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      History can catch us in a myriad of ways. It can be through hearing lore of the land around us. It can be inspiration from the country of our forefathers. It can be in seeing or feeling some kind of personal connection to a relic behind glass in a museum, or it can be by means of transportation.

      The latter may be delivered by the mediums of screen, publication, or storyteller, and any of these might be based entirely in fact or in fantasy and inspire equally well. It takes, however, a magical combination in any storyteller for them to alchemically weave together historical fact with fiction and bring history to meaningful and colourful Life in our mind’s eye. For here, might we find ourselves more directly there.

      One value in this portal to the past is by learned scholars recognising the factual places, names, dates, and historical characters and enjoying them all the more with personalities, experiences, and detail unfolding through them. Another, possibly greater, value is by readers fresh to these histories learning of them for the first time so vividly, only to find themselves more curious in learning and research, and perhaps sometime later, finding themselves standing at these very same locations, with the clearest of historical contexts, events, and characters already secured.

      Eilidh presents us here with that rare gift of breathing Life into history’s own pages and carries us through many prominent events during one of Scotland’s most turbulent times. The Rising of the ’45 was the last big push to restore the Stuart throne. We are no strangers in Scotland to rising once again following defeat, which was what the previous three risings had proved for us.

      In such do-or-die eras, emotions run high throughout the land. Loyalties and friendships are ultimately tested to be broken or withstand the tests of time. Honesty and trust are valued above all when breaking bonds of secrecy carries a high price. The entire clan system of the Highlands was presented in this time with its greatest cause and greatest threat together.

      ‘Echoes of the Rising’ expresses through its characters those very real concerns, fears, doubts, grief, and pain that lay behind every honourable step and action taken throughout the campaign. At the Heart of this work, however, lie the facts behind those prominent names, places, and events that took place in real time, and many of them in exceptionally well-researched detail. And Truths of any matter will always hold value in our own Hearts.

      It is my hope that this story might in itself catch you, and yet transport you on a greater journey. One where you might just shake hands with history and perhaps even hear the Echoes of the Rising.

      

      
        
        Maestro Paul Macdonald,

        Macdonald Armouries

        Macdonald Academy of Arms

        The 1745 Association

      

      

    

  


  
    
      I dedicate this book to Euan and the memories of my Scottish ancestors — the Camerons, the Stewarts, and the rest in just about every Jacobite clan — those brave men who took up arms for a cause bigger than themselves. Those who died at Culloden, and those who fled to America to fight the English in a new rebellion, were all with me as I wrote and researched this book. May it keep the flame of your memories burning for another generation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Le Havre, France 1736

        

      

    

    
      Euan hurried up the ladder steps and onto the deck of the ship, dodging crew as he made his way to one of the railings. They were to dock today, at least that was what they had been told, and after so long at sea, the idea of being on land once more held great appeal. It wasn’t that he hated being at sea — he quite liked it — but he was ready to be on solid ground and eat a meal that consisted of more than tack rations. John and James had, of course, been fed better meals, but that was to be expected as the sons of Lochiel.

      More than anything, there was the excitement of a new beginning and a new place, with his having been sent to France with Lochiel’s sons. John, who was five, and James, who was three, were returning to their mother and to the life that awaited them there with their exiled grandfather. Euan, who had been educated at Achnacarry far more extensively than was normal for someone of his standing, was sent along to continue his education, and the thought thrilled him to his core. He loved learning, loved reading anything the tutor had let him. The others in Lochiel’s service had been less thrilled about the basic learning required of them, but he hadn’t let their schoolboy complaints deter him. What might he learn here? What was there to see and to do? He knew he was to go to King Louis’ court to serve and learn from the men there who guarded the king, but the schooling would make up for those long hours; he was sure of it. There was excitement in that, too, the thought of serving a king and moving amongst the court. Him, Euan, serving a king!

      Taking in a deep breath of fresh sea air, he closed his eyes and listened to the waves crash against the hull of the ship. He found it stifling below decks and was out as often as he could be, while the two older men sent as guardians often stayed below with the younger boys. He very much wished his mother could have come along, and the thought made his heart ache. She’d wept when he’d left, not knowing when or if she’d see her only child again. She hadn’t, however, had a choice in whether he stayed or went. He was in Lochiel’s service and had been since he was four years old, with Lochiel in complete control of the young man’s path in life. Then there were his closest friends: Duncan, Iain, and Malcolm. He’d miss them a great deal, too. Opening his eyes, Euan caught sight of land on the horizon and grinned, turning and hurrying back below.

      “John! James! I see it!” Euan blurted out as he entered the cabin.

      “See what?” John asked.

      “Land, of course,” Euan said.

      “Thank Christ,” said George, one of the men with them. “I am tired of being on this ship.”

      “Yer problem is that ye dinnae see it as an adventure, George,” Euan said, dropping into a chair. The easy familiarity from years spent with these men was obvious in the lack of formality he used toward those older than he was.

      “Only ye are daft enough to see it as one,” George groused.

      “Only ye are short-sighted enough nae to,” Euan retorted.

      “Aye, well, ye would nae say so if ye were nae —”

      “George!” said Alexander, the other man with them, in a stern tone, silencing George before he could say something he shouldn’t.

      George’s lips settled into a thin line before he looked away.

      “Dinnae mind him, Euan; he is only bitter because he has been unwell most of the journey.”

      Euan glared at George, knowing what he’d been about to say. His position was often used against him, a common barb used when nothing better could be thought of as an insult. He was poor, his father had been a farmer, and he was only where he was due to Lochiel’s generosity.

      “If that is his reason now, what excuse does he have any other time?” Euan asked pointedly.

      Alexander had no answer, and Euan knew it was because there really wasn’t one. George could be petulant and cruel if he wanted to be, and it was something which had always irritated Euan. In a way, Euan envied his position. As one of Lochiel’s officers, George was now set, his life devoid of the struggles someone like Euan might face, or anyone in his clan for that matter, because his position within the clan was a high one. It never ceased to amaze Euan that anyone in such circumstances could have any reason to be so grim, but it was the way George was. Even so, he could be charming and funny most other times.

      “Sorry, Euan,” George said, his apology genuine. “Ye know I dinnae mean it.”

      “Then why do ye say it?”

      “Because it shuts ye up.”

      Euan frowned. “Why do I need to?”

      “Ye can be entirely too happy.”

      “Too happy?” Euan repeated, astounded.

      “Excited, maybe.”

      “Why are ye nae? I dinnae understand it. Ye get to see France!”

      “Because nae all of us are as excited about other places as ye are,” Alexander said with a wry smile.

      Euan scoffed and rolled his eyes. “I came down to tell ye that ye should be ready to leave, and now that I have, I am going back up.”

      Standing, Euan left the room, shutting the door behind him, and Alexander looked over at George.

      “What is wrong with ye?” Alexander asked. “Why do ye have to do that to him?”

      “Come on, Alex, ye cannae tell me ye dinnae get fed up with him at times.”

      “Actually, I can because I dinnae. Or, if I do, it is nae enough to provoke cruelty.”

      “Need I remind ye that he is nae these lads’ brother? That he is only here because their father wants him to be?”

      “He may nae be their brother, George, but he is a brother to me, even if it is by association and nae blood. We have taken care of him since he was but a bairn, looked after him, groomed him to be an officer. Now he is a young man, and Lochiel wants him here because he feels as though Euan deserves a chance to be more than what he was born into, and Euan is taking advantage of that as he should. Ye should be happy for him, but instead, ye seek to pull him down.”

      “Seek to remind him of his place, more like.”

      “His place? What place is that? Below ye?”

      “The same as us, Alex. Maybe less because he is nae yet a man, but he is no better than we are, and it would serve him well to be reminded of it lest he start to think too highly of himself.”

      “In case ye have nae noticed, Euan has never been one to think highly of himself. In fact, he is far more likely to think less. Ye need to mind yer tongue, for if ye dinnae, some of the other lads or even Lochiel might see fit to watch it for ye.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “It is a warning ye would do well to heed, George. Euan is here for a purpose, sent by Lochiel specifically to learn how to guard a king and bring that knowledge home to guard his chief. Clearly Lochiel knows something ye dinnae, has a plan, and if ye interfere with it, he will nae be merciful.”

      George sighed in annoyance but said nothing, and Alexander nodded.

      “John, James, get yer things together lads. As Euan said, ye will be docking soon, and it is certain yer grandfather awaits ye.”
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        * * *

      

      As the ship made its way into the port at Le Havre, the deck was a flurry of activity. Euan found a safe place to stand out of the way where he could watch the goings on. Men were in the rigging, tying sails, gathering lines, and he watched them in fascination. They were exceedingly high up, and he wasn’t sure if it was something he could or would want to do. He was quite happy on the solid wood of the deck, and happier on solid ground. As they neared the docks, he turned his attention to the bustle of the wharf. It was filled with shops and warehouses, mongers, carts, carriages, ships, and any other number of things. Euan’s eyes scanned for any sign of the Camerons who were meant to meet them there but saw nothing familiar amidst the teeming mass of humanity around the docks.

      Turning away, he hurried down to grab his belongings, meager though they were, and went back above with Alexander, George, and the two boys. There was a strange sort of silence now, the sailors on deck looking apprehensive. Alexander and George slowed, looking at them and then at each other. Before anyone could ask what was wrong, the reason for the silence appeared at the top of the gangplank: French soldiers. From their uniforms it was easy to see that they were not just any soldiers, but the king’s men.

      “Which one of you is Euan?” the ranking officer called out in English.

      “I am,” Euan said, though he was tempted to remain silent. It was a thought he’d immediately dismissed, as he didn’t want to endanger anyone else.

      The officer gestured to the men behind him, who stepped around him and seized Euan by the arms. Euan pulled back, resisting in his confusion as to what was happening.

      “Wait, what are ye doing?” Alexander asked.

      “He is coming with us,” the officer replied.

      “And who are ye?”

      “We have been sent by the king, and that is all you need to know.”

      “I dinnae think so,” Alexander said. “He is still our charge, and he is meant to go with these young lads to their family. Ye need to release him.”

      The man laughed at him, shaking his head. “I do not care what you think or say. This boy is coming with us. Your master sent him to learn with a particular group, and that tutelage begins now. Take him.”

      “No, wait!” Euan cried out as they yanked him roughly forward even as he continued to resist them. “Alex!”

      “Stop fighting us!” shouted one of the men holding him.

      The lead officer turned around and sent his fist into Euan’s gut, taking the wind out of him and leaving him unable to breathe. Euan doubled over, which stopped any sort of effective resistance he might mount. Little John screamed in fright and started to cry, while James dashed behind George.

      “What in Christ’s name are ye —” Alexander began, but his words were stopped when the point of a rapier appeared at his throat.

      “I suggest you cease with your questions,” the lead officer snarled as he held the point on Alexander. “He is no longer your concern.”

      Alexander raised his hands in surrender, and George looked on in anger and shock.

      “Euan!” John sobbed out.

      “Be strong, Euan!” George called out in Gaelic. “Show them that ye are a Cameron and that a Cameron never can yield!”

      Euan could say nothing, still coughing and gasping for air as they dragged him down the gangplank. He could hear John and James screaming in protest and fear, and it infuriated him. They could’ve just explained, and he would have willingly gone, but this was entirely unnecessary. Euan felt like he might be sick once he could breathe again, but he didn’t have long to think about it. As he started to stand up, a blow to his face buckled his knees and caused his vision to swim before the officer grabbed his hair and yanked his head up, forcing Euan to look at him.

      “Welcome to training, boy,” the man said with a cold smile. “Lesson number one: life is pain, and you must learn to keep going no matter what.”

      Euan retched involuntarily.

      “I swear to the Holy Mother that if you vomit on me, I will slit your throat and dump your worthless carcass in the Seine.”

      Managing to keep himself from doing exactly that, Euan closed his eyes.

      “Very good. Put him inside and let us be on our way. We have a long journey to Paris.”

      A carriage door was opened, and Euan was thrown inside, the door slamming shut behind him. The sound of a heavy lock being turned made him panic. The windows were all covered with heavy drapery, and there were no seats, leaving him lying in the dark on a hard floor. He began to cry, though he kept it silent, refusing to give these men the satisfaction of his fear and his pain.

      Euan had no idea what time it was when he awoke again, the covered windows preventing his ability to even guess. It was hard to say how long he’d been asleep, or even if he’d fallen asleep rather than lost consciousness. Pain radiated through his face, making him groan, and he had no desire to open his eyes. He felt the carriage slow and then stop, heard movement outside, and almost forgot to breathe. He strained to hear every sound, to deduce where he was. The bits of French he caught didn’t tell him much, and he cursed not knowing it better. His lessons in French had been interrupted by his departure.

      The sound of the lock turning made Euan sit up in a single quick movement, though it made him dizzy, and he forced down the nausea just before the door opened. Hands reached in and yanked him out, throwing him to the ground, and Euan glared up at them.

      “Ye could have asked me to come out, ye know,” Euan said.

      “Did I tell you to speak?” the man from earlier said, slapping Euan across the mouth.

      Euan winced but bit back the sound of pain he wanted to make.

      “Look, he is learning,” said one of the others before they all laughed.

      “See how pretty a youth he is?” commented another. “We could sell him to a brothel and he would make a killing.”

      “How about it, boy? Care to earn a living in buggery?” said yet another.

      Euan said nothing, but the fury in his eyes was plain.

      “We need to set up camp, but first, some more learning for our young charge,” the lead officer said.

      There wasn’t even a moment for Euan to process the words before blows were suddenly being rained down upon him from all sides. He covered his head and screamed as hands, feet, and heavy objects crashed into him. The pain was immediate and intense, his screams unable to be held back and out of his control. After what seemed like an eternity it stopped, leaving Euan panting and sobbing on the ground for a moment before trying to push himself up. His arms gave out beneath him as he tried to crawl away, only to be grabbed by the ankle and dragged back.

      “NO!” Euan screamed, now unable to check his fear.

      “Lock him up again.”

      Euan was grabbed from the ground and once more shoved into the carriage, the door slammed shut and locked. Everything hurt and he couldn’t stop his tears even if he wanted to. He could taste blood in his mouth, breathing was painful, and his own tears stung the wounds on his face. This exciting experience had, in an instant, become a horrifying nightmare from which there was no escape, and he wondered if he would even make it to Paris at all. The world and its sounds began to fade in and out, until there was nothing but darkness and silence.
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      The next four days were a hellscape of travel in that darkened carriage, followed by a beating at night when they stopped. By the morning of the third day, his eyes were swollen shut and he could barely move. He choked on the wine they poured into his mouth in an attempt to at least make sure he was drinking something, but it didn’t stop the onslaught. Euan no longer tried to fight being pulled out of the carriage and didn’t have the strength to try to defend himself. He had no idea what was happening or why they were doing this, but he knew they’d never tell him if he asked and were instead more likely to beat him for daring to question them. He almost wanted to beg them to kill him, to put him out of his misery instead of killing him this way, slowly, but managed to keep that to himself. George’s words floated to the surface of his pain each time he felt that desperation: show them that a Cameron can never yield.

      When next he woke, he realized he was no longer moving and no longer in the carriage. Beneath him was a bed, though he could feel that his eyes were covered. Moving his hands to touch his face, he found them strapped down, and it brought immediate panic. What torture was he in for now?

      “Easy boy, easy,” someone near him said in English, his voice different from any of the others he’d heard over the last four days. “You are fine.”

      “Where am I?” Euan asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.

      “At the palace. Well, more specifically at the barracks, but close enough.”

      “When did I get here?”

      “About a day ago.”

      “Untie me!” Euan demanded, his panic beginning to give way to anger.

      “Cannot do that, I am afraid, for it is for your own safety. You need to stay where you are, as you are in rather rough shape.”

      “Aye, because those men tried to kill me!”

      “They did go a bit overboard, I think.”

      “That is an understatement!” Euan snarled.

      A soft laugh emanated from the unseen person beside the bed. “It is the only statement I can give. You will recover, but you did well. They tried to break you, but you would not give in.”

      “I did nae realize giving in was an option. What was it they wanted me to do?”

      “Beg them to stop, plead with them, bargain, things of that nature. You did not, however.”

      “I will nae give anyone such satisfaction,” Euan replied with far more determination than he felt.

      “Ah, and that is why you are here. You are strong and strong-willed, a soldier. Now you will learn how to harness that to your advantage.”

      “Who are ye?”

      “My name is Jacques, and I am the captain of the king’s guard. You need not tell me who you are; I already know.”

      “I dinnae want to be here!”

      “You have no choice, I am afraid.”

      “This was nae —”

      “Was not what you thought?” Jacques interrupted. “I am sure it was not. However, you cannot leave. You are here now, and you will learn what you were sent to learn, though we will all speak to you in English for the time being. You have a few days to rest, to let some of that swelling go down, and then we begin again. Take advantage of the time while you can; you will most certainly need it.”

      “Please, uncover my eyes,” Euan asked, his voice now absent of the determined edge it had held only moments ago and betraying a child’s fear.

      “It is for your own good. You could not see out of them anyway, as swollen as they are. You must begin to heighten your other senses, Euan. Without your sight you must instead learn to hear, to smell, to feel.”

      Euan heard Jacques’ footsteps walking away from him, and the panic rose once more. “No! Wait! Please!”

      Silence was the only response to his plea, and Euan struggled against the ties that bound him before he fell back to the bed, letting loose a scream of anger that made his breathing ragged. The moment he was free, he was leaving this place. This was not what he’d been sent here to do, and he was sure Lochiel wouldn’t have allowed such treatment of him.

      “Let me out of here!” Euan screamed in fury.

      “And if we do not?”

      Euan went still, barely breathing, the fear of that voice creeping into his heart and clenching it with an icy grip.

      “That is what I thought. Nothing,” he said with a chuckle. “Jacques, we should send this petulant baby back home. He will not make it.”

      “Now, now, Alain. He is just a boy, and though you will never admit it now, you were this way, too. We all were. Answer the question, Euan. What will you do?”

      The calm of Jacques voice was maddening, making it impossible to tell what was going through the man’s mind or giving any hint as to what answer he was expecting. Euan was silent for a long moment before he spoke. “Ye will let me go sometime; ye have to, for ye have a job to do. But I promise ye this: when all of this is over, I am going to make ye pay for what ye have done to me.”

      “Are you? Fascinating,” Jacques said.

      “I would like to see you try, boy,” Alain sneered.

      “Especially ye,” Euan hissed.

      “If I do not kill you first.”

      “Do it,” Euan said, his tone cold. “Go on. Either way I win. If ye kill me, I am free, and ye hang for murder. Dinnae think for a moment I would nae be missed.”

      There was a silence that left Euan to wonder if they’d left before Jacques spoke. “Have a pleasant day, Euan.”

      The two men turned and departed, at least as far as Euan could tell. He growled in anger but, even with his temper as high as it was, decided to do as Jacques had suggested: begin to heighten his other senses. Taking deep breaths, he calmed himself and went as still as he could, his breathing becoming slow and quiet. The sounds he hadn’t noticed before came to him then, dripping water, echoes of distant voices, footsteps. The water was near him, but the rest were not. Those were muffled as though they were outside of a wall. The scent of wet stone filled his nostrils, followed by the mossy smell that usually accompanied a place where water was constant.

      The following day, neither Jacques nor any other man came near him, only women. Their footsteps were lighter, their touches gentler, but none of them spoke. They helped him sit up in order to feed him broth, the restraints allowing only enough movement for that purpose, and Euan was grateful for it. He was ravenously hungry, not sure when he’d last eaten; he wasn’t even sure how many days had passed or if he was where Jacques said he was. When the women left him after helping him to relieve himself, he lay there doing recitations in his head of any poetry or songs or other pieces he could remember so the silence wouldn’t drive him mad. He refrained from doing so out loud, for if they could keep silent, so could he, and if they were trying to break him and make him talk, he wouldn’t.

      It became easy to tell by the routines what time of the day it was. He began counting how many times he was fed, paying attention to the change in temperature that suggested nightfall. It occurred to him that they were teaching him how to survive if he were ever taken prisoner, and he wanted to prove to them that he wasn’t weak, that he would survive it. Though his body ached with being stuck in one position for the majority of the time, he gritted his teeth and refused to cry out. He counted three days before he realized he could see the inside of his blindfold, meaning the swelling had gone down.

      On the fourth day, he heard heavy footsteps and went perfectly still as if he were sleeping. He subdued the urge to smile when he felt them loosening the ties, and when they were sufficiently undone, Euan made his move. Able to tell where they were by the sounds they made, Euan landed a punch to someone’s jaw before he ripped the blindfold off. Someone tried to grab him, and he dodged it, sending an elbow into the man’s back before he sprinted out of the door. Running down a stone hallway, he slid to a stop as someone stepped out to close off the end of it. Euan pulled one of the sgian dubhs they hadn’t found, clutching it tight in his hand.

      “And just what, pray tell, do you think you will do with that?” Jacques asked, an amused smile on his face. He was tall with blonde hair, in his 30s at Euan’s best guess, with a soldier’s fit build.

      “I am getting out of here,” Euan replied.

      “You have gotten as far as you are going to go, I am afraid.”

      “Nae yet.”

      “If you really believe you are going to stab me and get past, you might want to reconsider. Even if you did, you have no idea how many men are here or where to go. If you did manage to get out of the building, you do not know where you are. How would you find your way? Where would you go? You do not even know the terrain. Think strategically instead of emotionally.”

      Euan heard footsteps swiftly approaching behind him and darted out of the way, putting Jacques on one side of him and an angry group of men on the other. Looking between the two, he knew he wouldn’t get any further, but he didn’t want to surrender either.

      Jacques seemed to understand what Euan wouldn’t say and held up a hand. “Leave him be,” he said to the others.

      “What!” Alain shouted. “He deserves another beating for that stunt!”

      “Why? Because he did precisely what he should have done? Euan took our advice even if we did not know it. He should not and will not be punished for that. I will handle him.”

      Grousing, the others backed off and walked away, and Euan looked over at Jacques. “What are ye going to do to me?”

      “Nothing, my young friend. Stand down, I mean you no harm.”

      “How do I know this is nae a trick?”

      One corner of Jacques lips twitched in something like a smile. “An excellent thing to consider, to be sure, but you have my word as an officer. This time there is no trick; I really do mean you no harm.”

      Euan’s heart was racing at almost the same speed as his mind, but he lowered his blade, forcing himself to trust Jacques.

      “Good. I understand you have little reason to trust anyone here, and for that I do not blame you. I, however, have yet to give you any reason not to trust me. Come, I am sure you are hungry?”

      Euan nodded.

      “I thought as much. This way,” Jacques said, gesturing toward the way he’d come.

      Euan made his way down the hall, following Jacques at a slight distance until they came to a door. Jacques opened it and went inside, with Euan behind him. Inside was a quite simple room with varied things sitting about, showing it to be a guard room where they might sit for a meal or a break. On the table sat a platter with what looked like chicken, along with wine, bread, and cheese. The rumble from Euan’s stomach was audible, but he refrained from making an immediate attack on the food despite his clear desire to do so.

      Jacques laughed at the young man who was almost salivating in front of him. “Go on, boy. Eat.”

      The words were half a second from having left Jacques’ mouth, and Euan was already at the table putting food on a plate. Euan was careful to not take much, as he was used to making sure there was enough for everyone.

      “Thank ye,” he said as he sat down to eat with well-mannered restraint.

      “Why did you take so little?”

      “I did nae wish to be greedy. Everyone else must eat, too.”

      Jacques looked at him in curiosity. “With the way you have been treated, why do you care?”

      “Habit. Also, I am fairly certain my mam would appear out of nowhere to slap me for such a lack of manners.”

      “Ah, yes,” Jacques said, laughing. “I forgot you are still young enough to fear your mother’s wrath.”

      “Dinnae know I will ever be too old to fear that. Dinnae ye?”

      “No, but I did not really know my mother. I do, however, fear the nuns.”

      Euan smiled; he couldn’t help it. “Aye, I have heard stories about them and dinnae blame ye.”

      “There is something very important you must understand, Euan, and it is important you realize it from the start,” Jacques said, his expression becoming serious once more. “From this moment on, you must distance yourself from those you love, and you must do this in order to protect them. If anyone sets out to harm you, they will search for those you love and make those people the first victims. Do not give them that ammunition. Do not act overly fond of anyone publicly. To show affection is to mark them for death. I would even suggest marrying a woman you care little for, so if she falls in such a way, it will not damage you.”

      Euan stared at him. “Are ye saying nae to embrace my own mam?”

      “Not in public, at least.”

      Euan frowned, this command not sitting at all well with him, though he understood it at the same time. His love meant death to those he held dear now, and the thought bothered him a great deal.

      “Feel free to eat as much as you need; this is for you alone, though I do admire your restraint,” Jacques said, changing the subject as he sat down in one of the other chairs. “You did a very good job in getting away.”

      “Ye told me to heighten my other senses, so I did.”

      “Yes, you did, and you did it far more effectively than we had expected you to. That bodes well for you.”

      “Were ye trying to teach me how to handle it if I get taken prisoner?”

      “Not exactly, though that is certainly a bonus. You had to trust yourself, to let go of your fear, and you did that. When fear is gone, that is when you become truly dangerous. There must come a moment where we realize there is more to the world than what we can see.”

      “What am I really to do here?”

      “That, my young friend, is far more complicated. You are here to learn how to be a soldier of a different sort. Any brute with a weapon can fight. Only a certain kind of man can be the weapon himself. You will learn the way we guard the king, but it is not in the way you think. We are the elite, and though we stand watch at his side, we stand watch in the shadows as well. When you leave us, you will have a set of skills that will make you more valuable than any money could buy.”

      “How does what ye did help any of that?”

      “This is a brutal business, Euan. There is pain, exhaustion, danger. You must learn how to get past and work through all of it. I will not lie and tell you that this is the end of the pain you will suffer, for it is not. It will be your constant companion for some time to come. Every mistake you make will earn you more until you stop making mistakes.”

      “What if I dinnae want to do this?”

      Jacques looked at him in an almost sad and sympathetic way. “You have no choice. This is what you were sent here to do, and you can either do it or die because you failed. Those are your options. By all means, resist and drag your feet, then watch what happens to you. You will find no mercy here, and I promise you those men will beat the life out of you if you try it.”

      “I thought I was going to have lessons,” Euan said, the words followed by a heavy sigh.

      “You will,” Jacques said, smiling. “You must be educated in a great many things to do this work well. One of those things is fluent French.”

      Euan smiled in return. “At least I have that to look forward to.”

      “Ah, so you are one of those, are you? Find the bright spot to get through the dark.”

      “It is the only way I know.”

      “It is as valid a way as any. Now, eat up. Afterward you will have a bath, be given your training uniform, and shown to your room. Tomorrow it all begins again, and you must be ready for it.”
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      The Specialist sat in silence for so long that Euan opened his eyes to look at him in curiosity. “Are ye all right?”

      “I should be asking you that question, I would think,” Specialist George replied.

      “Ye were silent, so I wanted to make sure.”

      “Yes, I was, for a couple of reasons. One was to be sure you had nothing else to say, the other was to absorb what you have told me. Companion Cameron —”

      “Euan, if ye dinnae mind,” Euan interjected. “Companion Cameron sounds so formal.”

      “Very well. Euan, I must first say that I am deeply sorry to hear such a tale. It is terrible that anything such as that was inflicted upon one so young.”

      “It was a different time.”

      “That does not make it right, does it? Do you feel as though any of what you have related to me was a good thing?”

      “No,” Euan replied. “Which is why I never want to speak about it. It was a horrible time in my life that I wish I could forget.”

      “But you cannot.”

      “No, I cannae. Every time I use what they taught me, those moments return.”

      “I am sure being back there on your last mission did not help matters.”

      Euan sighed. “No. Everywhere I looked there was a memory of those years.”

      “Were they there? Did you see them?”

      Euan gave a gentle shake of his head. “I did nae see any of them. They might have retired, or perhaps they died. That was always a very real possibility. It is also possible that I was seen, and word got back to them that I was there. Such a thing would cause them to avoid me at all costs, for they would have known I was there on a task and not put me in danger of exposure.”

      “Did anyone else there recognize you?”

      “No, thankfully. Well, one person I sought out did, but I have no ill memories of him.”

      “It was very clever of you to occupy your mind by reciting poetry and songs in order to keep from having a mental breakdown,” George said.

      “I dinnae know what made me think to do it, but it worked.”

      “Sometimes our minds know what to do to help themselves even if we do not. Tell me, do you think Lochiel should have sent you there?”

      “If he knew what was to happen to me, no. If he did nae, I cannae fault him for it.”

      “But you were just a boy. Do you think he could have or should have waited longer?”

      “I dinnae think he could have. As terrible as it sounds, I needed to go into that situation as malleable as could be, or I would nae have survived it.”

      “Does it make you angry now to think of these things? To think of the boy who watched the shore come closer while dreaming of a new life?”

      “Aye,” Euan admitted. “It angers me that the dream was snatched from him, that his life was nae ever going to be what he had dreamed it would.”

      “You spoke of yourself in the third person there; why?”

      “Because that boy does nae exist any longer. He died on that ship.”

      George raised an eyebrow. “Why do you say that?”

      “Nothing was ever the same from the moment Alain stepped onto the deck. When they threw me into the carriage, they had already struck the fatal blow to the child I had been. That life, that dream? Dead and gone.”

      “What was the dream?”

      “What does it matter?”

      “It is somewhere in your mind. What did he want? What did he dream of?”

      Euan sat in silence for a few minutes before he was able to speak. “An education more extensive than he could find in the Highlands. Perhaps something rivaling a university. He dreamt of serving a king while wearing a fancy uniform and moving amongst a glittering court. There was the chance of staying on in France and serving Lochiel’s wife and father, of sending for his mam and giving her a better life.”

      “Did he dream of his own life as a man?”

      “Aye, but in that way his dreams were far exceeded by what the man he became found.”

      “In what way?”

      “My Grace,” Euan said, the smile that spread across his lips instant and natural. “Never in a million years would that lad have dreamt of someone like her. Such a creature could nae even exist, much less be within his reach, yet she is here. She is mine, my heart and my soul, everything good in me. As much as I hate what I went through, I would go through it again and again if it meant I had her.”

      George smiled. “That is the only time I have seen you smile today.”

      “Cannae help but smile when she is in my thoughts.”

      “What other parts of your life now exceed what you wanted then?”

      “All of it, really,” Euan replied with utter honesty. “I have a home of my own, a fine, grand home. It is a home on the estate where I spent most of my life, something I never could have owned in my previous station. My mam is safe, healthy, and happy in a way I have never seen her. I have a study full of more books than I could have dreamed of, and more money than most of the nobles I encountered.”

      “So, perhaps he did not lose his dream after all and instead came by it in a different way than expected.”

      “Perhaps,” Euan admitted in a quiet voice.

      “But you are still angry.”

      “I think I have every right to be.”

      “No one is saying you do not. Who are you angry with?”

      “Everyone.”

      “Everyone?”

      “Well, nae everyone. Lochiel, Jacques, Alain … all of the ones who conspired to do this to me.”

      “Jacques? By your telling, he seemed to at least have some care for you.”

      “Aye, he did, somewhat. He still had a job to do, and he did nae hold back in his punishment. He was nae, perhaps, as cruel as the others could be, but dinnae mistake that for care.”

      “I see. You said something at the end that I found curious. Jacques told you that this would not be the end of the pain you suffered. What did he mean by that?”

      Euan’s expression darkened at the memory. “What he meant was that I would still take constant beatings. The following day, though I was still quite injured, they started physical training. I was to learn how to keep going no matter what, no matter the pain. It would inflict more injuries or let others linger, and if it did nae, they would cause some new ones. If I cried out in pain at any point, it would all start again. They starved me for several days once so I could learn to think and work through hunger. They deprived me of sleep so that I could learn to go without it and go longer without feeling the effects the lack of it might cause.”

      “How old were you then?”

      “Still 16. This all happened within the first few months of my being there. It was the period where I made the most mistakes, and any mistakes I made would bring physical punishment.”

      “Can you explain? What sort of mistakes? What punishment?”

      The small laugh that came from Euan was full of bitterness. “Ah, well, the true question is what was nae a mistake? Everything was. Anything they decided. I never knew when it would come. Nae until I started anticipating their thoughts, where they might go next, did it begin to taper off.”

      “When you began to make a study of them and learn their traits, their cues,” George said.

      “Aye, precisely. This was, of course, the start of the other part of my training, though I was doing it long before they were ready to teach me.”

      “Did they realize it?”

      “Eventually, but it put me far ahead of where they thought I should be. It was when Jacques really seemed to notice I would be suited for more … specialized … things.”

      “I see.”

      Euan couldn’t help his smile. Though the man didn’t intend for it to be there, there was a tone in the Specialist’s voice which conveyed not only how concerned he was, but also how disturbed and slightly fearful. Euan couldn’t blame him, really. He had no idea what Euan was able to do, how well he was able to read people no matter how well-trained they might be at trying to conceal it.

      “I think that is enough for today. There is a lot to process, a lot stirred up. What I want you to think about before our next session is how these things play into your daily life. Sit down and evaluate your behaviors, your interactions. Do you hold back? Do you approach things differently? Is there a difference between your first impulse and what you actually do because of what was done to you? Think about the way you are with Watcher Cameron and evaluate how your behavior changes with her, if it does.”

      “Aye, I will.”

      “Excellent. I look forward to seeing you again next week.”

      “Thank ye,” Euan said, standing as George did the same and shaking his hand. “Nae to worry, I will come back to see ye and nae another.”

      Specialist George smiled at him. “Good. See you then.”

      Euan left the room and made his way out, where he found Caia waiting for him. “Ye have nae been waiting here the whole time, have ye?”

      “No,” she said, smiling at him. “They called me when you got ready to leave.”

      “Ye are quick.”

      “Transport takes only a split second.”

      Euan chuckled a bit. “Aye, I suppose it does.”

      “You seem well.”

      “Mostly, aye. Nae sure I will always be, but this is a start.”

      “I am glad to hear it. I know Grace is waiting for you; shall we take you home?”

      “Of course. Cannae keep my Watcher waiting, can I?”

      The way he said it, followed by his teasing smile, made Caia laugh. “You say that as if you do not wish to see her.”

      “Well, we both know that is a lie, dinnae we?”

      “Indeed, we do.”

      “In all honesty, I dinnae want to keep her waiting if she is missing me. We are apart enough as it is.”

      Caia’s smile softened. “I love to see how much you love her.”

      “She deserves no less. From anyone.”

      “True, but it is special with you, something no one else can give. Come on, let us go.”

      Euan took her hand and, in the next moment, found himself in their bedroom. Caia was gone again before he could thank her, leaving him a moment alone. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and released it, sitting down in a chair and rubbing his forehead as if it would clear the aching brought on by the stress he was so adept at hiding. For now, he could let his guard down and not need to pretend to feel the way he didn’t. He’d told Caia he was fine, but he wasn’t, and he was certain she knew it but was too kind to press him. The memories shared today were unpleasant, and having them dredged up brought with them a darkness he’d neither expected nor wanted. He could see all of them so clearly, those men of his past, hear them as though they were standing right at his side even now. He wondered what he would’ve done if he’d seen them on this last mission, what they would’ve done. Would they have found a way to speak to him privately, or would they have ignored him? One thing he was certain of, there wasn’t one of them who stood a chance against his wife. They wouldn’t have known what to make of her, but that was at her best, something she hadn’t been while they were in France together only recently. A large part of him was tempted to take her back there and pit her against them just for the sheer pleasure it would give him to watch her wreak utter havoc and leave them in ruins.

      “Euan, are you okay?”

      The sound of her voice, soft as it was, made him jump, and his eyes snapped open as he looked up. She could sneak up on him in ways he still found unnerving because his training had taught him to be better than that.

      “Aye,” he replied, attempting a small smile.

      “Hmm, nice try, but I don’t believe you,” she said as she walked across the room to him.

      She placed a hand on his cheek, drawing a soft sigh from Euan as he felt the peace her touch and her presence instantly afforded him, and closed his eyes again.

      “Sometimes I do wish ye did nae know me as well as ye do.”

      “Even if I didn’t, I can still feel how bothered you are. Did you want to talk about it?”

      “I have done enough talking for today, I think, at least about the past.”

      “I understand that feeling far more than I’d care to admit. Did you want me to leave you alone?”

      “No,” he said almost before she’d finished speaking, opening his eyes and looking up at her. “I want ye to stay, as ye are perhaps the only person in the world I would want near me just now.”

      A small frown settled over Grace’s delicate features. “That bad, huh?”

      “Aye,” he replied, reaching out for her and pulling her down into his lap once she took his hand. Resting his head against her shoulder, he felt the gentle pressure of her resting her cheek against the crown of his head an instant later.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, untying his long, dark hair and then running her fingers through it in slow, gentle, repetitive strokes. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Just be here, be ye,” he said, drawing a fingertip down the inside of her forearm and over the Watcher’s mark on her wrist. “That I dinnae want to speak of it is nae personal; I hope ye know that.”

      “I never thought for a minute that it was. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt you so bothered as this.”

      “I think the last time I was is when we were cut off from each other.”

      “Our last mission.”

      “Indeed. How are ye feeling?” he asked, wanting to shift the subject away from his own feelings for now.

      “I don’t know, really. It’s the strangest feeling, because something massive has happened to me, and yet, at the same time, none of it feels real. How do you process what feels unreal?”

      “I understand that better than ye know, and the truth is that ye cannae. Instead, ye simply wall it away because there is naught else ye can do. It is too big, too painful, and ye just want things to be as they were before.”

      “Even when they aren’t.”

      “Even then. All ye can do is try to make it as close to what it was as ye can.”

      “I suppose. I wanted to tell you about … um … about …”

      Euan looked up and watched the sudden fear leap into her eyes even as he felt her panic within himself when she couldn’t remember what she’d wanted to say. “Leannan, dinnae panic. It is all right. It is nae what ye think, just give yerself a moment and breathe.”

      “I can’t remember! Euan, I can’t remember!”

      “No … Grace … shh …”

      “What if … no! I have to remember what it was!”

      Whatever he might have been feeling was shoved aside in an instant in the face of her anxiety. He stood up and switched their positions, sitting her down in the chair and then kneeling before her. Taking her hands in his, he could feel her shaking.

      “Grace. Grace, listen to me. Look at me. Ye are fine.”

      “I can’t remember!” she said in distress, looking at him but not really seeing him as her mind raced with the frantic need to recover the intended words.

      “I know, but that happens all the time to everyone. Ye forget what ye meant to tell someone about, we all do it, and it will come to ye if ye relax and give it time. This is nae the same; it is nae happening again. Those were nae the things they were taking from ye. Here: where did ye go to university?”

      “Oxford.”

      “Aye. And where did we have dinner my second day in California?”

      “Blue Plate Taco.”

      “What did my mam chastise me for saying in front of yer mam?”

      “That you weren’t Jesus Christ as far as you knew, but you did come back from the dead, so maybe?”

      Euan laughed. “Aye. Ye see? Ye do remember things.”

      Grace smiled as her panic began to ease a bit. “You’re right.”

      “My poor love,” he said, reaching up to stroke her cheek. “Ye are still so frightened, but I cannae blame ye in the slightest. I do miss that restaurant, though.”

      “We could always take a quick trip with Caia.”

      “Tempting.”

      “You could have more tequila.”

      “Even more tempting.”

      “Margaritas?”

      “Only problem with this plan is ye would have to hope ye did nae see anyone ye knew.”

      “Ugh, right. Wait! We could order to go and see if Caia would pick it up.”

      “I like the way ye think.”

      Grace laughed softly. “It will have to be for supper, though. They aren’t open yet.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “I hope this doesn’t keep happening.”

      “Christ, Grace, give yerself a bit of time, would ye? We just got back yesterday. The previous day ye were dying in a bed, unable to remember anything. Things will nae be normal for a while, no matter how much ye want them to be.”

      “You’re right, I know you are, I just … I hate this.”

      “Ye are as bad as I am. Ye hate to be down for long.”

      Grace made a face at him, and it brought laughter from Euan because he knew she was irritated that he was right.

      “Aye, exactly. Love, maybe ye really should see a —”

      “No,” she said, cutting off his thought.

      “Grace.”

      “No!”

      “Why nae?”

      “Because I don’t want to! Euan, please.”

      “I will nae push ye, at least nae yet.”

      “Thank you. You don’t know what it’s like to have people playing in your head.”

      Euan gave her a look.

      “Okay, but not the same way.”

      “No, that is entirely unique to ye; ye are right.”

      “The point is that I don’t want to talk about it, I don’t want anyone else in my mind, I don’t want anyone else to have any of my memories, and I definitely don’t want to share it with The Council.”

      “Oh?”

      “I just … they have so much already, Euan. As it is, they took all those memories from the mission to study. They have access to other things. I want to deal with this on my own, in my own way, with you.”

      “All right, all right, calm yerself, wife. I understand ye.”

      “Don’t sound so exasperated.”

      “Ye try to deal with someone just like ye, and ye tell me how ye dinnae get exasperated, hm?”

      “Seriously? You’re going to go there?” Grace retorted, raising an eyebrow.

      “Well, nae … I mean … ach, ye see? We are just like each other, and it is like arguing with yerself. I get to see how I must be to argue with, and it drives me mad.”

      “No way, you’re far meaner.”

      “What!” Euan exclaimed, not needing to fake his astonishment at the accusation.

      “You are! You have a sharp tongue when you want to.”

      “I have nae heard ye complain,” he shot back before his lips spread into a wicked grin.

      “Euan!” Grace gasped. “That is totally not what I meant!”

      “No, but it is what I meant,” he said, and to his great amusement, she rolled her eyes at him. “And I dinnae have a sharp tongue that way.”

      “Oh, yes you do.”

      “No.”

      “Fine, I’m going to record you next time we have an argument.”

      “Good, because then ye get to hear how sharp ye can be as well.”

      “You are impossible!”

      “So are ye, but this is why we are made for each other, is it nae?”

      Grace scoffed in playful annoyance and gave his shoulder a small shove.

      “Oi! Watch yerself!”

      “Aww, did I hurt you?” she asked with an exaggerated pout.

      “Oh, ye are going to be that way about it, are ye?”

      Grace grinned and then laughed. “You know I love you. Stop it.”

      “Aye,” he said, chuckling. “I do know, and it is the only thing in the world that matters to me.”

      Grace leaned forward and kissed his forehead. “Want some ice cream? Maybe with a whisky drizzle?”

      “Ach, now, that is a language I understand.”

      “Then we can binge-watch something on television?”

      “Oh aye, keep talking.”

      “And maybe I can give you a back rub.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Then maybe not watch television?”

      Euan grinned. “Ye had me at ice cream, but I am happy to do all the rest.”

      “Argh!” Grace said, reaching out and placing her hands around his neck in joking exasperation.

      “Careful, I might like it.”

      “EUAN.”

      The way she said it brought a loud laugh from him before he leaned forward and kissed her. “Come on, let us go get that ice cream, shall we? Then ye can pretend to choke me some more.”

      “No way!”

      “Ye are no fun.”

      Grace rolled her eyes again and stood up, walking past him to the door, where she paused and looked back at him over her shoulder. The smile she flashed at him was one of pure teasing, the type of smile that immediately sparked a desire in him to drag her into their bed before she shook her head and left. Euan wasted no time in scrambling up to go after her. If anyone could make him forget today, it would be her, and he found that right now it was all he wanted.
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