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      Abbotsford, the Scottish Borders

      September 1832

      

      Some say I’m a hero. Some call me a traitor.

      My time grows short now. I feel nothing in my right side. My hand lies inert on the bedclothes. The apoplexy has robbed me of any useful employment. I tried, but I cannot hold a pen. Not that it matters. Those exertions are behind me now.

      Some will say that I, Sir Walter Scott—author of Waverley and Rob Roy and Red Gauntlet—invented the new Scotland. That I was the unfailing champion of the noble traditions of the past. That I revealed the Scottish identity that all now wear with tartan-emblazoned pride.

      What they say is a lie.

      My family has brought down my bed and propped me up before the open window of my dining room. In the meadow outside, the yellow of the rock-rose, the scarlet of the campion flower, the pure white of the ox-eyed daisies nearly blind me with their reckless brilliance. The water scratches over the pebbled shore of the Tweed at the end of the field, but instead I hear the haunting voices of hungry, homeless Highlanders, dying by the thousands.

      How many have died as the ancient hills continue to be cleared of their tenant farmers in the name of progress? Pushed from their homes, driven to the sea, to the cold hard streets of our cities, to lands far away…if they could survive the journey. All to make way for a few more sheep. All in the quest of a few more shillings.

      I did what I believed at the time was right for Scotland. I convinced myself I could not let my country descend into the lawless chaos of bloody revolution, the throat of civility ripped out by the mob. It happened in France. The guillotine’s dread machinery flew out of control, splashing far too much innocent blood into the streets in its ravaging thirst for the guilty. And the cobbled lanes of Paris were not yet dry when a new terror arose in the form of their arrogant tyrant Napoleon. I told myself I could not let that happen here. Not here. Not in my homeland.

      But now I see the truth clearly, and the bitter gall of that knowledge rises into my throat. I spent a lifetime creating an image of Scotland that I knew was not real. I closed my eyes to the suffering and the deaths of my own people and instead told stories depicting the grandeur of an imagined Highland past. And as I worked, I held my tongue about the bloody decimation of the clans and their way of life. Men I dined with daily were profiting from the killing, and I said nothing. Worse, I too made money from it with my romantic tales.

      Many are those who see me clearly. To them I am Walter Scott—turncoat, bootlicking lackey of the British Crown. They say I sold the independence of Scotland for a shabby box of tawdry and meaningless honors. They say that because of me the Scottish people will never be free again. That I betrayed them for a wee bit of fleeting fame and the price of a few books.

      Now, after all these years, I find myself forced to agree. And that is all the more difficult to bear because I lie here with Death stalking the shadows of Abbotsford.

      He’s been dogging my faltering steps for some time now.

      This fever struck me as we returned from our travels. Rome and Naples, Florence and Venice. Those places had offered no relief. Death was coming for me. London was covered in yellow fog when we arrived, but the rest is a blur. They tell me I lay close to death for weeks. I don’t recall. And then the final journey home. The steady rumbling rhythm of a steamboat remains in my mind, but I remember very little of that. I only know that I am home now.

      Two of my hunters have been turned out into the meadow. Fine mounts. The golden sun glistens on their powerful shoulders as they begin to graze. I wish I could be as content, but life has buffeted me about, and the choices I’ve made give me no respite. Nor should they.

      My mind returns again and again to the upheaval of 1820, to the ‘Rising.’

      We called those men and women radicals when all they wanted were the rights and freedoms of citizens. In the name of equality and fraternity, they cried out for representation. They demanded the vote. Some called for an end to what they saw as the iron fist of Crown rule. They wanted to sever our northern kingdom from England and restore the ancient parliament of Scotland. In my lifetime those men and women were the last chance for Scotland’s independence, and I blinded myself to their cause. And when Westminster made it treason to assemble and protest, they willingly gave their lives. The heroic blood of the Bruce and the Wallace flowed in their veins. I see that now. Too late.

      That same year, that same month, as the blood flowed, I returned to Scotland from Westminster bearing my new title. Even now, I feel the weight of the king’s sword on my shoulders. But as I reveled proudly in my accomplishments, the cities across the land were tinderboxes, threatening to explode in a wild conflagration of civil war. The weavers and the other tradesmen in Glasgow and Edinburgh had just brought the country’s affairs to a halt with their strikes. Some of the reformers had courageously marched on the ironworks at Carron to seize weapons.

      Scotland teetered on the brink of anarchy. I was afraid. So I took the well-worn path of weak men.

      I feel the fever’s heat coming on again. The colors outside my window grow more brilliant. I hear the sound of voices singing an old Scots ballad. Or is it thunder?

      My single moment of courage came when I saved a woman who would help change the course of history.

      Isabella Murray Drummond. A marvel of this modern age. A doctor, no less, who’d studied at the university in Wurzburg, where her eminent father held a professor’s chair. When he passed away, she married an Edinburgh physician who’d gone to further his studies under the tutelage of her father. He was a widower with a growing daughter. She was a single woman left with a younger sister and a small inheritance. It was a marriage of convenience.

      Isabella, who had the loveliness of Venus and the bearing of a queen. She saved me from losing my leg—lame since my childhood—after the carriage accident in Cowgate. Carried to her husband’s house, I was fortunate he was not at home, for she was the very angel of mercy I needed at that moment, and her skill as a physician saved my life.

      Some will always think me a traitor. I know now that I have helped in giving away Scotland’s chance for independence…perhaps forever…in return for a peace that was profitable for a few. But if I have one thing in my life that I’ll never regret, it was my action on that woman’s behalf when the time came.

      The news spread across the city. Isabella Drummond’s husband was dead, and she was in hiding with her sister and her stepdaughter. The government had declared her an enemy of the Crown, placed a bounty upon her head. Her husband’s rebellious allies wanted her, as well, believing she’d inform on them.

      I succeeded in helping the women escape from the city, far to the north where they would board a ship bound for Canada. She would join all those Highlanders who were journeying to a new life. But she would never board any ship. She would never reach the shores of that far-off place.

      It was there on the rugged coast of the Highlands that she disappeared…and lived a truer adventure than ever flowed from my pen.
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        Sleep the sleep that knows not breaking,

        Morn of toil nor night of waking.

      

      

      
        
        ― Sir Walter Scott, Lady of the Lake, Canto I, stanza 31

      

      

      

      
        
        Duff Head, Northeast Highland Coast

        June 1820

      

      

      “Hard times been choking folks around here for a long time, and most of them would sell their own kin if they thought there’s a ha’penny to be made from it.” Jean paused and fixed her eye on her guest. “And one look at ye and they’ll know yer good for more than that.”

      A loud pop from the driftwood fire in the old woman’s hearth drew Isabella’s gaze. Sparks rose from the blue and lavender flames, struggling to find their way up the chimney. Wind and rain from the storm hammered fiercely at the shutters and the cottage door.

      From what she’d learned on the journey here from John Gordon, Jean’s nephew, the village that huddled around the cove in the shadow of Duff Head consisted of no more than a few dozen families of fishing folk trying to scratch a meager living out of the sea. Desperate. Hungry. Poor. Though she’d always lived her life in the city—Wurzburg, Edinburgh—she’d known many people like them. They didn’t frighten her.

      The soldiers pursuing her posed the real danger.

      A ha’penny, Isabella mused. She was worth a fortune. These Highlanders knew nothing about the thousand pounds sterling on her head. That was the bounty offered by the government to anyone who could bring her back to Edinburgh alive to face interrogation, trial, and a public execution. But Jean had no knowledge of this. Nor did she know of the lesser amount bandied about by the radicals for her corpse to guarantee her silence. Both sides wanted her dead.

      “I’ve lived here my whole life. The sea makes ye hard, and these folks are hard as stone,” the woman continued, perhaps reading a hint of skepticism in Isabella’s face. “They give their loyalty to no one. In the Rising of ’45, they wouldn’t fight for any side. If ye weren’t born here, yer an outsider. To them, even the Bonny Prince was a stranger. And they don’t trust strangers.”

      If only her husband Archibald had been a little more like them, Isabella thought. Perhaps he’d still be alive. But it was his nature to take a side. And now she and her sister and his daughter were running for their lives from the same butchers who cut him down in his own surgery as he tried to care for injured men. Men who’d simply stood up as citizens against a line of British Hussars in the streets of Edinburgh.

      “Yer a stranger and an unprotected woman traveling in the Highlands. An easy mark, to be sure,” Jean warned. “They’ll figure ye to be carrying at least a shilling or two, and they’ll cut yer throat for it. And then yer carcass’ll go into the sea. Them waters have swallowed up more than a few strangers.”

      The older woman’s dire prediction was surely an exaggeration, but the fate that Isabella faced if she fell into the hands of the British was not. Her late husband’s friends, newly released after being held by the authorities, had often been brought to the surgery bearing horrible wounds. Their bodies had been broken. Unspeakable tortures had been inflicted on them. And it mattered naught if they were man or woman.

      “Ye keep to the cottage,” Jean ordered, her tone sharp as the needle she stabbed into the mending on her lap. “And if, by chance, anyone sees ye here, ye say nothing, ye hear? Ye look no one in the face, and ye answer no questions. If there’s anything to be said, I’ll do it.”

      Outside, the storm continued unabated, and the wind whistled and rattled loose shutters. The stone cottage, poor as it was, provided safety and a thatched roof to keep most of the weather out. The rustic meal they’d shared of stewed fish and bannock cakes warmed and filled her. She was grateful to have it. The journey north through the Highlands had been wet and rough.

      “I appreciate you taking me in like this.”

      “I took ye in because my nephew asked me to…and gave me enough for yer room and board. But I don’t know what John is up to. Other than yer name, he didn’t say much about who ye are or where ye came from or where yer headed. But he’s a good lad, and he’s all the kin I have left. I trust him.” The hard glare softened with affection. “He says to me all I need to know is that yer a good woman and some vile Lowlanders’ll pay to get their hands on ye. Says I’m to keep ye hidden for maybe three days. He’ll come back for ye.”

      Jean’s nephew had gone back to Inverness to book passage for Isabella, her sister, and her stepdaughter on a ship that would carry them across the Atlantic to Halifax. But that meant three days of worrying and waiting before she was reunited with Maisie and Morrigan. Still, she hadn’t let the lawyer tell her where he’d placed the young women in the port town. Isabella was afraid she’d be forced to divulge their whereabouts if she fell into the hands of her British pursuers. She had to keep faith that John would do right by the girls. He’d been charged by Sir Walter to look after them all until they left Scotland.

      Isabella’s gaze fixed on Jean’s trembling right hand. She’d noticed it before while the woman was eating, though her hostess tried to hide the infirmity. Now Jean’s needle could not find the target, and she sat back in her chair in frustration as the piece slipped off her lap to the stone floor. Isabella bent over and fetched it, along with the woman’s darning mushroom.

      “Let me finish this for you.” Sitting across from her, she studied the threadbare stocking. There was hardly anything left of the heel to work with, but she put the needle to the task. From the corner of her eye, Isabella saw Jean using one hand to try and quiet the other.

      The Shaking Palsy. Jean’s shuffling gait, the forward stooping, the occasional wiping of drool from the corner of the lips. And the trembling hand that wouldn’t be controlled confirmed it. A disease with no cure that would become increasingly difficult to manage for a woman of advancing years who lived alone. Especially living in a place as desolate as this lonely outpost. Duff Head was a rocky bluff pushing out into the cold green-grey swells of the sea to the east of Inverness. And Jean’s cottage sat like a hunchbacked sow between two stone-studded hills below the coast road, away from the village. She had no neighbors close by. Isolated as it was, Isabella understood why John suggested this would be a safe hiding place for her.

      Her own difficulties aside, it was troubling to think Jean lived alone, out of reach of immediate help if she needed it.

      Isabella made another covert survey of the cottage. The iron cooking pot was too heavy and earlier, when she’d struggled to swing it out from over the fire, Isabella had jumped to help her. The threadbare rug on the stone floor certainly presented a hazard as the ailing woman dragged her foot. If she fell and broke an arm or a hip, she could lie there helpless forever. “Does anyone visit you?”

      Jean bristled. “If someone comes to the door, I’ll do the explaining. I’ll say yer Mrs. Murray, a friend of a cousin, on yer way down from the Orkneys. Heading to the Borders, ye are. Resting here for a few days. That’s all they need to know.”

      Murray was her family name, and she’d lived as Isabella Murray for twenty-eight years until she married Archibald Drummond six years ago and returned to Scotland, to a homeland she hardly knew.

      “I only asked out of concern for you.” Isabella looked at the gaps in the shutters where rain-drenched wind was coming through. And the thatched roof was hardly water-tight. A stream was running down one wall and pooling in a dark corner. “I’m sure a cottage like this requires a great deal of upkeep and⁠—”

      “I manage. Always have and always will. And I’m not about to hearken to John’s talk of forcing me to live with him.” The cap sitting atop the grey hair bobbed in agreement. “Feet first is how I’ll go. That’s how my sainted husband left our house, and they can take me out the same way.”

      Isabella had known very little about John Gordon’s aunt before they got here. Their entire trip north, she’d been more worried about getting Maisie and Morrigan beyond the reach of the men who would surely be chasing them.

      “The curate does his duty and looks in on me once a fortnight when he comes through. And the women in the village stop by with a basket now and again.”

      The door shook from the force of a gust of wind. Jean followed Isabella’s gaze and frowned.

      “If one of them comes calling, remember what I said. No talking. Even a whisper of that Lowland accent’ll give ye away.”

      “I’m quite good at following directions. I’ll cause you no trouble.”

      The roof of the cottage shook as if in disagreement and showered them with broken bits of thatch.

      Trouble. Isabella plied her needle to the stocking. Trouble had been a constant companion to her from the moment Archibald brought them all back to Scotland, to their house on Infirmary Street near the surgical hospital. In Wurzburg—thanks to her father’s tutelage and influence—she was living a quiet and productive life as an accomplished physician and surgeon, well-versed in the science of medicine, privileged among her sex for being allowed to practice in a profession dominated by men.

      Archibald Drummond had promised all would be the same in Edinburgh. Neither of them pretended that theirs was a love match. It was a marriage based on respect. It would meet their mutual needs, for her sister and his daughter would be provided for. She could practice medicine in his clinic and lead the same kind of life in Scotland. But he’d only spoken half the truth; he said nothing of his other life.

      He was a political idealist, a reformer, and his nationalist consciousness had reawakened the moment he stepped foot on the soil of his homeland. From then on, her husband led two lives. One, as a respected and learned doctor who was sought after by Edinburgh’s elite. And second, as an activist whose evenings were constantly filled with secret meetings and radical efforts to change the repressive direction of the government in London. But that covert life of his, Isabella wanted no part in. She was Scottish by birth, but she’d lived nearly her entire life away of this land. Scottish nationalism and reform were lost on her, for she’d dedicated herself to one passion, medicine.

      The collapse of embers in the fireplace tore away a barrier and suddenly she was back in her house in Edinburgh. Back in the midst of the mayhem of that fateful day in April.

      It had been a day of strikes. Weavers had ordered a shutdown of the city. Shopkeepers shuttered their windows and doors. Protests has been organized in Glasgow and in smaller towns, as well.

      The government’s response was direct and brutal. Troops on foot and horse attacked without warning, riding down and beating protesters in the street. Eighteen were carried back to the clinic in their house with severe injuries after the clashes. They hadn’t enough room for all the patients. Bleeding men lay moaning on the floor, in the hall, on the table in the kitchen. Some were not conscious.

      Archibald saw to those wounded lying in the front rooms. Morrigan worked at her father’s elbow. Isabella set the broken leg of a six-year-old boy, an innocent bystander knocked down by the mob trying to disperse and trampled on by the iron-shod hoof of a cavalry steed.

      She’d just put him upstairs on her own bed when the sound of shouts and pounding outside drew her to the window. Red-coated militia crowded the street in front of the house.

      “Soldiers!” her sister Maisie cried, rushing into the room. “Here. Demanding to be let in!”

      Sharp, clawing fingers of fear took her throat in a viselike grip. Isabella was no fool. She knew what was happening on the streets of the city. She was well aware of the identity of some of the wounded they were tending to downstairs at this very moment. She knew the roles these men were playing in the unrest.

      “Grab your cloak,” Isabella ordered. “Go down the back steps and wait by the kitchen door while I fetch Morrigan. You two must leave the house.”

      As she raced toward the stairs, the sound of the front door splintering as it was battered open was followed by shouts. Her feet barely touched the boards as she flew down the steps.

      The front rooms—always a place of order and healing—were a battlefield. Tradesmen and women fought fiercely against the invading soldiers in blue and red jackets. She’d never seen such brawling. More shouting. A gunshot.

      Pushing through the chaos, she found her husband sprawled against a wall, blood spreading across his white shirt and waistcoat. He’d been shot in the chest.

      “Why?” she screamed at the men who continued to pour into the house. She crouched beside Archibald, pressing both hands to the wound, trying to staunch the flow of blood.

      “You can’t help me,” he breathed, pushing her hand away. He looked behind Isabella. “Take her from here. Go. Please.”

      Fighting continued all around her, but she worked relentlessly to save her husband’s life. Time stood still, and the air took on a nightmarish hue. Though Morrigan was right beside her, the young woman’s keening cries had a distant, muffled sound. Still, Isabella struggled. But it was too late. Archibald knew. He shuddered, faded, and was gone.

      How she was able to get to the back of the house, pulling Morrigan behind her through the bedlam, Isabella could not recall later on. But Maisie was waiting for them in the kitchen, standing before the barred garden door. Before Isabella could pull it open, someone outside began knocking. There was no escape. They were surrounded.

      “Don’t forget what I told ye,” Jean’s barked order cut into the memories and jerked Isabella back into the present.

      She took a deep breath. The knocking was real. The haunting chaos of Edinburgh dissolved in an instant. Isabella peered through dim firelight at the door.

      Jean crooked a finger at her again before pushing to her feet and shuffling toward the entrance.

      Isabella’s stomach clenched. Had they found her? The farther they’d traveled away from Edinburgh, the more days that passed, her worry of getting caught only increased. The accusations of her involvement, the news of the bounty on her head, overtook the travelers and raced ahead of them. Eyes of strangers followed her. She feared being taken at every roadside stop. And the suspicion of her husband’s friends that she’d be a liability to them if she were caught only magnified the fear. Long before they’d reached Inverness, word had spread that both sides wanted her.

      The door creaked, and the old woman put her shoulder against it to stop the tempest from shoving it open wide. Jean nodded to whoever was outside and stepped out into the storm, pulling the door shut behind her.

      Isabella left the sewing on the chair and moved away from the fire. Near the foot of the cot sat her bag. Her faithful and courageous Edinburgh housekeeper had hidden the three women in her son’s dank, airless dwelling in Cooper’s Close in Canongate and delivered her medical instruments a few days after the attack on their house.

      The door was the only entrance into the cottage, and Isabella was trapped. Two windows cut through the thick walls. A stiff leather hide hung low on the wall near the fire, and she wondered if it might provide access to a woodshed or an animal pen. She picked up her cloak and bag but stopped.

      It was foolish to think about running. Even if she were able to get out that way, where would she go? She didn’t know the country around her. Her sister and stepdaughter were somewhere in Inverness. Their next meeting was to be aboard a sailing ship bound for Halifax. But even that part of their plan was vague. The only thing Isabella had any confidence in was that John was coming after her.

      All of their futures lay in the hands of John’s colleague Walter Scott. Sir Walter Scott now. A generous man, he claimed he needed to repay a debt to Isabella, using his own funds and risking his own liberty.

      The door pushed open again and Isabella stood still, holding her breath and letting it out only when she saw Jean come back inside alone. The old woman latched the door behind her.

      “Someone knows I’m here?”

      “They don’t,” Jean said, going back to her place by the fire. “And that’s all the better for ye.”

      “What did they want?”

      “Nothing that concerns ye.”

      The answer didn’t make her feel less anxious. She was caught in a blind alley and recalling what she’d gone through only reinforced the helplessness of her position.

      “Is there anything I need to know? Or be worried about?”

      “Aye. Plenty.” Jean looked sharply at her. “But no matter what happens, ye gave me yer word ye won’t be leaving this cottage.”

      “I shan’t. I have nowhere to go. But what do you mean ‘no matter what happens’? Do you expect trouble?”

      “Ye ask too many questions,” she snapped.

      “With good reason,” Isabella replied, softening her tone. “I’ve been through a great deal of trouble, and none of it I asked for.”

      The old woman paused, keen grey eyes studying Isabella’s face. “This storm is blowing hard from the north. When that happens, we got to be prepared for what the sea gives up. That’s why someone was at my door.”

      A shipwreck, she thought. How the villagers lived was none of her business. She put down her bag.

      “The sea is a harsh mistress,” Jean continued. “And seafaring folk must ply their trade, no matter the weather. The sea takes, and the sea provides; that’s the way of things. Now ye go to bed.”
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        Come as the winds come, when

        Forests are rended,

        Come as the waves come, when

        Navies are stranded.

      

      

      
        
        — Sir Walter Scott, Pibroch of Donald Dhu

      

      

      

      The Highland Crown. His home. His pride and joy. His dearest possession after twenty years at sea. But there was no saving her. His beloved ship was lost.

      Stinging, wind-whipped water—chill and sharp as ice—lashed at Cinaed Mackintosh’s face as he squinted through the rain at the mortally wounded brig he’d sailed through a dozen storms as fierce as this one. He lived a good life aboard her. She had the speed to outrun many a ship with far more canvas. She could maneuver in the tightest spots and in the highest winds. She needed it, for they’d operated on both sides of the law. He’d been fortunate indeed in his years as master of this vessel. But his good luck had run out the moment Highland Crown was driven up onto the godforsaken rocks of this Scottish coast.

      Cinaed’s eyes burned from the brine. His ship was lying nearly on its side. The masts had been reduced to splinters, and the wind and crashing surf continued to drag the hull over the jagged reef, tearing huge holes in the timbers and threatening to tumble her into the wild green maelstrom of the sea. He peered toward the patches of black shoreline that appeared like momentary rends, opening and quickly closing in the shroud of dark mist enveloping his vessel.

      Two longboats bearing his crew had already disappeared into the storm. The booming sounds of rollers crashing in the distance told him reaching shore was no certain feat.

      The ship shuddered and groaned as a wall of water struck and washed over everything, briefly submerging Cinaed and his second mate, a former gunner, who clung to a torn ratline. A handful of men, the last of his crew, struggled nearby to keep the third longboat from swamping.

      Not even a day ago, they’d been sailing up from Aberdeen to Inverness. When the storm hit, it hit fast and hard.

      It pained him to do what needed to be done now. In a secluded inlet east of Inverness, Cinaed was to deliver his cargo, but that plan would never be played out. On the other hand, he couldn’t allow those goods to fall into the hands of just anyone. The political sympathies of the folk living along this coast and across the Highlands was never a certainty, and he didn’t want any of the consequences of discovery to fall on his crew.

      “Burn it,” he ordered. “You know what to do.”

      His second mate nodded grimly and climbed through the hatch leading into the bowels of the ship.

      Not long after he disappeared, another watery surge hammered at the boat. The Highland Crown lifted and then dropped, breaking the keel like a wrestler’s back. Cinaed held tight to the tattered lines. Worry for his man pushed him toward the hatch. The entire vessel moved again as a section of the bow of the brig heaved, broke off, and began to slide off into the sea. Around him, lines snapped and planking exploded like dry kindling. Then, the bow was gone, and only a few casks and crates and splintered timbers remained to mark her passing.

      He knew it was only a matter of time before the rest of the ship would follow, spilling its cargo into the churning, grey waves. He didn’t want to lose another man. Reaching the hatch, he called down into the dark recesses of the hold. The fury of the storm obliterated any chance of an answer.

      He dove through the hatch, moving swiftly through the lower decks in search of his gunner. Cinaed found him, his leg trapped against a bulkhead by one of the very casks he’d set out to destroy. The mate’s eyes flashed white with terror. He was holding a lantern at arm’s length.

      Hanging the light from a beam, Cinaed found a pole and managed to lever him free. Half carrying, half dragging the man, he made his way back to the deck.

      “Help him,” he shouted at the sailors when they’d reached the submerged gunwale. Another wave crashed over them, but the ship held steady, for the moment at least. Standing in the froth, he handed the gunner into the longboat. “Cast off and get clear. If she rolls, you won’t have time.”

      “Come with us, Captain,” the helmsman shouted through the wind.

      The ship moved with the grinding shriek of wood on stone.

      “Do as I say.”

      He waited until the longboat cast off the lines. What was left of the Highland Crown now joined the tumult of the storm in trying to stop him from reaching his destination. A railing collapsed and tumbled over him, nearly taking him with it into the sea. He climbed over rigging and ducked a spar that swung at his head like a club before he plunged through the hatch.

      The lantern swung where they’d left it. With one last look at his cargo, he lit the fuse. With a hiss, the sparks shot toward the kegs, undulating like a fiery serpent. He had no time to consider the loss of all that he’d scratched and fought and bled to build in his life.

      The longboat was battling the waves on the leeward side when he reached the open deck. Cinaed leaped into the churning sea. The chill of the water knocked the breath from his lungs. A wave drove him under.

      As the sea enfolded him in her arms, the pain of his loss was a dirk driven into his heart. He was not a rich man. He was not born to wealth with a university education or a bought commission or a loving patron ready to cushion his fall. He’d been rejected by the only family he knew. And now the winds of ill-fortune had dashed Cinaed upon a stony shore, ripping from him his home, his life, his future. Beaten back from all he’d gained, his path had been decimated. But was he strong enough to start again?

      He turned his gaze up toward the heaving froth of the sea and clawed his way upward. Bursting through, he swam toward the longboat.

      Eager hands reached out to help him clamber on board.

      “Row, lads,” he ordered, climbing into the stern. “All you’ve got now.”

      Behind him, the Highland Crown exploded in a rapid-fire series of blasts, and pieces of the vessel rained down on the longboat. Cinaed stood beside the helmsman and looked back at his precious ship. What was left of the hull on the reef was on fire, and black smoke billowed above her.

      A knot formed in his throat as he watched her burn. Then, lifted by the storm surge, the ship washed off the reef and sank from sight. Planks and rigging were all that remained, burning as they tossed on the tumultuous waves.

      Cinaed tore his eyes away and turned to the task at hand, getting his men safely to shore. Through the murk and heavy mist, a rocky point appeared, jutting out from some unseen mainland.

      “What’s behind us is gone,” he shouted above the wind. “Row hard, men. The shore is near.”
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        With head upraised, and look intent,

        And eye and ear attentive bent,

        And locks flung back, and lips apart,

        Like monument of Grecian art,

        In listening mood, she seemed to stand,

        The guardian Naiad of the strand.

      

      

      
        
        — Sir Walter Scott, Lady of the Lake, Canto I, stanza 17

      

      

      

      The loud bang shocked her awake, and Isabella sat bolt upright.

      Looking about her, she remained where she was for a few moments and tried to clear away the filmy webs of confusion. She couldn’t quite grasp her surroundings. The place was unfamiliar, and she couldn’t remember how she’d gotten here or why she was here. It was like a dream she could not quite escape.

      But was the bang part of her dream?

      She blinked and tried to clear her head.

      Jean, John Gordon’s aunt. She was here in the Highlands, in the old woman’s cottage. The driftwood fire on the hearth had burned down to embers, casting a flickering glow over the floor and the walls and the humble furnishings.

      The door swung hard, driven by a gust of wind, and banged once more against the scarred table by a shuttered window. A briny gust swept in through the open door, spattering the stone floor with rain that glistened like drops of amber.

      Fanned by the sweep of salt air, the meager flames leapt up momentarily, and she glanced around the small cottage.

      The woman was nowhere to be seen.

      A quick series of explosions propelled Isabella to her feet. The blast was close, and she hurriedly yanked on her boots. Throwing on her cloak, she crossed to the door and peered out into the rain. Here on the Highland coast, the night sky retained the dismal grey hue of twilight throughout the summer, never yielding completely to the blackness of more southern climes. Even the storm clouds failed to blot out the dim light. But a second sun was burning brightly on the water. She stepped out onto the hard-packed sand and stared through the windswept rain at the wild scene before her.

      Not a half mile from the stony beach, nearly cut off from view by heavy mists, the remains of a burning ship lay on a reef. Flames and smoke rose high in the sky.

      Smatterings of villagers lined the black stretch of strand, pointing toward the wreck. A few men stood on a jagged ridge of rock projecting out into the raging surf. The attention of Jean’s neighbors was riveted on the events offshore, but Isabella moved cautiously to a vantage point on the shadowy side of a line of large boulders leading down into the sea. From here she could see and not be discovered.

      A thick swirling cloud obscured the reef for a few moments, lifting just as a wave carried the burning vessel off the rocks. Shouts and curses peppered the air as the ship went under. Isabella had no experience with shipwrecks, but she guessed the sinking was a hard blow to the scavengers waiting on shore.

      Before long, villagers began to wade out to gather in the few casks and parts of the ship being carried in ahead of the crashing rollers. Working together, they dragged their meager treasure up onto the beach.

      Isabella recalled that a visitor had come to Jean’s door earlier. They must have seen the ship hit the reef. They knew this was coming. The sea takes, and the sea provides; that’s the way of things.

      Through the mist, she espied a single longboat foundering near the rocky point. It disappeared into a trough, and when it rose again, the boat was riding lower in the water. Wind and waves were buffeting it about.

      A shot rang out from the rugged point.

      Isabella gasped and took couple of steps forward as a man in the longboat fell backward, tumbling out and disappearing into the surf. From where she was, she could not see who fired the musket, but it was clear to her that the villagers were determined to scavenge what they could. They wanted no survivors to muddy their claim. And they would not brook the existence of any interfering witnesses, either.

      Pressing a fist to her stomach, Isabella watched the longboat fight to turn away from the rocks. A moment later, it disappeared into the mists.

      Villagers continued to pull wreckage from the water, but she looked on with unseeing eyes. Lost in thought as the rain beat down on her, she considered the absurd naiveté of the life she led. Isabella had devoted her entire existence to healing people. But in the real world, men regularly ended each other’s lives without hesitation or regret. She’d seen it. In Edinburgh, her own husband had died from a bullet fired by some soulless man in uniform. Even as they ran from the house, she’d seen the bodies on the streets, ridden down by the very men who were supposed to protect them. And she’d seen it here. Now.

      How long she stood there, she didn’t know. But suddenly she became aware of Jean hurrying toward her from the cottage. The old woman reached her and plucked at Isabella’s cloak.

      “I told ye to stay inside,” Jean said fiercely, motioning toward the door. “This is village business. It’s no business of yers. Get back inside afore someone sees ye.”

      “Who set the ship on fire?”

      “They did, the blasted curs.” She spat at the direction of the water. “They wanted to deny us whatever they were carrying.”

      “They shot a man in the boat,” Isabella said, unwilling to forget what she’d seen. “In cold blood.”

      “I saw nothing of that. And neither did ye.”

      No law. No principle. No compassion. The only thing that mattered was one’s own survival. This is how they lived. And, she guessed, how they’d always lived. This was why John brought her here. Still, it was difficult to witness. But she had to remain silent. Three days, she reminded herself. Three more days and she’d sail away from the Highlands. And the events of this night would fill only one thin chapter in the tragic memoir of her life in Scotland.

      “Go in, I say.” Jean peered through a gap in the boulders at the villagers. “Now. Afore someone sees ye. And don’t be talking of shooting. We’ve got no guns in the Highlands.”

      Isabella planted her feet when the old woman tried to push her back toward the cottage. A movement at the sea’s edge drew her eye. At the base of one of the boulders that cut off this narrow stretch of stony beach from the long strand leading to the village and Duff Head, a man was dragging himself through the wind-whipped foam. Just above the waterline, he sank onto the beach.

      “Someone from the ship!”

      Jean gripped Isabella’s arm tightly. “I see no one.”

      She shook herself loose of the older woman. “I care nothing about salvaged goods. Your villagers can keep it all. But that man needs help.”

      “Wait. Ye can’t.”

      For many, being a physician meant following a dignified profession, one that generally garnered respect and modest financial benefits. But to Isabella, it was an obligation and an honor. She always treated her chosen path as a responsibility. It didn’t matter who or what the patient’s circumstances were. Friend or foe, poor or rich, she did the same for all. She’d been given a gift that she was determined to use.

      She moved quickly down the stony slope to the water’s edge, and Jean stayed close behind her, grumbling the entire way.

      The man’s longish dark hair was matted with seaweed and grit. His face was half-buried in the stones and sand. He was clearly a large man, tall and broad across the shoulders. From the well-made wool jacket and from the quality leather of the boots, she decided he was no ordinary tar. He was either a passenger or an officer from the ship.

      Isabella put her back to the gusts of rain and crouched beside him. Putting her fingers on his throat, she felt for a pulse. His skin was clammy and cold.

      “God willing, the dog’s dead,” Jean mumbled, hovering over her.

      “Your wish might come true. He’s more dead than alive.”

      If this was the man who was shot, she imagined there’d be no mercy shown if the villagers found him alive. And his body would never be found. The rising tide was washing up around his boots.

      “Help me turn him over.”

      “I’ll not help ye with any such thing. And if ye have any sense, ye’ll leave him be and let the sea take him.”

      Isabella wiped the salty rain from her face, and pulled his arm, managing on her own to turn him onto his side. A growth of beard covered his face, but his skin was pale as ash, his breathing shallow. Taking hold of his jacket, she rolled him onto his back. Her hand came away red. She pushed his coat open and saw a hole in his black waistcoat an inch or so above the heart. Blood was seeping from the wound.

      “I knew it.” She pressed her hand against the wound to stop the bleeding.

      “Let him go.”

      She pressed harder. The storm and the rage of the sea blended with Jean’s warnings before fading away. Her mind was transported back to their house in Edinburgh. The stranger’s face was Archibald’s. Warm blood oozed through her fingers. All her years of training and she hadn’t been able to save him. His life had just slipped away.

      Isabella would not let this man die.

      Archibald was her friend, her mentor and her teacher. Just as when her father died, losing him had slapped her down with the cruelty of life’s uncertainties. The responsibility for the lives of her sister and her step-daughter was overwhelming. In a moment she’d been stripped of the ideal life she’d been living. At four and thirty years of age, she had to learn how to survive. She had to run for her life.

      “Not much is washing ashore.” Jean’s voice came to her from the gap in the boulders, where she was watching the villagers down the beach. “Folk’ll be coming this way to see if anything drifted this far.”

      The blood continued to pulse from the wound.

      The old woman shuffled back to Isabella’s side. “Ye have to go in, mistress. Now. They won’t be any too happy with this one.”

      “I can’t let him die. Not again. I can’t,” she said, her voice belonging to a stranger.

      Isabella reached for a clump of seaweed that washed up beside them. She pressed it into the wound. The bullet was still in him. If she could extract it, sew the wound shut, she could stop the bleeding. It was the only way to save him. Ten years ago, she’d helped her father operate on the bloodied men carted back to Wurzburg from the battle at Leipzig. After a week, they’d still carried Russian musket balls and shrapnel in their festering wounds. The death rate had been dreadful.

      The bag containing her surgical instruments was beside the cot. “Help me take him up the hill.”

      “This one will never see the inside of my cottage. Just leave him.”

      “I’ll drag him up there by myself then.”

      Jean tugged at Isabella’s cloak again. “Yer daft, woman. Ye remember nothing of what I said last night, do ye?”

      The patch of seaweed was helping staunch the flow of the blood. Isabella looked up at the sandy stretch, trying to decide on how she could get him up the hill.

      “Ye listen to me now, mistress⁠—”

      “I am not leaving him,” she cut in sternly. “Do you hear? I am not letting him die out here on the beach. Now, you do what you see fit. But if you want to deliver this man up to your friends, then you can just hand me over with him.”

      The older woman let go of the cloak and straightened up, staring at her as if she were a creature with two heads.

      They both started at the sound of someone calling from the beach beyond the boulders. A man’s voice.

      Too soon, Isabella thought. Her bravado was being tested. “I stand by my words.”

      “Stay down and don’t move,” Jean hissed. “Mind me now.”

      The urgency in the old woman’s voice sank in. Isabella crouched beside the injured man. She kept firm pressure on the seaweed over the wound.

      Concealed by the boulder at the edge of the water, she watched Jean climb with surprising agility onto the rocks to head off the villager.

      “Oy, Auld Jean. Anything come in along this stretch?”

      From where Isabella waited, she could see the man was carrying a stout cudgel.

      “Nay, Habbie. Not a thing, curse ‘em,” she wailed. “The dogs blew it up rather than giving us our deserving share. And what purpose does that serve, I’d like to know.”

      “If any of them boats land nearby, I’m thinking the lads’ll be taking it out of their hides.”

      “Well, that blast was a fine show, to be sure,” she remarked. “What do ye think they had in there to go to such trouble?”

      “French gold and Old Boney’s crown, no doubt. Wouldn’t want that lot to fall into the wrong hands.” Habbie laughed. “Though maybe they was carrying a weapon or two.”

      Illegal in the Highlands, Isabella thought.

      “And maybe keg of powder or two?”

      “Ye could be on to something, woman. Wouldn’t be the first smuggler to run too close to the Head.”

      Isabella frowned at the man lying motionless in the sand beside her. A smuggler.

      The sound of others calling from the beach drew the villager’s attention. “Come for us if anything washes ashore. Don’t be dragging any crates out of the sea by yerself.”

      “Of course, ye fool. I’m too auld to be doing anything like that.”

      Isabella didn’t know if it was safe yet to let out a breath of relief. The sailor or the smuggler or the passenger or whoever this man was, he remained unconscious. But beneath her palms, she could feel his beating heart. He was not giving up.

      She watched Jean make her way back down.

      “Thank you,” Isabella said. “Now can you please help me drag him up to the cottage?”

      “Best look at him again. The blasted cur looks dead enough to me.”

      “He’s not dead. He⁠—”

      The words caught in her throat as a hand shot up and long, viselike fingers clutched her windpipe, squeezing hard.

      Isabella gasped for air, stunned by the attack. She tried desperately to yank herself free of the deadly grip. She tried to claw at his face but couldn’t reach. Her nails dug into his wrist, but he wouldn’t let go. His eyes were open but unfocused. He was intent on murder, and there was nothing she could do to stop him.

      Her lungs threatened to burst. And this was the end, she thought. Her destiny was not to die beside Archibald and his rebel comrades in Edinburgh, but here, alone, her life choked out of her in a storm on a Highland shore. Jean would surely push her body into the sea, and her killer’s body would soon follow. Maisie and Morrigan’s faces flashed across her mind’s eye. The two would need to survive without her, Isabella decided, feeling herself losing consciousness. They had each other, and they were no longer children but strong women. They would need to be.

      But her end didn’t come so quickly. Unexpectedly, the man released his grip with the same suddenness that he attacked her. Isabella fell backward onto the stony beach, coughing and trying to force air back into her chest.

      One breath. Her lungs protested. Another breath. She was breathing. Breathing. She held her bruised throat.

      Jean was crouched beside the man’s head, proudly waving a good-sized rock in her hand.

      “This time I’d say the seadog really is dead.”
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        O, Woman! In our hours of ease,

        Uncertain, coy, and hard to please,

        And variable as the shade

        By the light quivering aspen made;

        When pain and anguish wring the brow,

        A ministering angel thou!

      

      

      
        
        — Sir Walter Scott, Marmion, Canto VI, stanza 30

      

      

      

      Cinaed looked up into a woman’s face. Fine black eyebrows arched over brown eyes that were focused on his chest. Thick dark hair was pulled back in a braid and pinned up at the back of her head. Intent on what she was doing, she was unaware that he was awake.

      Her brow was furrowed, and lines of concentration framed the corners of her mouth. The grey travel dress she wore was plain and practical. She was not old but not young, either. Not fat, not thin. From where he lay, he guessed she was neither tall nor short. She was beautiful, but not in the flashy way of the women who generally greeted sailors in the port towns. Nor was she like the eyelash-fluttering lasses in Halifax who never stopped trying to get his attention after a Sunday service. He didn’t bother to assess the pleasant symmetry of her face, however. The ‘brook no nonsense’ expression warned that she wasn’t one to care what others thought of her looks, anyway.

      But who was she?

      The last clear memory he had was seeing a flash from the shore. The next moment his chest had been punched with what felt like a fiery poker. Everything after that floated in a jumbled haze. He recalled being in the water, trying to swim toward some distant shore. Or was he struggling to reach the longboat again?

      Cinaed didn’t know what part of his body hurt more, the fearsome pounding in his head or the burning piece of that poker still lodged in his chest.

      “Where am I?” he demanded. “Who the deuce are you?”

      Startled, she sat up straight, pulling away and scowling down at him. In one blood-covered hand, she held a needle and thread. In the other, a surgeon’s knife that she now pointed directly at his throat.

      “Try to choke me again and I’ll kill you.”

      “Choke you? For the love of God, woman!”

      His ship. The reef. The explosion. He closed his eyes for a moment and tried to clear away the fog. Everything he’d been through struck him like a broadside.

      The Highland Crown was gone. He’d detonated the powder himself. Where were his men? He’d climbed into the last longboat. They’d been fired at from the beach. He’d been shot.

      Cinaed grabbed the knife-wielding wrist before she could pull it away. “Where are my men?”

      An ancient woman in Highland garb slid into his line of sight behind the younger one. She was making sure he saw the cudgel she had over one shoulder.

      “This one is worth less than auld fish bait, mistress,” she taunted. The crone was ready and obviously eager to use that club. “And thankless, too, I’m bound. I was right when I said you should never have saved him.”

      Should never have saved him. He released the wrist, and the hand retreated. But the dark-haired woman didn’t move away. As if nothing had happened, she dropped the knife on the cot out of his reach. The brown eyes again focused on his chest, and she put her needle back to work.

      He winced but kept his hands off the woman.

      By all rights, he should be dead. A musket ball cut him down and knocked him into the water. He should indeed be finished. Someone on shore had tried to kill him.

      But he was alive, and apparently he owed his life to this one. Gratitude flowed through him.

      “Want me to give him another knock in the head?” the old witch asked.

      “Last stitch. Let me finish,” she said in a voice lacking the heavier burr of the northern accent. “You can kill him when I’m done.”

      A sense of humor, Cinaed thought. At least, he hoped she was joking. She tied off the knot, cut the thread and straightened her back, inspecting her handiwork. He lifted his head to see what kind of quilt pattern she’d made of him. A puckered line of flesh, topped by a row of neat stitches, now adorned the area just below his collarbone. He’d been sewn up by surgeons before, and they’d never done such a fine job of it. He started to sit up to thank her.

      That was a grave mistake. For an instant, he thought the old woman had used her cudgel, after all. When he pushed himself up, his brain exploded, and he had no doubt it was now oozing out of his ears and eye sockets. The taste of bilge water bubbled up in his throat.

      “A bucket,” he groaned desperately.

      The woman was surprisingly strong. She rolled him and held a bucket as his stomach emptied. She’d been expecting this, it appeared. However horrible he was feeling before, it was worse now as the room twisted and rocked and spun. Long stretches of dry heaves wracked his body.

      “Blood I can deal with,” the old woman grouched somewhere in the grey haze filling the room. He heaved again. “By all the saints!”

      “I’ll clean up later. Don’t worry about any of this. Go sit by the fire, Jean. You’ve had a long night.”

      Cinaed felt a wet cloth swab the back of his neck and his face.

      Jean mumbled something unintelligible about “weak-bellied” and “not to be trusted” and “a misery.” When he hazarded a glance at her, she was glaring at him like some demon guarding the gates of hell.

      “Does my nephew know that yer a doctor?” she asked, not taking her eyes off of him as she snatched up the knife and handed it to the younger woman.

      A doctor! He lifted his head to look at her again. She was definitely a woman. He was still breathing, and she’d done a fine job on whatever damage was done to his chest by the bullet. But the possibility of any trained physician, or even a surgeon, being here in this remote corner of the Highlands was so implausible. Male or female.

      “John knows.”

      “But ye say yer not a midwife,” Jean stated, a note of disbelief evident in her tone. “And not just a surgeon, in spite of all them fine, shiny instruments in that bag of yers.”

      “I trained as a physician at a university. But I’m finding that my abilities as a surgeon have more practical uses wherever I go.”

      University trained. Cinaed stole another look at her. She had an air of confidence in the way she spoke and acted that convinced him that she was telling the truth. And for the first time since the Highland Crown struck that reef, he wondered if his good fortune was still holding, if only by thread. Lady Luck, apparently, had sent him Airmid, his own goddess of healing.

      Long-forgotten words, chanted over some injury, came back to him from childhood. Bone to bone. Vein to vein. Skin to skin. Blood to blood. Sinew to sinew. Marrow to marrow. Flesh to flesh…

      From the floor she retrieved a bowl containing bloody cloths. A musket ball lay nestled like a robin’s egg on the soaked rags. By the devil, he thought, his admiration nearly overflowing. She not only stitched him together, she dug the bullet out of him.

      The deuce! He’d never seen anyone like her. Frankly, he didn’t care if she came from the moon to practice medicine here. He owed his life to her.

      “And a woman doctor, to boot,” Jean said. “Imagine that. I never knew there were any.”

      Cinaed lifted his head to catch a glimpse of the face next to his. The eyes were as dark and serious as sapphires. But she wasn’t seeing him. Her attention was on wiping the sweat from his face.

      “I never knew there were any, either,” he managed to say before bending over the bucket and vomiting again.

      In this remote and godforsaken Highland shore, where people shot at the survivors of a sinking ship, he’d been saved by a doctor.

      “After digging that ball out of him, did ye sew him up wrong?” Jean asked. “Is that why his guts are spilling out into my bucket?”

      “He’s throwing up because you hit him with a rock.”

      “What choice did I have? Yer a stranger here, but the dog was throttling ye. Had murder in his eyes, he did.”

      Cinaed did vaguely recall fighting. He was on a beach. The pain in his chest was intense. He thought someone was cutting out his heart. He felt a twinge of guilt.

      “I didn’t. I wasn’t. No mur…” he managed to rasp out, trying to keep down the next gallon of boiling seawater rising into his gorge.

      “I was trying to save your life, but you decided to choke the life out of me,” the doctor said calmly. “You deserved the knock on the head.”

      And she’d still extracted that ball from his chest and put him back together. Steps shuffled off across the floor. Old Cerberus was returning to her lair. At least, the woman doctor didn’t belong to this tribe of brutes who tried to kill him. He should apologize—thank her, at any rate—but he couldn’t. The bile was in his throat again. Every limb in his body felt dead to him. His body ached, and his face was suddenly burning with fever. He only wanted to close his eyes and shut everything out.

      She gently rolled him onto his back and lowered his head onto a soft mound.

      The hellish upheaval in his stomach was easing now that it was empty. The doctor stood up and crossed to the fire, and Cinaed studied the inside of the cottage for the first time. The smell of fish and a wood fire permeated the air. One door, two windows, a thin beam of daylight cutting across the smoky interior. The old woman sat at a wooden table, mumbling what sounded like complaints at no one in particular. The storm seemed to be lessening outside. His clothes were wet, so he couldn’t have been unconscious for too long.

      Carrying strips of cloth, the doctor came back and crouched beside him. Her hands were cool, and he welcomed them on his fevered skin. Her touch moved with competent assurance as she cleaned and covered the wound on his chest.

      In his entire life, no woman ever treated him so tenderly. Certainly, he’d known the soft touches of plenty harbor lasses, but their interest in him was more closely connected to the coins in his pocket. He’d been at sea for most of his days and never had a real home to call his own. He’d never had a woman who cared for his needs without wanting something in return.

      He studied her face again.

      Her nose was straight. The hollow curve beneath her high cheekbones fascinated him. He didn’t know why, but he found himself fighting the impulse to reach up and erase the furrowed crease in the middle of her brow.

      Cinaed’s eyes drifted shut. It was too painful to move, to think, to try to decide how he could repay his debt to her. To this doctor.

      Then suddenly, he was back on board the Highland Crown. The storm was again raging, and huge waves were battering his brig. Men were trapped in the stern, and he had to save them before the ship was driven down into the bottomless abyss.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella laid a blanket over the man, leaving the dressed wound exposed. She wanted to know if it began to bleed again.

      She hadn’t removed his boots from the long legs that hung over the end of the cot. His size alone made him quite imposing. And his reflexes were quick, despite his injuries. She touched the tender skin of her throat and rubbed her wrist where his grip had bruised her. He was a rough man but considering all he’d gone through and the strangeness of waking up in this cottage, she understood his reaction.

      He was extremely lucky to be alive. The ball had missed his heart and lodged itself in the flesh close to the collarbone. Half an inch in any direction and he would have been killed, to be sure. Isabella was glad he’d been unconscious while she operated. She didn’t want to think how he would have responded if he’d woken up while she was digging about in his chest.

      “Well, is yer seadog going to live?” Jean called from the table.

      “He’s young and strong. So long as he doesn’t come down with a fever, he should recover.”

      “How soon can we turn him out?”

      “If you think he’ll wake up and walk out of here in the next hour, I’d say you’re expecting too much.”

      Jean shoved a bowl to the side and grumbled under her breath. The fire hissed back at her. Having two outsiders here clearly wasn’t what the old woman bargained for when she agreed to help her nephew.

      If the man were found under her roof, Jean would be facing a great deal of trouble with her people. Helping Isabella hide here paled in comparison with concealing and nursing someone from the wreck.

      Whatever John gave his aunt from Sir Walter, she thought, it wasn’t enough.

      Isabella picked up her instruments and dropped them into a pot of water boiling over the fire. Her attention stayed on the old woman’s hands. The excitement of last night and this morning had made the shaking worse. She wracked her brain for something she could do to help her. Somehow, she’d have to repay Jean for the risks she was taking.

      She started to clean her equipment. For a moment, her thoughts turned to her father, a student of ancient Roman medicine. In his teaching he’d always been a strong though lone advocate of cleanliness. But what mattered most to him would not be the conditions under which she’d operated. She’d saved a man that many others would have allowed to die.

      Isabella had no doubt what she did last night and today would have made Thomas Murray proud.

      “I don’t understand ye.” Jean’s hand was shaking hard enough to cause a soft, steady drumming on the table.

      Isabella left her medical instruments in the pot and dried her hands on her skirt.

      “I don’t understand going through all this trouble,” Jean complained. “To be sure, he’ll kill us both when he’s strong enough.”

      Isabella hadn’t had enough time to think everything through. Last night, she’d run up to the cottage and fetched a blanket. Rolling the man onto it, the two women struggled but somehow managed to drag him inside where she’d immediately operated.

      He was wounded, and she needed to help him. It had been the same in Edinburgh. Sick and injured men and women arrived at their door and she reacted. She had very little interest in whether they could compensate her and her husband for their care. And what was to become of her patients in the future was the worry for another day.

      Jean’s short temper boiled over. “I can’t have it. Ye, I might be able to explain. But him?” She snorted.

      “Perhaps he’ll want to go when he wakes up,” Isabella suggested, knowing it to be impossible. She’d seen to enough gun wounds to know her patient was in no condition to walk out of this place alone.

      “What if he doesn’t?”

      She didn’t have all the answers. And right now, the thought of making a decision for someone else was overwhelming.

      The trials of these past weeks never left her. She’d lost Archibald. Maisie and Morrigan’s future depended on her making good, clear choices. She had little faith that all would turn out well for any of them. But one thing Isabella was certain of was that she’d done right. And saving this man had restored a vestige of the confidence she had in herself and in her abilities. She still had a purpose to serve. As powerless as she’d been feeling as her life collapsed around her, she still had something valuable to offer.

      “I can’t handle him when he wakes up,” Jean kept on doggedly. “And neither can ye. I say we drag him back to the beach now and let⁠—”

      “Take this,” Isabella cut in, slipping the gold ring from her finger. Archibald had given it to her on their wedding day. A token she was ready to part with.

      She’d spent her youth studying and working beside her father while many other young women dreamt of love and courtship. She’d had no interest in such things as married life. And as for Archibald, his true love had been Morrigan’s mother, the woman he lost a year before he offered marriage to Isabella.

      None of the past mattered anymore. He was gone, and a different life lay ahead of her. She laid the ring on the table in front of Jean. “It’s yours.”

      “Why give me this?”

      “To pay for his keep,” Isabella said, motioning toward the sleeping patient. “He’s lost a great deal of blood. To let him stay and mend.”

      Jean picked up the gold ring and turned it over, staring at the engravings.

      “Let him stay until your nephew comes back. John will know what to do with him.”

      Her hostess had confirmed this morning that, because of the fiery explosion, not much of value had washed ashore with the wreckage from the ship, and the villagers would certainly be blaming the crew.

      Isabella had witnessed how ruthless they could be. She had no doubt this man’s fate would be sealed the moment they put him back on the beach. They’d kill him if for no other reason but to satisfy their anger over what had been destroyed.

      Jean pushed the ring back toward Isabella. “I’ve seen wedding rings afore, and I’ll not take yers. But while we’re at it, where is yer husband?”

      Isabella shook her head, too tired to explain. It was safer this way. “Can he stay or not?”

      The old woman started to say something, but then she stopped short. Her head cocked toward the door. Immediately, she was up and moving. Pushing open a shutter a crack, she peered through and motioned to Isabella to stay quiet.

      “Habbie the Ranter’s got his cart down on the strand,” she hissed.

      Isabella took an involuntary step back. The fire in the hearth blocked her retreat. “Who is this Habbie?”

      “A low, troublemaking cur. The same one that came looking for salvage afore.”

      “Will he come this way?”

      “He might.”

      Anger unexpectedly sparked up within Isabella. She’d been through this before. Trapped in their house. Soldiers breaking in at every door. Archibald had died in her arms. And while they were in hiding, word had come that the protesters they’d been ministering to had either died or been dragged off to the horrors of the Bridewell prison. She couldn’t save them, and she couldn’t protect them. Isabella had never seen herself as a fighter—in the physical sense—but right now she was ready to pick up Jean’s cudgel and swing it at the head of the first person who tried to force his way into this cottage.

      “He’s coming. Hide.”

      “Where?” Isabella asked as the woman started to unlatch the door.

      “Through there,” she said, pointing to the leather hide hanging low on the wall. “It’s just a wee space for keeping my wood dry. Take him with ye. I’ll try to keep this one outside, but I might not have a say in the matter.”

      Jean went out and pulled the door closed behind her.

      Isabella’s hands shook as she darted toward the wall. Pulling the stiff skin aside, she stuck her head into a dark space that she’d barely be able to stand in. She quickly shoved driftwood aside to make room, but in the end the space was barely large enough for one person to hide. It would have to do. She hurried back to the wounded man’s side.

      “Help me,” she whispered, prodding him. “I need you to wake up.”

      She received only a low moan in response. She had no time. Casting aside the blanket, she lifted one booted leg off the cot and then the other. Going behind him, she raised his head and slipped her arms around his chest. He was too heavy.

      “I’m sorry.” She gathered her strength. “This won’t do your injuries much good, I’m afraid.”

      Pulling with all her might, she managed to tip him off the cot.

      Isabella froze at the sound of a gruff voice.

      “Oy, Auld Jean. Fine day after such a wild blow, wouldn’t ye say?”

      “So yer out for a stroll in the weather, Habbie?” Jean replied in a scoffing tone. “Are we going to make these daily visits, then?”

      They had to be standing right outside the door. Taking hold of her patient’s boots, Isabella dragged him toward the hiding place.

      “Don’t care for my company, auld woman?”

      “When did I ever?”

      Isabella paused to catch her breath. Jean asked about the events of the night, and Habbie told her that none of the longboats landed nearby. He was out looking for anything else that might have washed in with the tide.

      She pulled the wounded man again, and he groaned softly as his head bumped along the stone floor. As she backed through the low opening, she banged her own head hard on the lintel.

      Crawling through, she managed to haul most of his body into the space. When she had no more room to pull, she climbed back over him, heaved his shoulders up and forced him through the opening. He was moaning low, and Isabella held him in a sitting position, breathing hard. She hoped she hadn’t torn his stitches loose in moving him.

      “All right, Habbie. Out with it,” Jean said to her visitor in a scolding tone. “What’re ye doing down here?”

      “I told ye, I’m out looking for anything from the wreck. What little there is, the lads are sorting it up at the kirk.”

      Isabella’s patient wouldn’t stay upright. There was nothing she could prop his back against. Bracing herself, she shoved him in another inch or two. If anyone stepped inside the cottage now, she’d be in plain view.

      “Nothing washed ashore on the beach here, as ye can see. So ye can just be on yer way.”

      “Now that ye mention it, there’s marks in the sand leading right to yer door. Something was dragged up here since the storm.”

      Isabella broke out into a cold sweat. How careless of her not to go back and try to sweep away the track. The thought had never entered her mind. But it wouldn’t have mattered. She’d had no time to do it. Her patient had needed immediate care.

      Jean’s voice was rising in pitch. “Yer a bold piece of work. Out with it. Ye think I come on some treasure and decided not to share it with the folks in the village.”

      Isabella recalled what Jean said before about being able to explain her presence, but that didn’t seem like a good way to go now. She pushed at the pieces of wood on either side of the opening, desperately trying to make room for herself to crawl in behind the man. Driftwood shifted, clattering in the darkness of the storage space. She’d gained very little.

      “I made no such accusation. But since ye got nothing to hide, ye won’t mind me taking a look.”

      Panic washed through her. Half of her body was still protruding into the cottage.

      “Come in and see for yerself, if ye must, ye nosy cur.”

      Giving the man one more shove, she crowded in after him.

      The door of the cottage opened at the same moment Isabella dropped the leather hide in place. She was on her knees behind the wounded man, using her body to hold him in a sitting position.

      Her patient murmured something, and she quickly covered his mouth with a hand.

      “Please, for the love of God,” she whispered softly in his ear. “If you make a noise, neither of us gets out of here alive.”

      Isabella felt the man’s back and shoulders grow tense, taking some of his weight off her. His head rolled slightly but remained drooped forward, and she prayed he was awake enough to understand what she’d just told him.

      She heard their voices inside the cottage.

      “Do ye see? Nothing. No treasure. Only blood I been cleaning off my floor from the fish that went into my stew last night.”

      Blood on the floor. Her bag lay open by the cot. A few of her medical instruments still sat in the pot by the fire. Her travel cloak hung from a peg on the wall. Isabella felt her stomach tighten and grow queasy. She wondered how observant this Habbie was. Indications of her presence lay in the open all over the cottage.

      Footsteps came close. Isabella pressed her face against the wounded man’s back as she started to shiver. Cold fear washed through her, paralyzing her. If he pulled back the leather covering, there would be no escape.

      She was like a trapped animal watching a hunter approach.

      “Satisfied?” Jean barked. “I told ye I’ve nothing here.”

      Habbie gave no reply, and Isabella tried to imagine what the villager was staring at now. The silence was the most chilling. She had no idea if the man had ever been inside Jean’s cottage before. She didn’t know if he could identify those things that did not belong. He had to be armed. Her back was to the makeshift door, and prickles of fear ran down her spine. If he lifted the hide, he’d see her. And how was she going to defend herself?

      Cold sweat covered her brow. She worried that the drumming of her heart was loud enough to be heard outside. A large hand slipped around hers in the darkness, and she was relieved to know she was not alone. Not that he’d be able to defend either of them.

      “That’ll do, Habbie,” Jean snapped. “If yer planning on staying around here any longer, ye can just get down on yer knees and clean that floor for me.”

      “If ye think I’ll be doing yer chores, ye really are a daft auld cow,” the villager answered with a scoffing snort. A chair scraped on the stone floor. “What’s that?”

      “What?”

      All of Isabella’s fears surged through her again.

      “This ring. Where did ye find it?”

      Her wedding ring. On the table. Isabella bumped her forehead again and again on her patient’s back. Of course, Archibald could not give her a plain ring. She told him she needed no ring at all. Not to be put off, he’d bought her an ornate gold band of obvious value.

      “Found it. On the beach a fortnight ago. It’s mine.”

      “Don’t look like it sat in the sand even a minute. Looks brand new. I’m thinking it came from that wreck.”

      Jean cursed him roundly. “Damn me, if ye think I’ll let ye take it.”

      Please, Isabella pleaded silently, let him have it and be gone. The thought became a reiterating chant in her head. She wanted him to be gone.

      “How ye going to stop me, eh?” The sneer was evident in his tone.

      “Give it to me, I say.”

      “Save yer wind, auld woman. I’m keeping it.”

      “Ye’ll not be going out of here wi…”

      The sound of the old woman’s cry was followed by a crash and splintering wood. Immediately, Isabella felt the wounded sailor struggle to move. She couldn’t sit still and let Jean be injured by this thieving bully. He was one person against the two of them. Safety be damned. As she began to untangle herself, Jean called out.

      “It’ll take more of a man than ye to hurt the likes of me,” she said in a voice that Isabella realized was intended for her. “But yer still a foul and nasty dog. True when ye was a wee chack and truer now. Ye’ll burn in hell, to be sure.”

      “Try to take this from me again, and I’ll send ye straight to hell ahead of me. Make no mistake,” Habbie taunted. “Come on, if ye want it. I’d as soon tie a rock around yer neck and throw ye off the Head as look at ye.”

      “This is what we’ve come to in this village now, is it? Ye wait until the curate hears that ye struck me down.”

      Thoughts of violence crossed Isabella’s mind, and she wasn’t alone. Her patient was straining against her hold on him.

      “Ye go right ahead. Tell ‘em all.” Habbie paused. “Go ahead, auld hag. Pick up that stick of yers. It’ll be the last thing ye do in this world.”

      “If my auld man was still alive, he’d⁠—”

      “Yer auld man’s been gone many a year, so come on and raise a hand to me. Yer just another mouth to feed in this village. I tell ye, no one here’d miss ye.”

      Let him go, Isabella pleaded silently. Please, Jean. Let him go.

      The leather hide behind Isabella shivered as the cottage door opened. He was leaving. Thank God. She listened to the fading footsteps as Jean continued to shout her complaints after him about a “vile world where folk rob their own and auld women are struck down by brutes.”

      A moment later, the door closed, and Isabella heard the warning whisper.

      “Stay where ye are.”

      “Are you hurt?” Isabella asked.

      “I’m fine. Don’t ye worry about that. If ye’d come out, it would have gone worse for all of us.”

      Fear was slow to make room for any feeling of relief. Her heart continued to pound. In her mind’s eye, she saw him bursting back into the cottage, tearing away the hide and dragging them out of their hiding place.

      “Let me out of here.” The voice was deep and grim. He let go of her hand.

      She inched backward, trying to make more room for him. “Not yet. Jean will tell us when it’s safe.”

      He didn’t like her answer. She could feel the muscles flex in his back.

      “Where are we?”

      “We’re in a cottage not far from Duff Head.”

      “He’s still not gone back to the cart,” Jean’s whisper cut in. “Don’t ye move. Hear me?”

      “Why are you hiding?”

      He sounded abrupt, impatient. Isabella decided if he had any strength, he would have already pushed her back and climbed out.

      “Because I don’t belong in these parts,” she answered. “I’m only staying here for a few days.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you’re hiding.”

      His voice carried a trace of the Highland burr. She wondered if he was from anywhere nearby.

      “Who says I’m hiding?”

      “You’re here in a hole too small for a pair of rabbits, curled around me like a worn wool blanket.”

      Jean’s blow to the head obviously hadn’t done much damage to his astuteness.

      “Who are you?” she asked, trying to distract him from questioning her.

      “Cinaed Mackintosh, owner and ship’s master of the Highland Crown, the brig that’s now strewn all over that reef.”

      Isabella had known from his clothing that he wasn’t an ordinary seaman.

      “Move,” he ordered. “I won’t lie here like a…”

      Suddenly, a hide covering a narrow gap on the outside wall flew open and light flooded in. Stunned that there was another opening, Isabella stared at the silhouette of a man filling the doorway.

      “Well, what do ye know? Two castaways.”

      Habbie. He was carrying a stout cudgel. Everything she’d feared was coming true.

      “Auld Jean,” he shouted. “That wee knock ye took was but the first…”

      Isabella felt Cinaed lean forward, and an instant later she gasped. A knife pulled from his boot flashed in the dim light as it flew across the enclosure.
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        Soldier, rest! thy warfare o'er,

        Sleep the sleep that knows not breaking;

        Dream of battled fields no more,

        Days of danger, nights of waking.

      

      

      
        
        — Sir Walter Scott, Lady of the Lake, Canto I, stanza 31

      

      

      

      Cinaed Mackintosh was not a murderer by trade or profession. He felt no obligation to fight for God or king or country. Long ago, he’d decided the Almighty had to be tired of all the killing, and no king had ever deserved his loyalty. When it came to fighting for Scotland, the place of his birth, he believed enough blood had already been spilled in a land that would never be free.

      Cinaed had never served in any army. He’d narrowly avoided being impressed into the Royal Navy years ago. But he knew that many Highlanders had taken up the sword for the English who defeated them at Culloden. They’d fought and bled and died in a dozen wars for the glory of the Empire. They were fools, killing and laying down their lives for the aristocrats and the moneyed elite who scorned their very existence. These Highland warriors were lost men who allowed themselves to become nothing more than killers for hire.

      Cinaed could kill if he needed to. He would kill to survive and burying that knife in the heart of the blackguard had been an act of self-preservation. If he hadn’t acted, if he’d missed his mark, the two of them hiding in their wee rat hole would be dead, and he was certain it wouldn’t have gone too well for the old woman.

      The doctor was quick to get around to the back of the cottage, and Jean was right on her heels. He heard their voices outside. The villager was dead. He knew that already.

      As Cinaed tried to listen, his head still pounded, and the burning pain in his chest was not improving. He felt as weak as a newborn, but thankfully his mind was clear.

      He could not imagine being in a worse situation. This brutish dolt had found them with very little difficulty. It was only a matter of time before others came looking, as well.

      Cinaed dragged himself out of the cramped space and slowly pulled himself to his feet. The table near the window had been smashed into kindling. He looked around the cottage for any weapon he could use. The doctor’s surgical knife was the sharpest and the most lethal thing he could find.

      Moving from one window to the other was painful, but he had to ignore that. Outside, no other people were visible on the beach. Cinaed’s gaze immediately moved to the rocks out on the sea. A different kind of pain pierced his chest. Charred driftwood and torn pieces of the sail were all that was left of his brig. No longboats in sight and no bodies along the shore.

      Raised voices drew him outside. Around back, the two women were arguing. The dead man lay on the ground between them. Their quarreling stopped as soon as they saw him. Feeling a bit light-headed, he leaned back against a stone wall of the cottage.

      “Ye can just take this stubborn chit and go,” Jean ordered him. “And I mean now.”

      “This man should not even be out of bed, never mind go anywhere,” the doctor asserted, eyeing him with concern before turning her frown back on the older woman. “But when we do go, you need to come with us.”

      “Yer seadog is well enough to throw a knife and kill a man,” Jean grouched. She turned her back on the doctor and shuffled toward Cinaed. “At the top of the strand, down past these rocks, ye’ll find Habbie’s cart where he left it. Ye take it. And take her. Follow this path up to the coast road. Less than half a day’s ride and ye’ll be in Inverness.”

      The younger woman refused to be ignored. “And just how are you going to explain this dead villager?” She pulled at Jean’s sleeve. “How can we explain to John that we left you in this predicament?”

      “Don’t ye be worrying about telling my nephew anything.”

      “I don’t care what you say. You’re coming with us.”

      Jean pulled her sleeve free and spoke to Cinaed. “My nephew, John Gordon, always stays at the Stoneyfield House on this side of the port. It’s right on the coast road, so ye should have no trouble finding it. Deliver this one to him. Ye might as well keep the cart and the horse, for Habbie won’t be doing any more hauling in the future.” She waved off the other woman like some annoying insect. “And don’t forget ye owe her yer life. Taking her to Inverness is the least ye can do to repay her for all she’s done.”

      Inverness. Perhaps some of his crew had made it safely to shore and found their way to the port town. After delivering his cargo, he was supposed to continue on to Citadel Quay at Inverness. He was to be paid on delivery by his kinsman Searc Mackintosh, so the sinking of his brig meant he’d lost everything.

      Worse, those who’d been expecting him would be seriously disappointed. Months of planning and waiting and secrecy had all come to naught. And Cinaed doubted they would be very agreeable about helping him get a position on another ship or find his crew.

      He had to get back to Canada somehow if he was ever to begin rebuilding. But whatever he had to do, it needed to start in Inverness. This blasted hamlet was nothing but a death trap for him. If the villagers found him, they’d hang him for sure. He had the blood of one of their own on his hands.

      “We’re going,” he said abruptly, motioning to the doctor. “Now.”

      “Not without her,” she said stubbornly. She pointed at the corpse, ignoring him. “This brute threw you about for a paltry ring. I don’t want to think of how they’ll treat you after this.”

      “Ye’ll be the death of me, woman,” Jean huffed, digging in. “Go. Leave me be. I know how to lie, and they’ll believe what I say.”

      “The way this one believed you?” the doctor scoffed.

      Soft footfalls. From the direction of the beach, someone was creeping up on them. Cinaed edged over to the corner of the cottage. The women continued to argue, paying no attention to him. He’d been only nine years old when his clan rejected him and sent him away to become a ship’s boy. Good instincts and quick reflexes had saved him from harm many a time. More often than not, he sensed danger before it struck.

      “You say the ship’s captain owes me his life,” the younger woman snapped before softening her tone. “Well, I feel that I owe you mine. When the village discovers this man’s body, you’ll not be safe here. Come with us now. Your nephew can bring you back if you wish it. But I’m not leaving you here alone.”

      The sound of breathing told him someone was listening around the corner of the cottage. Cinaed moved fast. Reaching around, he grabbed a collar of a greasy jerkin and yanked the stalker off his feet, slamming him to the ground. Putting a knee on the scrawny back, he pressed his knife to the throat of the wide-eyed intruder.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Don’t,” Isabella shouted, rushing toward them. “Don’t kill him. He’s only a boy.”

      “I’m no boy,” the lad protested, squirming like a speared fish and craning his neck to glare up at Cinaed. “I’m a grown man and worth ten pox-eared sea rats. Ye let me go, and I’ll show ye in a fair fight.”

      The boy was tall and thin, and his eyes flashed fire at the indignity of his position. He couldn’t be more than eleven or twelve years old. Shaggy hair stuck out from a woolen cap and a filthy jerkin covered equally filthy pants. He was doing his best to act tough, Isabella thought, but his bravado looked more like stupidity at the moment.

      “The lad’s just a wee fool,” Jean told them. “Habbie uses him to run and fetch. Teaching him to be a low-down dog, same as him.”

      The ship’s master appeared to have no intention of letting the boy up or fighting. His gaze was focused on what they could see of the beach. Isabella continued to be shocked by his speed and his strength, despite the newly stitched hole in his chest. Trapped with him earlier, she’d never seen him reach for his knife. And when she got to Habbie’s body behind the cottage, she’d been amazed by the precision of his aim.

      He was now using her scalpel as a weapon. He had to be in tremendous pain, and yet he showed no suffering. His stern face was pale but the picture of concentration. He was as relentless and vigilant as a scout scanning the area for any potential dangers. Despite the unbuttoned coat and vest, and the torn and bloody shirt beneath, he was clearly ready to do battle with any threat. She couldn’t help but be impressed. More than impressed.

      Isabella was certain she’d never in her life met anyone like him. She didn’t even think men like him existed outside of stories. Wounded warriors who rose above physical pain and debilitating injury, who never gave up even in the face of certain annihilation. Like the mythic heroes of ancient times. Prometheus, Hector, Odysseus, Achilles’ Myrmidons. She recalled the Athenian warrior who carried the news of victory from the plains of Marathon.

      “How many more are with you?” Cinaed asked, sparing the boy only a glance as he withdrew the blade.

      The young one didn’t answer fast enough and got a knee jammed harder into his back for his trouble.

      “No one,” he yelped. “I was down by the cart waiting. When he didn’t come back, I thought to see what gives.”

      The boy turned his head and his eyes fixed on Habbie. His mouth hung open for a moment. Suddenly, he didn’t look like the young tough he was trying to be. In Isabella’s eyes, he was no more than a child trying to fathom the sight before him.

      “What have ye done to him?” he croaked, staring wildly at his captors before looking back at Habbie. The high-pitched wail made it clear he’d seen the handle of the knife protruding from the man’s chest.

      Isabella was tired of the bloodshed, but she wasn’t about to blame the ship’s master for the dead man lying at their feet. She doubted that any explanation or any plea would have convinced Habbie to let them walk away unharmed. She was a physician. In the past, she found it impossible to condone the taking of another’s life. But this case was an exception, and she couldn’t bring herself to assign guilt. If Cinaed hadn’t acted, more violence would have occurred.

      “He knew ye was up to no good, ye auld hag,” the boy cried out. “He was right, and ye had to kill him for it, didn’t ye?”

      Only moments ago, Jean had been arguing that she wouldn’t go to Inverness with them, despite the dead body on her doorstep and evidence that she’d been harboring two strangers in her cottage. Isabella hoped the older woman would now see things differently. This boy’s words would go a long way with Habbie’s friends in the village, and he wouldn’t be alone in accusing her.

      Suddenly, the boy began shrieking for help.

      “Quiet,” Cinaed barked.

      But the lad only cried out louder. With a determined sigh, Cinaed pushed the lad’s face into the sand for a moment. That was enough to frighten him into silence.

      “What will it be, Jean?” Isabella asked softly. “We can’t stay here all day. Others are sure to come.”

      The old woman nudged the dead man with the tip of her shoe, a look of sadness and resignation on her face. Crouching beside the body, she took Isabella’s wedding ring out of Habbie’s pocket. Then, without ceremony, she pulled the knife from his chest and wiped it clean on his jacket.

      “No point in wasting anything of value on this one,” she murmured. “I’ll just tidy up my home afore we go.”

      Relief washed through Isabella. No one could have foreseen the series of events they were dealing with. As it was, trouble and death had found their way to Jean’s cottage door. Staying here was not a viable option.

      John Gordon would surely see that when they all reached Inverness. The man was capable enough to handle the details for spiriting three fugitive women out of the country; he’d know what to do for his aunt.

      As Jean started for the front of the cottage, she gave the knife to the ship’s master and placed the ring in Isabella’s palm.

      “Ye better be killing me, too, ye auld witch,” the boy cried, talking tough to Jean since she was the only one of the three that he might be able to handle. “I’ll tell everyone what ye done to Habbie. Ye won’t be getting away with this, hear me?”

      Isabella had raised a sister and a step-daughter from the time they were slightly older than this boy’s age. Putting aside their education and the life of privilege that they’d grown up with, neither of the girls were reckless. They both were thoughtful and shrewd when it came to danger. She’d witnessed Maisie and Morrigan’s behavior since they’d fled their home. And they were anything but stupid.

      “Have at it. Kill me too. I’d fancy seeing ye hang for it.”

      This one, Isabella thought, was stupid.

      As the captain shook his head, she saw the tug of a smile that quickly disappeared, replaced by a frown. He seemed as amused as he was unimpressed with the foolish whelp squirming beneath his knee. She imagined he’d commanded many boys as young as this one aboard his ship. And she was glad that he was in control of his temper and not about to give the lad his wish.

      Cinaed called to the older woman before she rounded the corner. “What should I do with him.”

      She paused and then shrugged, looking from Isabella to the captain. “The lad’s right. Two killings amount to the same thing. Ye’d best cut his throat. They can only hang ye but the once.”
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        So shall he strive, in changeful hue,

        Field, feast, and combat, to renew,

        And loves, and arms, and pipers' glee,

        And all the pomp of chivalry.

      

      

      
        
        — Sir Walter Scott, Marmion, Canto V

      

      

      

      “You told him to kill the lad.”

      “Go on. Say it again. Just keep on accusing an auld woman unjustly,” Jean argued. “Ye two are the ones running from the law. I’ve got no say in what ye do or don’t do.”

      Listening from behind them in the cart, Cinaed had already learned that the doctor’s name was Isabella Murray. He knew she was married, for the two women had argued fiercely about a wedding ring that Jean would not accept from her as some sort of payment. There was no discussion of any husband, however.

      He shifted his body slightly. He was stiff and sore and taking a deep breath was damned painful.

      “It was ruthless of you even to say the words,” Isabella retorted.

      Jean flicked the reins just to keep the broken-down cart horse from wandering off the coast road. The journey had been slow, but since the old woman’s cottage was on the Inverness side of Duff Head, at least they didn’t need to go through the village in the stolen cart. Still, Cinaed was watchful of anyone following them. So far, he’d seen no one.

      “Ruthless? Bah!” Jean scoffed. “Do ye truly have no idea how to put the fear of God into bold lads? That scrawny cur was showing no respect for his elders, at all.”

      “And you don’t think ordering the boy killed was a bit much?”

      “Killed? Killed by who?” Jean asked in a mocking tone. “Ye wouldn’t kill anyone if they were ready to cut yer throat. And there’s no way that man sleeping back there would have killed the boy, either.”

      Isabella turned to look back at him, but he pretended to be unconscious.

      “His name is Cinaed Mackintosh, and he was the master of the ship that went aground,” she said, returning her attention to Jean. “That alone tells me he must be pitiless, or he would never be in a position of command.”

      Cinaed lifted one eyebrow. Interesting that she’d have that opinion of ship captains. Knowledge of navigation and general seamanship, expertise in the unique idiosyncrasies of the ship, confidence in one’s ability to lead hard men through difficult situations—these were qualities of a successful ship’s master. But in his experience, lack of pity was not a requirement for the job.

      “Habbie deserved what he got,” the older woman asserted. “What yer seadog…yer ship’s master…did was right. He defended us from harm, sure as I’m sitting here. So don’t go casting dirt on the captain’s good character.”

      “His good character?”

      “Yer too young to be repeating me.”

      “This makes no sense,” Isabella declared, stealing another glance back at Cinaed. “Fewer than a dozen civil words have been exchanged between you two. And yet you’re ready to defend his character?”

      The cart wheel hit a deep hole, splashing rain water left by the storm and jarring the three of them. Jean grabbed the doctor’s elbow to keep her from bouncing out while a lightning bolt of pain shot through Cinaed’s chest.

      “I’ve a canny sense about folks, and I know how to get along in the world. Ye don’t.”

      “I know how to get along, as you call it,” Isabella said hotly.

      “By St. Andrew’s beard, I swear if I left ye on yer own in these parts, ye’d be dead in half a day. Me, on the other hand, I could survive on a rock in the ocean with bit of broken glass and an auld boot. And I wouldn’t even need the boot.”

      The snort from the doctor was unexpected, and the old woman sent her a sideways look.

      “I know how folks think,” Jean continued. “I can tell when they’re worth a lick, and when they’re not. “When my nephew left ye with me, ye didn’t hear me complaining, did ye?”

      Beyond the fact that he knew Isabella was a university-trained doctor and that she was married, where she came from and what she was doing in the Highlands was still a mystery. And now, for the first time, Cinaed was hearing talk of some nephew and his involvement.

      “He gave you money to house me.”

      “I knew ye was worth saving the moment I saw ye. And the same goes with this one back there. I trust him.”

      “And when did you decide that?” Isabella was quick to ask. “Did you trust him last night on the beach when you were insisting that I roll him back into sea? Or was it this morning while I was still stitching him up and you were telling me he’d probably murder us both?”

      Neither Jean nor Isabella were ready to yield in this argument, and Cinaed felt his eyelids becoming heavy. Trust him or not, no harm had come to the lad. He was trussed up and lying on the floor of the cottage. The older woman said that no one from the village would come looking for the two until some time late in the day. By then, she figured, they’d already be in Inverness.

      With a dead body outside and a bound lad inside, Cinaed didn’t care to be caught by a mob looking for justice. He hoped Jean was right, for he was in no condition to be fighting anyone right now. He stole a look back in the direction they’d come. They were probably still closer to Duff Head than Inverness.

      The cart hit another hole and jolted the passengers again. Grimacing, Cinaed waited for the pain to subside. The bullet hole in his chest was throbbing, and he could see fresh blood on the bandages. Helping him into the back of the cart, Isabella had told him how important it was to let her know if he started bleeding again.

      He decided it was more likely he’d die at the hands of pursuing villagers than he would from losing too much blood. Pulling the doctor’s travel cloak over himself, he closed his eyes.

      The few things that the women had packed into the cart offered very little cushion, but he knew he needed to rest. Soon, despite the discomfort, sleep overtook him, and dreams rolled over him like cresting waves in a stormy sea, stealing the breath from his lungs and driving Cinaed ever deeper into the briny darkness.

      Gorse-covered hills loomed up on either side the black, fast-flowing river that tumbled along beside him. He was on foot, running hard. Shadows like wisps of a haunted mist sprang up, and formless terrors pierced him with chill shards of fear.

      Behind Cinaed, angry voices spread out in a threatening line of pursuit.

      As he ran, familiar mountain summits came into view, huddled beneath thick Highland clouds. The path rose and fell, and the sounds of men grew louder, closer. A thickly forested glen appeared, and he made a dash for it. As darkness closed around him, the path gave way to a thick floor of pine needles that he could smell with every step he took. His chest was burning, but he knew he couldn’t stop. The sounds of his pursuers, crashing through underbrush, continued to grow louder, hemming him in, pushing him forward.

      Cinaed’s legs were no longer flesh and bone. They felt more like bags of sand and rock. A light appeared through the trees.

      Someone caught hold of his hand. He glanced over, trying to shake himself free of the grip, but he could see no one. Still he could feel the weight dragging at him. Then a voice inside spoke, he needed to carry it to safety. He gripped the hand tightly and pulled the unseen companion along.

      Suddenly, he was nearing the edge of the forest. The light was blinding, but the angry voices were right behind him. As he burst out of the darkness, a new spurt of strength flowed into his chest. Cinaed knew where they were. His destination lay directly ahead. But he couldn’t see it through the thick blanket of fog rolling in from the mountains. Still, he knew it was there, ahead of him, perched on a hill. Safety lay just ahead, if he could only make it.

      He flew over the path and the wet grass. The acrid tang of smoke hung in the air.  He could feel the pursuers’ panting breaths and the pounding of their footsteps. The curtain wall of an ancient fortress emerged on the hill, its black, iron-studded door open.

      Sharp objects poked him in the back. They were right behind him. A gun fired and a bullet whizzed past his ear. The hill was steep, but the gate was there. Cinaed clutched the invisible hand. He couldn’t let go. His home, his people were just beyond the door, waiting for him. They’d be safe.

      His feet barely touched the wooden bridge crossing the wide ditch outside the wall. The massive portal began to swing shut. He wasn’t going to make it. He cried out, but his plea was drowned out by the shouts and curses behind him. The entrance was moving away.

      Then, at the last moment, with a burst of speed, Cinaed clutched the hand of his unseen companion and slipped through. The great door slammed shut.

      Standing with the high wall and the door at his back, he stared uncomprehendingly at the sight before him. No family awaited to greet him or enfold him in their arms. No castle yard surrounded him.

      Cinaed was standing at the edge of a jagged cliff. Mountain peaks spread out in the distance, their tops covered with snow that sparkled in the blinding sunlight. And a thousand feet below, a river raged, white-capped and deadly, through a rock-strewn valley.

      The cliff edge began to crumble beneath his feet, and as he scrambled backward, he banged up against the wall.

      Cinaed struck his head hard, but it wasn’t against any stone wall. Cautiously, he lifted his head off the planks of the cart as it lurched forward. He opened his eyes. The cart had turned onto the coach road from the rutted coastal track.

      He raised an arm to block the golden afternoon sun. No one was holding his hand. But his breathing was ragged, and his body was soaked with sweat. He threw the cloak off him. The fiery pain in his chest was a sharp indicator that he was no longer asleep, but the dream wouldn’t leave him right away.

      The thick curtain wall, the wide ditch, the gorse-covered hills lining the river valley. He knew them. The Highland fortress in his dream was Dalmigavie Castle.

      Cinaed thought of the letter he’d received from Lachlan Mackintosh before sailing for Scotland. The laird of Dalmigavie had invited him to visit.

      The Mackintosh clan had cast him out as a child, however, and he wouldn’t be going back to them now. The dream had simply been a reflection of his thoughts. He’d destroyed the letter after reading it, but it still angered him. Cinaed needed no one.

      He ran a weary hand over his face, forcing himself to focus on the business at hand.

      Inverness. His men. It would be a massive relief to find they were alive. They had wives and children who were waiting for them. Able bodied sailors were always in demand. They would find a way back to Halifax. As for himself, he had kin here. Searc Mackintosh would help him find a way of getting back.

      Jean’s voice broke into his thoughts. “We’re almost there. It’s time ye told me the rest of it.”

      He raised his head to look around. The grassy land on either side of the road stretched out flat as a table, glistening from the rain. Not a stone’s throw away, Moray Firth sparkled in the sunlight. They must have passed the road to Fort George a while back, for up ahead he could see a large merchant brig and two schooners busily taking in sail. The ships had to be getting close to the mouth of the River Ness and the port.

      Jean was keeping after Isabella. “Ye might as well tell me. I’m already an accomplice in whatever heinous crime ye’ve committed.”

      Cinaed’s attention was drawn to the doctor. He wanted to know this, as well.

      “You must trust me when I say, the less you know about me, the better.”

      He stared at Isabella Murray’s dark green travel dress and her ramrod straight back. She’d loosened her bonnet strings, and the hat now hung back between her shoulder blades. She was rubbing her long, slender neck. The woman had to be dog-tired. The Highland Crown had run up on the reef early last night. He expected the villagers probably witnessed every stage of his ship’s demise. Later, when he’d washed ashore, she’d been on the beach and had cared for him straight on until morning.

      He recalled the hand he was holding in the dream. He owed Isabella his life, and he wondered if she was the companion he pulled along at his side.

      “Ye must’ve committed a terrible, terrible crime, I’m thinking,” Jean pressed, unwilling to give up. “Or ye wouldn’t be running away and hiding, as ye are.”

      “I’ve committed no crime.”

      “Ye must’ve. Out with it, lass. Passing counterfeit coins? Selling bad oysters to innkeepers? Did ye murder the Lord Mayor’s cat?”

      “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “Then what? Ye admit they’re after ye. So ye must have done something. Ye must, at least, have a long sad story of how yer being wrongfully accused.”

      The younger woman’s shoulders lifted in a shrug.

      “Ye wouldn’t be the first or the last, I expect. Especially ye being a woman and all. And my John wouldn’t have come all the way from Edinburgh with ye unless there’s a story to it. He’s told me many a time he works on the trials of some tough folk, but I know him. The lad also has a soft heart for those the world has tramped on.”

      The doctor’s lips remained sealed. Isabella simply stared straight ahead, offering nothing.

      Cinaed couldn’t imagine what kind of trouble Isabella Murray would be in. She was a rarity as a woman doctor. Of course, her chosen profession alone could draw the law down on her, depending on where she decided to practice medicine. But why would she need to travel all the way to the Highlands?

      “At least tell me who it is that’s after ye, so I don’t say the wrong bloody thing to the wrong bloody folk.”

      “You say we’re almost there?” Isabella asked, obviously trying to curtail the interrogation.

      The old woman fell silent for moment, and her tone was pained when she spoke again.

      “If that’s the way ye want it, all well and good. But know this. I was fine living my life afore ye arrived at Duff Head. And even after, I could’ve managed if I’d just left yer sea captain in the surf. But I listened to ye. Trusted yer judgment. And now, I’ve lost everything I could call my own. I’ve let you drag me from the place I’ve lived all my days. But ye still don’t trust me a lick. But go on and hold yer tongue, if that’s the way ye want it.”

      Isabella shifted uneasily. For a moment Cinaed thought she’d jump off the cart rather than give in to Jean’s questioning. He was relieved when she didn’t. Finally, she fixed her gaze on the older woman.

      “Everyone is after me.”

      “Everyone?”

      Isabella nodded sharply, clutching the edge of the cart with a white-knuckled grip. “But those I fear the most are the British soldiers. Right now, your nephew is trying to secure passage for me, so I can escape this country.”

      Cinaed lifted himself on one elbow. He was as surprised as Jean looked.

      Before she mentioned the soldiers, Cinaed was beginning to wonder if Isabella was being sought for the murder of her husband. She had been trying to give away her wedding ring. Not that he believed she was capable of it, but he’d already been thinking of reasons that would justify her actions. If that were the case, however, she’d be fearful of magistrates, and not specifically British soldiers.

      “What have ye done, mistress?” Jean asked gravely.

      “I told you before. The less you know, the better.” Isabella looked away.

      “I grant ye, ye’ve made me believe the matter is serious. But how serious is it? Are we talking a hanging offence?”

      Another long pause hung in the air, and Cinaed watched the woman’s profile. The tense flicking of her jaw muscles, the bite of her bottom lip, the tremor that she quickly tried to mask, all told him she was fighting a battle inside.

      “Talk to me,” Jean persisted gently, putting her wrinkled hand on top of her companion’s. “Tell me, lass.”

      “I’m quite certain I’ll face torture at their hands until they get the answers they want. And after they’re finished, I’ll hang until they cut me down and behead me.”

      Cinaed sat up in the cart. If her face and words weren’t so grim and serious, he’d think the whole thing preposterous. How could this woman be facing such dire consequences? It had to be a mistake. He glanced ahead of them, his hand feeling involuntarily for the knife in his boot. If they were out looking for her now, he’d need more than sgian dubh if they came upon any soldiers. He wished he had a pistol. Or at least a sword.

      But hanging and beheading? Treason was the only crime he knew of that the British punished in such a way, and the authorities had been throwing the word around quite a bit lately.

      People had been angry since the end of the war, and it was getting worse. In every port and city, he saw evidence of social unrest. In London and Liverpool and Glasgow and Edinburgh. And word was that it was true in the rest of the country, as well. Whether it was the weavers of Manchester or the farmers of Ayrshire, people were on the edge of revolt.

      “You’re connected to the radicals in Edinburgh?” he asked.

      Isabella twisted around so fast that Jean had to take hold of her arm so she wouldn’t fall out. The alarm in her eyes quickly gave way to a guarded wariness.

      “I am connected to no one,” she said too quickly. “I carry the banner for no political movement. I take no side.”

      “And still, you’re wanted for treason.”

      “I said nothing of treason.”

      “You mentioned the punishment for it.”

      Her hand moved involuntarily to her throat. Cinaed wondered if it was a reaction to the thought of the punishment for her crimes, or if she was recalling the bruise he’d caused.

      He wasn’t willing to let go of his questions. She was clearly in trouble. And he knew better than anyone, being this far north didn’t put her outside the reach of British law.

      “Thistlewood, Davidson, Tidd, Ings, Brunt.”

      He watched the blood drain from her face.

      “I don’t know them.”

      The Cato Street conspirators. Last month in London, all these men were hanged and beheaded.

      “Lord Kinloch.”

      She shook her head, her gaze refusing to meet his.

      Cinaed guessed she already knew the man’s other name. The Radical Laird. Since December, Kinloch had been in hiding for speaking out in favor of reform. The government was calling for his arrest.

      “Hardie and Baird and others from Glasgow are rotting in prison, waiting to be tried. They’ll surely hang. Why are they chasing you, Isabella?”

      “Please. Stop.”

      He heard the desperation in her tone. She was frightened. And from the bits and pieces of information he’d heard, she didn’t want to involve anyone else in her troubles.

      Cinaed saw her turn to the road. He couldn’t fault her hesitation, for she knew nothing about him. Nothing but the little he’d told her.

      “This here is Stoneyfield House,” Jean told them, gesturing ahead.

      Her announcement put an end to the conversation, and Isabella’s relief was palpable. She turned her gaze toward the inn.

      Cinaed knew this place. Or rather, knew of it. Not so much the inn, but the area. Looking toward the firth, he saw the stone cottages of fishing families clustered along the edge of a protected inlet, surrounded by boats and nets and drying racks for their catch. To the south, beyond the rambling stone inn with its enclosed yard and stables, farm cottages studded the flat fields, cooking smoke rising above their thatched roofs.

      Not far beyond the bordering swath of forests, the moors of Culloden and Drummossie lay, the wooded hills rising above. The blood of the Highlands stained those fields.

      Just around a bend ahead, a small kirk sat with its squat steeple. Like so many village kirks, its bell had rung out for the Bonnie Prince, calling his Jacobite forces to gather. The sounds of pipes and war drums and cannon had grown silent—for now—but many would never forget the sacrifice of those who died and the brutality of those who carried the day.

      The cart rolled past the entrance to the inn yard and stopped.

      Cinaed inched off the cart and forced his fevered brain to focus on their destination. The inn sat on the coach road between Inverness and Nairn, and from the activity in the stable yard it appeared to be doing good business. The door of the tavern was open, and a trio of farmers was going in.

      “Ye’ll not be coming in with us,” Jean told him. She climbed down and came around to where he was leaning against the cart. “Ye can just climb back up and go on yer way.”

      Isabella was slow to get down. She kept her face averted from the inn as she pulled the bonnet up.

      “Perhaps I should wait,” he said. “What if your nephew decided not to stay here?”

      “He told me he’d be here.” The old woman started to reach for their bags, but Isabella was already pulling them to the end of the cart. “Ye don’t need to worry. I’ve known the innkeeper for twenty-five years. He’ll look out for us.”

      As Cinaed raised his hand to help Isabella with the bags, pain flashed through his body, shooting from his chest up his neck and setting his head ablaze with blinding heat.

      “You’re injured,” Isabella said. Her face was still pale. “I can manage this.”

      Cinaed was satisfied that an understanding had passed between them. At least she knew he was aware of her predicament. She’d have his friendship if she chose to accept it, although in his current condition, he was more of a liability than a help.

      He was reluctant, but he let go of the bags. “I don’t feel comfortable leaving you two alone here.”

      Jean waved off his concern. “The innkeeper’ll give us a place where we’re out of the way until John returns.”

      “Let me at least bring your bags in for you,” he offered, wondering how the devil he’d accomplish it if she agreed. “I’d like to see you settled.”

      One grey eyebrow lifted. “Yer daft, man. Look at ye. Yer a bloody mess. Ye’ll draw more attention than if we hung a placard about our necks. Nay, ye can help us best by getting as far from here as that auld nag’ll take ye.”

      Isabella moved around the cart and without asking his permission pulled open Cinaed’s coat and waistcoat. She didn’t spare a single glance up into his face, focusing her attention on the bloody bandages covering the wound on his chest. She ran cool fingers over his burning skin. He wanted to reach up and take her hand. Cinaed was relieved to see a soft blush had crept back into her cheeks.

      “You’re bleeding again.” She frowned.

      “A few other things needed tending since you sewed me up.”

      As she pulled the bandage away from the wound and leaned closer to get a better look, Cinaed admired the lashes against the pale skin. She pressed the flesh beneath his collarbone and a shaft of red-hot iron ran him through. It was all he could do to remain still.

      “You’re feverish and bleeding,” she said, shaking her head. “You’ll need a physician wherever you’re going.”

      He needed her care. But he wouldn’t ask. Inverness was his destination. Searc Mackintosh was no doctor, but he could find him one.

      More important, he had unfinished business with Isabella. He tried to tell himself he’d already done enough in return for her saving his life, but he knew it was a lie. She put her own life in jeopardy for him. And after what he’d learned, she was in greater danger than he was right now.

      “Do you want me to come inside with you?” he asked, his voice low. The words were only intended for Isabella. “I can wait until you’ve met up with her nephew.”

      Her eyes met his, and for the length of a heartbeat he lost himself in their rich golden-brown color. He knew so little about her, but beneath that serious exterior, there was a courageous woman that he wanted to spend more time with. He had things he wanted to say to win her trust. Her hand suddenly snapped back from his chest and she stepped away. Unexpectedly, a blush bloomed on her cheeks.

      “Thank you. As Jean said, it’s best if you go. Some of the stitches have pulled. It’s critical that you find help and a place where you can rest for a fortnight, at least. Your wound needs time to heal.”

      He took her hand before she could step away. “Thank you.” His voice sounded oddly husky, even to himself. “I mean it.”

      She waved him off and reached for her travel bag. “I hope you have good luck in your travels, Captain.”

      As Isabella slung her bag over her shoulder and crossed the road alongside the old woman, Cinaed drew a painful breath.

      “You’re a fool,” he murmured, watching her walk away. “She’s a married woman. And she’s wanted by the British authorities. Both of those things mean trouble you don’t need.”

      Still, he was struck with a strange sense of loss. But how can you lose something you can never have?
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        And said I that my limbs were old,

        And said I that my blood was cold,

        And that my kindly fire was fled,

        And my poor withered heart was dead,

        And that I might not sing of love?—

        How could I, to the dearest theme

        That ever warmed a minstrel’s dream…

      

      

      
        
        —Sir Walter Scott, Lay of the Last Minstrel, Canto III

      

      

      

      Isabella was no stranger to offers of protection. Her father, her husband, Sir Walter Scott, John Gordon.

      And now Cinaed Mackintosh.

      So many men—friends and associates of her father—had felt the need to be protective of her. It had been the same in Edinburgh. All due to the uniqueness of her position as a female physician, she supposed. But no offer from a man ever affected her like Cinaed’s words.

      Her involuntary response took Isabella completely by surprise. The flush in her face, the sudden tumultuous fluttering eruption of warmth inside. That was new to her.

      Before her marriage, she’d always found herself to be immune to men who made the conscious effort to attract her. She was fully aware of it when they tried to be charming, flirtatious, forward. The captain was attempting no such thing. He’d spoken the truth, as frightening as it was. And at the same time, he respected her need for privacy. Still, Cinaed Mackintosh had breached the wall that shielded her heart.

      She’d married Archibald for protection. For herself and her sister. And for a chance to pursue her medical career. But now he was gone. She’d always appreciate everything he did for her. Her response to Cinaed was a surprise, but she felt no guilt about it.

      “It’s not too late,” Jean said, breaking into her thoughts as they approached the inn’s tavern door. “I heard what he said. If ye want, we can put a blanket over his shoulder. Ye both can wait right by this door until I find out where my John is boarding.”

      “I can’t.” Her objection was too fast and sharp, and she drew a curious look from the older woman. Isabella realized she had to explain. “More than likely, half the village are coming after us from Duff Head. If he comes in with us, the cart will be out there on the coach road. They’ll know we’re here.”

      “We can move it into the stable yard.”

      “The captain is badly wounded. He’ll not be able to fight anyone.”

      “Well, mistress, I wouldn’t say the man’s good for naught, even with that wee hole in his chest.”

      Isabella entered the tavern room ahead of Jean. She didn’t want to discuss this any further. Of course, she didn’t want to leave him alone in his condition. She wanted to take him by the hand and have him come in, for him and for her. And though she would not say it to Jean—she could barely admit it to herself—it bothered her to think he was about to disappear out of her life forever.

      Isabella couldn’t remember the last time she slept. All these mad thoughts had to be the result of exhaustion. Jean, on the other hand, appeared to be holding up fairly well.

      The older woman stationed Isabella just inside the door with their travel bags, giving her curt directions. She was not to ask or answer any questions, under any circumstances. She was simply to wait until they found out the whereabouts of her nephew.

      Jean crossed the wide room to the innkeeper, who sat closeted behind a wide serving plank, puffing away at a pipe and reading a newspaper. Behind him, a half-dozen casks lined a wall, and above him empty tankards for beer hung from hooks.

      Standing in the shadows, Isabella held her cloak over her arm and cast furtive glances about the room. Of the dozen or so tables, only two were occupied. The trio of farmers who entered before them had joined a fourth farmer. Cards sat on the table, but no game had yet commenced. By a window, two more men who appeared to be traveling merchants sat engaged in a serious conversation over an open ledger book. A waiter in a worn black vest and apron and greying hair that stuck up like that of an angry hedgehog leaned against a wall near a wide fireplace. He was critically eyeing a young potboy who was carrying a pitcher of beer over to the farmers. A small, smoky fire burned in the fireplace with a kettle hanging above the flames. The smell of roasting mutton and potatoes wafted in from some distant kitchen.

      The waiter reluctantly pushed away from the wall and slouched over to Isabella. In a somewhat peevish tone, he asked if she’d care for a table, but upon receiving a shake of her head for his trouble, the man stumped back to his original place.

      As they traveled up through the Highlands, John Gordon had taken care to choose which inns or houses they stopped at, which door they used to enter or exit, and where they ate. Always securing a private dining room for their use, he made sure the three women were constantly shielded from public attention. Standing in the tavern now, Isabella felt exposed and vulnerable.

      One of the farmers was watching her, and she could catch occasional snatches of talk between the men. She understood Jean’s insistence on her remaining silent. The native Gaelic language of the Highlands had been outlawed seventy-five years earlier—after the Jacobites’ defeat by the British—but more than a few native words still peppered the conversation. In addition, the accents were rich, and the way they pronounced words was very different from the way she spoke. She’d be singled out as an outsider the moment she opened her mouth. And she could already tell that Duff Head wasn’t alone in its dislike of strangers. The longer she stood waiting by the door, the more hostile the looks.

      Isabella was relieved when Jean shuffled back to her. The look of disgust she fired over her shoulder signaled her dissatisfaction with whatever answer she’d received.

      “Arrive without welcome. Leave without farewell,” Jean spat disdainfully. “That’s the way of it with this owner.”

      Leave without farewell. Isabella tried to comprehend the meaning of the words. If John Gordon was gone, where could he be? She never should have sent the captain away. She should have waited to know for sure that Jean’s nephew was definitely at the inn. The complication of where they would go from here and how she could reach the girls pricked her with needles of alarm.

      Jean sat herself on a bench at a nearby table.

      “Is John here?” she asked, joining her.

      A half-dozen fishermen poured through the door, boisterously calling for beer and filling the space in front them.

      “Aye. That he is. Or this poor excuse for an innkeeper thinks so, but he says he can’t be too sure until he speaks with his wife.”

      “I thought you said you knew the man.”

      “I did. The last owner.” Isabella spat on the floor. “This vile toad and his wife run the place now. Says the auld fellow passed away over a year ago. I don’t think John knew this inn was being run by the likes of this one. When I ask him if he remembers my nephew, the fool brazenly says he only remembers guests by the size of the tips they leave.”

      Isabella hoped John was generous with servers.

      “How long ago were you here?”

      Jean shrugged. “Maybe two years since.”

      Or maybe three or four years, Isabella thought, already recognizing Jean’s tendency to forget things.

      “So where is the innkeeper’s wife?”

      “He doesn’t know where she’s gone off to. Says she’ll be back soon enough. Though how he knows that is beyond me.”

      Isabella reached into her cloak for a money purse she kept there. “Why don’t you go back and offer him something. Perhaps a shilling will help him remember if John Gordon is staying here or not.”

      “We’re not giving him anything,” Jean said firmly, putting her trembling hand on top of Isabella’s and stopping her from producing any coins. “That greedy toad’ll take the money and still be of no help. I could see the way he was looking at me. Just an auld fishwife beneath his notice. I offer him yer money, he’ll take it and immediately forget the reason I gave it to him.”

      “Perhaps I should speak to him.”

      The old woman’s stern shake of the head spoke of the pointlessness of such suggestion.

      “Don’t make things worse, mistress. We’ll just wait here. Be patient.”

      An impossible feat. Isabella wished she could summon some of Cinaed’s cool confidence. In that wild moment when they were discovered back at the cottage, he knew exactly what he had to do. And he did it. While she could function perfectly in a medical emergency, this violent new life she’d been thrown into required different skills. Perhaps while she was learning surgery, Isabella thought, she should have learned other uses for a knife.

      A headache gnawed away at her, and she rubbed her temples. She tried not to think of his recitation of the names of all those men who’d already been swept up unjustly.

      The image of Cinaed standing by the cart was back. The man’s blue eyes matched the early morning sky. Or that rare blue of the ocean in summer. They enthralled her with the promise of finding treasures in their depths. The long curls of his dark hair framed the strong angles of his jaw and the effect, combined with the growth of beard, was alluring.

      Isabella expelled a frustrated breath, trying to shake off thoughts of Cinaed Mackintosh. She had to. She didn’t need him. She only needed a whisper of faith that all would be fine.

      “I believe the Queen of Sheba’s arrived.”

      Jean nodded in the direction of a stout woman wiping her hands on her apron as she came across the taproom toward them. From the way the waiter and potboy jumped when they saw her, Isabella knew she had to be the innkeeper’s wife. As she drew near, she and Jean both stood up, but the woman looked only at her, at the bags, and at Isabella’s forest green carriage dress before addressing her.

      Before they’d left Duff Head, Isabella had changed out of the bloodstained travel dress she’d been wearing into this one, which was of higher quality material and required no cloak in good weather. She’d intended to change into it once they’d boarded the ship for Halifax or after they arrived. But the blood from surgery had given her no choice. And she was limited to the two pieces that her housekeeper had hurriedly tucked in around her medical instruments while they were hiding from the authorities in Edinburgh.

      “Are ye a lady?”

      The question took her by surprise, and she was relieved when Jean—suddenly behaving like a mother bear—put herself between them.

      “Ye’d be only talking to me, if ye please,” the older woman snapped. “So what is it now? Do ye have an answer about my nephew?

      “Who is she?” the woman asked, trying to look around Jean for a better view of Isabella.

      “Not that it’s any business of yers, but she’s a friend of my cousin, traveling from the Orkneys. Now is John Gordon staying with ye here or not?”

      The innkeeper’s wife stepped around Jean and addressed Isabella. “What are ye doing in Inverness?”

      “What’s it to ye?” Jean barked, trying to put a stop to the questions. “My companion can wait outside if that’d help ye to answer me.”

      “What’s yer name?” the woman asked, persistent.

      “To be sure, yer the most impudent⁠—”

      The innkeeper’s wife raised her hand so quickly, Isabella thought she was about to slap Jean. “Can’t she speak for herself?”

      The customers in the tavern grew silent, and every eye turned in their direction. Isabella knew there would be no end to the woman’s questions until she spoke herself.

      “Mrs. Murray,” she said, trying to imitate Jean’s accent.

      “Ye don’t sound like folk from the islands.” The woman cocked her head and looked at her with open suspicion. “Are ye from Stromness? I know folk from there.”

      “Nay, she’s not from there, ye bold piece,” Jean snapped. “She’s down from Kirkwall, if ye must know.”

      “I’m a governess,” Isabella broke in before the two came to blows. “For a family in the Borders. I was only visiting Mrs. Gordon’s cousin in Kirkwall. I’ll be returning south in a few more days. We heard her nephew was staying here and I hoped to pay a call while I’m in the area. That is, if you’d be kind enough to tell us if he’s staying at Stoneyfield House.”

      The woman considered the reasonableness of the answer as she ran her eyes over the travel bags again before letting them linger on the purse still in Isabella’s hand.

      “We have a room for the two of ye, if ye care to stay.”

      “That would depend on your answer.” Isabella waited, pasting a pleasant smile on her face.

      The burly woman thought for a moment and then made up her mind. “Aye, yer Mr. Gordon is staying with us. But he’s not here at present.”

      Tremendous relief washed through her. Arriving in the Highlands, Isabella’s primary concern was the safety of Maisie and Morrigan. John had assured her that he had trustworthy connections in the Inverness area. They’d be protected and well cared for. But right now, he was the one person who knew where they were. It would have been horrible if she’d lost the means of communicating with him.

      “We’ll wait for him.” Jean said waspishly. “Ye can just show us his room.”

      The innkeeper’s wife shook her head, waving for the potboy. “Nay. Don’t ye be thinking I’d trust ye to wait in anyone’s room. But I’ll have the lad here show ye to a private dining room, and I’ll send someone to fetch ye when Mr. Gordon returns.”

      Waiting in a private room, Isabella thought, sounded far preferable to sitting here under the baleful stares of the farmers and other customers. She picked up their bags before Jean could do it.

      Upon receiving his directions from his employer, the potboy glanced at the bags in Isabella’s hands and sent a worried look at the innkeeper’s wife.

      “Off with ye, scamp,” the woman said, cuffing him lightly. “Ye know which dining room.”

      As they crossed the taproom toward the back of the inn, hostile stares followed their every step. Following the lad through a narrow door, they made their way down an unlit corridor past a flight of stairs ascending into darkness. Presently, the boy stopped at a closed door and turned to say something to Isabella but decided against it. After opening the door for them, he stepped back and they entered.

      The dining room, airy and well-lit from open windows, wasn’t empty. At the end of the table, a British officer laid his fork down. He stood up and donned a dark blue regimental jacket ornamented with rows of gold braid down the front. At the sound of the door closing behind them, Isabella turned to find a second blue-coated soldier blocking their retreat.
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        Norman saw on English oak.

        On English neck a Norman yoke;

        Norman spoon to English dish,

        And England ruled as Normans wish...

      

      

      
        
        —Sir Walter Scott, Ivanhoe

      

      

      

      The fire in his chest flared up with every labored breath he took. Some unseen hand was twisting a hot poker around in him, igniting every organ from his throat to his entrails, and the ache in his neck and collarbone and shoulder seemed to be getting worse.

      Cinaed wiped away the sweat standing out on his face. His shirt, soaked with perspiration, stuck to his body. At the same time, a chill lay like an icy blanket around him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d experienced such physical agony. Perhaps he never had.

      The downward turn started when he’d tried to climb back into the cart. He might as well have been trying to scale a castle wall or climb the mainmast of his ship using one hand. And with each passing second, his body betrayed him more. He needed to find a place, a room, a hole, where he could crawl in and sleep. Somehow, he needed to fight off this fever.

      Searc Mackintosh. He was slippery and untrustworthy as a greased snake—he’d grown even more so over the years—but Cinaed knew he was kin and his only hope. Twenty years ago, he’d taken in and cared for a distraught and friendless boy sent down from Dalmigavie Castle. Even now, when he thought back to the time spent in that labyrinthine house near the mouth of the Ness, the smell of malt houses and the river filled his senses. It was all so different from the clean mountain air he knew. But Searc had kept him safe until a ship was found that would carry him to Halifax. To a new life.

      Sitting in the cart with the reins in his hand, however, Cinaed couldn’t bring himself to leave. Common sense told him that the women were settled inside the inn and he should go, but his instincts ordered him to stay.

      Vague arguments rolled back and forth in his mind. Perhaps it wasn’t his instincts that he was hearing. Perhaps it was simply that he didn’t want to leave her right now. After all, the place looked like any other roadside inn. More customers were making their way to the door. Farm lads and fishermen, looking to enjoy a pint or two before going home to their supper. In the stable yard, a lanky lad with a shock of red hair was rubbing down a horse by the gate.

      Cinaed needed water. He needed rest. And sitting in front of the inn for too long would draw unwanted attention. He should continue on to Inverness. A few more minutes.

      He wasn’t sure what he was looking for. In fact, he wasn’t sure of anything, but still he couldn’t bring himself to go.

      Hours went by, or perhaps only minutes. There was no telling the difference. His throat was rough and parched as old shark skin. Finally deciding that sitting on a stolen cart on the coach road was stupidity of great magnitude, he flicked the reins. The quiet kirkyard around the bend seemed to offer a better choice than pulling in to the stable yard.

      Driving around the back of the kirk, Cinaed reined the cart in under a tree beside a well near an empty curate’s cottage. He was growing weaker, but he managed to climb down from the cart. Drawing up a bucket from a well, he drank deeply and watered the old cart horse.

      The problem was, from here he had no view of the door of the Stoneyfield House. A plan formed in his mind. It wasn’t a particularly good one, but it was better than staying here. Cinaed ran his fingers through his hair and assessed the state of his clothing. Total disarray. Gingerly, he pulled the edges of the shirt together over the wound and buttoned up his waistcoat and coat all the way. He was disheveled, and his clothes indicated he’d been through a rough time of it. But unless he began bleeding profusely on the tavern floor, he didn’t think anyone around here would pay any attention to it.

      Heading back down the road toward the inn, Cinaed felt each jarring step like a bolt of lightning coursing through his body. The shivering only seemed to be getting worse. His body was failing him, but his mind was becoming clearer. He would simply walk inside and pretend not to know the two women. If they were in the tavern with Jean’s nephew, all well and good. If they weren’t, then over food and a drink, he’d ask a few questions of the server and find out what he could.

      As he stepped up to the door, the lanky stable lad with the red hair came running out and barreled into him. The young man went sprawling in the dirt, and a missive flew out of his hand and dropped at Cinaed’s feet. He picked up the letter as the lad bounded to his feet and held his hand out for it.

      “A delivery?” he asked. “Didn’t I see you in the stable yard just now?”

      “Aye, but the master told me to run with it.”

      “Where to?” He started to hand the letter back to him.

      “Fort George,” the young man answered.

      Cinaed jerked a thumb toward the open door. “Is the innkeeper friendly with the soldiers at the barracks?”

      “Nay. This ain’t from the master. It’s from them two officers who been lounging about the back dining room all day.”
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        * * *

      

      Perhaps it was due to her training as a physician and the work she’d done as a surgeon. Perhaps it was an innate quality that she’d always possessed. Whatever it was, Isabella had the singular ability to focus in the midst of chaotic situations. When the moment called for it, nothing could distract her from her purpose.

      With all the coolness she could muster, she gazed at the British officer and this room in which they’d trapped her. The dining table contained a variety of food and drink. Outside the open windows, a few livestock sheds and coops for fowl stood between the inn and the open fields.

      She’d felt it in the taproom. The vague responses Jean had received from the innkeeper. The delay before they had an answer about John Gordon’s whereabouts. A trap had been set, and she’d walked right into it. And now she would keep up the pretense of ignorance until they exposed their hand. But regardless of being caught, Isabella forced herself to stay calm. She could see no path for escaping this predicament, so she simply focused on what she could control—her confidence and her conduct.

      “Humble apologies, sirs,” Jean told them. “We’ve been sent to the wrong room. To be sure, we wouldn’t care to be bothering ye at yer dinner.”

      “You’re mistaken,” the soldier by the door replied, one hand resting on the pistol he’d stuck into his belt, the other on the handle of his saber. He was making it clear that they wouldn’t be leaving. “We directed the innkeeper to have you brought here.”

      “What for?” Jean asked sharply.

      “We’ll ask the questions,” he barked in reply. “And you, old woman, will keep a civil tongue in your head.”

      Suddenly Jean’s legs began to give way, and Isabella took her arm as she leaned on the table to steady herself.

      “You will state your names.” The soldier by the door continued to speak. The officer at the far end of the room had yet to say anything.

      Isabella was no expert on military uniforms, but she’d lived through the French wars and she could distinguish the difference in rank between the men. The shorter of the two, standing by the door, wore the stripes of a sergeant on one sleeve. The silent one, taller and powerfully built, was distinguished by gold braided epaulets on his shoulders.

      The sergeant, with thinning, long blonde hair, wore a moustache that partially hid a scar that ran from the edge of his mouth to his jawbone. The officer had no visible marks, and his lustrous brown hair was fashionably curled with sideburns that extended well below his ears. His pale blue eyes were fixed intently on her face.

      “I’m Mrs. Gordon. Of Duff Head. This is Mrs. Murray. She’s visiting friends and kin in Inverness. We’re looking for no trouble. We only came here to visit my nephew. He’s in the law trade in Edinburgh. Perhaps ye know him. John Gordon.”

      A muscle in the officer’s face twitched. The next motion of the head was insignificant, but it was understood by his subordinate.

      “Your bags,” the sergeant ordered. “Put them on the table.”

      If they were looking for confirmation of who she was, her medical instruments would be proof enough. Isabella noticed Jean trying to hide her hands in the folds of her skirt. They were trembling badly.

      Neither woman moved to pick up the bags. With a growl of disgust, the sergeant deposited them on the table and started to open one.

      “Stop,” Isabella said sharply enough to make the soldier hesitate. She would never allow herself to be some sheep led to slaughter. She’d fight every step of the way. She turned to the officer. “I have given you no permission to paw through our belongings.”

      “You think we need permission to—” the sergeant began.

      “You will not speak when you are not being addressed,” Isabella asserted powerfully, cutting him off. “You have a superior officer here. Have you forgotten your place?”

      She waved a hand as if he were an annoying insect, softening the edge in her voice as she directed her words again to the other man.

      “If you would be so kind, sir, as to tell us exactly who you are and what business you have with us?”

      The sergeant, reddening from his collar to the roots of his hair, opened his mouth to interject again but was waved to silence again, this time by his commander.

      “Finally, she speaks.” The smirk pulling at the corner of his mouth told her he was impressed.

      “And you too have finally decided to join the conversation,” Isabella retorted. “If that’s what we’re to call it.”

      To study medicine as a woman and to convince a patient that she was as capable of treating them as well as any male physician, she had to appear confident, sometimes even arrogant.

      Isabella’s shoulders and neck ached from holding up the imaginary crown she was wearing for this occasion. Her father always told her that she was more of a queen than any woman sitting on a throne in Europe. That she was able—when it was called for—to wrap herself in regal aloofness. Frailty empowered an opponent, while a show of strength always diminished their advantage. At this moment, she needed to utilize all her strength.

      “Your name, sir?”

      “Lieutenant Ellis Hudson from the 10th Royal Hussars, at your service.” He bowed rigidly. “This is Troop Sergeant Davidson.”

      Isabella refused to curtsy and could only manage a slight nod. She kept her chin high. She held the officer’s gaze without a flinch.

      “You will tell us why you’re detaining us, sir.”

      He motioned to the dishes of food on the table. “Would you care to sit and join me, Mrs. Murray?”

      “Thank you, but we have other plans. Now you will kindly answer my question. Why have you brought us in here?”

      “Mrs. Murray, you say.” He let the name roll off his tongue as if he were savoring the taste. “I have an excellent memory for faces.”

      The man paused, letting the comment hang like a threat between them. Isabella raised an eyebrow and waited.

      “And how is your memory, ma’am? Do you recall the last time we met?”

      Isabella kept her face composed and impassive even as beads of sweat began to run down her spine. She’d lived for six years in Edinburgh. During that time, she’d come in contact with a number of English officers at social events and at the university. She didn’t remember Lieutenant Hudson.

      “We’ve never met. I would certainly recall.”

      The officer tsked his disappointment. It was clear he knew who she was. He trailed his hand along the chairs as he sauntered toward her, but Isabella knew there was nothing casual about this man. She knew what lay ahead. And she also knew that these people would show no mercy. She braced herself for the worst, for she would not be telling him what he wanted to hear.

      “Never is so definite.” He paused at the corner of the table. “I can even tell you when we met.”

      He began counting slowly on his fingers. Isabella understood his deliberateness. Each tick was intended to intensify her nervousness. He was about to place her neck on the execution block, but first he wanted her to see the glint of the sun on the blade and feel the sharpness of the edge.

      “Twelve weeks,” he said finally, dropping his hands to his side.

      The day of the attack on their house. Tending to Archibald, she had been blind to the faces of the soldiers charging in. And later, she’d thought of nothing but getting Maisie and Morrigan safely away. Anger now formed like a fist in her chest. He was there.

      “Your home on Infirmary Street had a fine clinic, did it not?” he taunted.

      She bit her tongue and looked into the man’s coldly assessing eyes. He could have been the officer in charge of the raid. He could have been the soldier who pulled the trigger that killed Archibald. The blood of all those who’d been killed that day and in the days that followed were on this man’s hands.

      “I was hoping for an introduction,” he said with false affability. “You were quite inspiring, leading your distraught stepdaughter calmly through the violence while we restored order to that gang of riotous traitors.”

      Those were the most difficult steps she’d taken in her entire life. Dragging the nearly hysterical Morrigan away while she knew her duty was to stay and fight to keep her patients alive.

      “But then you disappeared. Were you in a hurry to hide that rather volatile stepdaughter or your quiet, sensible younger sister?”

      Isabella wanted to scream. Did he have them? How could he know how different the two girls were unless he’d already arrested them?

      “I can understand your impulse. Such beautiful young women. But what a foolish notion, to think that any of you could put yourselves beyond the reach of His Majesty’s justice.”

      No, she reasoned. The information about the girls could have come from servants and neighbors, as well as from Archibald’s colleagues at the university.

      But why then, this game of cat-and-mouse? If he was certain of her identity, then why not simply arrest her and drag her off to Fort George and from there to Edinburgh?

      Unless he wasn’t sure.

      Another thought occurred to her. Perhaps he didn’t think he and his sergeant were sufficient to escort the notorious traitor to prison. He had to know that the radical dissenters would be loath to see her in the hands of the British authorities.

      She’d seen no other soldiers in the tavern. Perhaps he was waiting for help to arrive. The sergeant still stood by their bags. She wondered if they thought she could be carrying weapons. Another punishable crime.

      “I have no recollection of you. We came here to see John Gordon. So unless you know his whereabouts, our business here is finished.”

      She turned to Jean and motioned toward the door. But before either of them could grab their bags, the sergeant stepped forward and took hold of Jean’s arm in a bruising grip.

      “Let go of her! This instant!”

      Isabella’s bark was commanding enough to cause Davidson to release the old woman’s arm and take an involuntary step back.

      “But I do know of John Gordon’s whereabouts,” Lieutenant Hudson said icily, unaffected by Isabella’s wrath. “He was arrested this morning and is on his way to Fort George at this very moment.”

      “Arrested?” Jean gasped, having found her voice. “On what charge?”

      “Assisting in the flight of an individual wanted for high treason.”

      All of Isabella’s fears ignited within her like some molten fireball. To protect the girls, she’d wished to be kept ignorant of their hiding place. But now, John Gordon’s arrest exposed everyone. She thought of Sir Walter and wondered if he ever imagined that by assisting her he was putting himself at odds with the same king who’d just knighted him.

      “Treason?” Jean wailed. “We’re simple, honest folk. What do we know of treason? Who could my nephew know that would be involved in such nonsense?”

      Isabella’s mind was on the two people who mattered the most to her, the ones she’d sworn to protect. And now she was helpless to do anything for them. Neither Maisie nor Morrigan had any charges against them, as it stood now. But she knew that wouldn’t stop these brutes from using them to force damning information out of her.

      The lieutenant walked to a side table. He moved with lithe, catlike grace. Retrieving up his sword, he strapped it on and picked up a pistol.

      “We’ll be going soon. But before we do, would you care to explain to this woman who you are?” he asked, tucking the firearm into his belt. “Or does she already know? Which of course makes her an accomplice, as well.”

      The avalanche of so-called British justice was already cascading down on them. For Isabella, there was no protection. Her courage was depleted. But she couldn’t allow Jean to become a casualty in this tragedy. She sent her companion a look of silent gratitude.

      “This woman knows nothing of any of this,” she said facing her captors. “She has nothing to do with any of it. I only paid her to bring me here. Let her go.”

      Before another word could be uttered, a loud knock sounded, and the door swung open. The innkeeper stood awkwardly on the threshold.

      “Beg yer pardon, sir, but⁠—”

      “Out!” the sergeant roared, beginning to close the door.

      “But I’ve a gentleman here. Says he’s a ship’s master. Making a ruckus, he was, in the taproom. Says he has a complaint about two women.” He paused and stared at Isabella and Jean. “About these two, or I’ll be hanged.”

      “I warned you that we were not to be interrupted,” Davidson barked.

      “Wait,” Lieutenant Hudson ordered. “What complaint?”

      “The gentleman says these two shot him with a pistol. Then they trussed him up and threw him in the back of their cart, he says. Left him there to die.”

      Suddenly, the innkeeper was pulled back from the doorway, and Cinaed walked into the room, causing the sergeant to step back.

      “I can speak for myself.” His voice was hoarse and weak.

      Isabella was never happier to see anyone in her life, but he was not in very good shape. His coat and vest were gone, and there was fresh blood on his ruined shirt.

      He closed the door, but as he turned and took a step into the room, he staggered. Isabella caught him by the waist before he fell. The man was burning with fever, and he leaned heavily on her.

      “You are bleeding again,” she murmured. This wasn’t good. After all he’d gone through, the stitches had to have ripped free. He tried to take another step, but he was too heavy. She couldn’t support his weight, and he began sinking to the floor.

      “What is this?” Hudson demanded, coming closer. “What do you have to say, man?”

      Cinaed sat, holding her as she eased him down. “These two women kidnapped me.”

      He had to be delirious with fever. Last night he’d tried to choke her, so she knew Cinaed was capable of anything in this state.

      Isabella started to open his shirt, but he caught her wrist.

      “Let me see what’s happened to your wound,” she said.

      Their faces were close, and their gazes locked. No word was spoken, but she saw clarity in his blue eyes.

      “Who is this?” Hudson leaned over to see for himself. “How do you know him?”

      Isabella didn’t see Cinaed’s hand move, but suddenly he was holding the officer’s pistol with the muzzle pressed up under the lieutenant’s chin.
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