
 
    A few seconds later the paper was back in her grip. 
 
    Someone told me flirting wasn’t a sin and just a part of my God-given personality. Plus, I found some pick-up lines from this bloke named Solomon. If guys in the Bible can charm lovely ladies, why can’t I? 
 
    Beautiful and lovely. Her cheeks burned. She’d told him her rules against dating. Why was he still pursuing her? She chewed the inside of her lip. Was she a game to him? Was he playing with her? The image of him broken up over flirting with her the first time in the restaurant flashed back. He couldn’t have faked that remorse. So then…this…was he serious? 
 
    He reached over and snatched the paper from her hands. Wrote something and handed it back. 
 
    If you have a panic attack, you’re going to give yourself away and everyone will know you’ve been naughty and passed notes in class. *winky face* 
 
    She closed her lips around the laugh that wanted to burst out but couldn’t quite hold back the smile. She glanced over at him, but his face held a stoic expression, almost serious as he remained laser-focused on what Mila was saying. What was he thinking? She wished she could crawl up into his brain and dissect his every thought and motivation.  
 
    He leaned over slightly and whispered out of the side of his mouth. “You’re blowing your cover.” 
 
    She straightened and turned to the front of the room. Mila motioned someone to come up with her. Amber recognized the man. She’d seen him around the center since the very first day. He was usually hunched over his desk at one of the cubicles, either typing furiously at his keyboard or shuffling through stacks of papers. People around her clapped their hands and she joined in with her own applause. He pointed the clicker at the projector and changed the slide. A PDF of a form slid onto the screen. She couldn’t read the German words, but she figured it was one of the standard forms the center helped people file with the government. 
 
    She looked back down at her lap. Seth’s note lay there. Never before had a single piece of paper intimidated her. Taken on a persona of its own. What should she write back? Or maybe she shouldn’t write back at all. She could let the exchange stop with her. That would be the courteous thing. For Mila, and now paperwork-filing-guy. Yes, that’s what she’d do. She’d be respectful and— 
 
    The note slid off her lap. Seth’s elbow bumped her as he jotted down more words. 
 
    Her chest clenched. What was he writing now? If it was along the same vein as before, she’d have to answer somehow. Witty? Serious? Encouraging? Deflective? Problem was, she felt like she’d come to a crossroads. Up until now, the path she’d been journeying had been fairly straight. It hadn’t veered off in any crazy directions. She hadn’t chased after little rabbit trails. But now she stood at a fork in the road. Her path no longer went in a nice straight line. Instead, the path split into two. Parallel to each other, but she’d still have to make a decision about which to travel. One seemed wider. Space for two people to traverse together. The other required a single-file hike. Besides God and her family, she’d never invited people along on her journey. There had never been room.  
 
    She held her body straight but studied Seth out of the corner of her eye. Should she make room for him? He wasn’t at all how she’d pictured her future husband. Not that she was saying she was going to marry him, but one of her rules was that she wouldn’t date a guy if she couldn’t see herself walking down the aisle toward him.  
 
    She’d always thought she’d end up with someone quiet. Studious. Maybe someone who wore glasses. A professor type. Seth wasn’t any of those things. He was an athlete with a big personality who had the eyes of the world trained on him. But he did have a good heart, and he did seek the better things in life and, logical or not, he seemed to be the true north that the compass of her heart pointed to.  
 
    He held the paper back toward her, folded differently this time so that the bottom layered up like an accordion. Her palms dampened when she gripped the edge of the note. He held on for a second, and she looked up, meeting his gaze. The dark rim around his pupils seemed charged, gold flecks sparking, nothing hidden or shuttered. The directness of his gaze washed through her with clarity. Had anyone ever been so open? There were no innuendoes she had to muddle through. No masks she had to remove in order to see the real person beneath. Even when the truth was difficult and laid bare, Seth had always chosen honesty with her. 
 
    He seemed to read something in her expression, because his features softened, and he let out a long breath. He gave her a lopsided grin, then stared pointedly at the paper in her hands. 
 
    I know you have rules against it, but I’d like to ask you to make an exception. Please, go on a date with me. 
 
    She read the words twice. Three times. A date for most would be no big deal. Most twenty-one-year-olds had been on many. Maybe even had a string of boyfriends in their wake. But a date for her was monumental. 
 
    Seth reached over and pressed down the first fold.  
 
    What if my sister came along as a chaperone? 
 
    A smile inched its way across her lips. She’d only met Kayla briefly, but she could imagine how the surly teen would love being a third wheel to her brother’s date. And a chaperone wasn’t necessary. Though her body seemed to respond to Seth without consulting her brain first, she wasn’t worried that anything would get out of control.  
 
    His fingers worked to unfold the next flap. 
 
    A group date with all the football kids? Pizza in the park? 
 
    A chuckle punched past her lips before her hand could hold it back. Heads swiveled toward her. She banged on her chest and coughed. “Sorry. Es tut mir Leid.” She held up a hand and wanted to slink under the table. 
 
    Mila caught her eye and raised a brow. She looked past Amber and seemed to be measuring up Seth. A knowing smirk graced her lips, and then she locked her gaze with Amber’s and gave a thumbs up sign. 
 
    Amber slumped in her seat but startled straight when a finger tapped her leg again. Seth had lowered the last fold. 
 
    Check yes or no 
 
    He offered her the pen.  
 
    She met his eyes, took both the pen and the paper and placed them on top of the table, and with a flourish, circled yes three times.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “Do you know, when I took Mila on our first date, it was romantic. Intimate. A dinner by candlelight for two.” Ben shook his head with a dramatic flair, as if he couldn’t understand the world or the people in it. “Young people these days. You must always do things bigger and better—übertrefft.” He slid his gaze sideways. “This time it is the number of people to include on a date.” 
 
    Seth juggled the stacked boxes in his hands, the heat radiating from the pizzas inside causing his forearms to cook. “You could bow out and subtract one from that number.” 
 
    “And miss this?” He laughed. “Nie. Never.” 
 
    “I am so glad I can bring you amusement.”  
 
    Ben laughed again but reached for half of the boxes in the stack. “A picnic in the park, this I understand. But why all the people? It is as if this is not a date at all.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a date.” Maybe not like any he’d been on before, but that was fine by him. Amber wasn’t like any woman he’d ever met. Just the fact she’d agreed to a date, had called it a date, was all he needed. A first step in the direction he wanted to head. A definition that meant more simply because of the woman who’d defined it. He was her first and he was determined to be worthy of the privilege she’d given him.  
 
    Didn’t matter if practically everyone at the center would be there. He knew they’d all fade into the background. The only person he’d be able to focus on would be Amber. He would have said anything, offered anything, to make her comfortable spending time with him as more than just a friend.  
 
    They approached the van, and he balanced the boxes in one hand so he could open the back door. After Ben slid in his half of the food, Seth did the same. He rearranged the soft drinks and bottles of juice so they wouldn’t tip and squish the fruit and vegetable trays, and then he shut the door. 
 
    “You sure you remembered to pick everyone up?” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes. “Yes. For the third time, yes.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “If I did not know you, I would think you had never been on a date before.” 
 
    “I’ve changed, Ben, and Amber’s different. I’m not trying to get her to open her bedroom door to me. I want her to open her heart.” 
 
    “Okay, who are you and what have you done with my brother?”  
 
    Seth turned and found Kayla leaning against the van door. Her arms were crossed over the bib of her dungarees, her pant legs folded up. Her hair had been plaited to the side and cascaded over her left shoulder. She looked a little like she had as a kid, minus the paint splotches on the denim. 
 
    “The Seth Marshall I know wouldn’t be saying all these sappy things about girls’ hearts out in the open where anyone, especially reporters, could hear. He cares about exactly two things—football and family.” Her eyes narrowed as she pushed off the van. “But, as you said, you’ve changed, right?” The same flash of hurt he’d seen before streaked across her face, then she turned and stomped out of view. One of the van doors creaked open and then slammed shut. 
 
    Ben stared where Kayla had been, as if looking at the spot would help him process what had just happened. Seth knew because he was doing the same thing.  
 
    What was wrong with his sister? The little barbs she’d been throwing at him pricked. Was she upset for some reason that he’d given his life to Christ? It was as if the changes he’d made in his life angered her, but that was crazy. He’d stopped living like a selfish blighter. That should make her happy, not cause her to fuss and fume. It was chalk and cheese. Two things that didn’t go together. Didn’t make sense at all.  
 
    “Okay then.” Ben slapped Seth’s back. “Should we get your chariot on the road before it turns into a pumpkin?” 
 
    Seth stared at his friend. “I seriously wonder about you sometimes.” 
 
    “Wha-at?” He drew out the word in two syllables. 
 
    “Never mind. Let’s go.” 
 
    To continue the unconventionality of the date, Amber had said she’d meet him at the park. The city’s greenspace was only a short walk from the center, and since they were using the van to pick up the food and families, the plan made sense. One day, when she was more comfortable, he’d do things the more traditional way. He’d pick her up with a bouquet of flowers, take her to a fancy restaurant where light from the chandelier could make diamonds of her eyes, and he’d tell her how beautiful she was. How enchanted she made him feel…compared to the clod Kayla made him feel like with her stewing in the back seat.  
 
    The negative vibes coming from her charged the inside of the van. He took a deep breath and let it out. Soon they’d need to sit down and hash out whatever it was that had turned his sweet sister into a brooding pain in the backside. But not today. He wouldn’t let her attitude ruin his time with Amber.  
 
    They arrived at the park in minutes, and Seth scanned the area, his gaze stopping on the covered pavilion. Traditional date or not, he wanted today to be memorable for Amber. He already knew it would be for him. A couple of phone calls had ensured that pizzas in the park would be upgraded to date-worthy standards. White cloths covered the tables, a burlap runner decorating each down the middle. Mason jars dotted the center of each table, pale-blue hydrangeas popping with color spilling over their mouths. Triangle bunting hung in swags between the pavilion’s support beams. And milling around it all, a multitude of party-sized proportions.  
 
    Who knew? Maybe this would be a day they’d tell their children and grandchildren about. The thought, though early, settled into the nooks and crannies of his soul, fitting with a rightness that seized his breath.  
 
    Don’t get ahead of yourself there, Marshall. The reminder made him pause, his hand on the door handle. It was like him to go off halfcocked, to let his emotions dictate his actions. But the gentle nudge in his spirit caused him to breathe up a prayer. Not my time, but Yours. Not my will, but Yours. He sincerely hoped that, in the case of Amber Carrington, he and the Lord were on the same page.  
 
    He opened the door and rounded to the back of the van where Ben reached for the fruit and veggie trays. Seth scooped up the stack of pizza boxes and glanced behind him to see if Kayla had come behind to help carry some of the food over. Nope. He shook his head, but repositioned the pizzas so he could carry them in one hand and grab the drinks in the other.  
 
    “Let us help, Coach.” Two of the older boys sidled up, arms outstretched.  
 
    He smiled a thanks and loaded them up, then shut the back door of the van and followed them to the pavilion. Mila walked over to him, eyes dancing, as he slid the pizzas onto a table.  
 
    “You and Ben are enjoying this way too much.”  
 
    “Yes.” She laughed. “We are.” 
 
    He settled in for a good-natured ribbing but was surprised when she laid a hand on his arm.  
 
    “Ben and I, we are proud of you. To see how far you have come. From a boy who thought the world owed him everything to a man who realized he possessed something worth giving. The changes, they are gut.” She patted his cheek. “You are a gut man. She will see this. Do not worry.” 
 
    Emotion welled within him, but he managed to put a lid on the rising tide. Had anyone called him good before? Had he ever deserved it? 
 
    Mila’s gaze hooked onto something over his shoulder. “I have taken up enough of your time. There is someone else who would like your attention.” She grinned. “Someone I think you’d rather be talking to than me.” She kissed him on the cheek and walked away.  
 
    Seth turned, his heart kicking against his ribs with a goal-making strike. Amber stood a few feet away, the sun lighting her bronze hair with highlights of gold, making strands shine. She smiled at him with a shy twist to her lips. If this were a game, if they’d been keeping score, he’d forfeit right now. She’d already won. So much of his heart was already hers, even if it seemed the starting whistle had just blown.  
 
    A soft breeze kicked up off the slow-moving river to their right, twisting the long skirt of her maxi dress against her legs. A strand of hair danced across her face and landed on her lips. He stepped forward and raised his hand. Traced a finger from her hairline, down her temple, and tucked the errant length of hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Hi,” he whispered. 
 
    She answered with her own breathless, “Hi.” 
 
    They stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment, his gaze sinking further, speaking words he dared not voice aloud. He was both aware and unaware of the crowd of people around them. Voices swirled and spun, laughter lifted and fell, but time in their private space stood still. Everything faded except the woman in front of him. Nothing mattered at the moment but her. 
 
    “I can’t believe you went to all the trouble of putting this together for me.” 
 
    “You’re worth the trouble.” 
 
    Her nose scrunched across the bridge, and she tilted her head slightly. 
 
    He groaned, then leaned his forehead down to touch hers. “Guess I’m not as smooth as I thought, eh, luv?”  
 
    She chuckled and looked up at him through her lashes. Did anyone possess such a combination of grit and unsoiled beauty as she?  
 
    “What I mean is, it wasn’t any trouble. You aren’t any trouble.” 
 
    She pulled away and placed a hand on a cocked hip while giving him a saucy grin. “Oh, I’m trouble all right.” She let her hand fall and her smile grew. “But I’m glad you think I’m worth it.”  
 
    She held his gaze a second more before looking around. Some people sat at the tables with slices of pizza while others had started a small pick-up game of football in the grassy field on the other side of the pavilion. She turned back to him. “Are you hungry? Or would you like to take a walk and see where this path leads?” She pointed behind him to the concrete pavement that followed the river. 
 
    Food could wait. A few more private moments with her couldn’t. “Let’s walk.”  
 
    He led her to the path, and they walked several feet without speaking. A bird swooped in front of them and landed on a nearby tree. She sidestepped a ladybug on the path, her hand grazing his pants. 
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to go out with me.” 
 
    She bestowed another of her shy smiles upon him, and he felt suddenly timid himself. 
 
    “I know this may be pushing my luck, but I’d like to ask permission to hold your hand.”  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He grinned at her surprise. “I must not be doing a good job of showing my interest if you’re shocked at that request.” 
 
    Her cheeks pinked. “It’s not that. It’s just… I guess I’m surprised you asked, is all. Instead of just grabbing my hand, that is.” 
 
    “I would have…before. But I don’t want to take more than you’re willing or ready to give. Whether that’s your time or your attention—or in this case, your hand—I’m not going to push against your boundaries.” He glanced down and winked. “But I’m not above asking where the gate to those boundaries is and whether I have permission to step through to get closer to you.” He crossed his eyes and shook his head. “Kayla was right. I’m sounding completely ridiculous.” 
 
    Amber laughed, let her palm slide down his inner arm, and wove her fingers through his. “I’ve always appreciated your honesty.” She rested the side of her head against his bicep. “Thank you for respecting me enough to ask. It was really sweet of you.” 
 
    They walked on, the sounds of their chaperones drifting in the background.  
 
    She lifted her head and looked up at him. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “What is it with you and Kayla? There seems to be…I don’t know…” 
 
    “A colossal-sized white elephant sitting between us?” 
 
    She squeezed his hand in support. 
 
    “I wish I knew. One couldn’t tell from looking at us now, but we used to be really close. In fact, Orhan and Yara remind me of us when we were little.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Life wasn’t easy growing up. We lived below the poverty line in a crime-ridden section of London. Mum worked hard, but she barely made enough at her job to pay for the hovel of a flat we lived in and the meals made from food bought with coupon clippings. A lot of times, Kayla and I were left at home by ourselves so Mum could pick up a double shift. It was just us, me and Kayla, against the whole world it seemed.” 
 
    “That must have been tough.” 
 
    “Life usually is. But because we didn’t have a lot of money, we had to find our own ways to entertain ourselves. I’d kick aluminuim cans between the dumpsters in the back alley, and Kayla would take broken pieces of chalk and create beautiful art.” 
 
    He drew in a breath. “One day, I was in the abandoned parking lot on the other side of the street from our flat. I’d found a ball in the dumpster. A few leather patches had been torn off, but the ball still held air. Felt like Christmas to me. A few other teens in the neighborhood realized I was playing with a real ball instead of a can or a ball made out of rubber bands wound together, and they came over. We started a game. Every day after school we played with that ball—Kayla, me, and a dozen other kids. For an hour we were allowed to put off the concerns that only adults should shoulder. We didn’t have to worry if there would be dinner on the table that night or if the electricity would be shut off again because the bill couldn’t get paid. 
 
    He paused, thinking back. “Then a black sedan pulled up along the street and parked. No one got out. It just sat there while we played. Showed up the next day and the next for a week. On the seventh day, someone finally got out of the car. Jerry Applewood, the chief executor of the Premiere League.”  
 
    He blinked, the vividness of the memory playing out before him. “My life, and my relationship with my sister, hasn’t been the same since.” 
 
    He pulled to a stop, Amber with him, and he looked down at her. He hadn’t told anyone his story in a long time. Not after the initial interviews following his signing. The fans had eaten up the underdog, rags-to-riches tale, and now it seemed everyone thought they knew him. But his life wasn’t a story, no matter how inspirational some claimed it to be. And now he was sharing it—him—not with the world, but with one very special woman. Would she see beyond the hype of a headline? Beyond the stories that sold newspapers and tabloids and filled football stadiums? 
 
    Her eyes softened and her lips parted. 
 
    “Mr. Marshall!” 
 
    His head jerked up. Whipped around to find a familiar voice calling for him. The flash of a paparazzo’s camera caused stars to blink in his vision and an anchor to sink in his gut.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Holy Roman Empire, 1527 
 
      
 
    “Three persons depart the castle and yet seven return.” Kampff, Duke of Schlestein, blocked Christyne’s path. His lip curled in disdain as he looked down upon her. The landsknecht captain, who seemed sewn to his side, was standing on his right, gaze sweeping across the small party of people behind her. His calculating gaze weighted his inspection. 
 
    Would he notice anything amiss? The absence of an upper class bearing? A stitch of clothing undone? One small whiff of suspicion and this heretic-hunting hound would sink his teeth into all their throats. 
 
    Christyne lifted her chin. She refused to be cowed by either of these insufferable tyrants. “It would behoove you, Herzog, to remove your person from before us. You impede the Reichsfürst’s guests.” She stressed both his and her father’s stations. While he presided over the duchy of Schlestein, her father held more power and prestige as a prince of the Holy Roman Empire. 
 
    Clare stepped forward. “She is correct, Herzog Kampff. And in addition, you sorely vex me with your insinuation that my personal friends could in any way be an enemy of either His Holiness Pope Clement or Emperor Charles V.” 
 
    Kampff’s already thin lips pressed together until they disappeared altogether. In a blink, he forced those lines to bow, transforming them into the most insincere smile. “I cry your mercy, princesses, and beg a thousand pardons.” 
 
    Clare sniffed and beckoned with her hand. “Bytzel, Katherine, come and I will show you the chapel where we can rest in prayer.” 
 
    Christyne hid her grin as she stepped into line behind the other women, not daring to even notch her gaze upward lest Kampff or his mercenary friend discern their true nature. God had spared them discovery this time, but no one had escaped the hound’s sharp fangs as yet. 
 
    Nikolaus escorted Peter, Katherine’s husband, toward the stable. They had agreed that he would pose as the ladies’ servant, as his borrowed clothing did not match the finery of their own. Katherine glanced across her shoulder and watched her husband disappear, worry digging grooves across her forehead. 
 
    Christyne laid a hand on Katherine’s shoulder. “All will be well.” 
 
    Katherine’s chin trembled, but she gave a small smile nonetheless. “The Lord’s will be done.” 
 
    “What is this?” Prince Ernst’s voice boomed across the courtyard, causing their party to stumble to a halt upon the cobblestones. “My betrothed and my daughter have returned.” 
 
    “And with personal friends to celebrate the happiest of all days, as told.” Clare reached out and lightly grazed his arm with her fingers before linking her hand to his elbow. Her smile wobbled slightly, but then she blinked and held her head high. 
 
    Though the other woman used the prince’s blind preference for his young intended to shield the fleeing dissenters, Christyne noted a hint of something else in Clare’s expression. An acceptance. An openness to where her life had brought her and a willingness to receive whatever blessing that path might bestow. In that moment, Christyne recalled the story of Esther.  
 
    The queen that had been a savior to her people often filled her thoughts of late. Could she be as brave as that woman? Take a stand on conviction though it might mean death? 
 
    Both Katherine and Bytzel began to fidget beside her, their bodies shifting and screaming their discomfort at being detained before a man who could order the end of their breaths with a single word. 
 
    Christyne stepped forward to shield them. “Mercy, Father, but I was escorting the women to the chapel. They wished to lay eyes and hands on your relics and receive a blessing.” 
 
    Her father’s chest puffed. Frederick the Wise had a reputation for his relics, his collection housing nearly twenty thousand. Pilgrims from all across the empire traveled to venerate a twig from the burning bush, hay from the holy manger, and milk from the mother Mary. Though Heidelbraum’s own collection was not as illustrious, her father took much pride in it. 
 
    “Excellent.” He preened, patting Clare’s hand upon his arm. “While you are there, my dear, offer prayers to St. Anthony of Padua that your womb may grow heavy with my seed so that the joy of children and assurance of an heir may once again fill the castle.” 
 
    Clare dipped her head, but not before her cheeks colored. Prince Ernst released her then, and Christyne enfolded Katherine’s and Bytzel’s hands in each of her own and hurried them to the chapel. 
 
    As they stepped inside, smoke drifted toward the vaulted ceiling from lit candles along the far wall and the sweet scent of incense filled Christyne’s nostrils. Her throat tightened. Only when the Bishop visited did she drag her body into this place. Memories clung to the walls. The statue of the Virgin Mary cradling a baby Jesus offered heartache instead of hope. Her own mother had been ripped from her too early, and now she had no one who would wrap their loving and comforting arms around her. 
 
    She dashed a finger under her eye, collecting and discarding an errant tear. Licking her dry lips, she averted her gaze from the statues and crucifix, from the candles and the memories of the prayers for her dying mother. None of the saints she had invoked had saved the pious woman. Yet another reason Christyne had lost faith in the traditions of the state religion. 
 
    She looked behind her and took in the wide eyes and trembling shoulders of the two hunted women and felt herself falling, even as she stood on the stone floor of a chapel that boasted of being founded upon a rock. With every page she read of Martin Luther’s translated Scriptures, she sensed a leaning in her spirit. A disquiet she could no longer ignore.  
 
    She wanted a pious life. To worship God. But the ways of the Church—purchasing of indulgences, pilgrimages to relics, access to God through a saint or a priest—seemed to distance her from the heavenly instead of draw her upward.  
 
    Then Lorenz had appeared. Like the clouds parting and the sun shining upon a land that had never before seen light, she felt herself glow. She did not know if she could have believed that God’s grace alone was enough if Lorenz had not said the words. That grace was a gift freely given to all, able to be neither purchased nor earned.  
 
    With that knowledge, her conviction hardened, the assurance of a new foundation both grounding her and releasing the weight burdening her chest. She looked to the crucifix, a watery smile tipping her lips, and thanked Jesus for the gift of His blood shed for her sins and offered Him her heart in faith in return. 
 
    Clare placed a palm on Christyne’s shoulder. “Shall we wait until nightfall or risk the undercroft at the present?” 
 
    “Though my father looks pleasantly on your prayers among his relics, he will grow impatient with your absence.” Already she had noticed his eyes tracking his soon-to-be bride. If she was not mistaken, she found his heart in that gaze. Pray it may not be she who followed Esther’s course, but Clare, for the prince looked with favor on his princess. “I will go before to make certain we are not observed.” 
 
    They were not. A quick look past a door near the back of the chapel declared all was well. She motioned to the women with her hand, then led them across the expanse and ushered them into the undercroft’s belly. A small candle flickered near a back corner, the distance and daylight offering safety in the short flame. Three men knelt, heads bowed. Christyne’s gaze swept over them, landing upon the dark locks of her scholar.  
 
    Yea, hers. For had she not felt a kinship with this man? A bond unlike she had ever known before? Days she had argued with herself, that their closeness came from being thrust into the midst of tribulation. Was that of rescuer for the life she had saved. Then their roles reversed as he taught her of an everlasting life and the gift of eternity with Christ. 
 
    But such things could not explain the hitch she felt in her middle whenever she drew near him. Nor the quiver in her muscles when he set his intense blue eyes upon her. As a scholar, he touched her mind. As a man, he touched her heart. Stirred and awoke things within her that had slumbered unbeknownst. With a single look he tilled the soil of her heart and planted a seed, and now new growth sprang forth from her breast. 
 
    As if aware of her eyes upon him, his face tilted up, gaze latching onto and holding hers. The intensity of his gaze caused her breath to freeze in her lungs. But then his eyes heated, turning from the marriage of ice and sky into the burning blue of dancing flames, and her breath melted, leaving her body on a shuddering exhale. 
 
    “‘Strength and honor are her clothing; and she shall rejoice in time to come. She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and in her tongue is the law of kindness.’ ‘Her price is far above rubies.’” Lorenz’s smile lit with an inner radiance. An eternal light that no darkness could ever snuff out. “God went with you, Christyne, and I will forever praise His name for returning you.” The notch in his long throat bobbed, his voice lowering to a gravely whisper. “To me.” 
 
    “How is your shoulder?” Peter’s voice was like a dagger, severing the unseen connection between Lorenz and Christyne.  
 
    “The angel the Lord provided hath knit me together once more.” He dared another glance her way. 
 
    Her skin warmed under his regard. “As told, I am no angel.”  
 
    “Do mine eyes deceive me, or has our devoted scholar raised his nose far enough out of a book to discover the greatest blessing the Lord has bestowed upon man?” Peter grinned as he held out his hand to his own wife. She came willingly, snuggling under his shoulder and resting a hand upon his chest.  
 
    “Mine eyes have been opened to a great many things, my friend.” Lorenz spoke to Peter yet kept his gaze intent on Christyne. 
 
    Nikolaus cleared his throat. “As have mine.” 
 
    Hette gripped her brother’s arm, but he shook her off and stepped forward. “I believe all you have shared with me, Lorenz Meier. That Jesus offers me His grace without any merit from myself. I desire to accept that gift. Though baptized as a babe, I wish to declare my fealty to Him as my Lord and Savior as a grown man, in my own right, clinging to the faith growing in my chest.” 
 
    Lorenz turned to him fully, his visage shining with both sincerity and solemnity. “You know the consequences of such a decision?” 
 
    A regal bearing overtook the stable hand. “If it comes thus, I shall count it an honor to suffer as my Lord suffered.” 
 
    “Then who am I to dissuade you? Come, and I shall call you brother.” Lorenz gathered the chipped pitcher Hette had provided on the first day to clean his wounds. Nikolaus knelt before Lorenz as the man held the pitcher above Nikolaus’s head. After a prayer, Lorenz tipped the vessel. Clean, clear water trickled over Nikolaus’s crown and ran down his beard. He lifted his face, his joy luminous. 
 
    Peter thumped Nikolaus on the back and helped him to stand. Bytzel smiled at him shyly. 
 
    Christyne could not pull her eyes from the pitcher. Dare she?  
 
    Memories—her father’s words and Bishop Wilmer’s, the latter more akin to threats than caution—filled her mind. They came like a deluge, flooding her senses. When Martin Luther had first nailed his ninety-five theses to the church doors in Wittenberg, Christyne had been curious. Why would a monk and scholar make such statements against the Church? Instead of explaining doctrines that felt beyond the grasp of her feeble mind, her father and Bishop Wilmer had woven a picture for her. Of a man preceding Luther. Another man who thought to reform the Church.  
 
    Jan Huss. 
 
    With vivid detail, they recounted how the rector had been stripped naked by the executioner. Jeers and lewd remarks lashed him from the gathered crowd. His hands had been tied behind his back and a chain wound about his neck, binding him to a stake. Wood and straw piled around him until only his head remained visible. They taunted him until the imperial marshal offered him one last opportunity to recant, which he declined.  
 
    Christyne shuddered as she recalled the sensory descriptions Bishop Wilmer seemed to enjoy prodding her with. The smell of burning flesh. The cries of a dying man. 
 
    The warning had been clear. Any person who dared defy the mother church would receive their just punishment. 
 
    She slid her eyes shut, picturing Jesus upon the cross. For her transgressions He was wounded. For her iniquities He was bruised. Rejected. Despised. Acquainted with grief. Her punishment upon His shoulders. 
 
    Did she wish to lay down her life? To be cast beneath the flowing currents of a nearby river, never to rise again?  
 
    Nay. But if she must die to this world, then she would cling to the hope of everlasting eternity with the Prince of Peace. 
 
    Following Nikolaus’s lead, she stepped forward. “I, too, wish to be baptized.” 
 
    Lorenz’s hand stilled midair, his motion to set the pitcher upon the ground halted by her declaration. He turned toward her, slow and intentional. His muscles seemed to simultaneously tighten and go slack. 
 
    Clare laid a hand on her shoulder. “Your father has already declared the deaths of any dissenters he finds on his lands. Herzog Kampff waits with his landsknechte to mete out fatal punishment.” She glanced around their small circle, eyes wide and pleading before she settled her gaze back on Christyne. “What you propose will surely be the end of you, for you, daughter of the land, can neither hide away nor escape during your father’s marriage ceremony.” 
 
    Christyne met Clare’s earnest regard. She straightened her spine. All the fears she had been carrying around since first she donned Hette’s kirtle and sneaked past the castle walls drained from her shoulders. Then, she had been spurred on by a sense of duty; now, she stood in rightness. Though simply a woman, God had used her. To save Lorenz. Betzyl, Peter, and Katherine as well. And in the midst of the rescuing, she herself had been ransomed. Was there any greater purpose in life than that? To be used by God? 
 
    And if He could use her in death as well as in life, who was she to argue with God? Jan Huss’s physical end did not silence his influence. If she be silenced, then may her blood cry out.  
 
    Holy, holy, holy is the name of the Lord. 
 
    “Nor can you,” she reminded Clare. 
 
    “ʼTis true. However, Prince Ernst is already aware of my beliefs and mistakenly thinks he can curb my mind and bend my will back to the Church. You cannot claim the same.” 
 
    She could not. But life was not worth living without conviction. “I am aware of the consequences, same as Nikolaus.” 
 
    Clare stepped away and Lorenz took her place. The dark stubble upon his jaw had thickened over the days he had resided under the same roof as she. He raised a hand, and she noticed the fading ink stains on his fingers as he reached to cup her neck. Though his stature was not thick and broad like that of the men tilling the soil or those wielding weapons, he stood strong before her. 
 
    Her breast sank as air pushed out of her chest. Expanded as it filled. Never had she been so aware of what her body did without thought. The beats of her heart. The sensitivity of her skin. Everything heightened as he drew near. 
 
    “Never have I felt such a mixture of joy and fear before a baptism,” he confessed. His thumb trailed along the underside of her jaw. “I wish I could promise to protect you, but I have been unable to save even myself.” 
 
    She swallowed, working her tongue past its thickness. “You have already saved me. There is more than this mortal world holds.” 
 
    His features softened, and he moved his hand to lay it on her crown. After a prayer, he poured water in a gentle stream over her head.  
 
    I am thine, O Lord. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Germany, Present Day 
 
      
 
    It was a two cups of coffee type of morning. Blame the phase of the moon or charged particles in the air, the kids had taken two huge steps back in progress that morning. They were grumpy, didn’t want to listen, and had an attitude that brought the consequence of running laps until their legs were too weak to take another step.  
 
    Seth had called a fifteen-minute water break, but Amber needed to zip into the center for something with a little more fortification and a lot more caffeine. Hopefully Yasmin would be busy with a phone call or helping a patron. Already Amber had fielded knowing glances from Mila that morning with her first cup of coffee. She didn’t want to have to endure the subtle smiles, or even worse, the straightforward questions from her friends. 
 
    It was there, written plainly across everyone’s faces. How did the date go? What did she think of Seth? Were they officially a couple?  
 
    They meant well, and she couldn’t blame them since they’d all, in essence, been on the date together. But even though she’d shared the experience, she wasn’t ready to share the experience. If that made any sense.  
 
    Their connection was too new. Too special. She wanted to keep it close to her heart, bathe in the memory of the moments she and Seth had spent together walking along the river, talking and simply being together. They were in a private little cocoon that, at the moment, only had room for the two of them. Invite too many people in too quickly and who knew? Maybe the growth of their relationship would be stunted, their wings never strong enough to fly.  
 
    A relationship. Her skin flushed with the thought. Who would have imagined that keep-to-herself, bookish, driven Amber Carrington would be in a relationship with someone as wonderful and well-known as Seth Marshall? If the residual heat of his palm didn’t still warm her hand, she’d pinch herself to make sure all of it was real.  
 
    He’d acted a little strange after their walk, but she’d felt off kilter as well. Everything was new. Exciting. Scary. 
 
    She pulled open the front door of the center and peeked inside. Coast clear. Silly, yes, but that didn’t stop her from tiptoeing inside and pouring a mug of coffee as stealthily as she could. A few packets of sugar and cream, a quick stir, and she closed her eyes and took a sip.  
 
    Soft sniffles echoed off the cement-block walls, and her ears pricked. Crying? Did someone need help? She followed the muffled whimpers past an empty corridor of cubicles—must be a meeting going on—and paused at the entrance of the rec room.  
 
    She blinked a few times to make sure what she was seeing was real. Kayla—tough, doesn’t-need-anyone, stay-away-from-me Kayla—sat on the hard floor, a child in her lap, her arms wound tightly around the young girl. Amber’s heart pinched and then melted a little.  
 
    Though she hadn’t been able to spend too much time with Seth’s sister yet, the erected walls and stand-off vibes she projected were so visible she might as well have given everyone 3D glasses. But no one was that hard through and through. Kayla may project a tough exterior, but inside she was all mush. Like a Cadbury Crème Egg. 
 
    She looked exactly like her brother, sitting there. The image reminded Amber of Seth and how he’d comforted the kids after the noise from the airplanes had scared them all so badly.  
 
    Kayla ran a hand over the girl’s head. With the veil of hair brushed away, Amber recognized Sonia, the preteen from Syria. Amber hadn’t seen her on the field since the fright from the planes. She’d wanted to visit her at home and make sure she was doing all right. Had she been hiding out inside the rec room instead of playing soccer with her and Seth all this time? 
 
    Kayla whispered soft words in Sonia’s ear, her paint-splattered fingers methodically stroking the girl’s hair. Amber’s gaze snagged on an easel with a canvas resting across its base off to their side. She remembered Seth saying his sister had always been an artist. The angle of the canvas made it difficult to see the picture painted on its surface, but instinct told her that, whatever the creation, it was the culprit for the emotions erupting from the child.  
 
    A rip current of indecision swirled in her middle. Should she stay? Offer help? Her body swayed forward, but her feet remained planted where they were. It felt wrong, gazing in on such a private moment, but she couldn’t make her body move one way or the other. 
 
    Kayla pushed Sonia away from her chest and, with a finger under her chin, raised her face and looked into her eyes. Kayla’s features were earnest, her gaze like a tool drilling in a point, then she smiled and stood. She picked up a paintbrush and handed it to Sonia, then pointed to the easel and took a step back.  
 
    Art therapy. Amber had heard of the technique and how effective it was with children. Sometimes experiences and feelings were too hard to put into words, and a child’s natural communication through play and art helped express and articulate what their words couldn’t.  
 
    Why hadn’t she thought of that before?  
 
    After a few strokes, Sonia stepped back. Tears dried in salty streaks down her cheeks, but her eyes radiated a new inner peace. Kayla had offered her a key, and she’d used it to unlock a door that had been bolted inside her. She looked freer. A step taken toward healing.  
 
    With a quick hug to Kayla, Sonia bolted through the door that led to the field. Amber should follow. The break would be over soon, and Seth would need her help.  
 
    “You can slink out of the shadows. I know you’re there.” Kayla dumped the used paint brushes in a glass of liquid. 
 
    Amber’s sneakers scuffed over the gym-type floor as she crossed to the art center. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I heard crying and wanted to make sure no one was hurt, then I saw you and Sonia. Anyway, thank you for helping her. You’ve made a real difference in her life.” 
 
    Kayla snorted and continued cleaning up the art supplies.  
 
    Amber shifted her weight between her feet. Her sincere words might as well have bounced off Kayla’s invisible walls. Why did people do that? Why build walls to keep others out when what they really needed was to let people in? Was there a way to get Kayla to let her in? 
 
    Kayla glanced up. “Still here? Don’t you have anywhere better to be?” 
 
    Amber wouldn’t let the verbal slap sting. People lashed out. It wasn’t personal. “I thought—” 
 
    “What? That we could be friends? Sit around a campfire and sing Kumbaya?” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Not. Personal. “That’s not what I—” 
 
    Kayla huffed. “Look, the way to my brother is not through me. Nor do we have to plait each other’s hair, even if he asked you to be nice, make friends, and try to straighten out his crooked little sister.” 
 
    “He never—” 
 
    She laughed, though the sound was ugly. “As if you and I could ever be friends. What do we have in common? Nothing. You, with your perfect little family—parents still married, doting brothers—your suburban, picket-fence life. What do you know of hardship? Of living on the streets? Being afraid in your own neighborhood? Hunger gnawing on your backbone? Of life.” Her hand slashed through the air. “Absolutely nothing. You could never understand where I’ve come from or what I’ve been through, and you can’t for a second relate to those kids out there. So take your messiah complex and go somewhere you’re actually wanted before reality starts knocking on your door. No one needs you here. Not me. Not my brother.” She flipped her braid over her shoulder and marched out of the room.  
 
    Amber felt as though she were freefalling. Like she’d been pushed off a cliff and was watching the ground race to meet her. She braced for impact, all her muscles contracting. Finally, she sucked in a breath through her teeth and blinked away the image, forcing her limbs to relax. But her lungs had a mind of their own, taking in and puffing out oxygen with the speed of a freight train.  
 
    Kayla thought the only reason Amber had talked to her or wanted to befriend her was to get to Seth? Why? What had she said or done that would give that impression? 
 
    And the other things Kayla had said… 
 
    The sum of her fears, the doubts she’d tried so hard to outrun, spoken with such clarity and volume that they still rang in her ears. Kayla had deftly painted the image of all Amber’s inadequacies.  
 
    The picture grew in her mind, taking the shape of a hideous beast that slashed her hopes and devoured her dreams.  
 
    She closed her eyes, her unworthiness causing her to stagger to the nearest wall and slump to the ground. The worst part was, she knew Kayla was right. Half a globe she’d run, but her doubts—the truth—had caught up with her anyway. She had no right to be in ministry. No right to help people along paths she’d never traveled herself. How could she know how they felt? What they were thinking? How could she relate or commiserate with their experience when she hadn’t experienced the same thing? Or anything, for that matter. 
 
    So, what was it she thought she’d heard in that hospital chapel while Michael was in surgery? Obviously, it hadn’t been a divine calling, for God would not call someone so wholly ill-equipped for the task. Then what? Her own ambition? Her own pride? 
 
    A small ring chirped from in her pocket. Saved by the bell. She sighed, relieved to have a distraction from her spiraling, consuming thoughts, then pulled out her phone and stared at the screen.  
 
    A text from Adam with a link to an article, a question as to whether or not she’d seen it, and an instruction to call him. Her phone offered a small preview to the website associated with the link, which looked to be some sort of online tabloid. 
 
    Adam knew she didn’t read that sort of thing. Why would he think she’d seen it? Better yet, why would he think she needed to? Maybe it was a scam or a virus. A hacker pretending to be Adam sending her a message, and as soon as she clicked on it, her phone would be infected with a virus. 
 
    Not falling for that. 
 
    Although…a hacker wouldn’t say to call him. She chewed on her bottom lip and punched the call button next to Adam’s name. The phone rang once before her brother picked up. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He sounded concerned, like he wanted to travel the radio waves between their phones so he could reach out and touch her and assure himself of her safety.  
 
    A trickle of alarm wove down her spine. “I’m fine. Why the alarm?” 
 
    “You’ve gone viral and you ask why the alarm?” His pitch rose. “Seriously, answer me truthfully. Are you being harassed by reporters? Or by fans? Is that jock protecting you? And when did you meet Seth Marshall, much less become involved with him? And why didn’t you tell any of us? And, Amber, I swear—” 
 
    Nerves frayed like exposed electrical wires, she snapped, laughing like someone who’d lost her last marble. Who knew, maybe she had.  
 
    “This is not a laughing matter, young lady.” 
 
    She held her side as she laughed harder. “Oh man, you and Olivia need to start having kids right away after you get married. You’ve got the dad tone down pat.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Not funny.” He sounded more like her brother and less like a scolding father. 
 
    She snickered. “Maybe it’s funny because I have no idea what you’re talking about. You’re acting like I’m in some sort of danger or something.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m overreacting, but I’ve seen the way the press can eat a person alive and spit them out. I know you, and so I know what that wanna-be reporter wrote isn’t true, which is why I wanted to make sure you’re okay, emotionally as well as physically.” 
 
    “That’s really sweet of you, Adam, but I still don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “The article. Didn’t you read the link I sent?” 
 
    The link. He’d said…wait. Did he say she’d gone viral? An article. Online. Had gone viral. How many people had to share a link before it went viral? A lot, she bet. And… her mind sifted through what else he’d said. What the reporter wrote isn’t true. Safe emotionally and physically. The trickle of alarm turned into a flash flood. 
 
    “Adam, I’ll call you back later.” She hung up and clicked on the link, her hands shaking as it connected and the article filled her screen. She scrolled down, pictures of Seth and her together at the park staring back at her. Hand-in-hand, her head on his shoulder. One picture showed his back, his head bent toward her. From the angle of the shot, it appeared they were kissing, but she knew that wasn’t the case. She’d never kissed Seth, or anyone else for that matter. Another item to place in the can’t relate because I haven’t experienced it column.  
 
    That was the last picture in the article and her breathing evened out. Did she want to be in a tabloid? No, but those pictures weren’t bad. She hadn’t done anything wrong or to be ashamed of, and all those photos showed was what had happened—a very sweet first date. She scrolled back up and froze at the headline. How had she missed that to begin with? 
 
    Seth Marshall to Score with the Virgin 
 
    Her eyes ate up the article, but with each bite-sized sentence they devoured, she became more nauseous. The author had expounded on Seth’s past exploits with women in sordid detail, then turned the audience’s attention to her, outlining her degree in theology and painting her as the perfect church-girl. Ground work laid, the author planted innuendoes and made gutter-worthy inferences, twisting with a dirty mind all that had been beautiful that day. 
 
    Her phone vibrated in her hand, an alert scrolling down from the top of her screen to inform her of an incoming email. The remaining words of the article blurred through her tears. With a sniff, she closed the browser and opened her email app. Two new emails awaited her. She clicked on the first. 
 
    Andrew Ethridge <ethridge@biblecollege.edu> 
 
    to Amber Carrington 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear Miss Carrington, 
 
    It is with great concern that I contact you today on behalf of the faculty of the theological department. As you know, we hold our students to a high moral and ethical standard and, as such, must investigate certain recent events that have been brought to our attention. We know one cannot take everything one reads in the press as fact, especially not in certain publications, and therefore have not jumped to the conclusion that the things written about you hold any sort of merit. The department would like to extend an invitation to you to write a response to the allegations and clear your name with regard to accusations against your character that would, in essence, diminish the voracity of your ministry.  
 
      
 
    On a personal note, I want to say I’m praying for you. I feel like I’ve gotten to know you a bit from the classes you’ve taken from me, and I don’t for a minute believe the trash printed in that tabloid (and have had quite a lot to say about reading such garbage and the evils of gossip, I might add). Sometimes Satan attacks those he fears have a voice that will make a big impact. Don’t let him or this situation silence your voice. 
 
      
 
    Respectfully, 
 
    Dr. Ethridge 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even her professors had seen the article? Read those lies about her? Possibly even believed them? There had to be some doubt about her character if they wanted her to create a written rebuttal.  
 
    All she’d wanted was to help people, and now everyone thought all she wanted was to sleep with Seth. How had it gotten to this? How could one innocent date that had fifty chaperones be painted in such a twisted light? And how did the paparazzo know they’d be there anyway? It was possible that a fan tipped them off, but could they have gotten there so quickly? 
 
    Go somewhere you’re actually wanted before reality starts knocking on your door.  
 
    Kayla’s words played back like a nightmare. She couldn’t be behind all this, could she? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Where’s Amber?  
 
    Seth had watched her head into the center during a water break, but that had been—he glanced at his watch—over three hours ago. The younger kids had long gone, and the older ones were now warming up, getting ready to practice corner kicks and controlling the direction of the ball with a header.  
 
    He placed a hand over his eyes to block out the afternoon sun, scanning first the pitch and then the center’s building. Nothing. No slender, athletic form. No golden strands of hair that soaked up the sun. No soft laughter that made his pulse race faster than hearing the starting whistle of a high-stakes game.  
 
    He jogged over to his duffel bag, lying on the grass by a goal post, then rummaged through, pulled out his cell, found her contact info, and tapped the call sign. Voicemail picked up, and he ended the call with a growl. 
 
    This wasn’t like her. Pristinely responsible, she wouldn’t not show up to a job. Especially one that meant so much to her and others. Too much was at stake. 
 
    Where is she? 
 
    He didn’t want to overreact, but concern was making his mind jump to all sorts of scenarios. None of them good.  
 
    Should he pause practice? Maybe send one of the teenage girls into the center to check on her? But if she’d retreated to her dorm room for some reason, or anywhere else, he wouldn’t be able to find her. No matter how much he wanted to drop everything and make sure she was okay, he couldn’t. But he could put someone else on her trail.  
 
    He dialed Mila and let her know Amber was missing and asked if she could check up on her. Mila didn’t sound worried, but the reassurance did nothing to calm his nerves.  
 
    The kids ran down the track on their last lap, then pulled up beside him. Some bent at the waist, bracing their hands on their knees and gulping in huge breaths. Others grinned as if they’d been looking forward to the physical exertion all day. 
 
    Seth clapped his hands. “Listen up. You guys have come a long way in a short time, but if you plan on beating the competition in next week’s game—a team that has been playing together for years—then you need to start working together as a unit. A family.” He let his gaze bore into each kid until they met his eyes. Through that connection, he poured his belief into them. That they’d worked hard and deserved to be there. They were worthy, no matter what they’d heard other people tell them. He was counting on them, and they could count on him in return.  
 
    One by one, spines straightened and rounded shoulders squared. Determination etched across faces and eyes lit with purpose. Would they win? Didn’t matter as much as watching them work together to conquer something put in their path. But, for their sake, he did hope they’d win. If anyone needed to feel victorious, even for a few brief moments, it was these kids. 
 
    “All right. We’re going to start off working on our passing drills before we move on to corner kicks and headers. You guys are fast, and you play all out, but even the fastest person can’t outrun the ball. Okay, let’s begin.” He blew his whistle and watched as the players took pre-assigned positions on the field, putting the ball in motion and passing it to teammates in a drill they’d practiced before.  
 
    Still no Amber. Unease crawled across his skin. He’d woken up determined to tell her about the paparazzo that had tailed them in the park but hadn’t had the opportunity yet. How she’d not been aware of the flash of the camera, he didn’t know. He should have told her then. Made her aware of what could happen so she could prepare.  
 
    But a small part of him had hoped the episode wouldn’t amount to anything. They’d only been walking in a public park. Nothing had happened, not even a kiss, so the press had zilch to report. He didn’t want to scare her. Wasn’t that one of her concerns about starting a relationship with him in the first place? That his very public life would shove her into the spotlight as well? 
 
    But he’d realized those justifications were the voice of his old self talking, and he didn’t want to hide things from Amber. Especially things that could be potential problems. So even though it gutted him—take a spoon and scoop out his insides, gutted him—to think about her reaction, terrified him to even consider she might step back and change her mind about getting to know him better and pursue this unnamed connection they shared, he was determined to tell her. Just in case. Because it was the right thing to do. 
 
    Commotion on the pitch brought his head up. Zaid rounded the building and walked slowly toward centerfield, one arm cradled in his hand. Even from the distance, Seth could see something was wrong with the boy. The closer Zaid drew, the more horrifying the picture became. Left eye swollen nearly shut, bottom lip busted. Dark, dried blood spotting his shirt.  
 
    Seth ran over to him, followed by the rest of the kids. He put a light hand on Zaid’s shoulder, afraid to touch any unseen injuries. “Are you okay?” He caught Yosef’s eye. “Run inside and find Ben. Tell him to call the police.” 
 
    “No.” Zaid’s nostrils flared. “No police.” 
 
    Seth waited for Zaid to look at him, but the boy stubbornly refused. “An attack like this needs to be reported.” 
 
    “No. It is nothing. I come to play football. If you call police, I will tell them nothing. I will leave.” 
 
    Seth let his chin fall to his chest.  Everything within him said to report the crime, but if Zaid wouldn’t press charges, what was the point? He’d only push Zaid away and maybe some of the other kids as well.  
 
    “Fine. We won’t call the police. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    Zaid finally met his eyes. Seth had seen that expression before. In the mirror. When he was about the same age. Half boy, half man. Shoulders too small to carry the weight placed upon them but determined not to be crushed. “You are Coach, not my father. I am here for football. Let’s play.”  
 
    Seth heard the unspoken message. Zaid needed the distraction of the ball. Feet in motion, anger leaving the body and watering the grass through his sweat. He needed to realign his mind. Command a piece of his life he was in control of. 
 
    Football had given Seth that, and he could share the gift with Zaid. He blew his whistle. “You heard Zaid. Let’s play.” 
 
    Everyone ran onto the field but Yosef.  
 
    “Something on your mind you want to share?” Seth asked.  
 
    Yosef looked out over the pitch, his focus on Zaid. “Things have been hard. More so lately. Like someone has added more wood to the fire. Hotter every day. In our school. The community.” He looked down at his shoes. “It is not just toward us, those who are new to this country. Even people who have been here most of their lives or were born here…they feel this heat too. Because of how we look. How we worship.” 
 
    Seth held still. What would Justin say to this boy? Or Amber. One of them should be here. They’d have the words he didn’t. They were stronger in their faith. Had been Christians for a lot longer than he had.  
 
    “There are pages on Facebook and other social media sites that spread lies and fear about us.” Yosef looked at him then, his face a contortion of inner pain. “Why do people hate me, Coach?  Why do they want to hurt me when I have done nothing to them?” 
 
    Seth wrapped his arm around Yosef’s slim shoulders. What could he say? He didn’t have an answer. Didn’t really think there was one. “I don’t know, Yosef. I don’t know.” He watched as Zaid dribbled the ball between two defensive players, lined up the ball, then drove it into the back of the net. “Sometimes hate can be rooted in fear.” 
 
    Yosef looked at him with his brows drawn. Seth could practically read his thoughts. Who needed to fear a fourteen-year-old kid?  
 
    “I don’t know what the Qur’an says, but the Bible teaches that there is no fear in love; that perfect love casts out fear. It also says something even harder, if you can believe it. To love your enemies. Do good to people who hate you. Bless those who curse you.” 
 
    Yosef nodded slowly. “This is hard, as you say. But the Qur’an does agree. It says to repel evil with good, and he who is your enemy will become your dearest friend.” He was quiet a second, watching Zaid. “Do you think this will work? People will stop hating us if we love harder.” 
 
    Seth wanted to say yes, but people were people. Didn’t always matter what a person did, people would believe whatever they wanted. Instead of lying, he patted Yosef on the back. “Why don’t you go join the game before it’s time to head in for tutoring.” 
 
    Yosef jogged onto the pitch and shouted for the ball to be passed to him. Seth walked toward his bag. Whether Zaid wanted anyone to know or not, someone had to be told about his beating. Ben would know what to do. Who to contact. 
 
    He retrieved his cell and the screen lit up with a touch. A missed call from Leon McCallister. What did his coach want? Tapping on the icon, he held the phone to his ear to listen to the voice message.  
 
    “I’m not sure what kind of game you’re playing, Marshall, but I’m not amused. Whether the report I read in the red top this morning is true or not, you need to get yourself together and back to England.  
 
    “What do you think this is, American football? Neither the owner nor I appreciate the club name being dragged through the mud this way. My players need to be above reproach, or at the very least, smart enough not to get caught and plastered across the tabloid’s front page. Davie and the rest of the team are in Vegas. Are they acting like angels? I highly doubt it. They were the ones I was worried about. Not you. Especially not after your so-called conversion.”  
 
    It sounded like he pulled the phone away and swore lightly. “Just get back here and maybe we can do some damage control. Or better yet, hire your own paparazzo to take pictures of you with those refugee kids. Those bleeding-heart fans will eat that up and forget about that Virgin Mary you’ve been distracted with.” The message ended with a click, a shot to Seth’s heart. 
 
    He stood there stunned. The kids erupted in cheers on the field, and he tried to clear the fog from his brain and focus on their shouting. 
 
    “Coach, did you see?”  Salma glowed. “I score, Coach. First time.” 
 
    Seth forced his lips upward. Pushed back the questions and confusion and worry Leon’s message had stirred up inside him. He focused on Salma and pumped his fist in the air. Celebrate the small victories, he’d told them. Look ahead. Don’t focus on the negatives of the moment, because even if you’re down, the game could always turn in your favor during the second half. 
 
    Salma ran back to her position of midfielder.  
 
    That’s what this was. The reporter had made a strategic goal, but the game wasn’t over. He hoped Amber didn’t throw him a red card and eject him from the game, but even if she did, he wouldn’t give up. He’d respect her decisions and back off. But the season wasn’t over. There’d be another game, and when there was, he’d make sure he won her heart.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Holy Roman Empire, 1527 
 
     
 
    “Prithee, princess, it is not too late to recant.” Hette stood before Christyne, her hand clutching at her rosary. “The Bishop will know your mind, will he not? When you stand before him? He will know, and then you and my brother will be lost to this world forever.” She sniffed, the beads twisting around her fingers. 
 
    “Only God can see the heart of man, Hette.” 
 
    The maid hung her head. “Nikolaus would not be persuaded either. I fear you both will be imprisoned in purgatory before being cast into the flames of Hades.” 
 
    Christyne reached over and squeezed Hette’s arm. “Your concern warms me, but you must fear not. All will be well.” 
 
    Of this she was not certain. How could she be, when heretic hunters stalked the castle halls, bent on destroying any they could grasp in their clutches?  
 
    Peter had informed them that the officials in Zurich, mainly the reformer Zwingli, wished for the Anabaptists to return to the city. But Zwingli had previously used the rack as torture to force recantations on those bent to a more radical reform than he preached.  
 
    Many opposed to infant baptism had fled. Some to Waldshut, others to Schaffhausen, and still others to unknown places. In the depths of night, the small band beneath the castle had decided to make their way to Waldshut. Anabaptist leaders Balthasar Hubmaier and Wilhelm Reublin had fled to that city, and though their favor with Archduke Ferdinand of Austria was uncertain, a return to Zurich carried the certainty of torture and death.  
 
    The door to her bed chamber opened, and an unfamiliar girl stood on the threshold. “Your presence is requested, princess.” 
 
    Christyne rose and followed the girl, pausing near the brazier. “I thank thee, Hette. For all you have done.” She did not wait for a reply but hastened after the messenger girl. 
 
    Christyne was not surprised when she was escorted into the chambers that Clare had been given. That lady stood at the window, her back to the room. Donned in her wedding finery, she looked radiant. She turned, her face serene. If not for the tightness at her temple, the small tick along her jaw, Christyne would be unaware anything troubled the woman.  
 
    Indeed, how could the day not bring trouble? In a short time, Clare would be bound to a man for whom she held little affection. One with as many years as her sire, and who held not the same beliefs as she. Though not bent to cruelty, neither was he easily swayed. Her future was both certain and uncertain. 
 
    Clare ran a hand down her velvet gown. The deep blue appeared royal upon her slim shoulders and caused her eyes to shine wide in her pale face. “All is ready?” 
 
    “I pray ʼtis so.” Christyne stared beyond her father’s future bride to the carved opening in the wall, shutters unbound, allowing the outdoors in. From this height and the distance she stood from the window, the only view her eyes beheld was that of the trees as they grew upon the slope of the hill. Below her, though… 
 
    Did Peter and Nikolaus make preparations? Had Hette returned to the kitchens to gather what vittles she could? 
 
    They had but a small window of time to make their escape. While the wedding guests and castle folk were busy attending the ceremony or making ready for the feast thereafter, the Brethren needed to slip out unseen, putting as much distance as possible between themselves and those who would seek their end. 
 
    “I have thought much throughout the night.” Clare’s voice wavered. 
 
    What maiden did not on the eve of her wedding? Though mayhap some with less trepidation than this lady. Christyne wished she could offer a small comfort. “In the measure of a man, he is not entirely found wanting, my father. He can be persuaded to reason, and already I have seen the care he has for you.” 
 
    “You mistake me. I have not been pondering my own future, but yours.” 
 
    “Mine?” 
 
    “By receiving baptism, you have professed your faith. Unless you disavow that action, I fear what will become of you.” 
 
    Her heartbeat quickened. “No more than you.” 
 
    “Yea, much more. For I am now under your father’s protection, and as you say, his measure has merit. Alas, you are also beyond your time to be given in marriage. And there is one who seeks your hand.” 
 
    Dread breathed its hot breath down her spine, causing her body to convulse. “Herzog Kampff.” 
 
    Clare’s brows rose. “You know?” 
 
    She lifted her chin. “And have refused.” 
 
    “Such men do not retreat. They are as dogs with a bone.” Clare’s shoulders sagged. “Though I had hoped to have you near me, to be a sister more than a daughter, a friend when I will have need of one, you must go.” 
 
    How could she? Her absence would not go unnoticed, and then all the lives they had fought so hard to preserve would be forfeit.  
 
    Clare leveled her gaze on Christyne, steel in her eyes. “You must. For if he has you, he will tear you limb from limb.” 
 
    Surely it would not come to that. “My father has given the duke his answer.” 
 
    “Which I overheard him reconsidering yestereve.” Though Clare had stayed beside the window throughout their exchange, she now rushed forward and gripped Christyne’s hands, the strength therein surprising. 
 
    “After the ceremony and before the merrymaking, you must slip out. Nikolaus will be waiting for you in the courtyard, for his presence is expected within the castle walls.” 
 
    Christyne turned her head, her eyes tracking the length of the room, then the vista from the window. She had ever called Heidelbraum her home and had never thought to flee from its borders.  
 
    What would her life be like if she left? Always on the run, one step in front of those who wished to kill her? Gone the authority of her title and the ease such prestige brought. But she had laid down such an existence when she received the water over her head. Had taken up the cross when she chose the eternal over the temporal. 
 
    Ethereal blue eyes and swatches of raven hair flashed across her mind. She had witnessed destiny within the depths of his gaze. Mayhap their lives were linked more than she had previously considered. Who would have thought a princess’s and a scholar’s fates would so intimately entangle? 
 
    A soft knock sounded on the door before the same girl appeared again. “ʼTis time.” 
 
    Clare’s chest expanded as she took in a deep breath. “I thank you.” She eyed Christyne. “The time for the processional is upon us.” 
 
    Though marriages customarily occurred at the bride’s estate, because of the unique situation and punishment to Clare’s father, it was declared that the ceremony would be held at Heidelbraum. The procession, too, had been altered. The bride and groom would not be walking through the streets of the town to legitimize the union in the eyes of the people, nor would Clare be atop a white horse. In so doing, the emperor stripped Clare’s family and left them clothed in humiliation. 
 
    If the monarch witnessed Clare, shoulders back and regal in her finery, he would not observe a woman in shame. Rather, a lady with more strength and determination than all of his landsknechte combined.  
 
    Two servants pulled open the doors, and cheers erupted on the other side. Prince Ernst awaited them and held out his arm to Clare. People of every station lined the courtyard. Some Christyne recognized as family and friends from court, dressed in splendor. Others were feudal tenants from her father’s lands, gathered to celebrate with their master. 
 
    The crowd split, allowing the bride and groom passage across the courtyard and entrance into the castle’s chapel. Bishop Wilmer awaited near the dais. His jeweled vestments, arched miter upon his head, and scepter in his hand gleamed in the morning light streaming through the stained-glass windows.   
 
    Christyne knelt and then sat at the front of the chapel. She folded her hands in her lap, pressing her fingers together so they would not fidget. Though her body sat within the four walls, her ears took in the words of the gathering rite the bishop recited even as her mind wandered to the undercroft.  
 
    Did Lorenz, Katherine, and Bytzel even now seek exit from that hidden place or did they yet wait for a more perfect time? Did they follow her route out of the castle battlement or remain huddled in a dark, earthen corner? 
 
    Bishop Wilmer’s voice droned on as he continued the liturgy. With small movements, Christyne rotated her shoulders and turned her head. The door to the chapel had been left open so all without could partake of the ceremony. 
 
    Dark eyes met her own. Held her gaze captive in a menacing grip. Kampff’s lips curled in a self-satisfying smirk as confidence rolled off his imposing figure. She wished to look away, but something held her there. A flash in his eyes. A knowing. The holder of a secret.  
 
    Christyne sucked in a breath and shifted forward.  
 
    He could not be privy to their comings and goings. 
 
    Her heart raced, mind working to decipher what the evil man’s look could mean. How could she ever have thought he had not earned his reputation? He no longer even pretended the guise of a sheep, baring instead the fangs of a ravenous wolf. 
 
    The rite of marriage, vows exchanged. Now all would receive the holy sacrament of the Eucharist. She rose and stepped in front of Bishop Wilmer, her lips parted to receive the converted substances of the body and blood of Christ. He placed the wafer on her tongue, and she closed her lips as the host dissolved. As she closed her hand around the chalice, the Bishop offered the wine with the words, “The Blood of Christ,” and she responded, “Amen,” and sipped. She stepped aside so the next guest could receive the sacrament. 
 
    Did the bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ through transubstantiation? So much she had yet to learn. Who would teach her? 
 
    Her knees hit the ground as she bowed her head. Prayed that even now the Brethren were far from there, including Nikolaus. If she needed to find another means of escape from the duke, then so be it, but she could not have the others risking their lives for her. 
 
    Christyne scarcely paid attention to the remainder of the ceremony until the end of the concluding rite was said. She kept her eyes down as she followed the others making their way out of the chapel. Even so, she felt eyes on her. An evil gaze that heated her blood until she felt as if she were burning beneath her skin. 
 
    She stepped out of the chapel and warily looked up. She glanced about but did not see Kampff. Her shoulders sagged in relief. There were many crowded in the courtyard, melodies from the musicians and laughter from the jesters mixing together to make guests drunk on celebrations. If ever there was a distraction where a few extra bodies would go unnoticed, it was now. 
 
    A strong hand enclosed upon her upper arm. Her breath hitched, and she whirled around. Ice and sky stared back at her. 
 
    Her pulse froze.  
 
    He could not be here. 
 
    “Lorenz,” she hissed, looking around furtively. “You must leave. Now.” 
 
    “Not without you.” His hand slid down her arm. He threaded his fingers with hers.  
 
    She refused to be moved by his touch. Not when his life was in such danger. “Where is Nikolaus?” 
 
    Concern flitted like a cloud over the vibrancy of his gaze. “I know not. But this I do know—I could not depart and leave you behind.” 
 
    His words penetrated her heart much like the arrow that had pierced his flesh. Both caused pain. Both could end his life.  
 
    Fool he was to come for her. Did he not know the trap he could possibly have walked into? His face was known to those who sought him, a prize upon his head. He should have fled before all was lost.  
 
    A shadow crossed over them and she glanced up. Not a cloud in the sky. Apprehension caused her body to tense, dread cinching about her like a rope encircling her throat. 
 
    Lorenz’s blue eyes widened as he looked beyond her. She’d begun to turn when a familiar figure in an ostentatious uniform stepped into her line of sight. A hand clamped upon her shoulder at the same time the landsknecht jerked at Lorenz’s arm.  
 
    “No one is going anywhere, heretics, except to the devil himself,” Kampff’s voice boomed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Germany, Present Day 
 
      
 
    Amber stared at her computer screen, the numbness she’d felt in her core for the past hour crawling its way to her head little by little, tearing and changing the landscape of her mind like a glacier did the mountains. 
 
    She’d composed her response to the department head of her school, denying that she’d had any sort of relations, biblical or otherwise, with Seth Marshall and reiterating her desire to finish the program when she returned and start her career as a hospital chaplain. But the words had left her fingertips and pressed limply into the keyboard. There’d been no conviction behind her statements. No soul-burning passion that’d punctuated her declarations like there’d been with her entrance interview into the program. 
 
    Viral.  
 
    More than a handful of people had seen that article. She’d found it on social media, though searching for it reminded her of Martin Luther climbing the Scala Sancta, the Holy Stairs, on his knees, whipping himself. Self-inflicted pain that did not cleanse the soul. Over a million shares of the link so far. 
 
    She’d worried no one would be able to relate to her and vice versa, but now, on top of that, she’d have to endure the questioning looks as people sifted through their banks of knowledge to try and place her face. And then the dawning gleam in their eye as they recalled, oh, she was the easy girl who went on a humanitarian trip and ended up— 
 
    She slammed the door on that thought.  
 
    Either way, she found herself at the same place. Unequipped to do a job she’d thought she’d been called to do. Might as well be a contractor who showed up at a job without a hammer. Or a plumber without a wrench. She was only fooling herself if she thought she could really do this. 
 
    Her finger traced the ampersand pin cradled in her hand. The same one her brothers had given her to support her decision to go into ministry even though she was a girl. What would they say if she quit? They’d each hit their own walls in their lives. Michael had struggled to find his place in the world after his purpose had been ripped away from him in a freak accident. And Adam had let guilt turn him aside from what he was made to do. They’d get it, right? Thinking she’d heard God’s voice calling her only to now find out she must have been dreaming. 
 
    What about Seth? 
 
    She placed the pin on the desk and pushed out of the chair, flopping onto her bed while pulling her pillow to her chest and circling her body around it.  
 
    It scared her, how much she liked him. She’d had minor crushes on boys before, but nothing that felt like this. Like she was made of metal and his heart was a magnet, always pulling her closer to him. If they were ever to really and truly collide, she half feared and half hoped no one and no thing would ever be able to separate them. The force would be too strong.  
 
    But so far, she’d kept a safe distance. Close enough to feel the tug but still far enough to resist. What would it be like to let go, though? To take one step closer, give up restraint, and be swept toward him in a current. But magnets didn’t stop attracting once a single piece of metal clung to them. Their power continued to pull until it became buried. 
 
    But just like metal, she couldn’t turn herself off from his constant draw either. Whenever she was with him, her body engaged before her mind consented. The reaction was scary, but also exciting and thrilling. Like climbing into a roller coaster for the first time. She knew there’d be loops and drops. Her heart would pound, and her stomach would flip. But the ride would be wild and fun, and when it was over, she’d want to get back on and do it all again. That was how it felt to be with Seth. Whenever they were apart, she counted down the time until they could be together again. Her reaction to him was instant and untamed. 
 
    But there was more to consider than her feelings alone. She needed to think about Seth. His reputation. It meant a lot to him for people to know that he was a Christian now and that he’d changed. He wanted to live his life as a witness, and no one would believe his conversion sincere if things like him scoring with virgins kept getting printed and shared online.  
 
    And Kayla. The more Amber thought about it, the more she was convinced that Kayla had had something to do with the paparazzo being at the park in the first place. Even if she hadn’t, there were still unresolved issues between Seth and his sister. Things the two needed to work out. Together. Alone. Without her in the middle. 
 
    So maybe…  
 
    She swallowed hard.  
 
    Maybe she needed to move aside. Take that one step back that would remove her from his magnetic radius. The publicity would die down and focus on why Seth was really in Germany. And the reason had nothing to do with her and everything to do with his incredibly big heart and a few dozen kids who needed him.  
 
    If she were out of the equation, he could spend his time repairing his relationship with his sister instead of calling in requests and setting up the most amazing days of her life. 
 
    They’d only been on one date anyway. No big deal, right? 
 
    She whimpered and pulled herself into an even tighter ball. If that was the case, then why did it feel like she was about to cut off her own hand?  
 
    Stop being over dramatic. 
 
    Another person couldn’t become a part of her so quickly. The fusion of bonds took time to solidify, not mere weeks. This thing they had was attraction, plain and simple. In time, they’d both come to see that calling an audible “now” before things progressed any farther was the right thing to do. She could focus on knocking on heaven’s door to get an answer about the direction of her life, and he could get back to the two most important things in his: family and football—er, soccer. 
 
    She went into the bathroom and mopped up her face with a tissue, staring at her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes were bloodshot and puffy, skin a mottled mess. She’d never understood when her friends had cried over boys in high school. Only solidified her no-dating policy and made herself study harder. But here she was, twenty-one and heart-sore for a man after a single date. Even so, she’d treasure the memory. It had been one of the best days of her life. 
 
    She sniffed and stared into her own eyes. Tried to infuse herself with the strength to do what must be done.  
 
    For Seth. 
 
    She firmed her jaw, picked up her cell, and stalked out of her room toward the center. Hopefully he’d still be there and she could say the things she needed to say before she lost her resolve. 
 
    The field was vacant, however, and it was only then that she noticed the first stars of twilight starting to shine on the horizon, the dome above her receding into darker shades of night by the moment.  
 
    Her stomach sank. Had the day really passed without her? Not only had she managed to stain Seth’s reputation but she’d shirked her responsibilities with the kids. She was never remiss in her duties. Ever. Trent especially liked to tease her—that she’d been born with the soul of a middle-aged drill sergeant. 
 
    Yet another thing she’d need to apologize for. 
 
    She rounded the corner of the building only to pull up to a stop at the sight of Ben rotating a key in the lock. 
 
    The corners of his eyes softened when he turned and spotted her. “Amber. Good to see you.” 
 
    Guilt punched in additional words. Ones that went something like even though the day is over and you’ve been MIA for most of it when you were supposed to be with the kids on the pitch per your contract.  
 
    “I am so sorry.” Heat pricked the back of her eyes with keen disappointment in herself. “I got some unexpected news, and then I sort of lost track of time. It won’t happen again. I promise.” 
 
    “Hey. Do not beat yourself up. We are only concerned for you.” 
 
    “Oh.” She stared down at her shoes. “You’ve seen the headline then?” 
 
    “Yes. But do not think too much on this thing. People know that paper is trash. No one who knows you will believe such words.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He scanned the parking lot. “You are looking for Seth, yes?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “He has already gone home. Come. I will give you a ride.” 
 
    She followed him to the van and climbed into the passenger seat.  
 
    “Seth Marshall is a good man.” Ben gave her a pointed look as he started the ignition. “He bought this van and donated it to the center when he found we had need. He has given much of his money to help others. That is what they should be printing.” He mumbled something under his breath. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked. 
 
    “I say, if he would let us.” He put on his blinker light and turned. “Even today I say to him to let our PR department respond. To tell the world who he really is.” A soft chuckle lightened his words. “Such a thing would not be bad for the center either, no?” He glanced briefly at Amber and winked. “But he is stubborn. Says he does not want to…how do you say, take to his advantage the children’s pain. To use them to make himself look better.” 
 
    “Take advantage of. Exploit.” Amber smiled weakly. “I can see his point.” 
 
    “I as well. But I cannot help but wonder, if more people heard personal stories, would it change the way they see these people, remove their fears? I would tell them myself, but who wants to listen to an executive in a stuffy suit? Nein. A good-looking football star would be a much better mouthpiece. Do you not think so?” 
 
    Heat climbed its way into her cheeks, and she silently cursed her fair skin for exposing her feelings so accurately. 
 
    Ben laughed. “No need to agree. It is written on your face.” He put the van in park and turned to study her. “Whatever you say…be gentle. I think, even though he has been with women before, when it comes to how he feels about you, he is in as much new area as you are.” 
 
    She didn’t know how to respond, so she quietly thanked him for the ride and let herself out of the van. She stood on the sidewalk and stared up at the quaint townhouse in front of her. Historical charm with stucco and half-timbering of the façade. Traditional. No fuss. Not at all what she pictured a multi-millionaire would choose to live in, but the more she stared at the house, the more she could picture Seth picking this home. It was the exact thing she would have chosen for herself as well. 
 
    But thoughts like those were not helpful, so she pushed them from her mind while she raised her fist to knock on the front door.  
 
    She didn’t even have time to take in a calming breath before the door was ripped open and Seth stood there in a wash of backlight. His body seemed to sag, like each tense muscle gave way to relief at the mere sight of her. And then he stepped forward and crushed her to him.  
 
    “Ah, luv, it’s good to see you.” 
 
    Her heart tripped over itself. She tried to right it, but it kept tumbling over and over. He doesn’t mean love. But that organ responsible for oxygenating her blood refused to listen to reason. Instead it pumped harder, causing her to go lightheaded. 
 
    She took in a deep breath. Bad idea. All her senses overloaded. If the systems of her body had alarms, they’d all be sounding at def-con decibels.  
 
    He smelled so good. Like spice and citrus and…home. How could a person smell like home? Like belonging? 
 
    “I was worried about you.” His words breathed warm over her hair, causing a shiver to race down her spine. She’d heard it said that Southerners have a soothing drawl like warm honey on toast. Those people had never had a British man speak over them. Seth’s rich tone was like a caress on her skin, making her muscles quiver and her bones turn to jelly. 
 
    Her limbs had a mind of their own, which was partly good, because her mind seemed to have stopped working, but partly bad, because her hands, the ones locked between their pressed bodies, slid down his abs, across his waist, and locked behind his back.  
 
    She closed her eyes, her cheek on his chest. 
 
    She never wanted to move from that spot. 
 
    But time didn’t stand still. The hands of a clock moved on, and so should she.  
 
    With every ounce of her self-control, she pushed away from him. An inch separated them, but it wasn’t enough. If she didn’t put more space between them, she’d be sucked right back to him. She moved to take a step back, but he reached out and stilled her with a palm to her cheek. Raising her face to his, he peered into her eyes. Everything she felt was reflected in his gaze. Longing. Yearning. Thirst. Hunger. As if nothing in the world mattered so much to him as the person standing in front of him.  
 
    Her. 
 
    But then he blinked and all that was replaced with a look that squeezed her torso. Understanding. Compassion. Patience. Determination. 
 
    He blinked again and his face went blank. Neither closed nor open. Her middle unfurled, and she understood he’d wiped away all expression for her benefit. He would make this as easy for her as he could. 
 
    Her throat closed as he moved aside and ushered her into his home. A wooden cuckoo clock mounted on the wall chimed. A small bird on a perch emerged behind closed doors of the cottage, chirping out the time. Seven o’clock. The oak-leaf pendulum continued to tick-tock, and the pinecone weights lowered with a shake of the chains they were attached to.  
 
    Seth noticed her study and commented, “I got that last time I was at the Black Forest. A group of staff and kids are heading up there for a hike next week. You should go.” 
 
    He was trying to be normal, to have a regular conversation. The effort was sweet. It was also not working. The knot in her stomach refused to unravel. Maybe if she just said what she’d come to say, she’d finally be able to take a deep breath.  
 
    “Seth…” 
 
    His lips pressed together. “Yeah. I know.” 
 
    Don’t cry. It wouldn’t be fair to him. She closed her eyes for a long second, trying to get control over her emotions. When she opened her eyes, her vision swam. “I am so sorry.” Her voice choked. 
 
    “Hey, don’t say that.” He stepped toward her, and this time gently cradled her in his arms. He made soft, comforting noises at the back of his throat. The same ones he’d used with Sonia. “None of this is your fault. And I know you’re trying to say it’s the end, but luv, I don’t give up that easily.” 
 
    Amber pulled away, but Seth wouldn’t let her go far. With a thumb under her eye, he collected her tears. Drew her back to himself. “I respect you. And your decisions. But I’m also not going anywhere. I’m a patient man. Whenever you’re ready, I’ll be here.” He pressed his forehead to hers. “You’re worth waiting for, Amber Carrington.” He paused a moment and seemed to be wrestling with himself. His lashes brushed hers as he closed his eyes and whispered, “And I’m in love with you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
     
 
    A strangled sound clanged like a cymbal in a quiet auditorium, reverberating and echoing all around him. Seth raised his head, his gaze still glued to Amber, though he knew he’d have to rip his attention away from her in a second to deal with the tension building behind him like a gathering thunderstorm.  
 
    Amber’s eyes widened, and he wanted to simultaneously pause time and make it fast-forward all at once. Did she feel even an ounce of the all-consuming emotions he did? Confessing the depth of his heart to her so early and after such a rocky blow had been risky. But she needed to know he wasn’t playing around. In fact, he’d never been this serious in his entire life. She was the one for him, and he was willing to wait for however long it took for her to come to the same realization.  
 
    “Her?” Kayla’s accusation hit him like a dagger in the back. “You’re choosing her over me?” 
 
    Seth closed his eyes with a groan as the window of opportunity slammed shut in Hs face. Shattering glass wouldn’t have broken the mood between him and Amber as effectively as Kayla’s accusation had.  
 
    Was he choosing Amber? That would be a definite yes! But he wasn’t choosing her over his sister. She was off her trolley if she thought it had to be one or the other. 
 
    He heard more than saw Kayla turn and stalk out of the room. A second later a door slammed.  
 
    Amber’s eyes remained locked with his, but then she blinked, distancing herself without taking a step. Her gaze roved over his face as if trying to catalog and memorize his every feature. His breath hitched, and he wanted to reach out and stop her before she retreated further. Hold her in place until she recognized they belonged together. 
 
    Why did Kayla have to choose that moment to have an outburst? Would Amber have responded differently if the spell of the moment between them hadn’t been broken?  
 
    Her tongue darted across her lips, and he steeled himself for what she would say next.  
 
    “I think she’s the one who tipped off the paparazzo.” Amber voiced the allegation softly, but that didn’t cushion the blow. He’d been headbutted in the solar plexus a time or two when fighting for possession of the ball, and that hadn’t hurt nearly as much. 
 
    “Kayla?” They had their problems, sure, but she wouldn’t do something like that to him.  
 
    This time Amber did take a visible step back. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and glanced down at the floor before meeting his eyes. “I think…” She swallowed. “I think you should focus on your sister right now. I’ll see you at the center, but…maybe that’s the only place we should see each other.” She blinked. Swayed back and then forward.  
 
    Before he knew it, her hands were on his shoulders and she’d pushed up and placed a feather-light kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “Goodbye, Seth.” 
 
    The finality of her tone ripped out his heart, and he watched her walk away with a hollowness in his chest.  
 
    He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Time. He’d promised her that. As much as she needed. And he’d stand by his word.  
 
    Now he just needed to figure out how to function when the organ that sustained his life was being carried around by a little sassy Southern sweetheart. 
 
    Until then, there was another troublemaker with whom he needed to have words. He stalked toward the back of the house and yanked open the door. Nineteen wasn’t too old to take over the knee, was it? A temper tantrum like Kayla had thrown deserved no less. 
 
    Slow to anger. The unbidden reminder caused him to stumble, his feet shuffling to right himself. Muscles along his shoulders had corded into hard knots, and he stretched his neck to release some of the tension.  
 
    Storming onto the scene, guns blazing, would have his sister reaching for her own weapon—heaven knew she had plenty in her arsenal—and leave them both with more wounds than they’d started with. 
 
    He glanced up into the night sky, the lights from the city overpowering the natural ones that dotted the vaulted ceiling of space above him. But just because he couldn’t see the stars, didn’t mean they weren’t there. Like Someone else. 
 
    Give me discernment, Father God, because you know I’m liable to make a royal mess of this whole thing. 
 
    Not eloquent, but God could fill in the blanks.  
 
    Pebbles crunched under his feet as he followed the path in the garden. Soft light from streetlamps cast a faint yellow glow, shadows from bushes and plants making shaded patterns. In the center, sitting on a cement garden bench and staring at a blossom in her lap, was his sister.  
 
    He stopped and studied her. If she was aware that he had invaded her solitude, she didn’t show it. Her shoulders drooped, every hard angle that he’d become accustomed to in the last few years rounded in on itself. The aggressive, aloof rebel had taken off her mask, leaving behind the sister he’d so desperately missed. 
 
    She reached to the side and plucked another bloom from a bush, the shadows shifting across her face with her movement. She looked young. Vulnerable. And so utterly and completely alone.  
 
    “Go away.” Her tone dripped with disdain. 
 
    So she did know he’d been standing there. “I can’t do that.” He finished walking the path and sat down beside her.  
 
    She shifted away from him. Since when had she started doing that? They used to be like Orhan and Yara, hand-in-hand, facing the world together. What had changed? 
 
    She threw the blossom to the ground and jumped to her feet. “If you can’t, then I will.”  
 
    She moved to storm past him, but he reached out and grabbed her wrist. Her gaze snapped to his before turning daggers to look where he detained her. 
 
    “Let. Go.” 
 
    “Like I said, I can’t do that.” 
 
    Her nostrils flared. “Neanderthal.” 
 
    “Fine. I’m a caveman.” He sighed and pulled her back down to sit on the bench beside him. “You, talk. Me, listen.” 
 
    Her lips thinned until they were no longer visible. 
 
    He sighed again and ran a hand through his hair. “Fine.” He ground out the word. “Then I’ll talk, and you listen.”  
 
    She glared at him while he sifted through things he wanted to say and how to say them. He wouldn’t have worried about delivery so much before, but now he prayed that God coated his words with a layer of grace. And maybe a smidgen of tact, which he wasn’t known for.  
 
    “Well?” she huffed. 
 
    He clenched his teeth and then released his jaw. “What is going on with you, Kayla? You used to be sweet and creative and carefree. Now you’re jagged and hard and closed off. We used to be the best of friends. Now you can barely stand to look at me without animosity. What happened? I thought we were in the fight together. You and me against the whole world, remember?” 
 
    She jumped to her feet, but she didn’t try to escape. Instead, she started pacing in front of him. “Well that’s just a load of codswallop now, isn’t it? Me, the one who’s changed? Have you looked in a mirror recently, you big dumbhead? If it isn’t the world falling at your feet that’s gone to your knocker, then it’s this new-found religious thing you’ve got going on. When was the last time it was Seth and Kayla anything? Not since the Premier League, I can tell you that.” 
 
    His head reared back. “You’re upset because I went pro? That decision changed our lives, Kay. It got us out of the slums. Made it so we didn’t have to worry about where our next meal was coming from or whether Mum would be able to pay rent that month.” 
 
    “Yeah, it changed our lives. It took my brother away from me. You went off to the club to train every waking minute of every day. My life became like a spinning top, and the one person I could always count on to be my rock had left me to seek out fortune and fame.” 
 
    “I wasn’t looking for fortune and fame, I was looking for stability. To be able to provide for and protect my family.” 
 
    “A protector has to be around to fight off the danger, Seth.” She crossed her arms over her chest, hugging herself. Shielding herself.  
 
    Seth stood and walked over to her. Wrapped her up in his arms and pulled her to his chest. His insides burned like someone had set a lit match to them. What’d happened? The thought that anything or anyone had dared to hurt his little sister made his fists curl in on themselves.  
 
    Kayla didn’t need his anger though, and he couldn’t let his mounting temper prevent his ears from hearing what she needed to say next. No matter how her words would shred him.  
 
    He gentled his tone, fear and helplessness clogging his throat. “Kayla, did someone hurt you? Because if they did, I’ll kill them.” 
 
    A humorless laugh muffled against his chest. “You can’t, you see.” Her face brushed across his shirt, leaving damp streaks. “Because you went and made another decision without me. Left me behind, yet again.” She stepped out of his arms, her eyes over-bright. “You chose football over me. Religion over me. And now you’ve chosen Amber over me.” She sniffed and studied the night-blooming flower bushes as if she’d suddenly decided to become a botanist. 
 
    Jesus, help. He half teased about killing someone, but if Kayla had been hurt, he wasn’t sure he’d have the self-control not to do some bodily harm. 
 
    He gripped her upper arms and waited until she met his gaze. “First, I need to know you’re okay. For you, I just might kill first and ask for forgiveness after. Vengeance is God’s be hanged.” 
 
    A corner of her mouth ticked upward.  
 
    Some of the tension drained from Seth’s shoulder blades. Small smiles were good. “Kayla?” 
 
    He felt her unstiffening beneath his hold. “I’m glad to see you would still murder for me.” She paused and his muscles tightened again, bracing against whatever she had to say next. “But it’s not necessary. I just had to learn early on that no one was really interested in me so much as they were interested in using me to get to you.” 
 
    Another price tagged to celebrity status and wealth. “I’m sorry you were hurt because of me. That you were used. That wasn’t right.” 
 
    She shrugged like it was no big deal, but he wouldn’t believe that lie. She’d been hurt, but the greatest damage had been done by him. Now that she’d voiced what had been bothering her, it made sense. Kind of dumb of him not to figure it out before. Would she let him back in, though? Could they be as close as they once had been, or had too much water flowed under that bridge?  
 
    Maybe if he explained he wasn’t choosing something or someone over her… 
 
    “Do you want me to breach my contract with the club? Give up football?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be a complete eejit. Asking you to give up football is akin to asking you to stop breathing.”  
 
    “There’s always pick-up games in the park. Kayla, I’m serious. I never want you to think I’m choosing a sport over my own sister.”  
 
    She punched him in the shoulder. “Tosser.” 
 
    He grinned. Was that thawing from the Ice Queen? She cared enough to call him names instead of giving him a calloused cold shoulder. “Okay, let me ask you this. If I had come to you for advice when the clubs offered a contract, what would you have told me to do?” 
 
    She didn’t even blink. “I would have told you the same thing you would have told me. To follow your dream. To be the best you could be. To show the world who you are and what you have and never back down from the challenge or opportunity presented to you.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “But you didn’t ask. One day I came home from painting—” 
 
    He pinned her with a look. 
 
    She grinned. “Fine. I’d been tagging a building. But spray paint is still paint and can make pretty art. Anyway, the point is that I came home, and you were gone. Mum said you’d finally found a way out of our rat hole and I should be happy for you.” She stuffed her hands into her pockets. “I was ten and thought you’d left. That you wouldn’t look back and I’d never see you again.” 
 
    He tugged her close and squeezed. “Now who’s the eejit. Like I could ever do something like that.” 
 
    She shrugged. It was her go-to motion when words failed. 
 
    They were on good ground. Dare he press for more? He sighed. A game was never won by backing off.  
 
    “What about...” Words, please, Lord. “What about when I started to learn about Jesus and accepted Him as my Lord and Savior? If I had invited you along on that journey, what would you have said?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I guess we’ll never know now, will we?” That shrug again. 
 
    He put his hands on her shoulders so she couldn’t make them rise and fall anymore. No brushing off the hurt. No more hiding it beneath a layer of chill. “What if I asked you now?” 
 
    “To what? Become a Christian?” Since she couldn’t lift her shoulders, she raised her eyebrows. “Like little miss goodie-two-shoes you’re all mooney-eyed over? I’m sorry, Seth, but I live in the real world, not some naïve fantasy where elves and unicorns skip and frolic and play.” 
 
    His first reaction was to defend Amber. Just because she’d been sheltered most of her life didn’t mean she had unrealistic views of the world. But Kayla knew how to bait him, and he wouldn’t get caught on her hook. “I mean, what if I invited you to come to church with me?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because even though it seemed like it was just the two of us against everyone else all those years, we were wrong. Someone else was with us the whole time.” He gave her one of his famous half-smirks that the cameras liked to capture. “If you think I’m so awesome, you haven’t seen anything yet, kid. He’s beyond superhero material.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, but her lips tilted. “Plonker.” 
 
    He laughed and kissed her forehead. “Is that a yes?” 
 
    “I’ll think about it, okay?” 
 
    “Good enough. For the time being.” He slung his arm over her shoulder. “Now for the last accusation.” 
 
    She pushed against his side, but he wouldn’t release his grip.  
 
    “Ugh. Don’t you think this heart-to-heart can end already? The blokes at the club will demand your man-card if they catch wind of how long you gabbed about your feelings with your little sister.” 
 
    “Like I care what they think. We have years of soul-baring discussions to make up for.” 
 
    “Kill me now.” 
 
    He squeezed her tight. “There’s the charming girl I know and love.” 
 
    They walked along the path toward the house, the engine sound from a passing car climbing over the privacy fence around the garden. 
 
    “Amber, though?”  Kayla asked. “Are you serious about her?” 
 
    If his heart were still in his chest, it would race at just the thought of her. “I told her I love her.” 
 
    Kayla wrapped her arm around Seth’s waist. “What did she say?” 
 
    He stopped and looked down his sister. The shutters that had hidden her spark for too long were open, and he recognized the sister he’d always been able to talk to as a kid. She was the one who’d comforted him by telling him what a break he’d gotten when Cindy Bayless turned him down at the school dance. He’d gone home in low spirits after she’d called him a dirty gutter rat. Kayla had come back by saying things about Cindy he wouldn’t dare repeat. He grabbed Kayla’s wrist and pulled her into the house. “Come on. I got you something when Mum told me you were coming.” 
 
    He led her into a spare room, hands covering her eyes. After turning on the light, he lowered his hand. “Ta-da.” He watched her as she took in the room. Her eyes misted over, and his breath caught. Would she finally accept this gift from him instead of turning and storming away? Or worse, throwing everything in it against the wall in a rage? 
 
    An easel sat beside a large window, the curtains drawn back. Paints in all forms—watercolors, acrylic, oils—lined storage shelves along the wall. Then there were sketch pads and charcoals. Pencils. Clay. He’d pretty much bought one of everything in the art store. Again. 
 
    She circled the room, brushing her hand over palette knives and colored tubes. She paused and lifted her face, her head tilting. “Why do you keep doing this?” 
 
    “This” being the third room he’d outfitted with a wonderland of art for her. “Because you’re my sister, and though I am an eejit, like you say, I’m an eejit who loves you, believes in you, and who will never give up on you.” 
 
    Her hand dropped and she barreled into him, her arms wrapping and squeezing around his waist. He closed his eyes and settled his hand to hug her back.  
 
    She sniffed, then pulled away enough to look up at him. “But you never answered my question. From earlier.” 
 
    Could a smile feel sad? His did. “After I told Amber I loved her, a little banshee started screaming. Talk about a mood killer.” He winked so she’d know he was joking and didn’t blame her for anything. But Kayla’s lips didn’t so much as twitch. He sighed. “She said she didn’t want to be a distraction while you and I fixed our relationship, and thought it would be best if the only time we ever saw each other was with the kids on the pitch at the center.” 
 
    “Do I need to start calling her names?” Obviously she’d been thinking about Cindy Bayless too. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” he growled. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do now?” 
 
    Apparently shrugging is a Marshall family trait, he thought as his shoulder rose and fell. “She has possession of the ball now.” 
 
    “Always the footballer.” Kayla shook her head at him. “Fine, if you want to go with that analogy, then answer me this. Since when does the great Seth Marshall not try to steal the ball back?” 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Holy Roman Empire, 1527 
 
      
 
      
 
    Christyne trembled beneath the weight of Kampff’s hand. She glanced to the side, and her gaze slammed into blue orbs. None of the fear she felt coursing through her body shone out of Lorenz’s eyes. Instead, he stared at her with a quiet inner peace, connecting them in that moment, with that look, and imbuing her with his strength and conviction.  
 
    He did not fight the landsknecht who twisted his arm, gripping the skin until the flesh turned white beneath the soldier’s fingers. Would he not struggle, a lamb to the slaughter? 
 
    Christyne’s muscles tensed around her bones, ready to strike. To run. But Kampff’s hold was like a vice. A predator refusing to release his prey.  
 
    Her feet stumbled beneath her. If not for that grip, she would have pitched forward and landed with her face upon the cobblestone, but she could not say she was thankful for the assistance, even then.  
 
    The revelry changed around them as they passed through the crowd. Before them, the people laughed and cheered, celebrating the union of two great families through marriage. In their wake, the crowd quieted. Murmured wonderings at the groom’s daughter being marched toward the castle like a criminal to an executioner. 
 
    For though they were unbound by ropes or chains, she and Lorenz were no longer free. 
 
    What would become of them? Would her father show mercy for his own flesh and blood, or would he make good his promise to rid his lands of all those who thought to bring reform to the Church? 
 
    A low din filled the great hall, the cacophony of many voices, each trying to rise above their neighbors’. Tables swelled with food. Roasted venison and lamb. Wild hare and swans. Chalices overflowed with amber liquid and clinked as they resettled upon the tops of the table. 
 
    “The heretics have been found!” Kampff shouted as he shoved Christyne into the middle of the merriment. 
 
    Her knees hit the hard ground, jarring her bones as her palms slid across the rushes. The inside of her cheek caught between her teeth, a metallic taste exploding across her tongue as she swallowed down her own blood. 
 
    Her breath filled her ears, drowning out the noises around her until they were a low hum. Yesterday a princess, today treated like an animal on all fours. She was awash in a swirling pool of differing emotions. Embarrassment. Anger. Fear. But beneath them all, at the center, lay an unearthly serenity that she could not explain, for the feeling did not come from her. Yet another gift from the Heavenly Father. 
 
    Gentle fingers embraced her upper arm. Offered her strength where her own muscles quivered. 
 
    “We are not alone,” Lorenz whispered as he helped her to her feet. His thumb caressed her skin with a gentle stroke before he let his hand drop. 
 
    They were not. Just as their Lord was with the three Hebrews in the fiery furnace, He was with them. Their end may not have the same miraculous result, but whatever the outcome, may it be for His glory.  
 
    She closed her eyes and allowed her muscles to uncoil. Like a wildflower bending in the breeze, she submitted to whatever the Lord would have happen here in this place. Her spine remained straight, but she lost the rigidity that bound her muscles. Though accused, she would not stand before these people afraid.  
 
    Not when God was by her side.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Prince Ernst bellowed. “Herzog Kampff, I hope you can explain yourself and your mistreatment of my daughter.” 
 
    “My treatment of this heretic is more than she deserves,” he sneered in reply. 
 
    The prince’s eye ticked, and he stared at Christyne as he addressed the duke. “What say you?” 
 
    “She has been seduced by the words of this heretic for whom we have been searching.” Kampff nodded to his soldier, who then kicked Lorenz in the back of the knees, dropping him to the ground. 
 
    Shouts of outrage filled the hall. Bishop Wilmer rose from his seat, thunderclouds eclipsing his face. Prince Ernst stayed the bishop with a motion of his hand, but given the chance, Christyne was sure the man of the church would build a pyre with his own two hands on which to burn them.  
 
    “Have you proof?” Her father set his regard upon her once more.  
 
    Did she detect concern in his eyes? His gaze flicked away from her, to Clare at his side, and his brow furrowed. He did not think her responsible, did he? Surely his vexation would not turn to his new bride as well. 
 
    Christyne refused to look at Clare lest she bring even more attention to that woman. Even so, she caught the glistening of tears upon Clare’s cheeks.  
 
    A wedding should be a day to remember. But not for this.  
 
    Nay, never for this. 
 
    “Better than proof.” Kampff preened. “I have a witness.” He flicked his wrist and two landsknechte stepped forth from the shadows, a third person between them. They dragged the body into the middle of the room and dumped him on the ground. A moan escaped his lips. 
 
    A shrill cry sounded from a corner before the flurry of motion pressed to the center. Hette dropped to her knees, pulling the man’s head to her lap. 
 
    Nikolaus? 
 
    Christyne peered closer. So mangled and disfigured was the man that his features were difficult to decipher. But, aye, he had Nikolaus’s long nose, though now bent at a crooked angle. And Nikolaus’s height and build, though now he seemed more a shell than a man. 
 
    What had Kampff done to him? Beaten and bloody and broken. 
 
    Christyne’s chest ached. What evil lay in the heart of man, that a person could treat another thus? In the name of God. In the name of holiness. 
 
    Disgust coiled within. 
 
    Nikolaus shifted, a cut above his right eye dripping with blood. Pain-filled eyes met hers, and his lips moved, albeit no sound came from his tongue.  
 
    Hette raised her face, angry red splotches upon her skin and rivulets of emotion trailing her cheeks. She swept the room, accusation darting from her gaze before she bent at the waist and wept over her brother’s broken body. 
 
    “You have turned my wedding celebration into a spectacle, Kampff.” Prince Ernst’s nostrils flared. “Let us withdraw to the solar to attend this matter.” 
 
    “Nay, Reichsfürst.” Kampff inclined his head to offer a semblance of subservience. “Let all be privy to the long reaching arm of the Almighty. Let all see what will be done to those who defy the head of God’s holy Church.”  
 
    Heads in the crowd nodded, their voices echoing Kampff’s proclamation.  
 
    “Very well.” Though the prince’s features grew taut, he swiped at the back of his cape and retook his seat. His arm angled to the side as if he gripped Clare’s hand beneath the table. “However”—his voice shook the rafters—“even the rebel Martin Luther was given an opportunity to recant his beliefs.” 
 
    A muscle in Kampff’s jaw ticked. “I fear it would be a grave mistake to allow this criminal to speak.” 
 
    “Disavow those alarms, for it is in my land and under my word we will proceed.”  
 
    The duke deferred with a bow, though his lips curled. 
 
    Prince Ernst stroked the hair upon his chin. “Arise, scholar.” 
 
    Lorenz pushed to his feet. The action placed his body close to Christyne’s own. Heat emanating from his skin soaked into her arm. Warmed her. Infused her with resolve. 
 
    If anyone could convince the people of the need for reform within the Church, it would be he. Were not the peasants in the crowd even now disillusioned by the abuses of the clergy? The Church’s greed? The unfair fact that they, being the poorest amongst men, could not buy their way into heaven through the purchase of indulgences like the nobility. Nor could they read the Holy Writ for themselves or understand the liturgy of the Mass, spoken in Latin.  
 
    Were these not causes of the uprising two years past? Matters which burned like hot coals left behind after the flames were extinguished. 
 
    What of the nobility? Even they felt the noose of the financial ropes the pope placed around their necks. But with the Church and the state sister and brother, power could be stripped of those who dared deviate from the legal course. Time had yet to tell what the outcome of the Diet of Speyer would be.  
 
    “What say you, scholar? Are you guilty of the charge of heresy brought upon you?” 
 
    Lorenz was yet garbed in the dusty and stained attire of a stable worker, but clothing could hide neither the intelligence that marked his brow nor the fire that shot from his eyes as he pondered matters of conviction and conscience.  
 
    “I am guilty of certainty in the Trinity. That Jesus was both divine and human. That salvation is given and accepted by grace through faith alone. That the Scriptures have the final authority, and that the priesthood is made up of all believers and not just those with enough money to buy the position.” 
 
    Whispers broke out across the room, and Lorenz raised his voice to be heard. “I am guilty of believing that all must have a personal commitment to Christ, and that this vow is essential to salvation and a prerequisite to baptism.” 
 
    “Not baptize a babe?” a woman at a far table shrieked. “That is abuse of the child!” 
 
    Lorenz waited. He stood erect, seemingly untouched by the anger his words provoked in some around him. When the outraged responses quieted, he spoke again. “I am guilty of believing that all have the God-given right to worship according to their conscience, neither swayed nor governed by state authority. That no secular power should coexist with Christendom, but instead the church is the ekklesia, the called out, who stand apart in society by faith and discipleship.” 
 
    “Such a thing will surely lead to anarchy,” the prince accused, his brows low over his eyes. Warning glowered from his countenance. The language of his body admonished Lorenz to pick words with care and tread with caution. 
 
    Lesser men would have cowered under such a look. Spouted words to sooth the ruffled feathers of one who had the power to end their life. Not so Lorenz. The fire that burned within his spirit flamed hotter, scorching the ears of those who listened and setting ablaze hearts tender enough to be touched by a spark.  
 
    Christyne felt her own heart flash bright in her chest. Pride for him welled, and she could not help the soft smile that graced her lips, though he stood trial before her father and all. 
 
    “Not so,” Lorenz answered with certainty. “For secular government has authority on earth, but not when that authority spreads to the coercion of conscience or the enforcement of beliefs. While the emperor rules over this land, there should only be one king over our hearts, and that monarch is not Charles V nor even Pope Clement, but our Father God in heaven.” 
 
    Kampff roared. “Will you yet let him speak? He has sealed his own faith with the words of his mouth. Neither the Roman Catholic Church nor the other rebel teachers wish the plague of beliefs such as his to infect yet more innocent, eternal lives. If he adheres to the belief that there should be two baptisms, I say we give him a third. Yea, one more to send him to where he belongs.” 
 
    Prince Ernst gave Kampff a hard stare before looking once more to the scholar. “I will give you one more chance to retract your statements.” 
 
    Christyne watched, studied Lorenz’s face, but he did not so much as flinch. He would not yield, this she knew. And she loved him all the more for it. Though the lions roared, gnashed their teeth, and blew their hot breath in his face, he would not bend the knee.  
 
    She braced the muscles in her middle. Prepared herself for his response. 
 
    “Even if given a lifetime, I would not take back words spoken with conviction and conscience.” His voiced resonated around the room. 
 
    Her father waited a minute before answering. “So be it.” 
 
    The two landsknechte warriors that had dumped Nikolaus upon the cold ground seized Lorenz. 
 
    “You seem to have forgotten your daughter, Prince Ernst.” Kampff regarded her with malice. 
 
    Her gut twisted then hardened.  
 
    “Christyne.” Lorenz said her name. In his voice, in that tone, the two syllables were enough. As with the night past, he did not attempt to dissuade her from her course but offered his own strength so that she not stumble along the way. 
 
    “My daughter is not a heretic, Kampff.” Her father’s voice was steel upon steel. 
 
    The duke clicked his tongue as if he were chastising a child. “My witness says she received a second baptism last eve.” 
 
    “Then she recants,” her father ground out. 
 
    “Does she?” Kampff walked his fingers along her shoulder and then pinched her skin hard. 
 
    Familiar gray eyes stared at her. “Daughter,” he commanded.  
 
    But she was not one of his men that he could order her about, nor could she obey him in this regard. “I am sorry, Father, but my life is Christ’s. I cannot and will not deny my faith in Him alone.” 
 
    Shouts arose from all around Christyne. So many voices that she could not make out the words that passed lips. But she heard Bishop Wilmer’s low timbre in outrage and the distinct cry of a woman. 
 
    Hands seized her upper arms in a painful grip and dragged her backwards. Her heels slid across the floor as her feet sought purchase.  
 
    Where were they being taken? Bright light burned her eyes and she blinked. Out of the great hall, across the courtyard, and through the portcullis the hands upon her pushed and prodded. A songbird perched on a nearby branch at the edge of the forest lifted up its beak and let out melodic tune before extending its wings and soaring into the air. 
 
    Would the breath of life within her breast be released from her body and fly to the heavens to be returned this day to the Lord?  
 
    The press of bodies jostled her, but she kept her focus on the small bird. A symbol of the hope she clung to. For though she would return to the dust from which she was made, she would but sleep for a time. There would come a day when Jesus would return, His breath and her body reuniting, and she would arise, resurrected, and meet Him in those heavenly clouds.  
 
    She stumbled to a halt and blinked her eyes into focus. 
 
    The lake. Its crystalline waters appeared serene, sunlight reflected as diamonds atop its surface. Blue and clear, it offered life to the creatures of the forest. She used to come and rest at the shore, mesmerized by the falling water at the far end of its edges. 
 
    Now this watery sanctuary would become her final resting place. 
 
    A landsknecht approached with a length of rope, and she offered him her wrists as she looked about. Where was Lorenz? 
 
    There. His back was toward her, but he appeared to be speaking with someone. Her father? 
 
    Hurt sliced at her heart. Only moments left upon this earth and her sire did not wish to offer her a farewell but used the waning time to speak with another. 
 
    Fingers gripped her chin and yanked her head around. Kampff’s hard gaze bore into her. “Say the word, and I will put an end to this. I can save you.” 
 
    She wrenched her jaw from his grasp. “I have already been saved.” 
 
    He growled and stepped away. Nodded his head to another. In seconds she was hauled off her feet, carried into the water, and placed within a small boat near the shore. Lorenz slowly walked into the water toward the boat. He smiled at her as he boarded the vessel, his hands tied in front of him. A man holding an oar shoved the boat off the bottom of the lake and pulled himself into the wooden skiff. He rowed them to the middle of the lake and then stopped. 
 
    Without a word, he reached for more rope that lay in the bottom of the boat. He tied the rope first around Lorenz’s neck and then attached a large rock to the end. 
 
    Lorenz peered into her eyes as the man repeated the process on her. The fibers of the rope scratched her skin and bit into her neck. The stone lay heavy, pitching her forward. 
 
    “Fear not, my love,” Lorenz whispered before he stood and looked out at the crowd gathered along the shore. He moved to the side of the boat, caught her gaze, and then fell with a splash into the water. 
 
    Christyne gasped and scrambled to the edge. Through the clear water she saw him descend, bubbles escaping his mouth.  
 
    “You as well,” the man finally said as he shoved her over the side.  
 
    Cold stabbed at her like hundreds of needles and she thrashed about. Light from above, dark below. The weight at her neck pulled her down. Down into the darkness. Pain bit into her wrists as she tried to struggle out of the bindings, but they held firm. 
 
    Even as cold snapped at her from without, heat expanded within. Burst from her chest and flowed outward. The need to breathe grew. Pushed down on her. Overtook her every thought. 
 
    She must not. 
 
    She looked up, but only a prick of light remained. 
 
    The pressure on her chest deepened. Her throat constricted. 
 
    Must. Breathe. 
 
    Water entered her nose. Ran down the back of her throat in a burning path. Filled her lungs.  
 
    Jesus, receive my spirit.  
 
    The darkness swallowed her whole.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Germany, Present Day 
 
     
 
    “What are you doing here?” Amber blinked in case her homesick heart had conjured up the man before her. But there her brother stood, in the hall of her dorm instead of the middle of wedding preparations in England. 
 
    Michael grinned, his USN t-shirt stretched across a chest disciplined by years of hard work and sacrifice for his country in the navy. “Wow. Feeling the love, sis.” He pulled her forward in a headlock-slash-hug. 
 
    She pushed at his ribs and dislodged herself from his one-armed hold. “Jack know you’ve escaped the wedding pandemonium? You haven’t gone AWOL, have you?”  
 
    “She can’t get rid of me that easily.” 
 
    Amber shook her head in mock sympathy. “Poor girl.” 
 
    Michael leaned his shoulder against the door jamb, studying her with intense scrutiny.  
 
    Pleasantries now over. She didn’t need him to hop the Channel to the mainland as if she were a child, as much as she had been longing for home and the simplicity and straightforwardness of her life before…everything. Before the doubts set in and hardened like Play-Doh left out in the sun. Before her insides swirled like a whirlpool of confused thoughts and feelings for Seth. Before all that. She didn’t want big brother to come swooping in to save the day. 
 
    Of course, the brother to do the rescuing was the one with actual hero training. Oh well. If Adam were at her doorstep right now, that gossip rag would probably be getting sued.  
 
    She took a step back toward Michael and patted his scruffy cheek. The one thing that hadn’t stuck with him from his fighter pilot life: daily shaving. The close-cut haircut, yes. The overprotective streak, too much. The cocky attitude—well, he’d had that even before talking to a recruiter, so she couldn’t blame Uncle Sam for that one.  
 
    Meeting his gaze with the same intensity, she hoped he’d see what her family—especially her brothers—were too stubborn to admit. She’d grown up.  
 
    “I’m fine. Your job as a scout is complete. You can report back to the Carrington clan that I’m all good.” She exited the room and closed the door behind her. “If you hurry, Jack might not even know you’ve been gone.”  
 
    His footsteps echoed behind her down the hall. If she listened hard enough, she could detect the slightly uneven gait his prosthetic gave him.  
 
    “You’re cute. Delusional, but cute.” He caught up to her and gave her a look out of the corner of his eye. “You also have the day off.” 
 
    She slammed to a stop. “What?” 
 
    “I talked to your boss and arranged for you to have the day off so we could hang out.” 
 
    Counting backward from ten would do her good. Instead she clamped her molars together. “You can’t waltz in here and take over my life.” 
 
    He turned to face her. “When I read about your life in a tabloid, you better believe I’m going to do more than waltzing.”  
 
    Emotions didn’t march across his face like she knew they were doing on hers. Instead, he almost seemed as if he’d taken a page out of Trent’s book—feigned boredom. But behind the mask, she glimpsed a war of sentiments. Outrage that someone had dared to hurt his sister. Conviction to make sure she was all right. Powerlessness that some things were out of his control.  
 
    Some of the fight drained out of her. Love drove her brothers to be overprotective bores. If she focused on that, she found their heavy-handedness a little more endearing.  
 
    “I really am fine, Michael,” she tried to reassure him. 
 
    “Good, but I still want to talk to you.” 
 
    She should be grateful, really. Michael was handing her the perfect way out of what would no doubt have been the most awkward day of her life. She’d spent the whole night trying to come up with what she would say to Seth today when she saw him, but her mind had remained blank. There didn’t seem to be any words, when strung together, that would work. The only response to I love you that didn’t end with someone being hurt was I love you, too. And she hadn’t said that. Couldn’t say it. So, what did that leave her? Where did it leave her? 
 
    “Amber?”  
 
    She snapped back to the present. “Sorry. Let’s go.” 
 
    Turned out Michael had a taxi waiting out front. The driver handled the city’s traffic with ease, and they were soon leaving behind the bustle of the crowded streets for the tranquility of the countryside. Instead of skyscrapers, towering trees and lush, thick forests lined the road.  
 
    “Where are we going?”  
 
    Before Michael had time to answer, the curtain of trees parted, and her breath caught in her chest. 
 
    The castle.  
 
    The same one Jay-Jay had pointed out from the plane when she’d first arrived. The one she and Seth had teased each other over on their way to get käsespätzle. 
 
    A thought raced across her mind as the castle grew in her view the closer they approached. She shook her head, calling herself silly, but the thought grew roots and planted itself in her brain.  
 
    Almost as if the castle were a living and breathing entity, it sang out to her. Drew her close. Whispered promises of shared secrets. Of tangled destinies.  
 
    She inspected that thought from all angles. Could it be possible? Was there something specifically for her that she was supposed to discover at the castle? About the castle? Or was this feeling of anticipation and foreshadowing merely heightened curiosity for history and trepidation for the heart-to-heart with her brother?  
 
    The driver pulled up in front of the entrance, and Michael handed him money with his appreciation. After paying an entrance fee, they walked around the ruins, taking in the stonework and reading placards.  
 
    “Did you know this castle played a role in the Protestant Reformation?” Michael asked as he gazed up into a stained-glass window in a side chapel. 
 
    That hadn’t been on any of the displays she’d read. “Really?” 
 
    “A princess lived here about the same time as Martin Luther. Story goes that she hid a man being hunted as a heretic right here in this castle.” 
 
    If Trent were telling her this, it would be an interesting anecdote. One he’d probably use in a lecture for his high school history class. But Michael? He didn’t say or do much without an explicit purpose. Although this was the most roundabout way she’d ever seen him approach a subject. Besides Jack, that is.  
 
    His gaze moved from the colored glass window to her. “Why’d you come to Germany, Amber?” 
 
    “Talk about a subject change,” she mumbled. 
 
    He smirked. “Humor me. Why’d you come to Germany?” 
 
    She placed her hand on the cool, stone wall, its rough edges nipping into her palm. “I wanted to help. You know that.” 
 
    His gaze bore into her. “I also know that isn’t the heart of it.” He walked over to a nearby bench and sat down, studying her. “Watching you during your last semester of school was like looking at myself in a mirror after the accident. Something happened that ripped the ground right out from beneath your feet.” 
 
    She released the oxygen from her lungs as she sat beside him. All the thoughts that had swirled around and chased each other for so long sprinted out of her grasp. She’d never given her doubts a voice before. She was afraid that, once she spoke her fears out loud, she’d never be able to gather them back up and tuck them safely inside where no one else could see.  
 
    Amber faced her brother. “After your accident, how did you know that you’d been right before? About what you were supposed to do with your life, I mean. Did you ever doubt that maybe you’d been wrong all along? That you weren’t supposed to be a fighter pilot at all, and the accident was a sort of wake-up call to get you back on the right path?” 
 
    He seemed to weigh her words. Consider them and the source from which they flowed. “Are you saying you’re not sure if you’re supposed to be in ministry as a chaplain?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Where’s the doubt coming from?” 
 
    A puff of breath shot from her mouth. “You mean besides the people who say I don’t belong because I’m female?” 
 
    He shoulder-checked her. “Yeah. Besides those.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and held still. Blocked out the sounds of the other tourists around her. Blocked out the raptor’s cry as it soared on an updraft above them. Blocked out even her brother’s breathing. 
 
    God.  
 
    The word was a summons, although she didn’t think herself so lofty as to be able to order the Creator of the Universe. It was a plea, her voice echoing in a cold and dark place, returning to her hollow and unanswered.  
 
    Like so many times before, she opened herself up and waited. Waited. Only, nothing but silence met her. No baptism of peace. No fire of conviction. No guiding light. 
 
    She opened her eyes and pushed down the wave of despair. In the absence of her Father’s words, those that had been spoken over her rang louder. 
 
    You don’t belong. 
 
    This isn’t your place. 
 
    You could never understand. 
 
    You aren’t qualified. 
 
    You’re too naïve. 
 
    Too sheltered. 
 
    You don’t even have a testimony. 
 
    Her nose tingled and her face heated as an onslaught of tears threatened to build in her eyes. 
 
    Too emotional. 
 
    She blinked back hot liquid and folded her fingers under her thighs. She couldn’t look at Michael. One glance his way and she’d lose her hard-won composure. Instead, she stared out at the horizon. From the vantage point of this castle built on a hill, she could see for miles. “I can’t hear Him anymore. Calling me to this purpose, I mean.” 
 
    “But you did once?” 
 
    She half-shrugged. “I thought I did.” 
 
    “So why do you doubt that calling now?” 
 
    So many reasons. “What if I was wrong? I’m not exactly the poster person for the job, Michael. I haven’t lived a life or done anything that gives weight to the idea that I am qualified. What if I only imagined hearing the call? What if it was my own voice and not His that I heard?” 
 
    “Okay, first off, are you one of His sheep?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with—” 
 
    “I thought you were going to humor me.” 
 
    Her trapped fingers started to tingle, so she pulled them out of their smashed position between the bench and the back of her legs. “Fine. Yes. I am one of His sheep.” 
 
    Michael looked her straight in the eye. “His sheep know His voice.” 
 
    John 10:27. Her heart knocked against her ribs. “But—” 
 
    “You sound like Moses.” 
 
    Her head notched back. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “God undeniably called Moses, but instead of accepting this divine direction, he started making excuses.” 
 
    “I’m not making excuses.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    Was she? 
 
    “Do you think God would have let Moses stammer in front of Pharaoh? Do you think He would have told Moses to do this great thing and then left him alone to flounder?” 
 
    She averted her eyes. “No.” 
 
    “That’s right. No. Because God doesn’t call the equipped, Amber. He equips the called.” 
 
    Hebrews 13:21.  
 
    Her lids lowered, and she lifted her face up to the sky. Opened her heart back up…this time as an offering. When had she lost sight of that simple truth? It was never about any of her merits or lack thereof. God didn’t care if He had pulled her out of the lowest of places and washed her clean, or if He’d only had to help her up when she stumbled and scraped her knee. He didn’t compare her journey to anyone else’s, and neither should she. Like Peter, she’d taken her eyes off the Lord and sunk. But now she wanted to be like Isaiah. Here I am, Lord. Send me. 
 
    “You know, I think the princess who used to live here was surprised at what God called her to do as well.” He glanced at her with a half-smile. “If you think you’ve had a hard time of it because of your gender, you should imagine what it was like for her five hundred years ago.” 
 
    Amber followed the lines of the castle parapet, the curve of the turrets. She tried to picture what life would have been like, living in a castle like this at a time like that. She’d taken Church History 305. Learned about the hardships and struggles during the Protestant Reformation and Counter-Reformation periods. Germany gave birth to new ways of spiritual thinking through men like Luther, Melanchthon, Zwingli, Hubmaier, and Simons. But there were influential women of the Reformation, too, although less famous. Luther’s wife, Katarina, Anna Bullinger, and Jeanne d’Albert, queen of Navarre. 
 
    But what of this princess? Amber had never heard of a woman of royal heritage taking part in the transformation of religious thought during that time. Not in this region. But history was often male-centric, so that didn’t surprise her.  
 
    The draw she felt to the castle, however, did. A connection that went soul deep. It didn’t make sense, but she found she didn’t really care. She’d always remember this place. A consecrated altar. If she didn’t think her actions would be frowned upon, she’d gather twelve stones and stack them atop each other, an example from the Old Testament. 
 
    She turned to Michael. “What happened to this princess and the man she hid? Did anyone find him? Did they…” Separation of church and state didn’t exist in the Holy Roman Empire. If a person didn’t worship the way the ruling state demanded, legal and often fatal consequences were enforced. Martyrs of conviction and faith. 
 
    “From what I read, she was able to keep his presence a secret for a time—long enough to learn about grace through faith and receive a believer’s baptism.” 
 
    “And then?” Amber pressed after he hesitated. 
 
    He met her gaze. “And then they were both drowned for their convictions.” He paused. “But we both know God takes things that look like failure to our eyes and uses them for His purpose. The princess’s father, so shaken by his daughter’s stand, examined her beliefs and soon accepted them as his own. Because of her sacrifice and willingness to stay faithful, light was able to come to this region during the Reformation.” 
 
    Beauty for ashes. Blessings instead of mourning. Praise instead of despair. How would God use Amber’s own faithfulness?               
 
    Michael picked up a seed pod from a nearby tree and twirled it in his fingers. “Now on to the other thing we need to discuss.” 
 
    “There’s more?” 
 
    He let the pod go and watched it spiral to the ground. “Yeah, though I’m more than tempted to call up Trent and have him talk to you about it.” 
 
    Amber bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing as Michael’s face flushed. If she needed a guy pummeled for some reason, he’d show up. Talk about boy troubles due to matters of the heart? Well, not something they taught in boot camp. Michael adhered to more of a strong-and-silent code of conduct. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry. Nothing that paparazzo said was true.” 
 
    “We aren’t worried about that. No one who’s ever met you would be worried about that.” 
 
    “Hey!” She pushed on his shoulder. 
 
    One single brow rose in response. 
 
    She laughed. Okay, yeah, she did kind of have a reputation, and being seduced by a good-looking athlete wasn’t it. 
 
    He ran a hand along the back of his neck. “Thing is, we all saw the pictures.” 
 
    “What about them? They weren’t compromising or anything.” 
 
    His chin dipped. “Telling, is more like it.” 
 
    “Telling? Really?” It was her turn to raise a brow. “What exactly did those pictures tell you?” 
 
    He waited two beats for effect. “That my little sister is in love.” 
 
    If she hadn’t already been sitting, her legs would have given way beneath her. “That’s impossible, Michael. I’m not in love. We’ve only been on one date.” 
 
    She wanted to punch him when his lips twitched knowingly. 
 
    “So that was a real, official date, then?” 
 
    She notched her chin in the air. 
 
    Michael burst out laughing. 
 
    “I don’t see what’s so funny,” she sniffed. 
 
    His eyes danced with mirth. “What was it we always said at every school function you went stag to?” 
 
    Oh, she didn’t want to answer that. Talk about incriminating herself. “That the first guy I went on a date with would be the one I’d marry.” She rushed on. “But you guys were teasing me. You weren’t serious.” 
 
    “Weren’t we? Tell me this, what’s your favorite ice cream?” 
 
    Man, he was all over the place on these subject changes. Last time he’d hit the nail on the head, this time… Her navel quivered and she cleared her throat. “Cookies and cream.” 
 
    “And when you eat ice cream, do you ever order any other flavor?” 
 
    “What’s the point when I know what I like?” 
 
    “Mmmhmm. And your bedspread at home. Have you changed it at all in ten years, even though it’s now raggedy and thread bare?” 
 
    She folded her hands in her lap. “It’s incredibly comfortable and special to me.” 
 
    His eyes gleamed. “Right. What about—” 
 
    “What’s your point, Michael?” 
 
    “That you’re someone who knows instantly what you like, and once you’ve decided, there are no other options for you.” 
 
    She picked at a cuticle as she processed his logic. “So, you’re saying…” 
 
    He nodded. “That if anyone was made to fall in love quickly, it’s you.” He gave her a devilish grin. “Also, that Amber plus first date equals inevitable marriage.” He winked. “Don’t worry. I’ll have Jack save all her bridal magazines for you.”  
 
    Even if Michael had hit a bulls-eye—and she wasn’t saying he had—it didn’t matter. She’d already taken herself out of that picture. “Not necessary.” 
 
    He smirked. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “No, I mean…” She sighed. “Even if you’re right in your assumption that I love Seth, nothing is going to happen between us.” 
 
    “Why?” He narrowed his eyes. “Did that pretty boy do something that I need to know about?” 
 
    “Put the guns away, Finch.” She didn’t often use his old call sign, but his demeaner called for it now. “Seth didn’t do anything. In fact…” She turned away, color creeping into her cheeks. “He told me he loved me.” 
 
    “That it?” 
 
    She swallowed. “As you might have guessed, I didn’t say it back.” 
 
    “But now you know you do love him, so you can tell him and everything will be fine.” 
 
    “Oh, to have an uncomplicated male brain.” 
 
    He rested his elbow on the back of the bench. “Yeah, it is great.” 
 
    “But everything isn’t that simple. Now that God’s calling has solidified again, I need to concentrate on finishing my degree and starting my ministry. And Seth…well, Seth has things he needs to focus on as well. He doesn’t need me distorting the picture and getting in the way.” 
 
    “I’m going to go out on a limb and say that all came from you and not him.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because I saw the way he looked at you. And as a man, I can tell you that guy has already given you his heart. He wants to be closer to you, not farther away. Nothing is in his focus like you are. It’s like tunnel vision.” 
 
    Then stepping away had been the right thing. She’d always been strong. Self-disciplined. Sometimes that drive and attention made her miss out on things, but it paid off as well. She craved nothing more than to be with Seth. Beside him, in close proximity, sharing the same oxygen. But then she’d be a distraction, and he wouldn’t be able to focus on what was really important. His sister and his reputation. His public witness.  
 
    So she’d be strong for the both of them. Even if it felt like her heart bled between her ribs and left her chest cavity empty. Because love didn’t serve self. Love put others first. 
 
    “I think you’ve forgotten one of the greatest advantages of being the youngest.” Michael interrupted her thoughts.  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Learning from all our mistakes.” 
 
    Her brows tilted up in question. 
 
    “You know how long I loved Jack before I told her or did anything about it? Too long. And you know why?” 
 
    “Because you were an idiot?” 
 
    “Because, smart aleck, I thought I was taking her best interests into consideration. I thought the best thing for her was to have a man that was whole, and not my sorry excuse for a carcass.” He rubbed at his stump above where the prosthetic was strapped to his leg. “But really, I was just being a martyr. Instead of protecting her, I hurt her with what I thought had been self-sacrifice.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    That penetrating gaze was back. “You know why.” 
 
    Yeah. She did. 
 
    “So,” he said. “What are you going to do now? Are you going to let a few obstacles get in your way, or are you going to step up and show Seth, and the world, what Amber Carrington is really made of?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Not now. Not yet. 
 
    Seth’s grip on the phone tightened. He wanted to hurl the thing across the kitchen and watch it break into a dozen satisfying pieces.  
 
    “I expect every player at the club pitch tomorrow, Marshall,” Coach McCallister repeated.  
 
    “We still have two more weeks of R and R before training begins for the new season.” Seth’s teeth clenched. Two more weeks to wait for Amber to realize what he’d known from almost the moment they’d met. That just as God had created Eve for Adam, Amber had been created for him. They were meant to be together, and whether that took her two weeks or twenty years to accept, he was willing to wait.  
 
    He’d just been hoping the time period was closer to the days than years spectrum and that his presence would help persuade her. While time was an aspect he was willing to accept, it was also one he hoped not to squander.  
 
    And now the clock had been fast-forwarded to zero. 
 
    Even if he found her as soon as this torturous call from Leon ended, he’d never be able to assuage her concerns and convince her that the best thing for them was to face whatever the world threw at them together. God, her, and him.  
 
    Somewhere in the Bible, he remembered reading about a three stranded cord not being easily broken. That’s what he wanted. To so interlock his life with hers, braided with the will of God, that nothing could separate them. No false paparazzo scandal. No family drama. No future concerns about her career or his. Because they’d face it all together and be stronger for it. 
 
    “You aren’t the only one on the receiving end of bad press. And while I’m inclined to believe yours more fiction than fact, I’m afraid not everything that happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.” 
 
    Seth tilted his head back and let the sunshine coming through the window splash across his face. He pinched the bridge of his nose. Would those blokes never learn?  
 
    Leon cleared his throat, which turned into a hacking cough. “Look, Marshall. I don’t want to threaten you, but there is a penalty for not showing up for practice on time. Also…” He cursed, but the words came muffled, like he’d turned his head away from the phone. “I’m just going to say it. I need you to step up. Captain the team. Those twits are like sheep without a shepherd.” 
 
    Seth’s brows rose at Leon’s choice of words. “That almost sounds like you’ve stepped inside a church before, Coach.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m not all heathen. Though if you tell anyone, I’ll deny it.” 
 
    “Your secret’s safe. But, as the coach, don’t you think you’re more shepherd material?” 
 
    His laugh turned into another cough. “This old wolf? I’ll nip at their heels and you lead them to victory. And I’m not talking about to the altar here, Marshall. I’m talking about a Champions League win.” 
 
    Could Seth push? Maybe buy a few more days? 
 
    “Tomorrow, Marshall. I’m serious.” 
 
    Before he could utter another word, the line went dead. 
 
    He sealed his lips against words he would have used in the past and pounded a fist to the butcher block counter.  
 
    There wasn’t anything for it. He needed to talk to Amber. Now. Inform her he had to leave, though he didn’t want to, and convince her to pray about them. Together. As a couple. No excuses.  
 
    He tapped on her name in his phone and waited while it rang. And rang. Voicemail picked up, but he didn’t want to say everything in a message. Ending the call, he dialed Mila. She picked up on the second ring. 
 
    “Hallo, Seth.” 
 
    “Mila, is Amber at the center yet? I need to speak with her.” 
 
    “Sorry. Her brother came to visit, so I gave her the day off to spend with him.” 
 
    He gripped the edge of the kitchen countertop. “She won’t be in at all?” 
 
    “Not today. Why? Problem?” 
 
    “You could say that. I hate to say it, but I have to fly back to England today. I know I agreed to help at the center a couple more weeks, but my coach is insisting we all start training early.” 
 
    “And this is why you wish to speak to Amber? I will tell her, Seth.” 
 
    Not everything. Mila couldn’t tell her everything. “Thanks,” he said on a sigh and hung up. 
 
    If he’d known that the last time he’d talked to Amber was going to be the last time, would he have said more? Shown her the depth of his love instead of just putting it to words? He’d wanted to kiss her so badly on so many occasions. When she’d glowed from making the goal on the first day they’d met. When she’d challenged the turns on the Autobahn and raced away with his coherent thoughts. When she’d turned Yara into a fairy princess and woven a story so hypnotic as to quiet even the most haunting of memories. 
 
    Every day they’d spent together had been the best day of his life. If he didn’t convince her to take a chance on them, would he be relegated to living in his memories? Maybe if he had kissed her, it would be enough. A single kiss to feed him for all his days. 
 
    He closed his eyes and waited for his pulse to calm. For his reason to return. Because there had been a reason why he hadn’t kissed her yet. He respected her too much. Loved her too much. And though he’d never profess that he knew much of the Bible after such short a time being a Christian, he did know one thing—love was patient.  
 
    And so he’d wait. Never take, but only give when she was ready to receive. 
 
    He had to hope it would be enough. That she would eventually come to the same conclusion he had—that they were better together than they were apart. Or would she always justify her reasons for them staying apart? Put other people and other things ahead of her own happiness. Her own feelings.  
 
    Because whether she admitted it to herself or not, whether she said the words back to him or not, he knew she loved him as he loved her.  
 
    “Something wrong?” Kayla walked into the kitchen, tying off the end of her long plait. 
 
    Seth set his cell on the table and glared at it with contempt. “Coach called. Seems I’m commanded back to the club tomorrow. Or else.” 
 
    Kayla pulled down a mug and poured the pot of tea he’d prepared earlier, finishing it off with a splash of milk. “I thought you still had a couple of weeks.” 
 
    He ran a hand over the back of his neck. “I thought so too.” 
 
    She blew over the top of her mug and took a small sip. “I’m going to assume the dejected look on your face is due to a certain American?” 
 
    He tossed her a look, half warning and half plea. 
 
    “If she’s as smart as you claim, then she’ll see what’s in front of her face. If not, then give her one of your infamous heart-stopping smiles and a wink. She’ll be so overcome by your charms she’ll follow you back to England and fling herself at you like one of your many groupies.” 
 
    He turned his stare to all-warning. 
 
    She laughed. “Fine. I’m sorry Monk Marshall.” Her grin disappeared behind the lip of her mug. “You’re taking this entirely too seriously, in my opinion. Don’t you Christians have some sort of saying like God destines your steps or some such rot? If you think the two of you are ‘meant to be’”—she raised her hands for air quotes—“then isn’t your God powerful enough to make sure everything works out?” 
 
    An invisible fist jammed into his diaphragm, knocking the breath out of him. Kayla was right. He’d been so worried about how he was going to convince Amber of the power of their feelings for one another that he forgot the One who’d brought them together in the first place.  
 
    One day he’d learn to trust first. To let He who keeps the universe in motion have first and last control of his life. For now, he was thankful that God used even unbelieving, annoying little sisters to talk sense into him.  
 
    Everything would be okay. Even if he and Amber never came together, he’d be okay, because he trusted in Someone who saw the end and the beginning. Who knew his heart and Amber’s, and Who could do more than he could even ask or think.  
 
    Time to sub you in, Father. I’m out of this game and trusting in You to win her heart for me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Holy Roman Empire, 1527 
 
      
 
    Light called out of the darkness. Slashed across Christyne’s closed eyes and stabbed at her mind. 
 
    Heat.  
 
    So much heat. In her throat. Her chest. Her stomach.  
 
    She burned. Fire inside her. Scorching her.  
 
    Must breathe. 
 
    She opened her mouth, expecting more water to flow in. But, nay. Air. Blessed air. She sucked in, filled her lungs. Pain shot through her. Stabbed her without mercy. Her chest seized. Throat spasmed. Coughing overtook her body. 
 
    Was that a warm hand upon her shoulder? She looked up past the liquid that filled her gaze, her chest constricting and causing her whole body to shudder. 
 
    Concerned blue eyes stared back at her. Lorenz? How was it possible? She had seen him enter the water. Be carried down by the stone around his neck. 
 
    Her stomach rolled and pitched. A sick sensation raced up the back of her throat. She turned her head in time to lose the contents of her stomach upon the ground. Her muscles convulsed. Tightening over and over. More of the lake exited her middle and muddied the ground beneath her. 
 
    Her arms shook with the effort of holding her head above the ground. She gasped in air, collecting every small breath like a greedy beggar. The air only flamed the heat scorching her throat and middle, but even so, her lungs never seemed to fill. 
 
    “Praise be to God,” Lorenz whispered. He placed his arms around her shoulders and pressed her back to his chest.  
 
    She leaned against him, comforted by his strength, and closed her eyes as she willed her pulse to slow. Though it felt like daggers slicing her throat to use her voice, she spoke. “H-how?” How had he managed to break free of his bindings? To escape his watery grave and save her as well? These were the questions she tried to push past her swollen lips, but no words formed beyond the first. 
 
    He settled her more firmly in his arms and turned her so he could look into her eyes. “Your father.” 
 
    Her sire? He had a hand in their survival? But was it not he who ordered their deaths to begin with? If he wished to save them, why cast them into the lake?  
 
    She ran her tongue across the top of her mouth, her mind pushing for more answers but her body too spent, her pain too great to fight for the words she sought.  
 
    Lorenz traced a finger across her brow, pushing sodden locks of hair from her face. Just as she had oft done to him when he was in her care. 
 
    She looked up and caught his gaze. His eyes. Oh, those eyes that had so captivated her when she first beheld them. They held her now. Softened along the corners and peered deep into her soul.  
 
    What did he see? Could he glimpse the depths to which her feelings for him had plunged? Or the confusion over her sire’s betrayal? The uncertainty of what her future now held for her? Questions churned in her middle, threatening to once again overwhelm her with sickness. 
 
    “In secret, your father pressed a blade into my hand by the lakeside and bestowed upon me your safekeeping henceforth.”                
 
    Her father? Was that what he had been doing instead of bidding her farewell? 
 
    Lorenz looked away, a vestige of doubt washing across his stalwart countenance. The knot in his throat bobbed. “I thought I had not proved myself worthy of such great a reward.” His regard returned to her and his voice quivered. “I thought I had lost you, my angel.” 
 
    The burning within her became a sweet ache. To have such a man gaze upon her as he did soothed the hurt that flowed through her. Though her muscles had been spent, she rallied her strength and lifted her hand. Pressed her palm against his cheek. “You could never lose me.” For though her father may have given her physical safekeeping to Lorenz, she had already bequeathed him her heart.  
 
    His gaze searched hers, swept over her as if to memorize her every feature, dipped to her mouth. His brows rose as if in question.               
 
    Did he seek to kiss her? 
 
    A new and pleasant thrill shot down her spine. She had never received a kiss before. She had witnessed them—ardently given by the landsknechte to the kampfrauen, shyly accepted by maidservants from stable hands. But a kiss herself? Never. 
 
    Overcome by a surge of timidity, her cheeks warmed, and she sought to conceal her gaze from him. He lifted her chin and peered down at her. From the moment of their introduction she could hide nothing from this man. That had not changed. In his gaze she read his heart and knew that he read hers as well. 
 
    Slowly his head descended, and she raised hers to meet him. Their lips touched ever so lightly, but just as her body had demanded to breathe when pressed under the water, it now demanded more of him. Upward she surged, timidity gone, and claimed with conviction the man the Lord had put in her path. 
 
    Her chest squeezed, and that heat, oh, that blessed heat, burned through her limbs. Her breast ached for want of air, but then he was there, sharing his breath with her. His heart with her. His life with her. As ever he had done.  
 
    He cradled her head in his hands, treasuring her and making her feel like the princess she never would again be. But she did not need velvet gowns nor a comfortable bed in which to lay her head. All she required was what held her now. The arms of her Savior and those of the man she loved. 
 
    Slowly, as if reluctant to do so, Lorenz drew his head back and smiled. “Though I would like nothing more than to remain with you thus, I fear it would be unwise.” He cleared his throat. “On many fronts.”               
 
    Christyne’s lips tipped at the red hue tingeing her scholar’s ears. 
 
    He peered down the length of her. “How do you fare? Do you think you have the strength to carry on? It would behoove us to put as much distance between Heidelbraum and ourselves as we can as quickly as possible.” 
 
    She made an inventory of her person. Still her lungs did not fill with as much breath as they desired, and the path from her throat to her stomach burned. Lorenz was right, however. If even one person witnessed their escape from the lake from behind the waterfall then their reprieve would be brief. She did not wish to face the water’s grave a second time. 
 
    “Where will we go?” she asked. “To Waldshut?” 
 
    Lorenz’s face shuttered. “I am afraid even there is not safe. The Täuferjäger seem to be everywhere these days, hunting the Brethren.” 
 
    But Waldshut was where Peter, Katherine, and Bytzel were headed. If the city held not a modicum of safety, what would become of their friends? 
 
    The same as ever. What the Lord would will. She had to remind herself that their lives, as well as her own, were in God’s hands. Though He had the power to keep their feet from stumbling, there was also an eternal weight of glory in play. She would trust and submit and accept what He brought to their lives.  
 
    “If not Waldshut, then where?” 
 
    He eyed the north. “To the land of Schlesburg.” 
 
    “Clare’s hometown?” 
 
    “It is appropriate, do you not think, that both great princes have lost their daughters to the emperor’s decree, and yet now both will protect the other’s offspring?” He smiled at her. “Prince von Schlesburg’s defiance is already known because of Speyer, his allegiances brought to light. We will be as safe as we can be within his state.” 
 
    Christyne looked in the direction of Heidelbraum—the only place she had ever called home. Would she miss the familiarity of her life? Her father? And Clare, her new friend? Aye, she would. 
 
    She returned her gaze to Lorenz. This. Him. He was home now. And she would follow him anywhere God led. Even if, God help them, the heretic hunters caught up to them and finished what the lake could not do. 
 
    You have helped me save him once, Lord, and him, me. Now, together, I pray your protection over us as we endeavor to share Your truths with those shrouded in darkness. 
 
    Christyne slipped her hand into Lorenz’s. “God will grant me the valor I need for our journey, but mayhap I can draw upon your strength as well, my love.” 
 
    He caressed her with a look. “All that I have, all that I am, is now and forever will be yours.” 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Germany, Present Day 
 
      
 
    Ben slammed the side door of the second van with a resounding thud. Amber blinked. Had she missed Seth? Not possible since she’d been staring at everyone exiting the vehicle with bated breath. She hadn’t figured out what she would say to him yet, but her body hummed with a need to be near him. Maybe then the circuits in her brain would stop running at a million miles a second and she could settle down enough to actually think. Although, he usually made her feel more alive, not sated, so perhaps her logic was off. 
 
    Her gaze never wavered on the van door, but sheer power of will didn’t cause it to open and spit Seth out. 
 
    “Bereit?” Ben asked in an exuberant voice as he stood at front of the trailhead. Volunteers and kids alike cheered, an excited vibration thrumming through the air. Everyone had been anticipating the trip to the Black Forest for days, and now that they were here, they all seemed itching to explore. 
 
    Everyone but Seth. 
 
    “Amber? You ready?” Mila’s pixie hair was spiked and had a bandana tied around like a headband, a cute knot on top. 
 
    “Where’s Seth? Is he not coming?” 
 
    Mila’s mouth turned down in apology. “I am sorry. He had to leave yesterday. He tried to reach you, but you were with your brother.” 
 
    Leave? As in…leave? Not here but somewhere else, gone? But…  “Is he coming back?” 
 
    Mila’s head swayed from side to side. “I am afraid not, sweet one. At least, not for the rest of this year. Next, perhaps.” 
 
    “Then…” Her thoughts refused to line up, whether in denial of his absence or rejection of the possibility this was the end, she didn’t know. 
 
    The last of the kids followed behind Ben on the trail, leaving Amber and Mila alone. Amber fixated on the gravel road they’d just traveled up to bring them to this trail. She stared, as if she had the vision to see past dense forests, across multiple countries, and over a body of water to a lonely soccer field thousands of miles away. She couldn’t see him, of course, but she could picture him, all lean muscles, his greatest strength found even deeper under the skin—his character. She’d never met a man quite like him, and she feared she never would again. 
 
    He’d said he’d wait. Did he mean it? Even though he was gone, was he still waiting for her? Or would he move on now? An ache spread across her breastbone.  
 
    “Then that’s the end?” She’d said their separation was for the best, them not being together in a romantic way, but that decision didn’t feel the best. In fact, she’d never felt worse in her life. 
 
    Mila touched her arm, bringing her back to the famous woods of Germany. “I think that is a question only you can answer.” 
 
    Amber blinked, wishing it were so. But she’d had her opportunity and squandered her chance. Even if she knew exactly what she’d say to Seth if he were here, he wasn’t. Moot point. “He’s gone.” 
 
    Mila’s eyes narrowed. “He has left. He is not dead.” 
 
    Amber knew that. But she also had responsibilities here. Mila and Ben needed her. The kids needed her. Especially now that Seth wasn’t here. She’d have to step up to coach. They had a big game coming up, and they were going to show the community just how resilient those kids could be. 
 
    “It is not difficult. Get on a plane and tell him what he already knows but longs to hear.” 
 
    But the kids. And his sister. His reputation. Her studies and career. All the reasons she’d given him, they— 
 
    Made absolutely no sense. 
 
    “What God has joined together, let no man separate.” A famous pronouncement at weddings, so why did it feel like a benediction over her soul? Had God brought them together? Taken them both on a journey of self-discovery, so they could better become one in the future? 
 
    A sharp and burning wind blasted through her mind. Swirling and twirling. And then settling with a blanket of peace and conviction.  
 
    As though molten metal cooled in her veins, resolve hardened. She had to go to him. Find him and tell him that she loved him too. 
 
    But… She turned to Mila. “What about the kids? The soccer program?” 
 
    “Fuβball. And Kayla is still here. She has agreed to take over for her brother.” 
 
    Amber stumbled at that little piece of news. “Kayla? The same Kayla who has refused to have anything to do with fuβball or her brother in years? That Kayla?” 
 
    “Do not sound so shocked.” Mila studied the trailhead. “But come, before we are left so far behind we cannot catch up.” 
 
    It didn’t take long to rejoin the group. Not when the kids stopped every few minutes to look in wide-eyed wonder at something new, like a spotted fawn hidden in the underbrush or a fairy-ring of mushrooms growing out of the damp soil.  
 
    When Yara started to complain about being tired, Amber swung her up and settled the little girl on her shoulders. “Did you know I grew up on stories that took place right here in this forest?” 
 
    Orhan peered up at her with round eyes. “You did?” 
 
    She nodded and looked around. The light filtering between the tree branches, the green moss growing on boulders and crawling its way up bark—this was the perfect backdrop for the imagination. She could see why the brothers Grimm had set many of their stories in this location.  
 
    “May we hear them?” Sonia asked. 
 
    A few kids glanced back with interest in their eyes as they continued to walk forward. 
 
    Amber smiled. She may not be able to leave them with much, but she could at least tell them a fantastical story to remember her by. “Once upon a time…” 
 
    Hansel and Gretel. Sleeping Beauty. Rapunzel. She spun tales until Ben held up his arm. “Lunch time.”  
 
    The kids yelled in jubilant agreement with this plan and settled onto fallen logs and boulders while Yasmin and Mila handed out large pretzels, apples, and sliced cheeses. 
 
    Amber bit into the salted soft dough with a sigh. So good. Her gaze snagged on Kayla standing off a ways. She grabbed another pretzel from Yasmin and walked over to Kayla, offering the twisted bread. 
 
    Kayla accepted the food with thanks, pinched off a piece, and stuffed it in her mouth. “I’m not going to apologize, if that’s what you think.” 
 
    Amber peered at her. While Kayla had lost some of her standoffishness, she wasn’t exactly what one would call approachable. More like hesitantly available. Someone testing out waters before plunging in.  
 
    “Apologize for what?” Amber asked. 
 
    Kayla rolled her eyes. 
 
    “If you’re referring to the things you stated the other day, then I see no reason why you would need to apologize. Everything you said is true.” 
 
    Kayla’s mouth pulled to the side as if waiting for the catch. 
 
    “It’s true. I haven’t lived your life. I don’t know what you’ve been through.” Amber turned to her. “Of course, that doesn’t mean I can’t care.” 
 
    Kayla pinched off another piece of pretzel and chewed.  
 
    “But if you’re looking for someone who does understand because they have experienced everything you have, then I know Someone.” 
 
    Kayla gave Amber a cursory glance out of the side of her eye. “Who?” 
 
    “Jesus. The Bible says that He is moved to compassion for all those who suffer, and that He knows exactly what everyone has gone through, not only because He is always with us, but because He has suffered as well.” One shoulder rose to her ear in nonchalance. If she allowed her face to show the earnestness she felt in her gut, she was afraid she’d scare Kayla away. “Plus, He promised to send us the Comforter.” 
 
    Kayla didn’t respond, but she didn’t walk away either. 
 
    “I actually forgot that for a while. What you said pierced me because you weren’t the first person to say that to me. I’d even been telling the same thing to myself. But, you know, I actually have to thank you. Your accusations shook me, and because of them, I was ultimately reminded that it’s not about me. I don’t have to have all the answers or live all the lives. I just have to be willing to point people to the One who has.” 
 
    Kayla snorted. “You Christians are weird. Thanking someone who doesn’t even believe for helping you out with some spiritual dilemma or some rot.” 
 
    “That just means God’s already using you.” Amber grinned. 
 
    “Yeah. Whatever.” Kayla spared her another glance. “So, what are you going to do about my brother?” 
 
    Amber rubbed her sweaty palms on her legs. Talk about getting everything out in the open at once. “How much did you hear the other night?” 
 
    “He told me you walked away after he told you he loved you.” 
 
    She winced. She hadn’t meant to hurt him. That had never been her intention. But intention or not, if she’d told someone she loved them and they didn’t respond in kind, the rejection would be hard to get over. 
 
    “He also told me why.” For the first time Kayla turned and gave Amber a full look. “That was really decent of you.”  
 
    Really? Did that mean—? 
 
    “Decent but unnecessary.” Kayla put a fist on her hip and wrapped herself back up in an aggressive air. One Amber saw right through. “Look, Seth and I are good. Or, rather, we will be. But not if you push me in the middle of you two and make me the reason why he can’t be with the woman he loves.” 
 
    Amber pressed her lips together, but even that enforcement couldn’t keep the smile from growing across her face.  
 
    Kayla made a disgusted sound, but her sparkling eyes gave her away. “I’m glad I’ll be here so I don’t have to witness whatever sickening display will be going on once you two get together.” 
 
    Despite her efforts, Amber felt her face flush. “I wouldn’t…that’s not…” 
 
    Kayla hooted. “You really are that innocent, aren’t you?”  
 
    Amber averted her gaze and willed her body temperature to cool. She twirled the ring on her finger and wished for once that maybe she weren’t quite so sheltered. Maybe if she had dated casually, she’d know a little more about what to do when she stood in front of Seth. What words to say. Or would he be able to look deep into her eyes and see her feelings written in her gaze? Should she kiss him? Maybe run toward him on the soccer field and throw herself in his arms like some scene in a movie? What if she wasn’t even let into the stadium to see him? Should she wait at his house? Or— 
 
    “Hey.” Kayla nudged her gently with an elbow. “Don’t look so panicked. And don’t overthink everything. I can practically see your brain working through the moment like it’s a math problem or something. Just”—she shrugged—“see what happens.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    See what happens. Amber had lost count of how many times she’d repeated that phrase to herself in the last few hours. So far she’d boarded a plane to England, taken a cab to the training field where Seth’s soccer club practiced, and managed not to throw up.  
 
    Now she was walking up to the main building, her nerves buzzing more than a swarm of honeybees, with no idea if she was going to be thrown out on the spot. Or worse. 
 
    Her hand halted on the door, and she breathed in deeply. See what happens. She pushed and the door swung open. It took a second to register that the entrance hadn’t been locked before she walked in.  
 
    Pristine white shocked her senses. White walls. White floors. White leather sofas. An air of opulence and sophistication. And wealth. Not at all what she’d expected from a sports training center, but then again, this was a far cry from a Bible college’s intramural team.   
 
    “Can I help you, miss?” A slightly older man, though still fit enough to fill out his security uniform, approached her. 
 
    She ran her tongue over her dry lips. “I was, uh, hoping to speak with Seth Marshall.” And not getting thrown out for trespassing would be nice. Please and thank you.  
 
    The guard with equal amounts of salt and pepper in his hair regarded her. “You wouldn’t happen to be Amber Carrington, would you?” 
 
    He knew who she was? “Y-yes.” She held out her hand. “I’m Amber. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    The man shook her hand, delight shifting his frown into an amused smile. “Justin.” He studied her a minute and then chuckled. “This day just got a lot more interesting. I’d ask why you’re here, but I’m fairly certain I already know. At least, I hope I do.” 
 
    Amber swallowed. “I need to tell Seth…well, I need to tell him something, and then…I guess we’ll see what happens.” 
 
    Justin pivoted on the balls of his feet and hooked an arm in the air. “Follow me. You’re not technically supposed to be here, but I think for the sake of the team and the outcome of the entire season, you better go on and say what you need to say to him.” 
 
    What in the world does that mean? But Amber didn’t ask. She focused on putting one foot in front of the other.  
 
    Call her crazy, but she could practically feel how near Seth was. That magnetism about him charged against her ribs, pulling her closer to him. She almost told Justin she didn’t need his guidance. She’d be able to find Seth with her eyes closed, his true north leading her home.  
 
    Justin opened a door to the outside, and she stepped over the threshold. Noise from a scrimmage on a nearby field tugged her forward. Shouts and bellows for passes grew in volume as her feet traversed first the pavement of a parking lot and then the lush softness of a sodded field.  
 
    She didn’t have to scan the area to find him. Didn’t have to inspect each face before latching on to the one she sought. And just as she’d known, now that she’d let herself get close enough, there would be no separation. The connection she’d felt when they first met had only intensified, a welder’s torch melding them together. 
 
    The soccer ball arched in the air, kicked by a defender, and rolled over to her. She lifted her foot and set it on top of the ball, her gaze boring into the back of the one she’d come for.  
 
    See me. See my heart.  
 
    A hush fell over the field, the bodies that had been in motion stilling.  
 
    Except one. 
 
    He turned as if in slow motion, his beautifully sculpted shoulders rotating toward her. Their eyes locked, just as they had on the field in Germany, and the something in her that had recognized something in him that day sparked again. Except this time, she knew what that something was. 
 
    Her future. 
 
    He walked toward her, each step filled with purpose. If anyone moved, if anyone said anything, she didn’t see. Didn’t hear. Every molecule of her body hummed and focused on the man drawing closer to her. 
 
    He stopped about a foot in front of her. Searched her gaze. His throat bobbed and the corners of his lips tugged. “I believe you have something of mine.” 
 
    She rolled the ball over to him with the bottom of her foot. Not one of his muscles flexed as the ball slowly bowled past him.  
 
    “I wasn’t talking about the ball.” Amusement danced in his golden eyes. “I was referring to my heart. You walked away with it the other day, and I’ve had a dreadful time trying to function without it.” 
 
    Her pulse quickened. “If it’s all right with you, I’d like to keep it.” 
 
    His charming half-grin flashed across his face. “You would?” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” She nodded. “But it wouldn’t be fair for you to have to function without a heart when I now have two so…” She searched his gaze. “I’d like to give you mine.” 
 
    He took a step forward. “Are you sure?” 
 
    She closed the distance and wrapped her arms around his sweaty waist. “To be honest, you already have it. I think you have for a while now.” 
 
    He pulled her tight and crushed her to him. 
 
    She breathed in, not caring about the ripe undertones not masked by deodorant. She wanted to experience him. All of him. The good and the bad. The old and the new. “Seth,” she murmured. 
 
    Leaning back, he peered down into her eyes.  
 
    She licked her dry lips, a thrill shooting through her middle as his gaze darted down to follow the movement across her mouth. 
 
    See what happens. 
 
    “You know how you said I didn’t need to experience everything everyone else did in order for me to relate to others?” 
 
    He dragged his gaze back up to meet hers, one brow rising as he tried to follow her thought process. 
 
    “Well…” She pushed up on her toes, bringing their faces closer together. Her hands wove over his shoulders and clasped behind his neck. “There is one thing I’d like to experience.” 
 
    His breath hitched then fanned warm over her face. “What’s that?” 
 
    By degrees she leaned in. “My first kiss.”  
 
    His hand lifted to cup the side of her face, his thumb brushing across her bottom lip. “You are so beautiful. From the moment we met, I was captivated. But I’d never want to rush you or do anything that would make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Stop being a monk and kiss her already, you blighter!” 
 
    The wretched curse of her fair complexion caused her cheeks to heat, but she grinned in spite of the reminder of an audience. “You heard him. Kiss me, you blighter.” 
 
    “As you Southerners say, yes, ma’am.” His head lowered and her eyes slid shut just as his lips softly brushed against hers. 
 
    Nothing could have prepared her for that moment. For the electric shock that zapped through her body. The warmth pooling in her center. The sense of rightness and completeness the mere touching of their lips created. 
 
    Tentatively at first, and then with conviction, she moved her mouth against his. Testing. Tasting. Giving. Receiving. With her lips, but without words, she confessed her love and sealed it with the promise of things to come. 
 
    A cheer erupted around them, bringing her back to the present. They both grinned, their mouths reluctant to separate. With more effort than she thought would be necessary, she pulled back and shyly smiled up at Seth. 
 
    “In case you didn’t get the message, I love you too,” she said. 
 
    He settled her against his chest and pressed a kiss against her temple. “Thank you for not making me wait too long, luv.” Then he leaned back and winked. “But remember who said it first and therefore scored the opening point.” 
 
    She pulled out of his arms and twisted her lips into a saucy smirk. Walking past him, she stopped at the ball that had rolled a few feet away. With the tip of her toes, she rocked it back and scooped it up onto the top of her foot. She volleyed the ball into the air and kept it from hitting the ground by bouncing it off one knee and then the other. She vaulted it higher in the air. Right before the ball hit the ground, she kicked it into a perfect arc toward the net. 
 
    Turning, she met Seth’s gaze with a grin. “Game on.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    England, One Month Later 
 
      
 
    “That’s Seth Marshall.”  
 
    Amber understood the awe laced in that pronouncement. She wasn’t sure she’d ever get over the sense of wonderment at the thought that the man beside her loved her. It was everything she’d ever read in books or heard from other girls. Butterflies in the stomach. Weak in the knees. And when they kissed? More fireworks than the Fourth of July. 
 
    She understood his public life, but fandom didn’t give other people rights to Seth. Plus, Hawkins knew better. She’d given all the guys at Rivendall fair warning and threats to be on their best behavior. 
 
    She glared over her shoulder at the infantry veteran suffering from a traumatic brain injury, forcing her lips to not tip up at the little boy hero worship in his gaze. What was it with Brits and soccer? Although, to be fair, she probably looked at Seth that way too. “Eyes in your head, Hawkins.”  
 
    Hawkins just grinned back unabashed. 
 
    Amber rolled her eyes. She’d bring Seth around to meet the guys after her bridesmaid obligations were over. She’d promised—both the men and women at Rivendall as well as Seth.  
 
    Had it really been a month since she’d started volunteering at the manor? She’d originally come to help Jack with wedding plans, but somehow that had morphed into ministering to the men and women who resided at the manor while they healed and recovered from their time in the armed services. Once the stately home of an earl, the grounds had been transformed as a legacy to Mrs. Abbott’s heroic WWII-fighting grandparents.  
 
    Her short time at Rivendall had been restorative to her as well. Never had she been so sure of what God wanted her to do with her life. Of who He wanted her to do life with. 
 
    She watched as Seth shook the hand of yet another person, all graciousness and humility. He cut a fine figure in his tailored tuxedo, his lean athletic body filling the suit out in all the right places. She was used to seeing him in trainers, flushed and perspiring. Either way—sweaty or cleaned up—he caused a thrill to shoot through her middle straight to her heart. 
 
    “Stop stealing the spotlight, Marshall.” Adam walked up and nudged Seth with an elbow. The lingering crowd hoping to have a word with the soccer star and snap a selfie dissipated. “The bride is going to kill you for robbing the show, and I don’t have any qualms about saying I am scared of that woman.” 
 
    Trent and his wife Summer joined them. “That’s because she could whip your backside.”  
 
    “You boys are incorrigible.” Summer shook her head. “Jack is tough, but she has to be to marry into this crazy family.” 
 
    “She’s a sweetheart.” Olivia, Adam’s girlfriend smiled. 
 
    Adam kissed her temple. “You would know.” 
 
    “Leave Seth alone.” Amber threaded her arm through Seth’s. “He didn’t ask for everyone to notice him. In fact, we would both love it if the gawking would stop. But fame comes with the territory, and he can’t help it if he’s the best striker known to soccer.” She patted him on his black lapels, staring up at him with a smile. “Besides, I don’t blame them for staring. I can’t keep my eyes off him either.” 
 
    Trent made gaging noises. “Please stop. We’re happy you found love and all, but you’re still our little sister.” 
 
    Michael and Jack strolled over from the photographer hand-in-hand.  
 
    “That was a beautiful ceremony, guys.” Olivia dabbed at her eye with a tissue. 
 
    “Oh?” Michael’s brows rose. “I wasn’t sure anyone was paying attention. Seemed like our guests were too busy whispering behind their programs about old Seth here.” He winked at Amber. 
 
    Amber knew her brothers were teasing, but she could feel Seth’s mounting anxiety in the squeeze of his hand. He’d been worried about today. Afraid her brothers wouldn’t accept him or some such crazy notion. She found it sweet, that the guy the world adored was concerned about the approval of her family. She’d tried to assure him that they’d love him as much as she did. That it had been Michael who’d given her a nudge—or a swift kick in the pants—to finally admit her feelings in the first place.  
 
    His palm dampened against hers.  
 
    “I’m sorry if I was a distraction.” He eased his fingers from her grip, brow low over his deep-set eyes. He cast her an unsure look. “Maybe it would be best if I left now so everyone can celebrate the bride and groom.” 
 
    Poor, sweet fool. Amber grabbed his arm and stilled his retreat. She pinned each of her brothers with a look they’d recognize. They’d had their fun, but she wasn’t going to let Seth leave thinking her brothers were upset with him for something as stupid as being famous. 
 
    Adam glanced away sheepishly. “Ah, we’re just messing with you, Marshall.” 
 
    “Yeah, man. If you’re going to be a part of this family, then you need to lighten up.” This from Trent. 
 
    “Like I said. Incorrigible.” Summer’s lips twisted, her eyes shining with love for her husband despite his penchant for teasing.  
 
    “Are my children behaving?” Anita Carrington sauntered over, her husband George in tow. 
 
    “Do we ever?” Michael leaned to the side and kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Seth.” Jack smiled and swayed closer to Michael. Despite her insistence that no one ever use her given name of Jacqueline, she looked stunning in a white Jackie O-inspired vintage satin wedding gown. “Consider whatever it is these guys pestered you with as a sort of initiation into the family.” 
 
    Summer nodded. “Mine was at a Fourth of July barbeque.” 
 
    “Family game night,” Olivia chimed in. 
 
    Amber rose up on her toes and whispered into Seth’s ear, “It means they like you, honey.” She gave him a peck on the cheek. 
 
    Seth studied her family. “We’re good?” 
 
    Adam held out his hand and gave Seth a firm shake. “You’re aces in my book, mate.” 
 
    “These Carrington men.” Olivia groaned at Adam’s horrible attempt at a British accent. “You can’t help but love them.” 
 
    “Hey!” Adam protested. “At least I didn’t use one of my witty puns on him.” 
 
    Trent’s turn to groan. “And for that we are all eternally grateful.” 
 
    Seth leaned down to whisper in Amber’s ear. “Did I miss something there?” 
 
    “All my brothers think they’re funny.” She grinned up at him. “In reality their humor is severely lacking.” 
 
    “Now who has jokes?” Adam asked. “Oh wait, that would still be me.” A mischievous glint entered his eye. “A reformed soccer player and a theology major walk into a bar—”  
 
    Jack stepped into the middle of the group, physically blocking Adam from continuing. “And on that note, I think it’s time to toss the bouquet.” She wiggled her spray of peach peonies and seeded eucalyptus. 
 
    Seth turned to Amber with both hands on her shoulders. He bent down, his lips grazing her cheek as he whispered into her ear. “You know what to do.” 
 
    A wholly pleasant shiver raced up her spine. She knew what to do all right, but just the same, she pulled back to clear her head. This is it. She stretched out her neck on one side and then the other. Nodded to him while bouncing on the balls of her feet. 
 
    “What is this? A coaching session before a big game?” Adam mocked. 
 
    Amber smirked at him over her shoulder. “Eye on the prize.” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t.” Olivia gasped. “We’re next.” She pointed between her and Adam. “You guys just started dating.” 
 
    Seth shrugged. “Can we help it if we’re a faster study than some?” 
 
    Adam hooted and clapped Seth on the shoulder, moving to the side as more women spilled into the middle of the barn to catch the bouquet. “I think you’re going to fit in just fine.” 
 
    Amber swished back the chiffon skirt of her bridesmaid dress. Whether she caught the bouquet or not didn’t really matter. Seth had already been dropping hints about rings and weddings. 
 
    Olivia crouched a bit, eyes on Jack at the front. “Aren’t you going to be going home soon to finish up your degree? Be kind of hard to do that while your husband is an ocean away and ladies are falling all over him.” 
 
    Amber mimicked Olivia’s stance. “Nice try, but I trust Seth. Besides, I can keep my eyes on those so-called ladies since I transferred to the university here.” 
 
    Olivia glanced at her. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. Added bonus—Europeans are a little more progressive when it comes to accepting women in ministerial roles.” 
 
    “So, you aren’t going back to Florida?” 
 
    “To visit.” She eyed Seth. “But my heart and my home are here now.” 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Jack called, her back to the women jockeying for the best position to catch the flowers. 
 
    “Just remember that I’m a chef and highly skilled with a knife,” Olivia warned with a tease in her voice. 
 
    Amber laughed. “Duly noted. As well as the fact that Adam is the best criminal defense attorney around and therefore could get you off no matter what your crime.” 
 
    “Three. Two. One!” Jack’s arm lifted over her head and the flowers arced through the air. 
 
    Up. Over. Down. 
 
    Amber’s fingers curled around the stems, and she grinned triumphantly. Olivia’s face glowed as well, and that was when Amber realized her brother’s girlfriend had a grip on the bouquet just above her own.  
 
    They both laughed but neither one released the flowers. 
 
    Olivia’s brow rose. “Double wedding?” 
 
    Amber hugged her future sister-in-law. “Let’s go inform the guys.”               
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author’s Notes 
 
      
 
      
 
    Some characters are easy to identify with right away. Is that because I use part of my own experience when creating them? Possibly. Although I’m not sure if that is done consciously or unconsciously. Amber Carrington was one such character. No, I’ve never been a hospital chaplain, and I majored in elementary education, not theology, but I have bemoaned a lack of a testimony. I’d hear these amazing life stories of people who were leaders in gangs or addicted to drugs and how Jesus had brought them up out of that pit and freed them from those chains, and I’d rejoice because, hallelujah, our God is awesome!  
 
    But then I’d cringe if anyone asked me to share my testimony. What could I say? I didn’t have some inspiring life-changing experience that would light a fire in the listeners’ hearts. There was no come-to-Jesus moment. No pivotal crux that sent me into the Savior’s arms. Not even some rebellious teenage years that I could count as a prodigal situation. 
 
    As far back as I can remember, I knew God was my Father. That He loved me. My mom likes to tell everyone that I’m the one who got her back to church. That, as a toddler, I’d ask her if today was the day to go to church. So, to quiet my incessant questioning, she found a church to take me to. Children’s church, VBS, church camp—yep, I went to all of those. I’m not saying my life was perfect because, no, whose is? But it took me an embarrassing amount of time to realize that the constancy of my relationship with God (or rather, His with me) is my testimony. Didn’t matter if I was a goodie-two-shoes or not. Through everything, the good and the bad, the ups and the downs, God was always my constant. Those little moments, the ones where I could feel Him wrap His loving arms around me and comfort me, everyone one of those moments is a testimony. I was just too short-sighted to see the truth right in front of my face for too long. 
 
    Likewise with the historical thread of With You Here, you may be wondering what was based on fact and what was purely fictional. While the characters and locations are made up, the events themselves are based on fact. Many experts point to Martin Luther’s nailing of the ninety-five theses onto the doors of the church in Wittenberg as the beginning of the Protestant Reformation. A lot of issues contributed to that act, chief among them, the selling of indulgences. Because of his refusal to recant his statements of belief, he was declared an enemy of the state by the Edict of Worms. For ten months, he disguised himself as a knight known as Junker Jörg and hid away at the castle in Wartburg, where he translated the Bible into German. 
 
    Besides Luther, there were other notable leaders of the Reformation. This story mentions Ulrich Zwingli, who was the leader of reforms in Switzerland. Theologically speaking, he is known for his dislike of the term sacraments and his disbelief in transubstantiation—the belief that the bread and wine consecrated during the Mass becomes, in essence, the body and blood of Jesus. Zwingli taught that Jesus’ sacrifice of body and blood happened only once and not continually through each celebration of the Mass. 
 
    Some students of Zwingli grew dissatisfied with the rather slow rate of reform in Zurich. On January 21, 1525, they decided to baptize each other even though the act was considered both seditious and heretical. They adopted the name Brethren and were known as Anabaptists. These Reformers were known as Radical Reformers and not Magisterial Reformers because of their belief in freedom of religion rather than the established commonwealth between church and state. 
 
    The history is fascinating and vast, and if you are interested in reading in more depth about church history, both before and after the Reformation, I recommend The Story of Christian Theology: Twenty Centuries of Tradition and Reform by Roger E. Olson. I snagged this book, and a few others, off my husband’s bookcase. No, I didn’t read about all twenty centuries, but the sections I did read I found utterly fascinating. 
 
    As a protestant Christian myself and someone who graduated from a Christian college, I was familiar with the major players of the Reformation. Men like Luther and Zwingli, Huss and Wycliff. What did surprise me, however, was how some of these reformers treated others that were also protesting aspects of the Roman Catholic Church. Ulrich Zwingli, for example, and his persecution and execution of Anabaptists and use of such torture methods as the rack. Martin Luther’s anti-Semitic speeches and support of the merciless slaughtering carried out by the aristocracy during the German Peasants’ War. I don’t want to villainize these men by pointing these things out, but too often we white-wash history and tuck the ugly parts of our heroes away while lauding the good they did.  
 
    Reading about the theocracy of the time gave me a fresh appreciation for freedom of religion. Even though the state religion was Christianity, those with differing beliefs were still persecuted for said dogmas. May we always allow others to follow their conscience and conviction with acceptance and love.               
 
    There are a few people to whom I owe explicit thanks for helping me. First, my husband, Jose Monzon, for allowing me to ransack his books on church history. I also need to thank Debb Hackett. She helped me immensely with questions like, “Do Brits use such and such a phrase?” Any errors on cultural speech in this story are my own and probably occurred when I thought I knew what I was doing and didn’t ask Debb. I should have asked Debb. 
 
    Always thankful for my critique partners Toni Shiloh and Janet Ferguson. I couldn’t write a book without you ladies. And who could write a book without an amazing editor like Katie Donovan? The answer is no one. No one should write a book without a fantastic editor on his/her team. 
 
    I am eternally and ever grateful for YOU, the reader. For those of you who have journeyed with me throughout the entire Carrington Family Romance series, and for those of you who have joined me for the first time with this story. Without you, there would be almost no reason at all to write.   
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