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CHAPTER 1



Alain was forced to kneel on the ground against his will, hands bound behind his back, a burlap sack placed over his head.  This was not what he had in mind for the jaunt home. Gravel and rock dug painfully into his virgin knees forcing him to inadvertently bite down on his lower lip and curse out loud earning him a sharp kick in the side.  The slightest movement caused the sharp stones to dig deeper into his already battered skin.  Any appreciable attempt to loosen his bindings caused them to tear into his wrists.  In short, he was rightly stuck.  He grimaced and huffed out another protest only to elicit another sharp kick from the men holding him captive.  The king's foot soldiers.  Rank and file type.  They'd obviously had orders to grab anyone that looked reasonably suspicious or out of place.  That unfortunately included him.  Who else was foolish enough to be traipsing about at this god forsaken hour still in afternoon riding clothes?
He would no doubt be presented as a spy to the field commander.  Things would get interesting then.  Perhaps he'd have the opportunity to reason with someone of rank and explain the horrible mistake they were making.  They’d been going at him for some time now and he didn’’t know how much more he could take.
He was no spy.  Nothing could be furthest from the truth.  Not only did he make a piss poor spy, he had no interest whatsoever in the politicking of the powers that be even though he was the son of a marquis of substantial peerage.  Assuming he had to actually pick a side, one would suppose he'd sympathize more with the sods who now held him captive given his standing.  But the truth of the matter was, until now he hadn't given it much thought.  He'd been too preoccupied with the usual pursuits of the privileged 24-year-old social set--soirées, cards, cotillions and in his case, finding his pleasures in the arms of one very handsome and alluring duke.
The irony was that not more than a few hours before he'd been ensconced in the intoxicating heat of his lover's arms after a frantic evening of fucking.  It had been pure bliss.  Augustin, (Lord Eduard to those other than in the tightest of circles), had outdone himself, topping with unmatched vigor thrice before they had stopped to rest at Alain's insistence for supper.  They napped, spooned with Augustin's more muscular frame draped over his own protectively the way Alain enjoyed.  Then, Augustin took pleasures from him again, this time making sweet love to him and milking yet another phenomenal orgasm from him as their time together drew to a close.  He'd only reluctantly left his paramour's bed before dawn, his body still thrumming from the incredible pounding Augustin had bestowed upon him, though his heart ached for more.  Despite Augustin's admonitions that Alain wait until full light to make the rather dangerous trek back given the mounting tensions between the king's army and the resistance, Alain had declined.  His lover had not been pleased.  Now he knew why--the Draysburg couriers were known to travel under the cover of night to avoid interception by the king's forces.
But Alain had made up his mind.  Worried about getting home before the Montbron house woke, Alain pulled his lover in for a last breath-stealing kiss.  Augustin had slipped his handkerchief into his pocket and promised to call for him again as soon as he could.  The Austrian dowager Katarina Bumslaugher and her entourage was expected before she traveled on to Paris and duty called for Augustin to receive his aunt properly.  Alain mourned it could be weeks until they saw each other again.
Save the kiss, all Alain could think about was avoiding the suspicion of returning home in the same clothing he'd left in over 24 hours before--a detail his too perceptive and suspicious father would not fail to miss.  The marquis had already suspected his second son was spending too much time with a certain member of the royal family much to his dismay.  Never mind said royal family member had also offered him a most promising commission with the Court of Engineers now that he’d concluded his studies.  He was loath to cast any more suspicion upon himself and by extension, Augustin than was necessary.  So he'd chosen to leave.  It was a decision he now regretted.
He'd ridden nearly twenty minutes out of his way and as far away from the Draysburg line as he could to avoid the skirmish, ensuring he'd be home before first light.  But not being a military man, he hadn't realized the line was prone to moving until it was too late.  Caught off guard, he was knocked off his horse just as he passed the high trees.  He never saw the rope stretched taunt until it was too late and went hurling head first into the dirt.  He was lucky he had not been going any faster as he would have likely taken off his own head.  When he finally regained a modicum of his senses and realized what the hell had happened, he was seized amidst a hail of fists and accusations of being a courier and spy for Darius and a grimy sack was promptly placed over his head.  He fought and screamed his protests--he did not know a Darius, he was not a spy, nor did he possess anything on his person to arouse the least bit of suspicion or interest, and who the hell do you idiots think you are?!--this last bit earning him a knee to his groin by an overzealous soldier that doubled him over.  The move robbed him of breath and coherent speech and he was dragged away.
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CHAPTER 2


Roget listened to the report on the recent captive found attempting to cross the 48th line just before dawn and rubbed his eyes tiredly.  Bertrand, his first lieutenant had been questioning the captive with little success.  This had been going on for near twenty minutes now and still the prisoner had not revealed anything despite a stiff beating and the threat of more.  Roget decided to allow Bertrand a bit more time to extract what he could before he interfered.  From what he could tell the captive had been riding East and appeared to be heading toward the Draysburg line but then made a wide arc before attempting to cross back into his territory.  This raised suspicions.  It was an odd move even for the known couriers but Roget would not put it past the resistance to change tactics.  If they did, this needed to be communicated to his men.  
In the pocket of the captive's riding breeches they'd found a few coins, a handkerchief with the initials AA which Roget suspected stood for Augustin Arnaud, the king's youngest brother and in his boot was a card with an embossed symbol and the number 14 written in blue ink.  Roget suspected it was a message in code the rider had been couriering over the line and ordered Bertrand to learn more.  But he wanted to be sure he had cause before he turned his prisoner over to the king's guards where he would likely be hanged as a spy.
The symbol was a curious one--two clasped hands and number meant nothing to Roget nor had he seen such a cryptic message before but taken with the handkerchief found in the rider's pocket with the duke's initials, he ventured it earmarked a plot against a member of the royal family.  Whatever it was, Roget had full authority to beat the truth out of the prisoner.  Thus far, the captive had not said much to his frustration.  He had hoped to make short work of this to give him enough time to take a short break himself.  He had been on patrol since the outbreak of the skirmish just over 24 hours ago.  For that reason, things were about to change.
He strode into the room and saw the prisoner dangling by the wrists from the ceiling of the small interrogation room, the other end of the rope securely tied to a winch and hook in the wall.  The sack was still over the prisoner's head.  Bertrand shook his head when Roget entered the room.
The rider was a tall man, possibly 6'2" or 6'3", all long, lean lines dressed in a rather finely milled flowing cotton blouse, tan riding breeches, and hose.  They’d removed his black knee high leather boots, boots that were of excellent quality, and placed them near the door.  His feet were almost touching the floor.  Roget set the over turned chair, the only piece of furniture in the room, upright and signaled Bertrand to cut the prisoner down.  He watched as Bertrand did so before maneuvering the prisoner into the chair and retying his hands behind his back.  He barely put up a fight though he appeared conscious.  Roget could see the bindings had dug into his pale flesh causing them to bleed.  He favored his left side which meant he was hurt.  Roget knew which side to focus on if necessary.
He signaled Bertrand to remove the sack and approached to observe the captive more carefully.  The prisoner lifted his head slowly and looked about, disoriented, eyes glazed over.  Roget was surprised though he was not foolish enough to show it.  The captive was an exceedingly handsome young man with pale skin and striking grey eyes.  He had a finely chiseled nose and well-formed lips that he licked, his straight wheat blonde hair was tied back in a pony tail that had come loose somewhat, causing strands to fall across his high, slightly battered cheek bones.  The prisoner shook his head as if to clear it and moved his lips as if to speak before he laid his eyes on Roget.
Roget frowned.  He did not look anything like a spy given the revolutionaries were often recruited more from the disgruntled common ilk than the elite.  This man was definitely a noble.  Roget stepped forward and put a booted foot between the man's slightly parted thighs causing him to jump in the chair then narrow his grey eyes at him in affront.
"Alright. Who are you and what were you doing out riding this morning."
"I am Alain du Montbron."  Came the tight reply.  "And I demand to speak with your field commander,” he said icily, though Roget could sense the fear radiating off of him.  Roget snorted.
"You are speaking with him.  Now answer my question.  What were you doing out so early in the morning?"  Roget leaned in just a little closer in intimidating fashion and steeled his gaze.  He knew how to get what he needed from an uncooperative prisoner.  As expected, he saw the slightest reaction register in those grey eyes, a tightening of his jaw before his prisoner licked his lips again.
"If you must know, I was heading home.  From visiting an acquaintance--"
Roget refrained from rolling his eyes.  "What acquaintance?"  
"A friend--a family friend--"
"At five in the morn?"
"I had not realized--"
Roget grabbed him by the blouse and roughly jerked him forward tightening his fists in the silk-like material with pronounced viciousness.  It had the desired effect.  The captive grimaced as the entire chair moved forward scraping noisily across the floor.
"I need a name.  On whose orders were you traveling?"
"What?  No one!  I am not--"
"What was the nature of your business?"
"I told you--I was visiting an acquaintance--"
Already exhausted and irritable from the lack of sleep, Roget had heard enough of his stalling and struck his captive across the face with his open hand causing the captive's head to snap backward, nearly toppling over the chair.  Roget caught him and pulled him back into an upright position.  The captive's eyes went wide with surprise from the blow.  Roget wanted to let the younger man know he meant business.  He was done playing games.  Not with the possible widening of the skirmish and the revolutionaries attempting to pass more spies through his territory.  He would not allow that to happen on his watch.  Too much was at stake.
"You are making a mistake--" the man sputtered earning him another blow to the face, this one splitting his lip and causing him to cry out in pain.  Roget took no pleasure in beating a helpless man but the safety of others rested upon garnering as much information as he could.  He nodded at Bertrand who handed him the handkerchief with the embroidered initials and the handwritten card taken from the man's boot before taking a step back.  When the captive saw the items, his face turned ashen and he swallowed hard.  Now they would make some progress.  It obviously meant something and the fact he'd taken the trouble to hide the card in his boot meant he did not wish it to be discovered.  Roget needed to find out what the message meant and he knew the captive was holding out on him.
The information contained on the card could mean life or death for a member of the royal family.  Though Duke Arnaud was third in line for the throne after the King's two sons, Prince Arden and Prince Stephan, his demise would definitely have a negative impact on their efforts against the resistance movement and bolster the Draysburg cause, something he wished to avoid at all cost.  That this stranger stood in his way only fueled Roget's determination to get to the bottom of things.
"This was found in your boot.  To whom were you couriering this for?"  He demanded.  Then, "Where were you taking this?"
The prisoner stared at him with defiant eyes but Roget refrained from hitting him again.  
"You have no right!" His captive finally spat with vehemence though Roget knew he was afraid.  He could smell the fear on him and then some, as if he’d been out whoring all night sans the cheap perfume.  He had interrogated his fair share of men and knew every man had his breaking point.  This one was definitely withholding information.  But what?  He would stop at nothing to get it.
"What is the nature of this?"  Roget demanded holding the card up between his index and middle finger as he loomed over his prisoner.  He was not going to let up until he got sufficient answers.  To his frustration, the captive lowered his head refusing to answer.
Roget growled and stood back nodding to Bertrand who promptly stepped forward and leveled a punch directly to the prisoner’s gut.  The captive doubled over with a guttural sound of pain before he coughed and wheezed violently, head down.  Roget nodded again and grimaced as Bertrand struck him once more with equal force, this time causing him to gasp and turn white.  Roget stepped forward and gripped him by the hair forcing his head back.  The man's eyes were closed but when he opened them they were laced with tears and raw fury.
"I will not ask you again."  Roget growled out just inches from that handsome face.  
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