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      PROLOGUE

      THE BODY IS amazingly plastic. The spirit, even more so. But there are some things you don’t come back from. Say ye so, a nighean? True, the body’s easily maimed, and the spirit can be crippled – yet there’s that in a man that is never destroyed.
      

   
      
      
PART ONE
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      A Troubling of the Waters

   
      
      1

      
      SOMETIMES THEY’RE REALLY DEAD

      
      Wilmington, colony of North Carolina 
July 1776

      
      THE PIRATE’S HEAD had disappeared. William heard the speculations from a group of idlers on the quay nearby, wondering whether
         it would be seen again.
      

      
      ‘Na, him be gone for good,’ said a ragged man of mixed blood, shaking his head. ‘De ally-gator don’ take him, de water will.’

      
      A backwoodsman shifted his tobacco and spat into the water in disagreement.

      
      ‘No, he’s good for another day – two, maybe. Them gristly bits what holds the head on, they dry out in the sun. Tighten up
         like iron. Seen it many a time with deer carcasses.’
      

      
      William saw Mrs. MacKenzie glance quickly at the harbor, then away. She looked pale, he thought, and maneuvered himself slightly
         so as to block her view of the men and the brown flood of high tide, though since it was high, the corpse tied to its stake was naturally not visible. The stake was, though – a stark reminder of the price of crime.
         The pirate had been staked to drown on the mudflats several days before, the persistence of his decaying corpse an ongoing
         topic of public conversation.
      

      
      ‘Jem!’ Mr. MacKenzie called sharply, and lunged past William in pursuit of his son. The little boy, red-haired like his mother,
         had wandered away to listen to the men’s talk, and was now leaning perilously out over the water, clinging to a bollard in
         an attempt to see the dead pirate.
      

      
      Mr. MacKenzie snatched the boy by the collar, pulled him in, and swept him up in his arms, though the boy struggled, craning
         back toward the swampish harbor.
      

      
      ‘I want to see the wallygator eat the pirate, Daddy!’

      
      The idlers laughed, and even MacKenzie smiled a little, though the smile disappeared when he glanced at his wife. He was at
         her side in an instant, one hand beneath her elbow.
      

      
      ‘I think we must be going,’ MacKenzie said, shifting his son’s weight in order better to support his wife, whose distress
         was apparent. ‘Lieutenant Ransom – Lord Ellesmere, I mean’ – he corrected with an apologetic smile at William – ‘will have
         other engagements, I’m sure.’
      

      
      This was true; William was engaged to meet his father for supper. Still, his father had arranged to meet him at the tavern
         just across the quay; there was no risk of missing him. William said as much, and urged them to stay, for he was enjoying
         their company – Mrs. MacKenzie’s, particularly – but she smiled regretfully, though her color was better, and patted the capped
         head of the baby in her arms.
      

      
      ‘No, we do have to be going.’ She glanced at her son, still struggling to get down, and William saw her eyes flicker toward
         the harbor and the stark pole that stood above the flood. She resolutely looked away, fixing her eyes upon William’s face
         instead. ‘The baby’s waking up; she’ll be wanting food. It was so lovely to meet you, though. I wish we might talk longer.’
         She said this with the greatest sincerity, and touched his arm lightly, giving him a pleasant sensation in the pit of the
         stomach.
      

      
      The idlers were now placing wagers on the reappearance of the drowned pirate, though by the looks of things, none of them
         had two groats to rub together.
      

      
      ‘Two to one he’s still there when the tide goes out.’

      
      ‘Five to one the body’s still there, but the head’s gone. I don’t care what you say about the gristly bits, Lem, that there
         head was just a-hangin’ by a thread when this last tide come in. Next un’ll take it, sure.’
      

      
      Hoping to drown this conversation out, William embarked on an elaborate farewell, going so far as to kiss Mrs. MacKenzie’s
         hand with his best court manner – and, seized by inspiration, kissed the baby girl’s hand, too, making them all laugh. Mr.
         MacKenzie gave him rather an odd look, but didn’t seem offended, and shook his hand in a most republican manner – playing
         out the joke by setting down his son and making the little boy shake hands as well.
      

      
      ‘Have you kilt anybody?’ the boy inquired with interest, looking at William’s dress sword.

      
      ‘No, not yet,’ William replied, smiling.

      
      ‘My grandsire’s kilt two dozen men!’

      
      ‘Jemmy!’ Both parents spoke at once, and the little boy’s shoulders went up around his ears.
      

      
      ‘Well, he has!’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure he is a bold and bloody man, your grandsire,’ William assured the little boy gravely. ‘The King always has need
         of such men.’
      

      
      ‘My grandda says the King can kiss his arse,’ the boy replied matter-of-factly.

      
      ‘JEMMY!’

      
      Mr. MacKenzie clapped a hand over his outspoken offspring’s mouth.

      
      ‘You know your grandda didn’t say that!’ Mrs. MacKenzie said. The little boy nodded agreeably, and his father removed the muffling
         hand.
      

      
      ‘No. Grannie did, though.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s somewhat more likely,’ Mr. MacKenzie murmured, obviously trying not to laugh. ‘But we still don’t say things
         like that to soldiers – they work for the King.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Jemmy, clearly losing interest. ‘Is the tide going out now?’ he asked hopefully, craning his neck toward the harbor
         once more.
      

      
      ‘No,’ Mr. MacKenzie said firmly. ‘Not for hours. You’ll be in bed.’

      
      Mrs. MacKenzie smiled at William in apology, her cheeks charmingly flushed with embarrassment, and the family took its leave
         with some haste, leaving William struggling between laughter and dismay.
      

      
      ‘Oy, Ransom!’

      
      He turned at his name, to find Harry Dobson and Colin Osborn, two second lieutenants from his regiment, evidently escaped
         from duty and eager to sample the fleshpots of Wilmington – such as they were.
      

      
      ‘Who’s that?’ Dobson looked after the departing group, interested.

      
      ‘A Mr. and Mrs. MacKenzie. Friends of my father’s.’

      
      ‘Oh, married, is she?’ Dobson sucked in his cheeks, still watching the woman. ‘Well, make it a bit harder, I suppose, but
         what’s life without a challenge?’
      

      
      ‘Challenge?’ William gave his diminutive friend a jaundiced look. ‘Her husband’s roughly three times your size, if you hadn’t
         noticed.’
      

      
      Osborn laughed, going red in the face.

      
      ‘She’s twice his size! She’d crush you, Dobby.’
      

      
      ‘And what makes you think I mean to be on the bottom?’ Dobson inquired with dignity. Osborn hooted.

      
      ‘What’s this obsession of yours with giantesses?’ William demanded. He glanced at the little family, now nearly out of sight
         at the end of the street. ‘That woman’s nearly as tall as I am!’
      

      
      ‘Oh, rub it in, why don’t you?’ Osborn, who was taller than Dobson’s five feet, but still a head shorter than William, aimed
         a mock kick at his knee. William dodged it and cuffed Osborn, who ducked and shoved him into Dobson.
      

      
      ‘Gennelmen!’ The menacing cockney tones of Sergeant Cutter brought them up sharp. They might outrank the sergeant, but not
         one of them would have the nerve to point this out. The entire battalion went in fear of Sergeant Cutter, who was older than
         God and approximately Dobson’s height, but who contained within his diminutive physique the sheer fury of a full-sized volcano
         on the boil.
      

      
      ‘Sergeant!’ Lieutenant William Ransom, Earl of Ellesmere and senior of the group, drew himself up straight, chin pressed back
         into his stock. Osborn and Dobson hastily followed his lead, quaking in their boots.
      

      
      Cutter strode back and forth in front of them, in the manner of a stalking leopard. You could just see the lashing tail and
         the preliminary licking of chops, William thought. Waiting for the bite was almost worse than getting it in the arse.
      

      
      ‘And where’s your troops, then?’ Cutter snarled. ‘Sirs?’

      
      Osborn and Dobson at once began sputtering explanations, but Lieutenant Ransom – for once – walked on the side of the angels.

      
      ‘My men are guarding the Governor’s Palace, under Lieutenant Colson. I’m given leave, Sergeant, to dine with my father,’ he
         said respectfully. ‘By Sir Peter.’
      

      
      Sir Peter Packer’s was a name to conjure with, and Cutter abated in mid-spew. Rather to William’s surprise, though, it wasn’t
         Sir Peter’s name that had produced this reaction.
      

      
      ‘Your father?’ Cutter said, squinting. ‘That’s Lord John Grey, is it?’

      
      ‘Er … yes,’ William replied cautiously. ‘Do you … know him?’

      
      Before Cutter could reply, the door of a nearby tavern opened, and William’s father came out. William smiled in delight at
         this timely appearance, but quickly erased the smile as the sergeant’s gimlet gaze fixed on him.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you be a-grinnin’ at me like an ’airy ape,’ the sergeant began, in dangerous tones, but was interrupted by Lord John’s clapping him familiarly on
         the shoulder – something none of the three young lieutenants would have done if offered significant money.
      

      
      ‘Cutter!’ Lord John said, smiling warmly. ‘I heard those dulcet tones and said to myself, why damn me if it isn’t Sergeant
         Aloysius Cutter! There can’t be another man alive who sounds so much like a bulldog that’s swallowed a cat and lived to tell
         about it.’
      

      
      ‘Aloysius?’ Dobson mouthed at William, but William merely grunted briefly in response, unable to shrug, as his father had now turned
         his attention in his direction.
      

      
      ‘William,’ he said, with a cordial nod. ‘How very punctual you are. My apologies for being so late; I was detained.’ Before
         William could say anything or introduce the others, though, Lord John had embarked upon a lengthy reminiscence with Sergeant
         Cutter, reliving high old times on the Plains of Abraham with General Wolfe.
      

      
      This allowed the three young officers to relax slightly, which, in Dobson’s case, meant a return to his earlier train of thought.

      
      ‘You said that red-haired poppet’s a friend of your father’s?’ he whispered to William. ‘Find out from him where she’s staying,
         eh?’
      

      
      ‘Idiot,’ hissed Osborn. ‘She isn’t even pretty! She’s long-nosed as – as – as Willie!’

      
      ‘Didn’t see as high as her face,’ Dobson said, smirking. ‘Her tits were right at eye-level, though, and those …’
      

      
      ‘Ass!’

      
      ‘Shh!’ Osborn stamped on Dobson’s foot to shut him up as Lord John turned back to the young men.

      
      ‘Will you introduce me to your friends, William?’ Lord John inquired politely. Rather red in the face – he had reason to know
         that his father had acute hearing, despite his artillery experiences – William did so, and Osborn and Dobson both bowed, looking
         rather awed. They hadn’t realized who his father was, and William was at once proud that they were impressed, and mildly dismayed
         that they’d discovered Lord John’s identity – it would be all over the battalion before supper tomorrow. Not that Sir Peter
         didn’t know, of course, but –
      

      
      He gathered his wits, realizing that his father was taking leave for them both, and returned Sergeant Cutter’s salute, hastily
         but in good form, before hurrying after his father, leaving Dobby and Osborn to their fate.
      

      
      ‘I saw you speaking to Mr. and Mrs. MacKenzie,’ Lord John said casually. ‘I trust they are well?’ He glanced down the quay,
         but the MacKenzies had long since disappeared from view.
      

      
      ‘Seemed so,’ Willie said. He was not going to ask where they stayed, but the impression the young woman had made on him lingered. He couldn’t say if she was pretty
         or not; her eyes had struck him, though – a wonderful deep blue with long auburn lashes, and fixed on him with a flattering
         intensity that had warmed the cockles of his heart. Grotesquely tall, of course, but – what was he thinking? The woman was
         married – with children! And red-haired, to boot.
      

      
      ‘You’ve – er – known them long?’ he asked, thinking of the startlingly perverse political sentiments that evidently flourished
         in the family.
      

      
      ‘Quite some time. She is the daughter of one of my oldest friends, Mr. James Fraser. Do you recall him, by chance?’

      
      William frowned, not placing the name – his father had thousands of friends, how should he …

      
      ‘Oh!’ he said. ‘Not an English friend, you don’t mean. Was it not a Mr. Fraser that we visited in the mountains, that time
         when you fell sick of the – of the measle?’ The bottom of his stomach dropped a little, remembering the sheer terror of that
         time. He had traveled through the mountains in a daze of misery; his mother had died only a month before. Then Lord John had
         caught the measle, and William had been sure that his father was about to die likewise, leaving him completely alone in the
         wilderness. There hadn’t been room for anything in his mind but fear and grief, and he retained only a jumble of confused
         impressions from the visit. He had some dim recollection that Mr. Fraser had taken him fishing and been kind to him.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ his father said, with a sidelong smile. ‘I’m touched, Willie. I should have thought you might recall that visit more
         because of your own misadventure than mine.’
      

      
      ‘Mis –’ Memory rushed over him, succeeded by a flood of heat, hotter than the humid summer air. ‘Thanks very much! I’d managed
         to expunge that from my memory, until you mentioned it!’
      

      
      His father was laughing, and making no attempt to hide it. In fact, he was convulsed.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Willie,’ he said, gasping and wiping his eyes with a corner of his handkerchief. ‘I can’t help it; it was the
         most – the most – oh, God, I’ll never forget what you looked like when we pulled you out of that privy!’
      

      
      ‘You know it was an accident,’ William said stiffly. His cheeks burned with remembered mortification. At least Fraser’s daughter hadn’t
         been present to witness his humiliation at the time.
      

      
      ‘Yes, of course. But –’ His father pressed the handkerchief to his mouth, his shoulders shaking silently.

      
      ‘Feel free to stop cackling at any point,’ William said coldly. ‘Where the devil are we going, anyway?’ They’d reached the
         end of the quay, and his father was leading them – still snorting like a grampus – into one of the quiet, tree-lined streets,
         away from the taverns and inns near the harbor.
      

      
      ‘We’re dining with a Captain Richardson,’ his father said, controlling himself with an obvious effort. He coughed, blew his
         nose, and put away the handkerchief. ‘At the house of a Mr. Bell.’
      

      
      Mr. Bell’s house was whitewashed, neat, and prosperous, without being ostentatious. Captain Richardson gave much the same
         sort of impression: of middle age, well-groomed and well-tailored, but without any notable style, and with a face you couldn’t
         pick out of a crowd two minutes after seeing it.
      

      
      The two Misses Bell made a much stronger impression, particularly the younger, Miriam, who had honey-colored curls peeping
         out of her cap, and big, round eyes that remained fixed on William throughout dinner. She was seated too far away for him
         to be able to converse with her directly, but he fancied that the language of the eyes was sufficient to indicate to her that
         the fascination was mutual, and if an opportunity for more personal communication should offer later … ? A smile, and a demure
         lowering of honey-colored lashes, followed by a quick glance toward a door that stood open to the side porch, for air. He
         smiled back.
      

      
      ‘Do you think so, William?’ his father said, loudly enough to indicate that it was the second time of asking.

      
      ‘Oh, certainly. Um … think what?’ he asked, since it was after all Papa, and not his commander. His father gave him the look
         that meant he would have rolled his eyes had they not been in public, but replied patiently.
      

      
      ‘Mr. Bell was asking whether Sir Peter intends to remain long in Wilmington.’ Mr. Bell, at the head of the table, bowed graciously
         – though William observed a certain narrowing of his eyes in Miriam’s direction. Perhaps he’d best come back to call tomorrow,
         he thought, when Mr. Bell might be at his place of business.
      

      
      ‘Oh. I believe we’ll remain here for only a short time, sir,’ he said respectfully to Mr. Bell. ‘I collect that the chief
         trouble is in the backcountry, and so we will no doubt move to suppress it without delay.’
      

      
      Mr. Bell looked pleased, though from the corner of his eye, William saw Miriam pout prettily at the suggestion of his imminent
         departure.
      

      
      ‘Good, good,’ Bell said jovially. ‘No doubt hundreds of Loyalists will flock to join you along your march.’

      
      ‘Doubtless so, sir,’ William murmured, taking another spoonful of soup. He doubted that Mr. Bell would be among them. Not
         really the marching type, to look at. And not that the assistance of a lot of untrained provincials armed with shovels would
         be helpful in any case, but he could hardly say so.
      

      
      William, trying to see Miriam without looking directly at her, instead intercepted the flicker of a glance that traveled between
         his father and Captain Richardson, and for the first time, began to wonder. His father had distinctly said they were dining
         with Captain Richardson – meaning that a meeting with the captain was the point of the evening. Why?
      

      
      Then he caught a look from Miss Lillian Bell, who was seated across from him, next his father, and ceased thinking about Captain
         Richardson. Dark-eyed, taller and more slender than her sister – but really quite a handsome girl, now he noticed.
      

      
      Still, when Mrs. Bell and her daughters rose and the men retired to the porch after dinner, William was not surprised to find
         himself at one end with Captain Richardson, while his father engaged Mr. Bell at the other in a spirited discussion of tar
         prices. Papa could talk to anyone about anything.
      

      
      ‘I have a proposition to put before you, Lieutenant,’ Richardson said, after the usual cordialities had been exchanged.

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ William said respectfully. His curiosity had begun to rise. Richardson was a captain of light dragoons, but not
         presently with his regiment; that much he had revealed over dinner, saying casually that he was on detached duty. Detached
         to do what?
      

      
      ‘I do not know how much your father has told you regarding my mission?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing, sir.’

      
      ‘Ah. I am charged with the gathering of intelligence in the Southern Department. Not that I am in command of such operations,
         you understand’ – the captain smiled modestly – ‘but a small part of them.’
      

      
      ‘I … appreciate the great value of such operations, sir,’ William said, groping for diplomacy, ‘but I – for myself, that is
         to say –’
      

      
      ‘You have no interest in spying. No, of course not.’ It was dark on the porch, but the dryness of the captain’s tone was evident.
         ‘Few men who regard themselves as soldiers do.’
      

      
      ‘I meant no offense, sir.’

      
      ‘None taken. I am not, however, recruiting you as a spy – that is a delicate occupation, and one involving some danger – but
         rather as a messenger. Though should you find opportunity to act the intelligencer along your way … well, that would be an
         additional contribution, and much appreciated.’
      

      
      William felt the blood rise in his face at the implication that he was capable neither of delicacy nor danger, but kept his
         temper, saying only, ‘Oh?’
      

      
      The captain, it seemed, had gathered significant information regarding local conditions in the Carolinas, and now required
         to send this to the commander of the Northern Department – General Howe, presently in Halifax.
      

      
      ‘I will of course be sending more than one messenger,’ Richardson said. ‘It is naturally somewhat quicker by ship – but I
         desire to have at least one messenger travel overland, both for safety’s sake and for the sake of making observations en route. Your father speaks very highly of your abilities, Lieutenant’ – did he detect a hint of amusement in that dry-as-sawdust
         voice? – ‘and I collect that you have traveled extensively in North Carolina and Virginia. That is a valuable attribute. You
         will appreciate that I do not wish my messenger to disappear into the Dismal Swamp, never to be seen again.’
      

      
      ‘Ha-ha,’ said William, politely, perceiving this to be meant as a jest. Clearly, Captain Richardson had never been near the
         Great Dismal; William had, though he didn’t think anyone in his right mind would go that way a-purpose, save to hunt.
      

      
      He also had severe doubts regarding Richardson’s suggestion – though even as he told himself that he shouldn’t consider leaving his men, his regiment … he was already seeing a romantic
         vision of himself, alone in the vast wilderness, bearing important news through storm and danger.
      

      
      More of a consideration, though, was what he might expect at the other end of the journey.

      
      Richardson anticipated his question, answering before he could speak.

      
      ‘Once in the north, you would – it being agreeable – join General Howe’s staff.’

      
      Well, now, he thought. Here was the apple, and a juicy red one, too. He was aware that Richardson meant ‘it being agreeable’
         to General Howe, rather than to William – but he had some confidence in his own capabilities, and rather thought he might
         prove himself useful.
      

      
      He had been in North Carolina only a few days, but that was quite long enough for him to have made an accurate assessment
         of the relative chances for advancement between the Northern Department and the Southern. The entire Continental army was
         with Washington in the north; the southern rebellion appeared to consist of troublesome pockets of backwoodsmen and impromptu
         militia – hardly a threat. And as for the relative status of Sir Peter and General Howe as commanders …
      

      
      ‘I would like to think on your offer, if I might, Captain,’ he said, hoping eagerness didn’t show in his voice. ‘May I give
         my answer tomorrow?’
      

      
      ‘Certainly. I imagine you will wish to discuss the prospects with your father – you may do so.’

      
      The captain then deliberately changed the subject, and within a few moments, Lord John and Mr. Bell had joined them, the conversation
         becoming general.
      

      
      William paid little heed to what was said, his own attention distracted by the sight of two slender white figures that hovered
         ghostlike among the bushes at the outer edge of the yard. Two capped white heads drew together, then apart. Now and then,
         one turned briefly toward the porch in what looked like speculation.
      

      
      ‘“And for his vesture, they cast lots,”’ his father murmured, shaking his head.

      
      ‘Eh?’

      
      ‘Never mind.’ His father smiled, and turned toward Captain Richardson, who had just said something about the weather.

      
      Fireflies lit the yard, drifting like green sparks among the damp, lush growth of plants. It was good to see fireflies again;
         he had missed them, in England – and that peculiar softness of the southern air that molded his linen to his body and made
         the blood throb in his fingertips. Crickets were chirping all around them, and for an instant, their song seemed to drown
         out everything save the sound of his pulse.
      

      
      ‘Coffee’s ready, gen’mun.’ The soft voice of the Bells’ slave cut through the small ferment of his blood, though, and he went
         in with the other men, with no more than a glance toward the yard. The white figures had disappeared, but a sense of promise
         lingered in the soft, warm air.
      

      
      An hour later, he found himself walking back toward his billet, thoughts in a pleasant muddle, his father strolling silent
         by his side.
      

      
      Miss Lillian Bell had granted him a kiss among the fireflies at the end of the evening, chaste and fleeting, but upon the
         lips, and the thick summer air seemed to taste of coffee and ripe strawberries, despite the pervasive dank smell of the harbor.
      

      
      ‘Captain Richardson told me of the proposal he made to you,’ Lord John said casually. ‘Are you inclined?’

      
      ‘Don’t know,’ William replied, with equal casualness. ‘I should miss my men, of course, but …’ Mrs. Bell had pressed him to
         come to tea, later in the week.
      

      
      ‘Little permanence in a military life,’ his father said, with a brief shake of the head. ‘I did warn you.’

      
      William gave a brief grunt of assent, not really listening.

      
      ‘A good opportunity for advancement,’ his father was saying, adding offhandedly, ‘though of course there is some danger to
         the proposition.’
      

      
      ‘What?’ William scoffed, hearing this. ‘Riding from Wilmington to take ship at New York? There’s a road, nearly all the way!’

      
      ‘And quite a number of Continentals on it,’ Lord John pointed out. ‘General Washington’s entire army lies this side of Philadelphia,
         if the news I hear be correct.’
      

      
      William shrugged.

      
      ‘Richardson said he wanted me because I knew the country. I can make my way well enough without roads.’

      
      ‘Are you sure? You have not been in Virginia for nearly four years.’

      
      The dubious tone of this annoyed William.

      
      ‘Do you think me incapable of finding my way?’

      
      ‘No, not at all,’ his father said, still with that note of doubt in his voice. ‘But there is no little risk to this proposition; I should not like to see you undertake it without due thought.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I have thought,’ said William, stung. ‘I’ll do it.’
      

      
      Lord John walked in silence for a few steps, then nodded, reluctantly.

      
      ‘It’s your decision, Willie,’ he said softly. ‘I should be personally obliged if you would take care, though.’

      
      William’s annoyance melted at once.

      
      ‘Course I will,’ he said gruffly. They walked on beneath the dark canopy of maple and hickory, not talking, close enough that
         their shoulders brushed now and then.
      

      
      At the inn, William bade Lord John good night, but didn’t return at once to his own lodgings. Instead, he wandered out along
         the quay, restless, unready for sleep.
      

      
      The tide had turned and was well out, he saw; the smell of dead fish and decaying seaweed was stronger, though a smooth sheet
         of water still covered the mudflats, quiet in the light of a quarter-moon.
      

      
      It took a moment to locate the stake. For an instant, he thought it had gone, but no – there it was, a thin dark line against
         the glimmer of the water. Empty.
      

      
      The stake no longer stood upright, but leaned sharply, as though about to fall, and a thin loop of rope trailed from it, floating
         like a hangman’s noose on the waning tide. William was conscious of some visceral uneasiness; the tide alone would not have
         taken the whole body. Some said there were crocodiles or alligators here, though he had not yet seen one himself. He glanced
         down involuntarily, as though one of these reptiles might suddenly lunge from the water at his feet. The air was still warm,
         but a small shiver went through him.
      

      
      He shook this off, and turned away toward his lodgings. There would be a day or two before he must go, he thought, and wondered
         whether he might see the blue-eyed Mrs. MacKenzie again before he left.
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      LORD JOHN LINGERED for a moment on the porch of the inn, watching his son vanish into the shadows under the trees. He had
         some qualms; the matter had been arranged with more haste than he would have liked – but he did have confidence in William’s abilities. And while the arrangement clearly
         had its risks, that was the nature of a soldier’s life. Some situations were riskier than others, though.
      

      
      He hesitated, hearing the buzz of talk from the taproom inside, but he had had enough of company for the night, and the thought
         of tossing to and fro under the low ceiling of his room, stifling in the day’s trapped heat, determined him to walk about
         until bodily exhaustion should ensure sleep.
      

      
      It wasn’t just the heat, he reflected, stepping off the porch and setting off in the opposite direction to the one Willie
         had taken. He knew himself well enough to realize that even the apparent success of his plan would not prevent his lying awake,
         worrying at it like a dog with a bone, testing for weaknesses, seeking for ways of improvement. After all, William would not
         depart immediately; there was a little time to consider, to make alterations, should that be necessary.
      

      
      General Howe, for instance. Had that been the best choice? Perhaps Clinton … but no. Henry Clinton was a fussy old woman,
         unwilling to stir a foot without orders in triplicate.
      

      
      The Howe brothers – one a general, one an admiral – were famously uncouth, both having the manners, aspect, and general aroma
         of boars in rut. Neither of them was stupid, though – God knew they weren’t timid – and Grey thought Willie fully capable
         of surviving rough manners and harsh words. And a commander given to spitting on the floor – Richard Howe had once spat on
         Grey himself, though this was largely accidental, the wind having changed unexpectedly – was possibly easier for a young subaltern
         to deal with than the quirks of some other military gentlemen of Grey’s acquaintance.
      

      
      Though even the most peculiar of the brotherhood of the blade was preferable to the diplomats. He wondered idly what the term
         of venery might be for a collection of diplomats. If writers formed the brotherhood of the quill, and a group of foxes be
         termed a skulk … a stab of diplomats, perhaps? Brothers of the stiletto? No, he decided. Much too direct. An opiate of diplomats,
         more like. Brotherhood of the boring. Though the ones who were not boring could be dangerous, on occasion.
      

      
      Sir George Germain was one of the rarer sorts: boring and dangerous.
      

      
      He walked up and down the streets of the town for some time, in hopes of exhausting himself before going back to his small, stuffy room. The sky was low and sullen, with heat lightning
         flickering among the clouds, and the atmosphere was damp as a bath sponge. He should have been in Albany by now – no less
         humid and bug-ridden, but somewhat cooler, and near the sweet dark forests of the Adirondacks.
      

      
      Still, he didn’t regret his hasty journey to Wilmington. Willie was sorted; that was the important thing. And Willie’s sister,
         Brianna – he stopped dead for a moment, eyes closed, reliving the moment of transcendence and heartbreak he had experienced
         that afternoon, seeing the two of them together for what would be their only meeting, ever. He’d scarcely been able to breathe,
         his eyes fixed on the two tall figures, those handsome, bold faces, so alike – and both so like the man who had stood beside
         him, unmoving, but by contrast with Grey, taking in great tearing gulps of air, as though he feared he might never breathe
         again.
      

      
      Grey rubbed idly at his left ring finger, not yet accustomed to finding it bare. He and Jamie Fraser had done the best they
         could to safeguard those they loved, and despite his melancholy, he was comforted at the thought that they were united in
         that kinship of responsibility.
      

      
      Would he ever meet Brianna Fraser MacKenzie again? he wondered. She had said not – and seemed as saddened by that fact as
         he was.
      

      
      ‘God bless you, child,’ he murmured, shaking his head as he turned back toward the harbor. He would miss her very much – but
         as with Willie, his relief that she would soon be out of Wilmington and out of danger overwhelmed his personal sense of loss.
      

      
      He glanced involuntarily at the water as he came out onto the quay, and drew a deep sigh of relief at seeing the empty stake,
         aslant in the tide. He hadn’t understood her reasons for doing what she’d done, but he’d known her father – and her brother,
         for that matter – far too long to mistake the stubborn conviction he’d seen in those catlike blue eyes. So he’d got her the
         small boat she’d asked for, and stood on the quay with his heart in his throat, ready to create a distraction if needed, as
         her husband had rowed her out toward the bound pirate.
      

      
      He’d seen men die in great numbers, usually unwillingly, occasionally with resignation. He’d never seen one go with such passionate
         gratitude in his eyes. Grey had no more than a passing acquaintance with Roger MacKenzie, but suspected him to be a remarkable man, having not only survived marriage to that fabulous
         and dangerous creature but actually having sired children upon her.
      

      
      He shook his head and turned, heading back toward the inn. He could safely wait another two weeks, he thought, before replying
         to Germain’s letter – which he had deftly magicked out of the diplomatic pouch when he’d seen William’s name upon it – at
         which time he could truthfully say that, alas, by the time the letter had been received, Lord Ellesmere was somewhere in the
         wilderness between North Carolina and New York, and thus could not be informed that he was recalled to England, though he
         (Grey) was positive that Ellesmere would greatly regret the loss of his opportunity to join Sir George’s staff, when he learned
         of it – several months hence. Too bad.
      

      
      He began to whistle ‘Lillibulero,’ and strode back to the inn in good spirits.

      
      He paused in the taproom, and asked for a bottle of wine to be sent up – only to be informed by the barmaid that ‘the gentleman’
         had already taken a bottle upstairs with him.
      

      
      ‘And two glasses,’ she added, dimpling at him. ‘So I don’t s’pose he meant to drink it all himself.’

      
      Grey felt something like a centipede skitter up his spine.

      
      ‘I beg your pardon,’ he said. ‘Did you say that there is a gentleman in my room?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ she assured him. ‘He said as he’s an old friend of yours… . Now, he did tell me his name …’ Her brow furrowed
         for an instant, then cleared. ‘Bow-shaw, he said, or summat of the kind. Frenchy kind of name,’ she clarified. ‘And a Frenchy
         kind of gentleman, too. Will you be wanting food at all, sir?’
      

      
      ‘No, I thank you.’ He waved her off, and went up the stairs, thinking rapidly whether he had left anything in his room that
         he shouldn’t have.
      

      
      A Frenchman, named Bow-shaw … Beauchamp. The name flashed in his mind like the flicker of heat lightning. He stopped dead for an instant in the middle of the staircase,
         then resumed his climb, more slowly.
      

      
      Surely not … but who else might it be? When he had ceased active service, some years before, he had begun diplomatic life
         as a member of England’s Black Chamber, that shadowy organization of persons charged with the interception and decoding of
         official diplomatic mail – and much less official messages – that flowed between the governments of Europe. Every one of those
         governments possessed its own Black Chamber, and it was not unusual for the inhabitants of one such chamber to be aware of
         their opposite numbers – never met, but known by their signatures, their initials, their unsigned marginal notes.
      

      
      Beauchamp had been one of the most active French agents; Grey had run across his trail several times in the intervening years,
         even though his own days in the Black Chamber were well behind him. If he knew Beauchamp by name, it was entirely reasonable
         that the man knew him as well – but their invisible association had been years ago. They had never met in person, and for
         such a meeting to occur here … He touched the secret pocket in his coat, and was reassured by the muffled crackle of paper.
      

      
      He hesitated at the top of the stair, but there was no point in furtiveness; clearly, he was expected. With a firm step, he
         walked down the hall and turned the white china knob of his door, the porcelain smooth and cool beneath his fingers.
      

      
      A wave of heat engulfed him and he gasped for air, involuntarily. Just as well, as it prevented his uttering the blasphemy
         that had sprung to his lips.
      

      
      The gentleman occupying the room’s only chair was indeed ‘Frenchy’ – his very well-cut suit set off by cascades of snowy lace
         at throat and cuff, his shoes buckled with a silver that matched the hair at his temples.
      

      
      ‘Mr. Beauchamp,’ Grey said, and slowly closed the door behind him. His damp linen clung to him, and he could feel his pulse
         thumping in his own temples. ‘I fear you take me at something of a disadvantage.’
      

      
      Perseverance Wainwright smiled, very slightly.

      
      ‘I’m glad to see you, John,’ he said.
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      GREY BIT HIS TONGUE to forestall anything injudicious – which description covered just about anything he might say, he thought,
         with the exception of ‘Good evening.’
      

      
      ‘Good evening,’ he said. He lifted an eyebrow in question. ‘Monsieur Beauchamp?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes.’ Percy got his feet under him, making to rise, but Grey waved him back and turned to fetch a stool, hoping the seconds gained by the movement would allow him to regain his composure.
         Finding that they didn’t, he took another moment to open the window, and stood for a couple of lungfuls of the thick, dank
         air, before turning back and taking his own seat.
      

      
      ‘How did that happen?’ he asked, affecting casualness. ‘Beauchamp, I mean. Or is it merely a nom de guerre?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, no.’ Percy took up his lace-trimmed handkerchief and dabbed sweat delicately from his hairline – which was beginning
         to recede, Grey noted. ‘I married one of the sisters of the Baron Amandine. The family name is Beauchamp; I adopted it. The
         relationship provided a certain entrée to political circles, from which …’ He shrugged charmingly and made a graceful gesture that encompassed his career in the
         Black Chamber – and doubtless elsewhere, Grey thought grimly.
      

      
      ‘My congratulations on your marriage,’ Grey said, not bothering to keep the irony out of his voice. ‘Which one are you sleeping
         with, the baron or his sister?’
      

      
      Percy looked amused.

      
      ‘Both, on occasion.’

      
      ‘Together?’

      
      The smile widened. His teeth were still good, Grey saw, though somewhat stained by wine.

      
      ‘Occasionally. Though Cecile – my wife – really prefers the attentions of her cousin Lucianne, and I myself prefer the attentions
         of the sub-gardener. Lovely man named Emile; he reminds me of you … in your younger years. Slender, blond, muscular, and brutal.’
      

      
      To his dismay, Grey found that he wanted to laugh.

      
      ‘It sounds extremely French,’ he said dryly, instead. ‘I’m sure it suits you. What do you want?’

      
      ‘More a matter of what you want, I think.’ Percy had not yet drunk any of the wine; he took up the bottle and poured carefully, red liquid purling dark
         against the glasses. ‘Or perhaps I should say – what England wants.’ He held out a glass to Grey, smiling. ‘For one can hardly
         separate your interests from those of your country, can one? In fact, I confess that you have always seemed to me to be England, John.’
      

      
      Grey wished to forbid him the use of his Christian name, but to do so would merely emphasize the memory of their intimacy
         – which was, of course, what Percy intended. He chose to ignore it, and took a sip of his wine, which was good. He wondered whether he was paying for it – and if so, how.
      

      
      ‘What England wants,’ he repeated, skeptical. ‘And what is your impression of what England wants?’

      
      Percy took a swallow of the wine and held it in his mouth, evidently savoring it, before finally swallowing.

      
      ‘Hardly a secret, my dear, is it?’

      
      Grey sighed, and stared pointedly at him.

      
      ‘You’ve seen this “Declaration of Independency” issued by the so-called Continental Congress?’ Percy asked. He turned and,
         reaching into a leather bag he had slung over the back of the chair, withdrew a folded sheaf of papers, which he handed to
         Grey.
      

      
      Grey had not in fact seen the document in question, though he’d certainly heard about it. It had been printed only two weeks
         previous, in Philadelphia, yet copies had spread like wind-borne weeds through the Colonies. Raising a brow at Percy, he unfolded
         the paper and skimmed it rapidly.
      

      
      ‘The King is a tyrant?’ he said, half-laughing at the outrageousness of some of the document’s more extreme sentiments. He
         folded the sheets back together and tossed them on the table.
      

      
      ‘And if I am England, I suppose you are the embodiment of France, for the purposes of this conversation?’

      
      ‘I represent certain interests there,’ Percy replied blandly. ‘And in Canada.’

      
      That rang small alarm bells. Grey had fought in Canada with Wolfe, and was well aware that while the French had lost much of their
         North American holdings in that war, they remained ferociously entrenched in the northern regions, from the Ohio Valley to
         Quebec. Close enough to cause trouble now? He thought not – but wouldn’t put anything past the French. Or Percy.
      

      
      ‘England wants a quick end to this nonsense, plainly.’ A long, knob-jointed hand waved toward the paper. ‘The Continental
         army – so-called – is a flimsy association of men with no experience and conflicting notions. What if I were prepared to provide
         you with information that might be used to … separate one of Washington’s chief officers from his allegiance?’
      

      
      ‘What if you were?’ Grey replied, making no effort to conceal the skepticism in his voice. ‘How would this benefit France
         – or your own interests, which I take leave to think are possibly not entirely identical?’
      

      
      ‘I see that time has not softened your natural cynicism, John. One of your less attractive traits – I don’t know whether I ever mentioned that to you.’
      

      
      Grey widened his stare slightly, and Percy sighed.

      
      ‘Land, then,’ he said. ‘The Northwest Territory. We want it back.’

      
      Grey uttered a short laugh.

      
      ‘I daresay you do.’ The territory in question, a large tract northwest of the Ohio River Valley, had been ceded to Great Britain
         from France at the end of the French and Indian War. Britain had not occupied the territory, though, and had prevented the
         colonists’ expansion into it, owing to armed resistance from the natives and the ongoing negotiation of treaties with them.
         The colonists weren’t pleased about it, he understood. Grey had encountered some of said natives himself, and was inclined
         to think the British government’s position both reasonable and honorable.
      

      
      ‘French traders had extensive ties with the aboriginals in that area; you have none.’

      
      ‘The fur-trading merchants being some of the … interests … you represent?’

      
      Percy smiled openly at that.

      
      ‘Not the major interests. But some.’

      
      Grey didn’t bother asking why Percy was approaching him – an ostensibly retired diplomat of no particular influence – in the
         matter. Percy knew the power of Grey’s family and connections from the days of their personal association – and ‘Monsieur
         Beauchamp’ knew a great deal more about his present personal connections from the nexus of information that fed the Black
         Chambers of Europe. Grey could not act in the matter, of course. But he was well placed to bring the offer quietly to the
         attention of those who could.
      

      
      He felt as though every hair on his body was standing on end like an insect’s antennae, alert for danger.

      
      ‘We would require something more than the suggestion, of course,’ he said, very cool. ‘The name of the officer in question,
         for example.’
      

      
      ‘Not mine to share, at the moment. But once a negotiation in good faith is opened …’

      
      Grey was already wondering to whom he should take this offer. Not Sir George Germain. Lord North’s office? That could wait, though.
      

      
      ‘And your personal interests?’ he asked, with an edge. He knew Percy Wainwright well enough to know that there would be some aspect of the affair to Percy’s personal benefit.
      

      
      ‘Ah, that.’ Percy sipped at his wine, then lowered the glass and gazed limpidly at Grey across it. ‘Very simple, really. I
         am commissioned to find a man. Do you know a Scottish gentleman named James Fraser?’
      

      
      Grey felt the stem of his glass crack. He went on holding it, though, and sipped the wine carefully, thanking God, firstly,
         that he had never told Percy Jamie Fraser’s name and, secondly, that Fraser had left Wilmington that afternoon.
      

      
      ‘No,’ he said calmly. ‘What do you want with this Mr. Fraser?’

      
      Percy shrugged, and smiled.

      
      ‘Only a question or two.’

      
      Grey could feel blood seeping from his lacerated palm. Holding the cracked glass carefully together, he drank the rest of
         his wine. Percy was quiet, drinking with him.
      

      
      ‘My condolences upon the loss of your wife,’ Percy said quietly. ‘I know that she –’

      
      ‘You know nothing,’ Grey said roughly. He leaned over and set the broken glass on the table; the bowl rolled crazily, the
         lees of wine washing the glass. ‘Not one thing. About my wife, or about me.’
      

      
      Percy lifted his shoulders in the faintest of Gallic shrugs. As you like, it said. And yet his eyes – they were still beautiful, damn him, dark and soft – rested on Grey with what seemed a genuine
         sympathy.
      

      
      Grey sighed. Doubtless it was genuine. Percy could not be trusted – not ever – but what he’d done had been done from weakness, not from malice, or even
         lack of feeling.
      

      
      ‘What do you want?’ he repeated.

      
      ‘Your son –’ Percy began, and Grey turned suddenly on him. He gripped Percy’s shoulder, hard enough that the man gave a little
         gasp and stiffened. Grey leaned down, looking into Wainwright’s – sorry, Beauchamp’s – face, so close that he felt the warmth of the man’s breath on his cheek and smelled his cologne. He was getting blood on
         Wainwright’s coat.
      

      
      ‘The last time I saw you,’ Grey said, very quietly, ‘I came within an inch of putting a bullet through your head. Don’t give
         me cause to regret my restraint.’
      

      
      He let go and stood up.

      
      ‘Stay away from my son – stay away from me. And if you will take a well-meant bit of advice – go back to France. Quickly.’

      
      Turning on his heel, he went out, shutting the door firmly behind him. He was halfway down the street before he realized that
         he had left Percy in his own room.
      

      
      ‘The devil with it,’ he muttered, and stamped off to beg a billet for the night from Sergeant Cutter. In the morning, he would
         make sure that the Fraser family and William were all safely out of Wilmington.
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      AND SOMETIMES THEY AREN’ T

      
      Lallybroch, 
Inverness-shire, Scotland 
September 1980

      
      WE ARE ALIVE,’ Brianna MacKenzie repeated, her voice tremulous. She looked up at Roger, the paper pressed to her chest with
         both hands. Her face streamed with tears, but a glorious light glowed in her blue eyes. ‘Alive!’
      

      
      ‘Let me see.’ His heart was hammering so hard in his chest that he could barely hear his own words. He reached out a hand,
         and reluctantly she surrendered the paper to him, coming at once to press herself against him, clinging to his arm as he read,
         unable to take her eyes off the bit of ancient paper.
      

      
      It was pleasantly rough under his fingers, handmade paper with the ghosts of leaves and flowers pressed into its fibers. Yellowed
         with age, but still tough and surprisingly flexible. Bree had made it herself – more than two hundred years before.
      

      
      Roger became aware that his hands were trembling, the paper shaking so that the sprawling, difficult hand was hard to read,
         faded as the ink was.
      

      
      December 31, 1776

      
      


         My dear daughter,

         As you will see if ever you receive this, we are alive …





      
      His own eyes blurred, and he wiped the back of his hand across them, even as he told himself that it didn’t matter, for they
         were surely dead now, Jamie Fraser and his wife, Claire – but he felt such joy at those words on the page that it was as though
         the two of them stood smiling before him.
      

      
      It was the two of them, too, he discovered. While the letter began in Jamie’s hand – and voice – the second page took up in Claire’s
         crisply slanted writing.
      

      
      


         Your father’s hand won’t stand much more. And it’s a bloody long story. He’s been chopping wood all day, and can barely uncurl
               his fingers – but he insisted on telling you himself that we haven’t – yet – been burnt to ashes. Not but what we may be at
               any moment; there are fourteen people crammed into the old cabin, and I’m writing this more or less sitting in the hearth,
               with old Grannie MacLeod wheezing away on her pallet by my feet so that if she suddenly begins to die, I can pour more whisky
               down her throat.





      
      ‘My God, I can hear her,’ he said, amazed.
      

      
      ‘So can I.’ Tears were still coursing down Bree’s face, but it was a sun-shower; she wiped at them, laughing and sniffing.
         ‘Read more. Why are they in our cabin? What’s happened to the Big House?’
      

      
      Roger ran his finger down the page to find his place and resumed reading.

      
      ‘Oh, Jesus!’ he said.

      
            


         You recall that idiot, Donner?

      



      
      Gooseflesh ran up his arms at the name. A time-traveler, Donner. And one of the most feckless individuals he’d ever met or
         heard of – but nonetheless dangerous for that.
      

      
            


         Well, he surpassed himself by getting together a gang of thugs from Brownsville to come and steal the treasure in gems he’d
               convinced them we had. Only we hadn’t, of course.

      



      
      They hadn’t – because he, Brianna, Jemmy, and Amanda had taken the small hoard of remaining gemstones to safeguard their flight
         through the stones.
      

      
            


         They held us hostage and rubbished the house, damn them – breaking, amongst other things, the carboy of ether in my surgery.
               The fumes nearly gassed all of us on the spot …

      



      
      He read rapidly through the rest of the letter, Brianna peering over his shoulder and making small squeaks of alarm and dismay.
         Finished, he laid the pages down and turned to her, his insides quivering.
      

      
      ‘So you did it,’ he said, aware that he shouldn’t say it, but unable not to, unable not to snort with laughter. ‘You and your bloody
         matches – you burned the house down!’
      

      
      Her face was a study, features shifting between horror, indignation – and, yes, a hysterical hilarity that matched his own.

      
      ‘Oh, it was not! It was Mama’s ether. Any kind of spark could have set off the explosion –’

      
      ‘But it wasn’t any kind of spark,’ Roger pointed out. ‘Your cousin Ian lit one of your matches.’

      
      ‘Well, so it was Ian’s fault, then!’

      
      ‘No, it was you and your mother. Scientific women,’ Roger said, shaking his head. ‘The eighteenth century is lucky to have
         survived you.’
      

      
      She huffed a little.

      
      ‘Well, the whole thing would never have happened if it weren’t for that bozo Donner!’

      
      ‘True,’ Roger conceded. ‘But he was a troublemaker from the future, too, wasn’t he? Though admittedly neither a woman nor
         very scientific.’
      

      
      ‘Hmph.’ She took the letter, handling it gently, but unable to forbear rubbing the pages between her fingers. ‘Well, he didn’t survive the eighteenth century, did he?’ Her eyes were downcast, their lids still reddened.
      

      
      ‘You aren’t feeling sorry for him, are you?’ Roger demanded, incredulous.
      

      
      She shook her head, but her fingers still moved lightly over the thick, soft page.

      
      ‘Not … him, so much. It’s just – the idea of anybody dying like that. Alone, I mean. So far from home.’
      

      
      No, it wasn’t Donner she was thinking of. He put an arm round her and laid his head against her own. She smelled of Prell
         shampoo and fresh cabbages; she’d been in the kailyard. The words on the page faded and strengthened with the dip of the pen that had written them, but nonetheless were sharp and clear – a surgeon’s writing.
      

      
      ‘She isn’t alone,’ he whispered, and putting out a finger, traced the postscript, again in Jamie’s sprawling hand. ‘Neither
         of them is. And whether they’ve a roof above their heads or not – both of them are home.’
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      I PUT BY THE LETTER. Time enough to finish it later, I thought. I’d been working on it as time allowed over the last few days;
         not as though there was any rush to catch the outgoing mail, after all. I smiled a little at that, and folded the sheets carefully,
         putting them in my new workbag for safekeeping. I wiped the quill and put it aside, then rubbed my aching fingers, savoring
         for a little longer the sweet sense of connection the writing gave me. I could write much more easily than Jamie could, but
         flesh and blood had its limits, and it had been a very long day.
      

      
      I looked over at the pallet on the far side of the fire, as I had been doing every few minutes, but she was still quiet. I
         could hear her breath, a wheezing gurgle that came at intervals so long that I could swear she had died between each one.
         She hadn’t, though, and from my estimation wouldn’t for a while. I was hoping that she would, before my limited supply of
         laudanum gave out.
      

      
      I didn’t know how old she was; she looked a hundred or so, but might be younger than I. Her two grandsons, boys in their teens,
         had brought her in two days before. They had been traveling down from the mountains, meaning to take their grandmother to
         relatives in Cross Creek before heading to Wilmington to join the militia there, but the grandmother had ‘been took bad,’
         as they put it, and someone had told them there was a conjure-woman on the Ridge nearby. So they had brought her to me.
      

      
      Grannie MacLeod – I had no other name for her; the boys had not thought to tell me before departing, and she was in no condition
         to do so herself – almost certainly was in the terminal stages of a cancer of some kind. Her flesh had wasted, her face pinched
         with pain even while unconscious, and I could see it in the grayness of her skin.
      

      
      The fire was burning low; I should stir it, and add another stick of pine. Jamie’s head was resting against my knee, though.
         Could I reach the woodpile without disturbing him? I put a light hand on his shoulder for balance and stretched, just getting my
         fingers on the end of a small log. I wiggled this gently free, teeth set in my lower lip, and managed by leaning to poke it
         into the hearth, breaking up the drifts of red-black embers and raising clouds of sparks.
      

      
      Jamie stirred under my hand and murmured something unintelligible, but when I thrust the log into the freshened fire and sat
         back in my chair, he sighed, resettled himself, and fell back into sleep.
      

      
      I glanced at the door, listening, but heard nothing save the rustle of trees in the wind. Of course, I thought, I would hear nothing, given that it was Young Ian I was waiting for.
      

      
      He and Jamie had been taking it in turns to watch, hiding in the trees above the burnt ruins of the Big House. Ian had been
         out for more than two hours; it was nearly time for him to come in for food and a turn at the fire.
      

      
      ‘Someone’s been trying to kill the white sow,’ he’d announced at breakfast three days ago, looking bemused.

      
      ‘What?’ I handed him a bowl of porridge, garnished with a lump of melting butter and a drizzle of honey – luckily my kegs
         of honey and boxes of honeycomb had been in the springhouse when the fire happened. ‘Are you sure?’
      

      
      He nodded, taking the bowl and inhaling its steam in beatific fashion.

      
      ‘Aye, she’s got a slash in her flank. Not deep, and it’s healing, Auntie,’ he added, with a nod in my direction, evidently
         feeling that I would regard the sow’s medical well-being with the same interest as that of any other resident of the Ridge.
      

      
      ‘Oh? Good,’ I said – though there was precious little I could have done if she weren’t healing. I could – and did – doctor
         horses, cows, goats, stoats, and even the occasional non-laying chicken, but that particular pig was on her own.
      

      
      Amy Higgins crossed herself at mention of the sow.

      
      ‘Likely ’twas a bear,’ she said. ‘Nothing else would dare. Aidan, mind what Mr. Ian says, here! Dinna be wandering far from
         the place, and mind your brother outside.’
      

      
      ‘Bears sleep in winter, Mam,’ Aidan said absently. His attention was fixed on a new top that Bobby, his new stepfather, had
         carved for him, and which he hadn’t yet got to spin properly. Giving it a cross-eyed glare, he set it gingerly on the table,
         held the string for a breathless moment, and yanked. The top shot across the table, ricocheted off the honey jar with a sharp crack!, and headed for the milk at a high rate of speed.
      

      
      Ian reached out and snatched the top in the nick of time. Chewing toast, he motioned to Aidan for the string, rewound it,
         and with a practiced flick of the wrist, sent the top whizzing straight down the center of the table. Aidan watched it, open-mouthed,
         then dived under the table as the top fell off the end.
      

      
      ‘No, it wasna an animal,’ Ian said, finally succeeding in swallowing. ‘It was a clean slash. Someone went for her wi’ a knife
         or a sword.’
      

      
      Jamie looked up from the burnt piece of toast he had been examining.

      
      ‘Did ye find his body?’

      
      Ian grinned briefly, but shook his head.

      
      ‘Nay, if she killed him, she ate him – and I didna find any leavings.’

      
      ‘Pigs are messy eaters,’ Jamie observed. He essayed a cautious bite of the burnt toast, grimaced, and ate it anyway.

      
      ‘An Indian, d’ye think?’ Bobby asked. Little Orrie was struggling to get down from Bobby’s lap; his new stepfather obligingly
         set him down in his favorite spot under the table.
      

      
      Jamie and Ian exchanged glances, and I felt a slight stirring of the hair at the back of my neck.

      
      ‘No,’ Ian answered. ‘The Cherokee near here all ken her weel, and wouldna touch her with a ten-foot pole. They think she’s
         a demon, aye?’
      

      
      ‘And traveling Indians from the north would have arrows or tomahawks,’ Jamie finished.

      
      ‘Ye’re sure it wasna a panther?’ Amy asked, dubious. ‘They hunt in the winter, no?’

      
      ‘They do,’ Jamie assured her. ‘I saw pug-marks up by the Green Spring yesterday. D’ye hear me there?’ he said, bending to
         speak to the boys under the table. ‘Go canny, aye?
      

      
      ‘But no,’ he added, straightening up. ‘Ian kens the difference between claw marks and a knife slash, I think.’ He gave Ian
         a grin. Ian politely refrained from rolling his eyes, and merely nodded, eyes fixed dubiously on the toast basket.
      

      
      No one suggested that any resident of the Ridge or from Brownsville might have been hunting the white sow. The local Presbyterians
         would not have seen eye-to-eye with the Cherokee on any other spiritual matter you might name, but they were in decided agreement on the sow’s demonic character.
      

      
      Personally, I wasn’t sure they weren’t right. The thing had survived even the burning of the Big House unscathed, emerging
         from her den beneath its foundations amid a shower of burnt wood, followed by her latest litter of half-grown piglets.
      

      
      ‘Moby Dick!’ I now said aloud, inspired.

      
      Rollo raised his head with a startled ‘Wuff?,’ gave me a yellow-eyed look and laid it down again, sighing.

      
      ‘Dick who?’ said Jamie, drowsy. He sat up, stretching and groaning, then rubbed a hand over his face and blinked at me.

      
      ‘I just thought what it is that sow reminds me of,’ I explained. ‘Long story. About a whale. I’ll tell you tomorrow.’

      
      ‘If I live that long,’ he said, with a yawn that nearly dislocated his jaw. ‘Where’s the whisky – or d’ye need it for yon
         poor woman?’ He nodded at Grannie MacLeod’s blanket-wrapped form.
      

      
      ‘Not yet. Here.’ I bent and rummaged in the basket beneath my chair, coming up with a corked bottle.

      
      He pulled the cork and drank, the color gradually coming back to his face. Between spending his days hunting or chopping wood
         and half the nights lurking in a freezing forest, even Jamie’s great vitality was showing signs of flagging.
      

      
      ‘How long will you keep this up?’ I asked, low-voiced so as not to rouse the Higginses – Bobby, Amy, the two little boys,
         and Amy’s two sisters-in-law from her first marriage, who had come for the wedding held a few days before, accompanied by
         a total of five children under the age of ten – all asleep in the small bedroom. The departure of the MacLeod boys had eased
         the congestion in the cabin slightly, but with Jamie, me, Ian, Ian’s dog, Rollo, and the old woman sleeping on the floor of
         the main room, and such possessions as we had managed to salvage from the fire stacked round the walls, I sometimes felt a
         distinct surge of claustrophobia. Little wonder if Jamie and Ian were patrolling the woods, as much to get a breath of air
         as from a conviction that there was something out there.
      

      
      ‘No much longer,’ he assured me, shuddering slightly as a large swallow of whisky went down. ‘If we dinna see anything tonight,
         we’ll –’ He broke off, his head turning abruptly toward the door.
      

      
      I hadn’t heard anything, but saw the latch move, and an instant later, a freezing gust of air rolled into the room, poking
         frigid fingers under my skirts and stirring up a shower of sparks from the fire.
      

      
      I hastily seized a rag and beat these out before they could set Grannie MacLeod’s hair or bedding on fire. By the time I had
         the fire back under control, Jamie was putting pistol, shot bag, and powder horn on his belt, talking low-voiced with Ian
         by the door. Ian himself was red-cheeked with cold and clearly excited about something. Rollo was up, too, nosing at Ian’s
         legs, tail wagging in anticipation of an icy adventure.
      

      
      ‘Best ye stay, a choin,’ Ian told him, rubbing his ears with cold fingers. ‘Sheas.’

      
      Rollo made a disgruntled noise in his throat and tried to push past Ian, but was deftly blocked by a leg. Jamie turned, shrugging
         on his coat, bent, and kissed me hastily.
      

      
      ‘Bolt the door, a nighean,’ he whispered. ‘Dinna open to anyone save me or Ian.’
      

      
      ‘What –’ I began, but they were gone.
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      THE NIGHT WAS COLD and pure. Jamie breathed deep and shivered, letting the cold enter him, strip away the warmth of wife,
         the smoke and smell of his hearth. Ice crystals shimmered in his lungs, sharp in his blood. He turned his head to and fro
         like a wolf scenting, breathing the night. There was little wind, but the air moved from the east, bringing the bitter smell
         of ashes from the ruins of the Big House … and a faint tang he thought was blood.
      

      
      He looked to his nephew, question in the cock of his head, and saw Ian nod, dark against the lavender glow of the sky.

      
      ‘There’s a dead pig, just beyond Auntie’s garden,’ the lad said, low-voiced.

      
      ‘Oh, aye? Not the white sow, ye don’t mean?’ His heart misgave him for an instant at the thought, and he wondered whether
         he’d mourn the thing or dance on its bones. But no. Ian shook his head, the movement felt rather than seen.
      

      
      ‘Nay, not that wily beast. A young one, maybe last year’s farrowing. Someone’s butchered it, but taken nay more than a collop
         or two from the haunch. And a good bit of what they did take, they scattered in chunks down the trail.’
      

      
      Jamie glanced round, surprised.

      
      ‘What?’
      

      
      Ian shrugged.

      
      ‘Aye. One more thing, Uncle. ’Twas killed and butchered with an ax.’

      
      The ice crystals in his blood solidified with a suddenness that nearly stopped his heart.

      
      ‘Jesus,’ he said, but it was not so much shock as it was unwilling admission of something he had known for a long time. ‘It’s
         him, then.’
      

      
      ‘Aye.’ Both of them had known it, though neither one had been willing to speak of it. Without consultation, they moved away
         from the cabin, into the trees.
      

      
      ‘Aye, well.’ Jamie took a long, deep breath and sighed, the mist of it white in the darkness. He’d hoped the man had taken
         his gold and his wife and left the Ridge – but it had never been more than a hope. Arch Bug was a Grant by blood, and clan
         Grant were a vengeful lot.
      

      
      The Frasers of Glenhelm had caught Arch Bug on their lands some fifty years before, and given him the choice: lose an eye
         or the first two fingers of his right hand. The man had come to terms with his crippled hand, turning from the bow he could
         no longer draw to the use of an ax, which he wielded and threw with a skill equal to any Mohawk’s, despite his age.
      

      
      What he had not come to terms with was the loss of the Stuart cause and the loss of the Jacobite gold, sent too late from
         France, rescued – or stolen, depending on your view of things – by Hector Cameron, who had brought one third of it to North
         Carolina, this share then stolen – or retrieved – from Cameron’s widow in turn by Arch Bug.
      

      
      Nor had Arch Bug come to terms with Jamie Fraser.

      
      ‘Is it threat, d’ye think?’ Ian asked. They had moved away from the cabin, but kept to the trees, circling the large clearing
         where the Big House had been. The chimney and half a wall still stood, charred and bleak against the dirty snow.
      

      
      ‘I canna think so. If it was threat he meant, why wait until now?’ Still, he gave silent thanks that his daughter and her
         weans were safely gone. There were worse threats than a dead pig, and he thought Arch Bug would not hesitate to make them.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps he left,’ Ian suggested. ‘To see his wife settled, and he’s only now come back.’

      
      It was a reasonable thought – if there was one thing in the world Arch Bug loved, it was his wife, Murdina, his helpmate of more than fifty years.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps,’ Jamie said. And yet … And yet he’d felt eyes on his back more than once in the weeks since the Bugs had left. Felt silence in the forest that was
         not the silence of the trees and rocks.
      

      
      He didn’t ask whether Ian had looked for the ax-wielder’s track; if one could be found, Ian would have found it. But it hadn’t
         snowed in more than a week, and what was left on the ground was patchy and trodden by the feet of innumerable people. He looked
         up at the sky; snow again, and soon.
      

      
      He made his way up a small outcrop, careful among the ice; the snow was melting in the day, but the water froze again at night,
         hanging from the cabin’s eaves and from every branch in glittering icicles that filled the forest with the light of blue dawn,
         then dripped gold and diamonds in the rising sun. Now they were colorless, tinkling like glass as his sleeve brushed the twigs
         of an ice-covered bush. He stopped, crouching at the top of the outcrop, looking down across the clearing.
      

      
      All right. The certainty that Arch Bug was here had set off a chain of half-conscious deductions, the conclusion of which
         now floated to the top of his mind.
      

      
      ‘He’d come again for one of two reasons,’ he said to Ian. ‘To do me harm – or to get the gold. All of it.’

      
      He’d given Bug a chunk of gold when he’d sent the man and his wife away, upon the discovery of the Bugs’ treachery. Half a
         French ingot, it would have allowed an elderly couple to live the rest of their lives in modest comfort. But Arch Bug was
         not a modest man. He’d once been tacksman to the Grant of Grant, and while he’d hidden his pride for a time, it was not the
         nature of pride to stay buried.
      

      
      Ian glanced at him, interested.

      
      ‘All of it,’ he repeated. ‘So ye think he hid it here – but somewhere he couldna get it easily when ye made him go.’

      
      Jamie lifted one shoulder, watching the clearing. With the house now gone, he could see the steep trail that led up behind
         it, toward the place where his wife’s garden had once stood, safe behind its deer-proof palisades. Some of the palisades still
         stood, black against the patchy snow. He would make her a new garden one day, God willing.
      

      
      ‘If his purpose was only harm, he’s had the chance.’ He could see the butchered pig from here, a dark shape on the path, shadowed by a wide pool of blood.
      

      
      He pushed away a sudden thought of Malva Christie, and forced himself back to his reasoning.

      
      ‘Aye, he’s hidden it here,’ he repeated, more confident now. ‘If he had it all, he’d be long gone. He’s been waiting, trying
         for a way to get to it. But he hasna been able to do it secretly – so now he’s trying something else.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, but what? That –’ Ian nodded toward the amorphous shape on the path. ‘I thought it might be a snare or a trap of some
         kind, but it’s not. I looked.’
      

      
      ‘A lure, maybe?’ The smell of blood was evident even to him; it would be a plain call to any predator. Even as he thought
         this, his eye caught movement near the pig, and he put a hand on Ian’s arm.
      

      
      A tentative flicker of movement, then a small, sinuous shape darted in, disappearing behind the pig’s body.

      
      ‘Fox,’ both men said together, then laughed, quietly.

      
      ‘There’s that panther in the wood above the Green Spring,’ Ian said dubiously. ‘I saw the tracks yesterday. Can he mean to
         draw it wi’ the pig, in hopes that we should rush out to deal with it and he could reach the gold whilst we were occupied?’
      

      
      Jamie frowned at that, and glanced toward the cabin. True, a panther might draw the men out – but not the women and children.
         And where might he have put the gold in such a densely inhabited space? His eye fell on the long, humped shape of Brianna’s
         kiln, lying some way from the cabin, unused since her departure, and a spurt of excitement drew him upright. That would be
         – but no; Arch had stolen the gold from Jocasta Cameron one bar at a time, conveying it secretly to the Ridge, and had begun
         his theft long before Brianna had gone. But maybe …
      

      
      Ian stiffened suddenly, and Jamie turned his head sharp to see what the matter was. He couldn’t see anything, but then caught
         the sound that Ian had heard. A deep, piggish grunt, a rustle, a crack. Then there was a visible stirring among the blackened
         timbers of the ruined house, and a great light dawned.
      

      
      ‘Jesus!’ he said, and gripped Ian’s arm so tightly that his nephew yelped, startled. ‘It’s under the Big House!’

      
      The white sow emerged from her den beneath the ruins, a massive cream-colored blotch upon the night, and stood swaying her head to and fro, scenting the air. Then she began to move, a ponderous menace surging purposefully up the hill.
      

      
      Jamie wanted to laugh at the sheer beauty of it.

      
      Arch Bug had cannily hidden his gold beneath the foundations of the Big House, choosing his times when the sow was out about
         her business. No one would have dreamed of invading the sow’s domain; she was the perfect guardian – and doubtless he’d meant
         to retrieve the gold in the same way when he was ready to go: carefully, one ingot at a time.
      

      
      But then the house had burned, the timbers collapsing into the foundation, rendering the gold unreachable without a great
         deal of work and trouble – which would certainly draw attention. It was only now, when the men had cleared away most of the
         rubble – and spread soot and charcoal all over the clearing in the process – that anyone might be able to reach something
         hidden under it without attracting notice.
      

      
      But it was winter, and the white sow, while not hibernating like a bear, kept strictly to her cozy den – save when there was
         something to eat.
      

      
      Ian made a small exclamation of disgust, hearing slobbering and crunching from the path.

      
      ‘Pigs havena got much delicacy of feeling,’ Jamie murmured. ‘If it’s dead, they’ll eat it.’

      
      ‘Aye, but it’s likely her own offspring!’

      
      ‘She eats her young alive now and then; I doubt she’d boggle at eating them dead.’

      
      ‘Hst!’

      
      He hushed at once, eyes fixed on the blackened smear that had once been the finest house in the county. Sure enough, a dark
         figure emerged from behind the springhouse, sidling cautiously on the slippery path. The pig, busy with her grisly feast,
         ignored the man, who seemed to be clad in a dark cloak and carrying something like a sack.
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      I DIDN’T BOLT THE DOOR at once, but stepped out to breathe fresh air for a moment, shutting Rollo in behind me. Within moments,
         Jamie and Ian had vanished into the trees. I glanced uneasily round the clearing, looked across to the black mass of the forest,
         but could see nothing amiss. Nothing moved, and the night was soundless; I wondered what Ian might have found. Unfamiliar tracks, perhaps? That would account for his
         sense of urgency; it was clearly about to snow.
      

      
      No moon was visible, but the sky was a deep pinkish gray, and the ground, though trodden and patchy, was still covered with
         old snow. The result was a strange, milky glow in which objects seemed to float as though painted on glass, dimensionless
         and dim. The burnt remains of the Big House stood at the far side of the clearing, no more at this distance than a smudge,
         as though a giant, sooty thumb had pressed down there. I could feel the heaviness of impending snow in the air, hear it in
         the muffled sough of the pines.
      

      
      The MacLeod boys had come over the mountain with their grandmother; they’d said it was very hard going through the high passes.
         Another big storm would likely seal us in until March or even April.
      

      
      Thus reminded of my patient, I took one last look round the clearing and set my hand on the latch. Rollo was whining, scratching
         at the door, and I pushed a knee unceremoniously into his face as I opened it.
      

      
      ‘Stay, dog,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry, they’ll be back soon.’ He made a high, anxious noise in his throat, and cast to and fro,
         nudging at my legs, seeking to get out.
      

      
      ‘No,’ I said, pushing him away in order to bolt the door. The bolt dropped into place with a reassuring thunk, and I turned toward the fire, rubbing my hands. Rollo put back his head and gave a low, mournful howl that raised the hair
         on the back of my neck.
      

      
      ‘What?’ I said, alarmed. ‘Hush!’ The noise had made one of the small children in the bedroom wake and cry; I heard rustling
         bedclothes and sleepy maternal murmurs, and I knelt quickly and grabbed Rollo’s muzzle before he could howl again.
      

      
      ‘Shhhhh,’ I said, and looked to see whether the sound had disturbed Grannie MacLeod. She lay still, waxen-faced, her eyes
         closed. I waited, automatically counting the seconds before the next shallow rise of her chest.
      

      
      … six … seven … ‘Oh, bloody hell,’ I said, realizing.
      

      
      Hastily crossing myself, I shuffled over to her on my knees, but closer inspection told me nothing I hadn’t seen already.
         Self-effacing to the last, she had seized my moment of distraction to die inconspicuously.
      

      
      Rollo was shifting to and fro, no longer howling, but uneasy. I laid a hand gently on the sunken chest. Not seeking diagnosis
         or offering aid, not any longer. Just … a necessary acknowledgment of the passing of a woman whose first name I didn’t know.
      

      
      ‘Well … God rest your soul, poor thing,’ I said softly, and sat back on my heels, trying to think what to do next.

      
      Proper Highland protocol held that the door must be opened at once after a death, to allow the soul to leave. I rubbed a knuckle
         dubiously over my lips; might the soul have made a quick dash when I opened the door to come in? Probably not.
      

      
      One would think that in a climate as inhospitable as Scotland’s, there would be a bit of climatological leeway in such matters,
         but I knew that wasn’t the case. Rain, snow, sleet, wind – Highlanders always did open the door and leave it open for hours, both eager to free the departing soul and anxious lest the spirit, impeded in
         its exit, might turn and take up permanent residence as a ghost. Most crofts were too small to make that a tolerable prospect.
      

      
      Little Orrie was awake now; I could hear him singing happily to himself, a song consisting of his stepfather’s name.

      
      ‘Baaaaah-by, baaah-by, BAAAH-by …’

      
      I heard a low, sleepy chuckle, and Bobby’s murmur in reply.

      
      ‘There’s my wee man. You need the pot, acooshla?’ The Gaelic endearment – a chuisle, ‘my heart’s blood’ – made me smile, both at the word and at the oddness of it in Bobby’s Dorset accent. Rollo made an uneasy
         noise in his throat, though, bringing back to me the need for some action.
      

      
      If the Higginses and in-laws rose in a few hours to discover a corpse on the floor, they’d all be disturbed, their sense of
         rightness affronted – and agitated at thought of a dead stranger possibly clinging to their hearth. A very bad omen for the
         new marriage and the new year. At the same time, her presence was undeniably agitating Rollo, and the prospect of his rousing
         them all in the next few moments was agitating me.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ I said under my breath. ‘Come on, dog.’ There were, as always, bits of harness needing mending on a peg near the
         door. I disentangled a sound length of rein and fashioned a makeshift come-along with which I lassoed Rollo. He was more than
         happy to go outside with me, lunging ahead as I opened the door, though somewhat less delighted to be dragged to the lean-to
         pantry, where I wrapped the makeshift leash hastily round a shelf upright, before returning to the cabin for Grannie MacLeod’s body.
      

      
      I looked about carefully before venturing out again, Jamie’s admonitions in mind, but the night was as still as a church;
         even the trees had fallen silent.
      

      
      The poor woman couldn’t weigh more than seventy pounds, I thought; her collarbones poked through her skin, and her fingers
         were frail as dried twigs. Still, seventy pounds of literal dead weight was a bit more than I could manage to lift, and I
         was obliged to unfold the blanket wrapped round her and use it as an impromptu sledge, on which I dragged her outside, murmuring
         mingled prayers and apologies under my breath.
      

      
      Despite the cold, I was panting and damp with sweat by the time I’d got her into the pantry.

      
      ‘Well, at least your soul’s had plenty of time to make a getaway,’ I muttered, kneeling to check the body before resettling
         it in its hasty shroud. ‘And I shouldn’t imagine you want to hang about haunting a pantry, in any case.’
      

      
      Her eyelids were not quite closed, a sliver of white showing, as though she had tried to open them for one last glimpse of
         the world – or perhaps in search of a familiar face.
      

      
      ‘Benedicite,’ I whispered, and gently shut her eyes, wondering as I did so whether one day some stranger might do the same for me. The
         odds of it were good. Unless …
      

      
      Jamie had declared his intention to return to Scotland, fetch his printing press, and then come back to fight. But what, said a small, cowardly voice inside me, if we didn’t come back? What if we went to Lallybroch and stayed there?
      

      
      Even as I thought of that prospect – with its rosy visions of being enfolded by family, able to live in peace, to grow slowly
         old without the constant fear of disruption, starvation, and violence – I knew it wouldn’t work.
      

      
      I didn’t know whether Thomas Wolfe had been right about not being able to go home again – well, I wouldn’t know about that, I thought, a little bitterly; I hadn’t had one to go back to – but I did know Jamie. Idealism quite aside
         – and he did have some, though of a very pragmatic sort – the simple fact was that he was a proper man, and thus required
         to have proper work. Not just labor; not just making a living. Work. I understood the difference.
      

      
      And while I was sure that Jamie’s family would receive him with joy – the nature of my own reception was in somewhat more doubt, but I supposed they wouldn’t actually call the priest and try to have me exorcised – the fact was that Jamie was
         no longer laird of Lallybroch, and never would be.
      

      
      ‘“… and his place shall know him no more,”’ I murmured, wiping the old woman’s intimate parts – surprisingly unwithered;
         perhaps she had been younger than I thought – with a damp cloth. She hadn’t eaten anything in days; even the relaxation of
         death hadn’t had much effect – but anyone deserved to go clean to their grave.
      

      
      I paused. That was a thought. Would we be able to bury her? Or might she just rest peacefully under the huckleberry jam and
         the sacks of dried beans until spring?
      

      
      I tidied her clothes, breathing out, openmouthed, trying to judge the temperature from the steam of my breath. This would
         be only the second major snowfall of the winter, and we had not yet had a really hard freeze; that usually happened in mid
         to late January. If the ground had not yet frozen, we could probably bury her – provided the men were willing to shovel away
         the snow.
      

      
      Rollo had lain down, resigned, while I went about my business, but at this point, his head jerked upright, ears pointed.

      
      ‘What?’ I said, startled, and turned round on my knees to look out the open pantry door. ‘What’s happening?’
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      ‘SHALL WE TAKE HIM NOW?’ Ian murmured. He had his bow over one shoulder; he let his arm fall, and the bow dropped silently
         into his hand, ready.
      

      
      ‘No. Let him find it first.’ Jamie spoke slowly, trying to make up his mind what was right to do with the man, so suddenly
         reappeared before him.
      

      
      Not kill him; he and his wife had made a good deal of trouble with their treachery, aye, but hadn’t intended harm to his family
         – not to start, at least. Was Arch Bug even truly a thief, by his own lights? Surely Jamie’s aunt Jocasta had no greater –
         if no lesser – claim to the gold than he did.
      

      
      He sighed and put a hand to his belt, where his dirk and pistol hung. Still, he couldn’t allow Bug to make off with the gold,
         nor could he merely drive him off and leave him free to make more trouble. As to what in God’s name to do with him once caught
         … it would be like having a snake in a sack. But naught to do now save catch him, and worry later what to do with the sack. Perhaps some bargain might be struck …
      

      
      The figure had reached the black smear of the foundations and was climbing awkwardly among the stones and the charred timbers
         that remained, the dark cloak lifting and billowing as the air shifted.
      

      
      Snow began to fall, sudden and silent, big, lazy flakes that seemed not so much to fall from the sky as simply to appear,
         whirling out of the air. They brushed his face and stuck thick in his lashes; he wiped them away, and motioned to Ian.
      

      
      ‘Go behind,’ he whispered. ‘If he runs, send a shaft past his nose to stop him. And keep well back, aye?’

      
      ‘You keep well back, Uncle,’ Ian whispered back. ‘If ye get within decent pistol shot o’ the man, he can brain ye with his ax.
         And I’m no going to explain that to Auntie Claire.’
      

      
      Jamie snorted briefly and nudged Ian away. He loaded and primed his pistol, then walked firmly out through the falling snow
         toward the ruin of his house.
      

      
      He’d seen Arch fell a turkey with his ax at twenty feet. And it was true that most pistols weren’t accurate at much more than
         that. But he didn’t mean to shoot the man, after all. He drew the pistol, holding it clear in his hand.
      

      
      ‘Arch!’ he called. The figure had its back to him, bent over as it rooted about in the ashes. At his call, it seemed to stiffen,
         still crouched.
      

      
      ‘Arch Bug!’ he shouted. ‘Come out o’ there, man. I’d speak with ye!’

      
      In answer, the figure drew itself up abruptly, turned, and a spurt of flame lit the falling snow. In the same instant, the
         flame seared his thigh, and he staggered.
      

      
      He was conscious mostly of surprise; he’d never known Arch Bug to use a pistol, and was impressed that he could aim so well
         with his left –
      

      
      He’d gone to one knee in the snow, but even as he brought his own weapon up to bear, he realized two things: the black figure
         was aiming a second pistol at him – but not with the left hand. Which meant –
      

      
      ‘Jesus! Ian!’ But Ian had seen him fall, and seen the second pistol, too. Jamie didn’t hear the arrow’s flight, above the
         rush of wind and snow; it appeared as though by magic, stuck in the figure’s back. The figure went straight and stiff, then
         fell in a heap. Almost before it hit the ground, he was running, hobbling, his right leg buckling under him with every step.
      

      
      ‘God, no, God, no,’ he was saying, and it sounded like someone else’s voice.

      
      A voice came through snow and night, calling out in desperation. Then Rollo was bounding past him, a blur – who had let him
         out? – and a rifle cracked from the trees. Ian bellowed, somewhere near, calling the dog, but Jamie had no time to look, was
         scrambling heedless over the blackened stones, slipping on the skim of fresh snow, stumbling, his leg was cold and hot at
         once, but no matter, oh, God, please, no …
      

      
      He reached the black figure and flung himself on his knees beside it, grappling. He knew at once; he’d known from the moment
         he realized the pistol had been held in her right hand. Arch, with his missing fingers, couldn’t fire a pistol right-handed.
         But, oh, God, no …
      

      
      He’d got her over, feeling the short, heavy body limp and unwieldy as a fresh-killed deer. Pushed back the hood of the cloak,
         and passed his hand, gentle, helpless, over the soft round face of Murdina Bug. She breathed against his hand – perhaps …
         but he felt the shaft of the arrow, too, against his hand. It had come through her neck, and her breath bubbled wet; his hand
         was wet, too, and warm.
      

      
      ‘Arch?’ she said hoarsely. ‘I want Arch.’ And died.
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      LIFE FOR LIFE

      
      I TOOK JAMIE into the pantry. It was dark, and cold, particularly for a man with no breeches on, but I didn’t want to risk
         any of the Higginses being wakened. God, not now. They’d all erupt from their sanctum like a flight of panicked quail – and
         I quailed myself at thought of having to deal with them before I had to. It would be sufficiently horrible to tell them what
         had happened by daylight; I couldn’t face the prospect now.
      

      
      For lack of any better alternative, Jamie and Ian had laid Mrs. Bug in the pantry alongside Grannie MacLeod, tucked under
         the lowest shelf, her cloak drawn up over her face. I could see her feet sticking out, with their cracked, worn boots and striped stockings. I had a sudden vision of the Wicked Witch of the West,
         and clapped a hand to my mouth before anything truly hysterical could escape.
      

      
      Jamie turned his head toward me, but his gaze was inward, his face haggard, deep-lined in the glow of the candle he carried.

      
      ‘Eh?’ he said vaguely.

      
      ‘Nothing,’ I said, my voice trembling. ‘Nothing at all. Sit – sit down.’ I put down the stool and my medical kit, took the
         candle and tin of hot water from him, and tried to think of absolutely nothing but the job before me. Not feet. Not, for God’s
         sake, Arch Bug.
      

      
      Jamie had a blanket wrapped round his shoulders, but his legs were necessarily bare, and I could feel the hairs bristling
         with gooseflesh as my hand brushed them. The bottom of his shirt was soaked with half-dried blood; it stuck to his leg, but
         he made no sound when I pulled it loose and nudged his legs apart.
      

      
      He had been moving like a man in a bad dream, but the approach of a lighted candle to his balls roused him.

      
      ‘Ye’ll take care wi’ that candle, Sassenach, aye?’ he said, putting a protective hand over his genitals.

      
      Seeing his point, I gave him the candle to hold, and with a brief admonition to beware of dripping hot wax, returned to my
         inspection.
      

      
      The wound was oozing blood, but plainly minor, and I plunged a cloth into the hot water and began to work. His flesh was chilled,
         and the cold damped even the pungent odors of the pantry, but I could still smell him, his usual dry musk tainted with blood
         and frantic sweat.
      

      
      It was a deep gouge that ran four inches through the flesh of his thigh, high up. Clean, though.

      
      ‘A John Wayne special,’ I said, trying for a light, dry tone. Jamie’s eyes, which had been fixed on the candle flame, changed
         focus and fixed on me.
      

      
      ‘What?’ he said hoarsely.

      
      ‘Nothing serious,’ I said. ‘The ball just grazed you. You may walk a little oddly for a day or two, but the hero lives to
         fight another day.’ The ball had in fact gone between his legs, deeply creasing the inside of his thigh, near both to his
         testicles and his femoral artery. One inch to the right, and he’d be dead. One inch higher …
      

      
      ‘Not a great help, Sassenach,’ he said, but the ghost of a smile touched his eyes.
      

      
      ‘No,’ I agreed. ‘But some?’

      
      ‘Some,’ he said, and briefly touched my face. His hand was very cold, and trembled; hot wax ran over the knuckles of his other
         hand, but he didn’t seem to feel it. I took the candlestick gently from him and set it on the shelf.
      

      
      I could feel the grief and self-reproach coming off him in waves, and fought to keep it at bay. I couldn’t help him if I gave
         in to the enormity of the situation. I wasn’t sure I could help him in any case, but I’d try.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Jesus,’ he said, so softly I barely heard him. ‘Why did I not let him take it? What did it matter?’ He struck a fist
         on his knee, soundless. ‘God, why did I not just let him take it!?’
      

      
      ‘You didn’t know who it was, or what they meant to do,’ I said, just as softly, putting a hand on his shoulder. ‘It was an
         accident.’ His muscles were bunched, hard with anguish. I felt it, too, a hard knot of protest and denial – No, it can’t be true, it can’t have happened! – in my throat, but there was work to be done. I’d deal with the inescapable later.
      

      
      He put a hand over his face, shaking his head slowly to and fro, and neither spoke nor moved while I finished the cleaning
         and bandaging of the wound.
      

      
      ‘Can ye do aught for Ian?’ he said, when I’d finished. He took his hand away and looked up at me as I stood, his face drawn
         in exhausted misery, but calm again. ‘He’s …’ He swallowed, and glanced at the door. ‘He’s badly, Sassenach.’
      

      
      I glanced at the whisky I’d brought: a quarter of a bottle. Jamie followed the direction of my gaze and shook his head.

      
      ‘Not enough.’

      
      ‘You drink it, then.’ He shook his head, but I put the bottle in his hand and pressed his fingers round it.

      
      ‘Orders,’ I said, soft but very firm. ‘Shock.’ He resisted, made to put the bottle back, and I tightened my hand on his.

      
      ‘I know,’ I said. ‘Jamie – I know. But you can’t give in. Not now.’
      

      
      He looked up at me for a moment, but then he nodded, accepting it because he had to, the muscles of his arm relaxing. My own
         fingers were stiff, chilled from water and frigid air, but still warmer than his. I folded both hands round his free one,
         and held it, hard.
      

      
      ‘There’s a reason why the hero never dies, you know,’ I said, and attempted a smile, though my face felt stiff and false. ‘When the worst happens, someone still has to decide what to do.
         Go into the house now, and get warm.’ I glanced out at the night, lavender-skied and wild with swirling snow. ‘I’ll … find
         Ian.’
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      WHERE WOULD HE have gone? Not far, not in this weather. Given his state of mind when he and Jamie had come back with Mrs.
         Bug’s body, he might, I thought, simply have walked off into the woods, not caring where he went or what happened to him – but he’d had the dog
         with him. No matter what he felt like, he wouldn’t take Rollo off into a howling blizzard.
      

      
      And a blizzard was what it was shaping up to be. I made my way slowly uphill toward the outbuildings, sheltering my lantern
         under a fold of my cloak. It came to me suddenly to wonder whether Arch Bug might have taken shelter in the springhouse or
         the smoke shed. And … oh, God – did he know? I stopped dead on the path for an instant, letting the thickly falling snow settle like a veil on my head and shoulders.
      

      
      I had been so shocked by what had happened that I hadn’t thought to wonder whether Arch Bug knew that his wife was dead. Jamie
         said that he had called out, called for Arch to come, as soon as he realized – but there had been no answer. Perhaps Arch
         had suspected a trick; perhaps he had simply fled, seeing Jamie and Ian and assuming that they would certainly not harm his
         wife. In which case …
      

      
      ‘Oh, bloody hell,’ I said under my breath, appalled. But there was nothing I could do about that. I hoped there was something I could
         do about Ian. I rubbed a forearm over my face, blinked snow from my lashes, and went on, slowly, the light from the lantern
         swallowed in the vortex of whirling snow. Were I to find Arch … My fingers clenched on the lantern’s handle. I’d have to tell
         him, bring him back to the cabin, let him see … Oh, dear. If I came back with Arch, could Jamie and Ian occupy him long enough
         for me to remove Mrs. Bug from the pantry and display her in more seemly fashion? I hadn’t had time to remove the jutting
         arrow or lay out the body decently. I dug the fingernails of my free hand into the palm, trying to get a grip of myself.
      

      
      ‘Jesus, don’t let me find him,’ I said under my breath. ‘Please don’t let me find him.’

      
      But springhouse, smoke shed, and corncrib were all – thank God – empty, and no one could have hidden in the chicken coop without
         the chickens making a fuss about it; they were silent, sleeping out the storm. The sight of the coop brought Mrs. Bug suddenly
         to mind, though – the vision of her scattering corn from her apron, crooning to the silly things. She’d named them all. I
         didn’t bloody care whether we were eating Isobeaìl or Alasdair for supper, but just at the moment, the fact that no one now
         would ever be able to tell one from another, or rejoice in the fact that Elspeth had hatched ten chicks, seemed unspeakably
         heartrending.
      

      
      I found Ian at last in the barn, a dark form huddled in the straw by the feet of Clarence the mule, whose ears pricked up
         at my appearance. He brayed ecstatically at the prospect of more company, and the goats blatted hysterically, thinking I was
         a wolf. The horses, surprised, tossed their heads, snorting and nickering in question. Rollo, nestled in the hay next to his
         master, gave a short, sharp bark of displeasure at the racket.
      

      
      ‘Ruddy Noah’s Ark in here,’ I remarked, shaking snow off my cloak and hanging the lantern on a hook. ‘All we need is a pair
         of elephants. Hush, Clarence!’
      

      
      Ian turned his face toward me, but I could see from his blank expression that he hadn’t taken in what I’d said.

      
      I squatted next to him and cupped a hand round his cheek; it was cold, bristled with young beard.

      
      ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ I said gently.

      
      ‘I know,’ he said, and swallowed. ‘But I dinna see how I can live.’ He wasn’t dramatic about it at all; his voice was simply
         bewildered. Rollo licked his hand, and his fingers sank into the dog’s ruff, as though for support.
      

      
      ‘What can I do, Auntie?’ He looked at me, helpless. ‘There’s nothing, is there? I canna take it back, or undo it. And yet
         I keep looking for some way that I can. Something I can do to make things right. But there’s … nothing.’
      

      
      I sat down in the hay next to him and put an arm round his shoulder, pressing his head toward me. He came, reluctantly, though
         I felt small constant shudders of exhaustion and grief running through him like a chill.
      

      
      ‘I loved her,’ he said, so low I could barely hear him. ‘She was like my grandmother. And I –’

      
      ‘She loved you,’ I whispered. ‘She wouldn’t blame you.’ I had been holding on to my own emotions like grim death, in order to do what had to be done. But now … Ian was right. There was
         nothing, and in sheer helplessness, tears began to roll down my face. I wasn’t crying. Grief and shock simply overflowed;
         I could not contain them.
      

      
      Whether he felt the tears on his skin or only the vibrations of my grief, I couldn’t tell, but quite suddenly Ian gave way
         as well, and he wept in my arms, shaking.
      

      
      I wished with all my heart that he was a small boy, and that the storm of grief could wash away his guilt and leave him cleansed,
         at peace. But he was far beyond such simple things; all I could do was hold him, and stroke his back, making small, helpless
         noises myself. Then Clarence offered his own support, breathing heavily on Ian’s head and nibbling thoughtfully on a lock
         of his hair. Ian jerked away, slapping at the mule’s nose.
      

      
      ‘Och, awa’ wi’ ye!’

      
      He choked, laughed in a shocked way, wept a little more, and then straightened up and wiped his nose on his sleeve. He sat
         still for a little while, gathering the pieces of himself, and I let him be.
      

      
      ‘When I killed that man in Edinburgh,’ he said at last, his voice thick but controlled, ‘Uncle Jamie took me to confession,
         and told me the prayer that ye say when ye’ve killed someone. To commend them to God. Will ye say it with me, Auntie?’
      

      
      I hadn’t thought of – let alone said – ‘Soul Leading’ in many years, and stumbled awkwardly through the words. Ian spoke it
         without hesitation, though, and I wondered how often he had used it through those years.
      

      
      The words seemed puny and powerless, swallowed among the sounds of hay rustling and beasts chewing. But I felt a tiny bit
         of comfort for having said them. Perhaps it was only that the sense of reaching out to something larger than yourself gives
         you some feeling that there is something larger – and there really has to be, because plainly you aren’t sufficient to the situation. I surely wasn’t.
      

      
      Ian sat for a time, eyes closed. Finally, he opened them and looked at me, his eyes black with knowledge, face very pale under
         the stubble of his beard.
      

      
      ‘And then, he said, ye live with it,’ he said softly.

      
      He rubbed a hand across his face.

      
      ‘But I dinna think I can.’ It was a simple statement of fact, and scared me badly. I had no more tears, but felt as though
         I looked into a black, bottomless hole – and couldn’t look away.
      

      
      I drew a deep breath, trying to think of something to say, then pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and gave it to him.

      
      ‘Are you breathing, Ian?’

      
      His mouth twitched a little.

      
      ‘Aye, I think so.’

      
      ‘That’s all you have to do, for now.’ I got up, brushed hay from my skirts, and held out a hand to him. ‘Come along. We need
         to go back to the cabin before we’re snowed in here.’
      

      
      The snow was thicker now, and a gust of wind put out the candle in my lantern. It didn’t matter; I could have found the cabin
         blindfolded. Ian went ahead of me without comment, breaking a trail through the fresh-fallen snow. His head was bent against
         the storm, his narrow shoulders hunched.
      

      
      I hoped the prayer had helped him, at least a little, and wondered whether the Mohawk had any better means of dealing with
         unjust death than did the Catholic Church.
      

      
      Then I realized that I knew exactly what the Mohawk would do in such a case. So did Ian; he’d done it. I pulled the cloak
         tighter round me, feeling as though I had swallowed a large ball of ice.
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      NOT YET AWHILE

      
      AFTER A GOOD DEAL of discussion, the two corpses were carried gently outside and laid at the edge of the porch. There simply
         was no room to lay them out properly inside, and given the circumstances …
      

      
      ‘We canna let auld Arch be in doubt any longer than he must,’ Jamie had said, putting an end to the arguments. ‘If the body’s
         in plain sight, maybe he’ll come out and maybe he’ll not – but he’ll ken his wife’s dead.’
      

      
      ‘He will,’ Bobby Higgins said, with an uneasy look toward the trees. ‘And what d’ye think he’ll do then?’

      
      Jamie stood for a moment, looking toward the wood, then shook his head.

      
      ‘Grieve,’ he said quietly. ‘And in the morning, we’ll see what’s to do.’

      
      It wasn’t the normal sort of wake, but it was conducted with what ceremony we could manage. Amy had donated her own shroud
         – made after her first wedding, and carefully kept by – for Mrs. Bug, and Grannie MacLeod was clad in the remnants of my spare
         chemise and a couple of aprons, hastily stitched up into respectability. They were laid one on either side of the porch, foot
         to foot, with a small saucer of salt and a slice of bread on the chest of each corpse, though no sin-eater was available.
         I had packed a small clay firepot with coals and set this near the bodies, and it was agreed that we would all take it in
         turns through the night to sit over the deceased, as the porch would hold no more than two or three people.
      

      
      ‘The moon on the breast of the new-fallen snow/Gave the lustre of mid-day to objects below,’ I said softly. It did; the storm had blown over and the three-quarter moon cast a pure, cold light that made each snow-covered
         tree stand out, stark and delicate as a painting in Japanese ink. And in the distant ruins of the Big House, the jackstraw
         of charred timbers hid whatever lay below.
      

      
      Jamie and I were taking the first watch. No one had argued when Jamie announced this. No one spoke of it, but the image of
         Arch Bug, lurking alone in the forest, was in everyone’s mind.
      

      
      ‘You think he’s there?’ I asked Jamie, low-voiced. I nodded toward the dark trees, peaceful in their own soft shrouds.

      
      ‘If it were you lying here, a nighean,’ Jamie said, looking down at the still white figures at the edge of the porch, ‘I should be beside ye, alive or dead. Come
         sit down.’
      

      
      I sat down beside him, the firepot close to our cloak-wrapped knees.

      
      ‘Poor things,’ I said, after a bit.

      
      ‘It’s a long way from Scotland.’ ‘It is,’ he said, and took my hand. His fingers were no warmer than my own, but the size
         and strength of them were a comfort, nonetheless. ‘But they’ll be buried amongst folk who ken their ways, if not among their
         own kin.’
      

      
      ‘True.’ Should Grannie MacLeod’s grandsons ever come back, at least they would find a marker for her grave and know she had
         been treated with kindness. Mrs. Bug hadn’t any kin, save Arch – no one to come and look for the grave marker. But she would
         be among people who’d known and loved her. What about Arch, though? If he had kin in Scotland, he’d never mentioned it. His
         wife had been everything to him, as he to her.
      

      
      ‘You, um, don’t think that Arch might … do away with himself ?’ I asked delicately. ‘Once he knows?’
      

      
      Jamie shook his head, definite.

      
      ‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s not in him.’

      
      On one level, I was relieved to hear this. On a lower and less compassionate level, I couldn’t help wondering uneasily just
         what a man of Arch’s passions might do, stricken by this mortal blow, now bereft of the woman who had been his anchor and
         safe harbor for most of his life.
      

      
      What would such a man do? I wondered. Run before the wind until he hit a reef and sank? Or tie his life to the makeshift anchor of fury,
         and take revenge as his new compass? I’d seen the guilt Jamie and Ian were bearing; how much more was Arch carrying? Could
         any man bear such guilt? Or must he turn it outward, as a matter of simple survival?
      

      
      Jamie had said nothing about his own speculations, but I’d noticed that he had both pistol and dirk in his belt – and the
         pistol was loaded and primed; I could smell the whiff of black powder under the resinous breath of spruce and fir. Of course,
         it might be for driving off a roving wolf or foxes …
      

      
      We sat in silence for a little while, watching the shifting glow of the coals in the firepot and the flicker of light in the
         folds of the shrouds.
      

      
      ‘Ought we to pray, do you think?’ I whispered.

      
      ‘I havena given over praying since it happened, Sassenach.’

      
      ‘I know what you mean.’ I did – the passionate prayer that it might not be, and the desperate prayer for guidance thereafter;
         the need to do something, when nothing, really, could be done. And, of course, prayer for the repose of the recently departed.
         At least Grannie MacLeod had expected death – and welcomed it, I thought. Mrs. Bug, on the other hand, must have been terribly
         startled at being so suddenly dead. I had a disconcerting vision of her standing in the snow just off the porch, glaring at
         her corpse, hands on stout hips, lips pursed in annoyance at having been so rudely disembodied.
      

      
      ‘It was rather a shock,’ I said apologetically to her shade.
      

      
      ‘Aye, it was that.’

      
      Jamie reached into his cloak and drew out his flask. Uncorking this, he leaned forward and carefully poured a few drops of
         whisky on the head of each of the dead women, then lifted the flask in silent toast to Grannie MacLeod, then to Mrs. Bug.
      

      
      ‘Murdina, wife of Archibald, ye were a great cook,’ he said simply. ‘I’ll recall your biscuits all my life, and think of ye
         wi’ my morning parritch.’
      

      
      ‘Amen,’ I said, my voice trembling between laughter and tears. I accepted the flask and took a sip; the whisky burned through
         the thickness in my throat, and I coughed.
      

      
      ‘I know her receipt for piccalilli. That shouldn’t be lost; I’ll write it down.’

      
      The thought of writing reminded me quite suddenly of the unfinished letter, still folded up in my workbag. Jamie felt the
         slight stiffening of my posture and turned his head toward me in question.
      

      
      ‘I was only thinking of that letter,’ I said, clearing my throat. ‘I mean, in spite of Roger and Bree knowing the house has
         burnt down, they’ll be happy to hear that we’re still alive – always supposing they do eventually get it.’
      

      
      Aware both of the precarious times and of the uncertain survival of historical documents, Jamie and Roger had worked out several
         schemes for the passage of information, ranging from the publication of coded messages in various newspapers to something
         elaborate involving the Church of Scotland and the Bank of England. All of these, of course, relied upon the basic fact of
         the MacKenzie family having made the passage through the stones safely and arrived in more or less the right time – but I
         was obliged for my own peace of mind to assume that they had.
      

      
      ‘But I don’t want to end it by having to tell them – about this.’ I nodded toward the shrouded figures. ‘They loved Mrs. Bug
         – and Bree would be so upset for Ian.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, ye’re right,’ Jamie said thoughtfully. ‘And chances are that Roger Mac would think it all through and realize about
         Arch. Knowing, and not able to do anything about it … aye, they’d be worrit, ’til they found another letter telling them how
         it’s all come out – and God knows how long it may be before it has all come out.’
      

      
      ‘And if they didn’t get the next letter …’ Or if we didn’t survive long enough to write it, I thought.
      

      
      ‘Aye, best not tell them. Not yet awhile.’

      
      I moved closer, leaning against him, and he put his arm round me. We sat quiet for a bit, still troubled and sorrowful, but
         comforted at thought of Roger, Bree, and the children.
      

      
      I could hear sounds from the cabin behind me; everyone had been quiet, shocked – but normality was fast reasserting itself.
         Children couldn’t be kept quiet long, and I could hear high-pitched questions, demands for food, the chatter of little ones
         excited at being up so late, their voices threading through the clanging and thumps of food preparation. There would be bannocks
         and pasties for the next part of the wake; Mrs. Bug would be pleased. A sudden shower of sparks flew from the chimney and
         fell all round the porch like falling stars, brilliant against the dark night and the white, fresh snow.
      

      
      Jamie’s arm tightened round me, and he made a small sound of pleasure at the sight.

      
      ‘That – what ye said about the breast o’ the new-fallen snow’ – the word emerged as ‘breest’ in his soft Highland lilt – ‘that’s
         a poem, is it?’
      

      
      ‘It is. Not really appropriate to a wake – it’s a comic Christmas poem called “A Visit from Saint Nicholas.”’

      
      Jamie snorted, his breath white.

      
      ‘I dinna think the word “appropriate” has much to do wi’ a proper wake, Sassenach. Give the mourners enough drink, and they’ll
         be singing “O thoir a-nall am Botul” and the weans dancing ring-a-round-a-rosy in the dooryard by moonlight.’
      

      
      I didn’t quite laugh, but could envision it, all too easily. There was enough to drink, too; there was a fresh tub of beer just brewed in the pantry, and Bobby had fetched down the emergency keg
         of whisky from its hiding place in the barn. I lifted Jamie’s hand and kissed the cold knuckles. The shock and sense of dislocation
         had begun to fade with the growing awareness of the pulse of life behind us. The cabin was a small, vibrant island of life,
         afloat in the cold of the black and white night.
      

      
      ‘No man is an island, entire of itself,’ Jamie said softly, picking up my unspoken thought.
      

      
      ‘Now, that one is appropriate,’ I said, a little dryly. ‘Maybe too appropriate.’
      

      
      ‘Aye? How so?’

      
      ‘Never send to know for whom the bell tolls, it tolls for thee? I never hear No man is an island without that last line tolling right behind it.’
      

      
      ‘Mmphm. Ken the whole of it, do ye?’ Not waiting for my reply, he leaned forward and stirred the coals with a stick, sending
         up a tiny drift of silent sparks. ‘It isna really a poem, ken – or the man didna mean it to be one.’
      

      
      ‘No?’ I said, surprised. ‘What is it? Or was it?’

      
      ‘A meditation – something atwixt a sermon and a prayer. John Donne wrote it as part of his “Devotions upon Emergent Occasions.”
         That’s sufficiently appropriate, no?’ he added, with a hint of wry humor.
      

      
      ‘They don’t get much more emergent than this, no. What am I missing, then?’

      
      ‘Mmm.’ He pulled me closer, and bent his head to rest on mine. ‘Let me call what I can to mind. I’ll not have all of it, but
         there are bits that struck me, so I remember those.’ I could hear his breathing, slow and easy, concentrating.
      

      
      ‘All mankind is of one author,’ he said slowly, ‘and is one volume. When one man dies, one chapter is not torn out of the book, but translated into a better language; and
            every chapter must be so translated. Then there are bits I havena got by heart, but I liked this one: The bell doth toll for him that thinks it doth’ – and his hand squeezed mine gently – ‘and though it intermit again, yet from that minute that that occasion wrought upon him, he is united to God.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm.’ I thought about that for a bit. ‘You’re right; that’s less poetic, but a bit more … hopeful?’

      
      I felt him smile.

      
      ‘I’ve always found it so, aye.’

      
      ‘Where did you get that?’

      
      ‘John Grey lent me a wee book of Donne’s writing, when I was prisoner at Helwater. That was in it.’

      
      ‘A very literate gentleman,’ I said, somewhat piqued at this reminder of the substantial chunk of Jamie’s life that John Grey
         had shared and I had not – but grudgingly glad that he had had a friend through that time of trial. How often, I wondered
         suddenly, had Jamie heard that tolling bell?
      

      
      I sat up, reached for the flask, and took a cleansing swallow. The smell of baking, of onion and simmered meat, was seeping
         through the door, and my stomach rumbled in an unseemly manner. Jamie didn’t notice; he was squinting thoughtfully off toward
         the west, where the bulk of the mountain lay hidden by cloud.
      

      
      ‘The MacLeod lads said the passes were already hip-deep in snow when they came down,’ he said. ‘If there’s a foot of new snow
         on the ground here, there are three in the high passes. We’re going nowhere ’til the spring thaw, Sassenach. Time enough to carve proper grave markers, at least,’ he added, with a glance at our quiet guests.
      

      
      ‘You do still mean to go to Scotland, then?’ He’d said so, after the Big House burned, but hadn’t mentioned it since then.
         I wasn’t sure whether he’d meant it or had merely been reacting to the pressure of events at the time.
      

      
      ‘Aye, I do. We canna be staying here, I think,’ he said, with some regret. ‘Come the spring, the backcountry will be boiling
         again. We’ve come close enough to the fire.’ He lifted his chin in the direction of the Big House’s charred remains. ‘I’ve
         no mind to be roasted, next time.’
      

      
      ‘Well … yes.’ He was right, I knew. We could build another house – but it was unlikely we would be allowed to live peaceably
         in it. Among other things, Jamie was – or at least had been – a colonel of militia. Short of physical incapacity or simple
         absence, he couldn’t relinquish that responsibility. And sentiment in the mountains was by no means all in favor of rebellion.
         I knew a number of people who had been beaten, burnt out, and driven into the woods or swamps, or killed outright as the direct
         result of injudiciously expressed political sentiments.
      

      
      The weather prevented our leaving, but it also put a stopper on the movement of militias – or roving bands of brigands. The
         thought of that sent a sudden bolt of cold through me, and I shivered.
      

      
      ‘Shall ye go in, a nighean?’ Jamie asked, noticing. ‘I can bear watch alone for a bit.’
      

      
      ‘Right. And we’ll come out with the bannocks and honey and find you stretched out beside the old ladies with an ax in your
         head. I’m fine.’ I took another sip of whisky, and handed him the flask.
      

      
      ‘We wouldn’t necessarily have to go to Scotland, though,’ I said, watching him drink. ‘We could go to New Bern. You could
         join Fergus in the printing business there.’ That’s what he’d said he meant to do: go to Scotland, fetch the printing press
         he had left in Edinburgh, then come back to join the fight, armed with lead in the form of type slugs, rather than musket
         balls. I wasn’t sure which method might be the more dangerous.
      

      
      ‘Ye dinna suppose your presence would stop Arch trying to brain me, if that’s what he’s got in mind?’ Jamie smiled briefly
         at that, slanted eyes creasing into triangles. ‘No – Fergus has a right to put himself in danger, and he wants to. But I’ve
         no right to drag him and his family into my own.’
      

      
      ‘Which tells me all I need to know about what sort of printing you have in mind to do. And my presence might not stop Arch
         going for you, but I could at least shout “Look out!” if I saw him creeping up behind you.’
      

      
      ‘I should always want ye at my back, Sassenach,’ he assured me gravely. ‘Ye kent already what I mean to do, surely?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ I said with a sigh. ‘Occasionally I have the vain hope that I’m wrong about you – but I never am.’

      
      That made him laugh outright.

      
      ‘No, ye’re not,’ he agreed. ‘But ye’re still here, aye?’ He lifted the flask in salute to me, and drank from it. ‘Good to
         know someone will miss me, when I fall.’
      

      
      ‘I did not miss that “when,” rather than “if,”’ I said coldly.

      
      ‘It’s always been “when,” Sassenach,’ he said gently. ‘Every chapter must be so translated. Aye?’
      

      
      I took a deep breath and watched it drift out in a plume of mist.

      
      ‘I sincerely hope I’m not going to have to do it,’ I said, ‘but should the question arise – would you want to be buried here?
         Or taken back to Scotland?’ I was thinking of a granite marriage stone in the graveyard at St. Kilda, with his name on it,
         and mine, too. The bloody thing had nearly given me heart failure when I saw it, and I wasn’t sure I had forgiven Frank for
         it, even though it had accomplished what he’d meant it to.
      

      
      Jamie made a small snorting noise, not quite a laugh.

      
      ‘I shall be lucky to be buried at all, Sassenach. Much more likely I shall be drowned, burnt, or left to rot on some battlefield.
         Dinna fash yourself. If ye’ve got to dispose of my carcass, just leave it out for the crows.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll make a note of that,’ I said.

      
      ‘Will ye mind going to Scotland?’ he asked, eyebrows raised.

      
      I sighed. Despite my knowing that he wasn’t going to lie under that particular gravestone, I couldn’t quite rid myself of
         the notion that he would at some point die there.
      

      
      ‘No. I’ll mind leaving the mountains. I’ll mind watching you turn green and puke your guts out on the ship, and I may well
         mind whatever happens on the way to said ship, but … Edinburgh and printing presses aside, you want to go to Lallybroch, don’t you?’
      

      
      He nodded, eyes on the glowing coals. The light from the firepot was faint but warm on the ruddy arch of his brows, a line of gilding down the long, straight bridge of his nose.
      

      
      ‘I promised, aye?’ he said simply. ‘I said I’d bring Young Ian back to his mother. And after this … best he goes.’

      
      I nodded silently. Three thousand miles of ocean might not be enough for Ian to escape his memories – but it couldn’t hurt.
         And perhaps the joy of seeing his parents, his brothers and sisters, the Highlands … perhaps it would help heal him.
      

      
      Jamie coughed, and rubbed a knuckle over his lips.

      
      ‘There’s the one other thing,’ he said, a little shy. ‘Another promise, ye might say.’

      
      ‘What’s that?’

      
      He turned his head then, and met my eyes, his own dark and serious.

      
      ‘I’ve sworn to myself,’ he said, ‘that I shallna ever face my son across the barrel of a gun.’

      
      I took a deep breath and nodded. After a moment’s silence, I looked up from my contemplation of the shrouded women.

      
      ‘You didn’t ask what I want done with my body.’ I’d meant it at least half in jest, to lighten his mood, but his fingers curled so abruptly over mine that I gasped.
      

      
      ‘No,’ he said softly. ‘And I never will.’ He wasn’t looking at me but at the whiteness before us. ‘I canna think of ye dead,
         Claire. Anything else – but not that. I can’t.’
      

      
      He stood abruptly. The rattle of wood, the clang of a falling pewter dish, and voices raised in adjuration inside saved me
         from reply. I simply nodded and let him lift me to my feet, as the door opened, spilling light.
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      THE MORNING DAWNED clear and bright, with a scant foot of fresh snow on the ground. By noon, the icicles that hung from the
         cabin’s eaves had begun to loose their hold, dropping like random daggers with muffled, intermittent thunks. Jamie and Ian had gone up the hill to the small burying ground, with spades, to see whether the ground might be dug deep
         enough for two decent graves.
      

      
      ‘Take Aidan and one or two of the other boys with you,’ I’d said at breakfast. ‘They need to be gotten out from underfoot.’
         Jamie had given me a sharp glance, but nodded. He knew very well what I was thinking. If Arch Bug didn’t yet know that his wife was dead, he’d certainly start drawing conclusions if he saw a grave being dug.
      

      
      ‘Best if he’ll come and speak to me,’ Jamie had said quietly to me, under cover of the noise made by the boys readying themselves
         to go, their mothers packing lunch to be taken up the hill, and the smaller children playing ring-a-round-a-rosy in the back
         room.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘and the boys won’t stop him doing that. But if he doesn’t choose to come out and speak to you …’ Ian had told me that he’d heard a rifle fired during the encounter the night before;
         Arch Bug was no particular marksman, though, and would presumably hesitate to fire on a group that included young children.
      

      
      Jamie had nodded, silent, and sent Aidan to fetch his two eldest cousins.

      
      Bobby and Clarence the mule had gone up with the grave-digging party. There was a stock of freshly sawn pine boards at the
         site higher up on the mountainside, where Jamie had declared our new house would one day rise; if graves could be dug, Bobby
         would bring back some of the boards to make coffins.
      

      
      From my viewpoint on the front porch, I could see Clarence now, heavily laden, but mincing downhill with ballerina grace,
         ears pointed delicately to either side as though to aid his balance. I caught a glimpse of Bobby walking on the far side of
         the mule, reaching up now and then to keep the load from slipping; he saw me and waved, smiling. The M branded on his cheek
         was visible even at this distance, livid against the cold-chapped ruddiness of his skin.
      

      
      I waved back and turned in to the house, to tell the women that we would indeed have a funeral.
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      WE MADE OUR WAY up the winding trail to the small graveyard next morning. The two old ladies, unlikely companions in death,
         lay side by side in their coffins on a sledge, pulled by Clarence and one of the McCallum women’s mules, a little black jenny
         called Puddin’.
      

      
      We were not dressed in our best; no one had a ‘best,’ with the exception of Amy McCallum Higgins, who had worn her lacetrimmed wedding kerchief as a sign of respect. We were mostly clean, though, and the adults at least were sober in aspect, and watchful.
         Very watchful.
      

      
      ‘Which will be the new guardian, Mam?’ Aidan asked his mother, eyeing the two coffins as the sledge creaked slowly uphill
         ahead of us. ‘Which died first?’
      

      
      ‘Why … I dinna ken, Aidan,’ Amy replied, looking mildly taken aback. She frowned at the coffins, then glanced at me. ‘D’ye
         know that, Mrs. Fraser?’
      

      
      The question hit me like a thrown pebble, and I blinked. I did know, of course, but – with some effort, I refrained from glancing
         into the trees that lined the trail. I had no idea exactly where Arch Bug was, but he was near; I had no doubt of that at
         all. And if he were near enough to overhear this conversation …
      

      
      Highland superstition held that the last person to be buried in a graveyard became the guardian and must defend the souls
         who rested there from any evil, until another should die and take the guardian’s place – whereupon the earlier guardian was
         released and might go on to heaven. I didn’t think Arch would be at all happy about the notion of his wife trapped on earth
         to guard the graves of Presbyterians and sinners like Malva Christie.
      

      
      I felt a small chill in the heart at thought of Malva – who was, now I thought of it, presumably the graveyard’s present guardian.
         ‘Presumably,’ because while other people had died on the Ridge since her own death, she was the last to have been buried in
         the graveyard proper. Her brother, Allan, was buried nearby, a little way into the forest, in a secret, unmarked grave; I
         didn’t know whether that was near enough to count. And her father …
      

      
      I coughed into my fist, and clearing my throat said, ‘Oh, Mrs. MacLeod. She was dead when we came back to the cabin with Mrs.
         Bug.’ Which was strictly true; the fact that she’d been dead when I left the cabin seemed better suppressed.
      

      
      I had been looking at Amy when I spoke. I turned my head back to the trail, and there he was, right in front of me. Arch Bug,
         in his rusty black cloak, white head bared and bent, following the sledge through the snow, slow as an earthbound raven. A
         faint shudder ran through the mourners.
      

      
      He turned his head then, and saw me.

      
      ‘Will ye sing, Mrs. Fraser?’ he asked, his voice quiet and courtly. ‘I’d have her taken to her rest wi’ the proper observances.’

      
      ‘I – yes, of course.’ Enormously flustered, I groped for something suitable. I simply wasn’t up to the challenge of composing
         a proper caithris, a lament for the dead – let alone providing the formal wailing that a truly first-class Highland funeral would have.
      

      
      I settled hastily for a Gaelic psalm that Roger had taught me, ‘Is e Dia fèin a’s buachaill dhomh.’ It was a line chant, each line meant to be sung by a precentor, then echoed line by line by the congregation. It was simple,
         though, and while my voice seemed thin and insubstantial on the mountainside, those around me were able to take it up, and
         by the time we reached the burying ground, we had achieved a respectable level of fervor and volume.
      

      
      The sledge stopped at the edge of the pine-circled clearing. A few wooden crosses and cairns were visible through the half-melted
         snow, and the two fresh graves gaped in the center, muddy and brutal. The sight of them stopped the singing as abruptly as
         a pail of cold water.
      

      
      The sun shone pale and bright through the trees, and there was a gang of nuthatches conversing in the branches at the edge
         of the clearing, incongruously cheerful. Jamie had been leading the mules, and had not glanced back at Arch’s appearance.
         Now, though, he turned to Arch and with a small gesture at the nearer coffin, asked in a low voice, ‘Will ye look upon your
         wife once more?’
      

      
      It was only as Arch nodded and moved to the side of the sledge, that I realized that while the men had nailed down the lid
         of Mrs. MacLeod’s coffin, they had left Mrs. Bug’s lying loose. Bobby and Ian lifted it off, their eyes on the ground.
      

      
      Arch had unbound his hair as a sign of grief; I had never seen it loose before. It was thin, pure white, and wavered about
         his face like wisps of smoke as he bent and gently lifted the shroud from Murdina’s face.
      

      
      I swallowed hard, clenching my hands. I’d removed the arrow – not a pleasant business – and had then wrapped her throat carefully
         in a clean bandage before combing her hair. She looked all right, though terribly unfamiliar; I didn’t think I’d ever seen
         her without her cap, and the bandage across her full throat gave her the sternly formal air of a Presbyterian minister. I
         saw Arch flinch, just slightly, and his own throat move. He got control of his face almost at once, but I saw the lines that
         ran from nose to chin like gullies through wet clay, and the way in which he opened and closed his hands, over and over, seeking a grip on
         something that wasn’t there.
      

      
      He gazed into the coffin for a long moment, then reached into his sporran and drew out something. I saw when he put back his
         cloak that his belt was empty; he had come without weapons.
      

      
      The thing in his hand was small and glittering. He leaned down and tried to fix it to the shroud, but could not, with his
         missing fingers. He fumbled, said something under his breath in Gaelic, then looked up at me, with something near panic in
         his eyes. I went at once to him, and took the thing from his hand.
      

      
      It was a brooch, a small, beautifully made thing in the shape of a flying swallow. Made of gold, and very new-looking. I took
         it from him and, turning back the shroud, pinned it to Mrs. Bug’s kerchief. I’d never seen the brooch before, either on Mrs.
         Bug or among her things, and it came to me that Arch had likely had it made from the gold he had taken from Jocasta Cameron
         – perhaps when he began to take the ingots, one by one; perhaps later. A promise made to his wife – that their years of penury
         and dependence were over. Well … indeed they were. I glanced at Arch, and at his nod, pulled the shroud gently up over his
         wife’s cold face.
      

      
      I put out a hand impulsively to touch him, take his arm, but he drew away and stood back, watching impassively as Bobby nailed
         down the lid. At one point, his gaze rose and passed slowly over Jamie, then Ian, in turn.
      

      
      I pressed my lips tight, glancing at Jamie as I came back to his side, seeing the trouble etched so plainly on his face. So
         much guilt! Not that there wasn’t enough and to spare – and plainly enough, Arch felt his own. Did it not occur to any of
         them that Mrs. Bug had had something to do with this, herself? Had she not fired at Jamie … but people didn’t always behave
         intelligently, or well, and did the fact that someone had contributed to their own demise lessen the tragedy of it?
      

      
      I caught sight of the small boulder that marked the grave of Malva and her son, only the top of it visible through the snow
         – rounded, wet, and dark, like the crowning of a baby’s head at birth.
      

      
      Rest in peace, I thought, and felt a small easing of the tension I’d been under for the last two days. You can go now.

      
      It occurred to me that whatever I’d told Amy and Aidan, it didn’t alter the truth of which woman really had died first. Still, considering Mrs. Bug’s personality, I rather thought she might enjoy being in charge, clucking and fussing
         after the resident souls like her flock of much-loved chickens, banishing evil spirits with a sharp word and a brandished
         sausage.
      

      
      That thought got me through the brief reading from the Bible, the prayers, the tears – from the women and the children, most
         of whom had no idea why they were crying – the removal of the coffins from the sledge, and a rather disjoint recitation of
         the Lord’s Prayer. I missed Roger very much – his sense of calm order and genuine compassion in the conducting of a funeral.
         And he would, perhaps, have known what to say in eulogy of Murdina Bug. As it was, no one spoke when the prayer concluded,
         and there was a long, awkward pause, people shifting uneasily from foot to foot – we were standing in a foot of snow, and
         the women’s petticoats were wet to the knee.
      

      
      I saw Jamie shift his shoulders, as though his coat was too tight, and glance at the sledge, where the shovels lay under a
         blanket. Before he could signal Ian and Bobby, though, Ian drew a deep, gasping breath and stepped forward.
      

      
      He came to the side of Mrs. Bug’s waiting coffin, opposite the bereaved husband, and stopped, plainly wanting to speak. Arch
         ignored him for a long moment, staring down into the hole, but finally raised his face, impassive. Waiting.
      

      
      ‘It was by my hand that this’ – Ian swallowed – ‘that this woman of great worth has died. I didna take her life by malice,
         or of purpose, and it is sorrow to me. But she died by my hand.’
      

      
      Rollo whined softly by Ian’s side, feeling his master’s distress, but Ian laid a hand on his head, and he stilled. Ian drew
         the knife from his belt and laid it on the coffin in front of Arch Bug, then straightened and looked him in the eye.
      

      
      ‘Ye swore once to my uncle, in a time of great wrong, and offered life for life, for this woman. I swear by my iron, and I
         offer the same.’ His lips pressed together for an instant, and his throat moved, his eyes dark and sober. ‘I think ye maybe
         didna mean it, sir – but I do.’
      

      
      I found that I was holding my breath, and forced myself to breathe. Was this Jamie’s plan? I wondered. Ian plainly meant what
         he said. Still, the chances of Arch accepting that offer on the spot and cutting Ian’s throat in front of a dozen witnesses
         were slim, no matter how exigent his feelings. But if he publicly declined the offer – then the possibility of a more formal
         and less bloody recompense was opened, yet young Ian would be relieved of at least a measure of his guilt. Bloody Highlander,
         I thought, glancing up at Jamie – not without a certain admiration.
      

      
      I could feel small jolts of energy running through him, though, every few seconds, each one suppressed. He wouldn’t interfere
         with Ian’s attempt at atonement – but neither would he see him injured, if by chance old Arch did opt for blood. And evidently he thought it a possibility. I glanced at Arch, and thought so, too.
      

      
      The old man looked at Ian for a moment, heavy brows wild with curling iron-gray old-man hairs – and the eyes beneath them
         iron-gray, too, and cold as steel.
      

      
      ‘Too easy, boy,’ he said at last, in a voice like rusty iron.

      
      He looked down at Rollo, who was standing next to Ian, ears pricked and wolf eyes wary.

      
      ‘Will ye give me your hound to kill?’

      
      Ian’s mask broke in an instant, shock and horror making him suddenly young. I heard him gulp air and steady himself, but his
         voice was cracked in reply.
      

      
      ‘No,’ he said. ‘He’s done nothing. It’s my – my crime, not his.’

      
      Arch smiled then, very slightly, though it did not touch his eyes. ‘Aye. Ye see, then. And he’s no but a flea-ridden beast.
         Not a wife.’ ‘Wife’ was spoken in barely a whisper. His throat worked as he cleared it. Then he looked carefully from Ian
         to Jamie, and then at me.
      

      
      ‘Not a wife,’ he said softly. I’d thought my blood ran cold already; that froze my heart.

      
      In no hurry, Arch turned his gaze deliberately upon each man in turn; Jamie, then Ian, whom he regarded for an instant that
         seemed a lifetime.
      

      
      ‘When you’ve something worth taking, boy – you’ll see me again,’ he said quietly, then turned upon his heel and walked into
         the trees.
      

   
      
      5

      
      MORALITY FOR TIME-TRAVELERS

      
      THERE WAS AN electric desk lamp in his study, but Roger often preferred to work by candlelight in the evening. He took a match
         from the box, and struck it with one soft scratch. After Claire’s letter, he didn’t think he’d ever light a match again without
         thinking of her story of the burning of the Big House. God, he wished he’d been there.
      

      
      The match flame shrank as he touched it to the wick, and the translucent wax of the candle went a dim, unearthly blue for
         an instant, then brightened into its normal glow. He glanced at Mandy, singing to a collection of stuffed toys on the sofa;
         she’d had her bath and was meant to be keeping out of trouble while Jem had his. Keeping one eye on her, he sat down at his
         desk and opened his notebook.
      

      
      He’d begun it half as a joke. The other half as the only thing he could think of to combat paralyzing fear.

      
      ‘You can teach kids not to cross the street alone,’ Bree had pointed out. ‘Surely you can teach them to stay the heck away
         from standing stones.’
      

      
      He’d agreed, but with substantial mental reservations. Small kids, yes; you could brainwash them into not sticking forks in
         the electric outlets. But as they became teenagers, with all that inchoate yearning for self-discovery and things unknown?
         He recalled his own teenaged self much too vividly. Tell a teenaged boy not to stick forks in the outlet, and he’d be off
         rifling the silverware drawer the minute your back was turned. Girls might be different, but he doubted it.
      

      
      He glanced again at the sofa, where Amanda was now lying on her back, legs thrust into the air and a large, ratty-looking
         stuffed bear balanced on her feet, to which she was singing ‘Frère Jacques.’ Mandy had been so young that she wouldn’t remember.
         Jem would. He did; Roger could tell, when the little boy woke up from nightmares, eyes huge and staring at nothing, and could
         not describe his dream. Thank God, it didn’t happen often.
      

      
      He still broke out in a cold sweat whenever he remembered it himself. That last passage. He’d clutched Jemmy to his chest
         and stepped into … God, there was no name for it, because humanity at large had never experienced it, and lucky for them they
         hadn’t. It wasn’t even like anything to which it could be compared.
      

      
      None of the senses worked there – and at the same time, all of them did, in such a state of hypersensitivity that you’d die
         of it if it lasted any longer than it did. A howling void, where sound seemed to batter you, pulsing through your body, trying
         to separate each cell from the next. Absolute blindness, but the blindness of looking into the sun. And the impact of … bodies?
         Ghosts? Unseen others who brushed past like moth wings or seemed to hurtle right through you in a colliding thump of entangling
         bones. A constant sense of screaming.
      

      
      Did it smell? He paused, frowning, trying to remember. Yes, it damned well did. And oddly enough, it was a describable smell:
         the scent of air burnt by lightning – ozone.
      

      
      It smells strongly of ozone, he wrote, feeling remarkably relieved to have even this small foothold of reference to the normal world.
      

      
      This relief disappeared in the next instant, as he returned to the struggle of memory.

      
      He’d felt as though nothing save his own will held them together, nothing but raw determination to survive held him together. Knowing what to expect hadn’t helped in the slightest; it was different – and much worse – than his previous experiences.
      

      
      He did know not to look at them. The ghosts, if that’s what they were. ‘Look’ wasn’t the right word … pay attention to them?
         Again, there wasn’t a word, and he sighed in exasperation.
      

      
      ‘Sonnez les matines, sonnez les matines …’

      
      ‘Din dan don,’ he sang softly with her chorus. ‘Din dan don.’

      
      He tapped the pen on the paper for a minute, thinking, then shook his head and bent over the paper again, trying to explain
         his first attempt, the occasion on which he’d come within … moments? inches? Some unthinkably small degree of separation of
         meeting his father – and destruction.
      

      
      I think you cannot cross your own lifeline, he wrote slowly. Both Bree and Claire – the scientific women – had assured him that two objects cannot exist in the same
         space, whether said objects were subatomic particles or elephants. That being true, it would explain why one couldn’t exist twice in the same time period,
         he supposed.
      

      
      He assumed it was that phenomenon that had come so close to killing him on his first attempt. He had been thinking of his
         father when he entered the stones, and – presumably – of his father as he, Roger, had known him. Which was, of course, during
         the period of his own life.
      

      
      He tapped the pen on the page again, thinking, but could not bring himself just now to write about that encounter. Later.
         Instead, he flipped back to the rudimentary outline in the front of the book.
      

      
            


         A Practical Guide for Time-Travelers

         I. Physical Phenomena

         A. Known Locations (Ley Lines?)

         B. Genetic Inheritance

         C. Mortality

         D. The Influence and Properties of Gemstones

         E. Blood?

      



      
      He’d scratched through that last one, but hesitated, looking at it. Did he have an obligation to tell everything he knew,
         believed, or suspected? Claire thought that the notion of a blood sacrifice being required or useful was nonsense – a pagan
         superstition without real validity. She might be right; she was the scientist, after all. But he had the uneasy memory of
         the night Geillis Duncan had gone through the stones.
      

      
      Long blond hair, flying in the rising wind of a fire, the whipping locks silhouetted for an instant against the face of a
         standing stone. The gagging scent of petrol mingled with roasting flesh, and the log that was not a log lying charred in the
         center of the circle. And Geillis Duncan had gone too far.
      

      
      ‘It’s always two hundred years, in the old fairy tales,’ Claire had told him. Literal fairy tales; stories of people stolen by the fairies, ‘taken through the stones’ of faerie hills.
         It was a time, two hundred years ago, such tales often began. Or the people were returned to their own place – but two hundred years past the time they had left.
         Two hundred years.
      

      
      Claire, Bree, himself – each time they had traveled, the span of time was the same: two hundred and two years, close enough to the two hundred years of the ancient tales. But Geillis Duncan
         had gone too far.
      

      
      With great reluctance, he slowly wrote Blood again, and added a parenthetical (Fire??), but nothing beneath it. Not now; later.
      

      
      For reassurance, he glanced at the spot on the bookshelf where the letter lay, weighted down by a small snake carved of cherry-wood.
         We are alive… .

      
      He wanted suddenly to go and fetch the wooden box, pull out the other letters, rip them open and read. Curiosity, sure, but
         something more – wanting to touch them, Claire and Jamie, press the evidence of their lives against his face, his heart, erase
         the space and time between them.
      

      
      He forced back the impulse, though. They’d decided – or rather, Bree had, and they were her parents.

      
      ‘I don’t want to read them all at once,’ she’d said, turning over the contents of the box with long, gentle fingers. ‘It’s
         … it’s like once I’ve read them all, then they’ll be … really gone.’
      

      
      He’d understood. As long as one letter remained unread, they were alive. In spite of his historian’s curiosity, he shared her sentiment. Besides …
      

      
      Brianna’s parents had not written those letters as journal entries, meant for the eventual eyes of a vaguely imagined posterity.
         They’d been written with the definite and specific intent of communication – with Bree, with him. Which meant that they might well contain unsettling things; both his in-laws had a talent for such revelation.
      

      
      Despite himself, he rose, took down the letter and unfolded it, and read the postscript once more, just to assure himself
         he hadn’t been imagining it.
      

      
      He hadn’t. With the word ‘blood’ ringing faintly in his ears, he sat back down. An Italian gentleman. That was Charles Stuart; couldn’t be anyone else. Christ. After staring off into space for a bit – Mandy had now started
         in on ‘Jingle Bells’ – he shook himself, flipped over a few pages and started in again, doggedly.
      


 
      
      II. Morality

      
      A. Murder and Wrongful Death

      Naturally, we assume that the killing of someone for any reason short of self-defense, the protection of another, or the legitimate use of force in wartime is completely indefensible.



      He looked at that for a moment, muttered, ‘Pompous ass,’ and ripped the page out of the notebook, crumpling it.
      

      
      Ignoring Mandy’s warbling rendition of ‘Gingle bells, Bamman smells, Wobin waid enegg!’ he scooped up the notebook and stomped across the hall to Brianna’s study.
      

      
      ‘Who am I to be gassing on about morality?’ he demanded. She looked up from a sheet showing the disassembled components of
         a hydroelectric turbine, with the rather blank look that indicated she was aware of being spoken to, but had not detached
         her mind sufficiently from the subject matter as to realize who was speaking or what they were saying. Familiar with this
         phenomenon, he waited with mild impatience for her mind to let go of the turbine and focus on him.
      

      
      ‘… gassing on … ?’ she said, frowning. She blinked at him and her gaze sharpened. ‘Who are you gassing on to?’

      
      ‘Well …’ He lifted the scribbled notebook, feeling suddenly shy. ‘The kids, sort of.’

      
      ‘You’re supposed to gas on to your kids about morality,’ she said reasonably. ‘You’re their father; it’s your job.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ he said, rather at a loss. ‘But – I’ve done a lot of the things I’m telling them not to.’ Blood. Yeah, maybe it was protection of another. Maybe it wasn’t.
      

      
      She raised a thick, ruddy brow at him.

      
      ‘You never heard of benign hypocrisy? I thought they teach you stuff like that when you go to minister school. Since you mention
         gassing away about morality. That’s a minister’s job, too, isn’t it?’
      

      
      She stared at him, blue-eyed and waiting. He took a good, deep breath. Trust Bree, he thought wryly, to walk straight up to
         the elephant in the room and grab it by the trunk. She hadn’t said a word since their return about his near-ordination, or
         what he proposed to do now about his calling. Not a word, during their year in America, Mandy’s surgery, their decision to
         move to Scotland, the months of renovation after they’d bought Lallybroch – not until he’d opened the door. Once opened, of
         course, she’d walked straight through it, knocked him over, and planted a foot on his chest.
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ he said evenly. ‘It is,’ and stared back.

      
      ‘Okay.’ She smiled, very gently, at him. ‘So what’s the problem?’

      
      ‘Bree,’ he said, and felt his heart stick in his scarred throat. ‘If I knew, I’d tell you.’

      
      She stood up then and put her hand on his arm, but before either of them could say more, the thump of small, bare feet came
         hop-skipping down the hall, and Jem’s voice came from the door of Roger’s study, saying, ‘Daddy?’
      

      
      ‘Here, pal,’ he called back, but Brianna was already moving toward the door. Following, he found Jem – in his blue Superman
         pajamas, wet hair standing up in spikes – standing by his desk, examining the letter with interest.
      

      
      ‘What’s this?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Wassis?’ Mandy echoed faithfully, rushing over and scrambling up on the chair to see.

      
      ‘It’s a letter from your grandda,’ Brianna replied, not missing a beat. She put a hand casually on the letter, obscuring most
         of the postscript, and pointed with the other at the last paragraph. ‘He sent you a kiss. See there?’
      

      
      A huge smile lighted Jem’s face.

      
      ‘He said he wouldn’t forget,’ he said, contented.

      
      ‘Kissy, Grandda,’ Mandy exclaimed, and bending forward so her mass of black curls fell over her face, planted a loud, ‘MWAH!’
         on the letter.
      

      
      Caught between horror and laughter, Bree snatched it up and wiped the moisture off it – but the paper, old as it was, was
         tough. ‘No harm done,’ she said, and handed the letter casually to Roger. ‘Come on, what story are we reading tonight?’
      

      
      ‘Aminal Nursy Tales!’

      
      ‘An-i-mal,’ Jem said, bending down to speak distinctly into his sister’s face. ‘An-i-mal Nur-ser-y Tales.’

      
      ‘Okay,’ she said amiably. ‘Me first!’ and scampered madly out the door, giggling, followed by her brother in hot pursuit.
         Brianna took three seconds to seize Roger by the ears and kiss him firmly on the mouth, then released him and set off after
         their offspring.
      

      
      Feeling happier, he sat down, listening to the uproar of tooth-brushing and face-washing above. Sighing, he put the notebook
         back in the drawer. Plenty of time, he thought. Years before it might be needed. Years and years.
      

      
      He folded up the letter with care, and standing on tiptoe, put it on the highest shelf of the bookcase, moving the little
         snake to guard it. He blew out the candle then, and went to join his family.
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         Postscriptum: I see I am to have the last Word – a rare Treat to a Man living in a House that contains (at last count) eight
               Women. We propose to leave the Ridge so soon as the Climate thaws, and to go to Scotland, there to procure my printing Press,
               and return with it. Travel in these times is uncertain, and I cannot predict when – or if – it will be possible to write again.
               (Nor do I know whether you will receive this Letter at all, but I proceed in necessary Faith that you will.)

         I wished to tell you of the Disposition of the Property which was once held in trust by the Camerons for an Italian Gentleman.
               I think it unwise to carry this with us, and have therefore removed it to a Place of safety. Jem knows the Place. If you should
               at some Time have need of this Property, tell him the Spaniard guards it. If so, be sure to have it blessed by a Priest; there
               is Blood upon it.

         Sometimes I wish that I might see the Future; much more often, I give thanks to God that I cannot. But I will always see your
               Faces. Kiss the Children for me.

         Your loving father,

         	JF
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      THE CHILDREN WASHED, toothbrushed, kissed, and put to bed, their parents returned to the library, a dram of whisky, and the
         letter.
      

      
      ‘An Italian gentleman?’ Bree looked at Roger, one brow raised in a way that brought Jamie Fraser so immediately to mind that
         Roger glanced involuntarily at the sheet of paper. ‘Does he mean –’
      

      
      ‘Charles Stuart? He can’t mean anyone else.’

      
      She picked the letter up and read the postscript for perhaps the dozenth time.

      
      ‘And if he does mean Charles Stuart, then the property …’
      

      
      ‘He’s found the gold. And Jem knows where it is?’ Roger couldn’t help this last taking on the tone of a question, as he cast
         his eyes toward the ceiling, above which his children were presumably asleep, wrapped in virtue and cartoon pajamas.
      

      
      Bree frowned.

      
      ‘Does he? That isn’t exactly what Da said – and if he did know … that’s an awfully big secret to ask an eight-year-old boy to keep.’
      

      
      ‘True.’ Eight or not, Jem was very good at keeping secrets, Roger thought. But Bree was right – her father would never burden
         anyone with dangerous information, let alone his beloved grandson. Certainly not without a good reason, and his postscript
         made it clear that this information was provided only as a contingency in case of need.
      

      
      ‘You’re right. Jem doesn’t know anything about the gold – just about this Spaniard, whatever that may be. He’s never mentioned
         anything like that to you?’
      

      
      She shook her head, then turned as a sudden puff of wind from the open window blew through the curtains, breathing immanent
         rain. Bree got up and went hastily to close it, then trotted upstairs to close the windows there, waving at Roger to see to
         those on the ground floor. Lallybroch was a large house, and unusually well provided with windows – the children kept trying
         to count them, but never came up with the same number twice.
      

      
      Roger supposed he could go and count them himself one day and settle the matter, but was reluctant to do this. The house,
         like most old houses, had a distinct personality. Lallybroch was welcoming, all right; large and gracious, comfortably rather
         than grandly built, with the echoes of generations murmuring in its walls. But it was a place that had its secrets, too, no
         doubt of that. And hiding the number of its windows was quite in keeping with the sense he had of the house as being rather
         playful.
      

      
      The windows in the kitchen – now equipped with modern refrigerator, Aga cooker, and decent plumbing, but still with its ancient
         granite counters stained with the juice of currants, the blood of game and poultry – were all closed, but he went through
         it nonetheless, and through the scullery. The light in the back hall was off, but he could see the grating in the floor near
         the wall that gave air to the priest’s hole below.
      

      
      His father-in-law had hidden there briefly, during the days after the Rising, before being imprisoned at Ardsmuir. Roger had
         gone down there once – also briefly – when they had bought the house, and had come up out of the dank, fetid little space
         with a complete understanding of why Jamie Fraser had chosen to live in a wilderness on a remote mountaintop, where there
         was no constraint in any direction.
      

      
      Years of hiding, of duress, of imprisonment … Jamie Fraser was not a political creature, and he knew better than most what
         the true cost of war was, whatever its presumed purpose. But Roger had seen his father-in-law now and then rub absently at
         his wrists, where the marks of fetters had long since faded – but the memory of their weight had not. Roger had not the slightest
         doubt that Jamie Fraser would live free, or die. And wished for an instant, with a longing that gnawed his bones, that he
         might be there, to fight by his father-in-law’s side.
      

      
      The rain had started; he could hear the patter of it on the slate roofs of the outbuildings, then the rush as it came on in
         earnest, wrapping the house in mist and water.
      

      
      ‘For ourselves … and our posterity,’ he said aloud, but quietly.

      
      It was a bargain made between men – unspoken, but understood completely. Nothing mattered but that the family be preserved,
         the children protected. And whether the cost of it was paid in blood, sweat, or soul – it would be paid.
      

      
      ‘Oidche mhath,’ he said, with a brief nod in the direction of the priest’s hole. Good night, then.
      

      
      He stood a moment longer in the old kitchen, though, feeling the embrace of the house, its solid protection against the storm.
         The kitchen had always been the heart of the house, he thought, and found the warmth of the cooker as much a comfort as the
         fire on the now-empty hearth had once been.
      

      
      He met Brianna at the foot of the stairs; she’d changed for bed – as opposed to sleep. The air in the house was always cool,
         and the temperature had dropped several degrees with the onset of rain. She wasn’t wearing her woolies, though; rather, a
         thin nightgown of white cotton, deceptively innocent-looking, with a small red ribbon threaded through it. The white cloth
         clung to the shape of her breasts like cloud to a mountain peak.
      

      
      He said as much, and she laughed – but made no objection when he cupped his hands around them, her nipples against his palms
         round as beach pebbles through the thin cloth.
      

      
      ‘Upstairs?’ she whispered, and leaning in, ran the tip of her tongue along his lower lip.

      
      ‘No,’ he said, and kissed her solidly, quelling the tickle of the touch. ‘In the kitchen. We haven’t done it there, yet.’

      
      He had her, bent over the ancient counter with its mysterious stains, the sound of her small grunts a punctuation to the rush
         of wind and rain on the ancient shutters. Felt her shiver and liquefy and let go, too, his knees trembling with it, so he fell slowly forward, clutched her by the shoulders, his face pressed into
         the shampoo-fragrant waves of her hair, the old granite smooth and cool beneath his cheek. His heart was beating slow and
         hard, steady as a bass drum.
      

      
      He was naked, and a cold draft from somewhere raised goose-flesh down his back and legs. Brianna felt him shiver and turned
         her face to his.
      

      
      ‘Cold?’ she whispered. She wasn’t; she glowed like a live coal, and he wanted nothing more than to slide into bed beside her
         and ride out the storm in snug warmth.
      

      
      ‘I’m fine.’ He bent and scooped up the clothes he had thrown on the floor. ‘Let’s go to bed.’

      
      The rain was louder upstairs.

      
      ‘Oh, the animals went in two by two,’ Bree sang softly, as they climbed the stairs, ‘the elephants and the kangaroos …’

      
      Roger smiled. You could imagine the house an ark, floating on a roaring world of water – but all snug within. Two by two – two parents, two kids
         … maybe more, someday. There was plenty of room, after all.
      

      
      With the lamp put out and the beating of rain on the shutters, Roger lingered on the edge of sleep, reluctant to surrender
         the pleasure of the moment.
      

      
      ‘We won’t ask him, will we?’ Bree whispered. Her voice was drowsy, her soft weight warm all down the side of his body. ‘Jem?’

      
      ‘Oh? No. Of course not. No need.’

      
      He felt the prick of curiosity – who was the Spaniard? And the notion of buried treasure was always a lure – but they didn’t
         need it; they had enough money for the present. Always assuming the gold was still wherever Jamie had put it, which was a
         long shot in itself.
      

      
      Nor had he forgotten the last injunction of Jamie’s postscript.

      
      Have it blessed by a priest; there is blood upon it. The words melted as he thought them, and what he saw on the inside of his eyelids was not gold ingots but the old granite
         counter in the kitchen, dark stains sunk so far into the stone as to have become part of it, ineradicable by the most vigorous
         scrubbing, let alone an invocation.
      

      
      But it didn’t matter. The Spaniard, whoever he was, could keep his gold. The family was safe.

   
      
      
PART TWO
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      Blood, Sweat, and Pickles

   
      
      6

      
      LONG ISLAND

      
      ON JULY 4, 1776, the Declaration of Independence was signed in Philadelphia.
      

      
      ON JULY 24, Lieutenant General Sir William Howe arrived on Staten Island, where he set up field headquarters at the Rose and
         Crown Tavern in New Dorp.
      

      
      ON AUGUST 13, Lieutenant General George Washington arrived in New York to reinforce the fortifications of the city, which
         the Americans held.
      

      
      ON AUGUST 21, William Ransom, Lieutenant Lord Ellesmere, arrived at the Rose and Crown in New Dorp, reporting – somewhat late
         – for duty as the newest and most junior member of General Howe’s staff.
      

      
      ON AUGUST 22 …
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      LIEUTENANT EDWARD MARKHAM, Marquis of Clarewell, peered searchingly into William’s face, offering him an unappetizingly close
         view of a juicy pimple – just ready to burst – on the former’s forehead.
      

      
      ‘You all right, Ellesmere?’

      
      ‘Fine.’ William managed the word between clenched teeth.

      
      ‘Only, you look rather … green.’ Clarewell, looking concerned, reached into his pocket. ‘Want a suck of my pickle?’

      
      William just about made it to the rail in time. There was a certain amount of jocularity going on behind him regarding Clarewell’s
         pickle, who might suck it, and how much its owner would be obliged to pay for said service. This, interspersed with Clarewell’s
         protestations that his aged grandmother swore by a sour pickle for the prevention of seasickness, and plainly it worked, for look at him, solid as a rock …
      

      
      William blinked watering eyes and fixed his vision on the approaching shore. The water wasn’t particularly rough, though the
         weather was brewing, no doubt about it. It didn’t matter, though; even the gentlest of up-and-down motions on water, the briefest
         of journeys, and his stomach promptly tried to turn itself inside out. Every damned time!
      

      
      It was still trying, but as there was nothing left in it, he could pretend it wasn’t. He wiped his mouth, feeling clammy despite
         the heat of the day, and straightened his shoulders.
      

      
      They would drop anchor any minute; time he was going below and badgering the companies under his command into some kind of
         order before they went into the boats. He risked a brief glance over the rail, and saw the River and the Phoenix just astern. The Phoenix was Admiral Howe’s flagship, and his brother the general was aboard. Would they have to wait, bobbing like corks on the increasingly
         choppy waves, until General Howe and Captain Pickering, his aide-de-camp, got ashore? God, he hoped not.
      

      
      In the event, the men were allowed to disembark at once. ‘With ALL POSSIBLE SPEED, gennelmun!’ Sergeant Cutter informed them
         at the top of his voice. ‘We’re going to catch the rebel whoresons on the ’op, so we are! And WOE BETIDE any man what I see
         lollygaggin’! YOU, there … !’ He strode off, forceful as a plug of black tobacco, to apply the spurs to a delinquent second
         lieutenant, leaving William feeling somewhat better. Surely nothing truly terrible could happen in a world containing Sergeant
         Cutter.
      

      
      He followed his men down the ladder and into the boats, forgetting his stomach entirely in the rush of excitement. His first
         real battle was waiting to be fought, somewhere on the plains of Long Island.
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      EIGHTY-EIGHT FRIGATES. That’s what he’d heard Admiral Howe had brought, and he didn’t doubt it. A forest of sails filled Gravesend
         Bay, and the water was choked with small boats, ferrying troops ashore. William was half choked himself, with anticipation.
         He could feel it gathering among the men, as the corporals collected their companies from the boats and marched off in good
         order, making room for the next wave of arrivals.
      

      
      The officers’ horses were being swum ashore, rather than rowed, the distance not being great. William ducked aside as one
         big bay surged up out of the surf nearby and shook himself in a shower of salt spray that drenched everyone within ten feet.
         The stable-lad clinging to his bridle looked like a drowned rat, but shook himself off likewise and grinned at William, his
         face blanched with cold but vivid with excitement.
      

      
      William had a horse, too – somewhere. Captain Griswold, a senior member of Howe’s staff, was lending him a mount, there having
         been no time to organize anything else. He supposed whoever was minding the horse would find him, though he didn’t see how.
      

      
      Organized confusion reigned. The shore here was a tidal flat, and coveys of red coats swarmed amongst the sea wrack like flocks
         of shorebirds, the bellowing of sergeants a counterpoint to the shrieking of gulls overhead.
      

      
      With some difficulty, as he’d been introduced to the corporals only that morning and did not have their faces firmly fixed
         in memory yet, William located his four companies and marched them up the shore into sand dunes thick with some sort of wiry
         grass. It was a hot day, sweltering in heavy uniform and full equipment, and he let the men take their ease, drink water or
         beer from their canteens, eat a bit of cheese and biscuit. They’d be on the move soon.
      

      
      Where? That was the question preying on his mind at the moment. A hasty staff meeting the night before – his first – had reiterated
         the basics of the invasion plan. From Gravesend Bay, half the army would march inland, turning north toward the Brooklyn Heights,
         where the rebel forces were thought to be entrenched. The remainder of the troops would spread outward along the shore to
         Montauk, forming a line of defense that could move inward across Long Island, forcing the rebels back into a net, if necessary.
      

      
      William wanted, with an intensity that knotted his spine, to be in the vanguard, attacking. Realistically, he knew it wasn’t
         likely. He was completely unfamiliar with his troops, and not impressed with their looks. No sensible commander would put
         such companies in the front line – unless to serve as cannon fodder. That thought gave him pause for a moment, but only a
         moment.
      

      
      Howe wasn’t a waster of men; he was known to be cautious, sometimes to a fault. His father had told him that. Lord John hadn’t mentioned that that consideration was the major reason
         for his consent to William’s joining Howe’s staff, but William knew it anyway. He didn’t care; he’d calculated that his chances
         of seeing significant action were still a great deal better with Howe than fiddling about in the North Carolina swamps with
         Sir Peter Packer.
      

      
      And after all … he turned slowly, side to side. The sea was a mass of British ships, the land before him crawling with soldiers.
         He would never have admitted aloud to being impressed by the sight – but his stock was tight across his throat. He realized
         he was holding his breath and consciously let it go.
      

      
      The artillery was coming ashore, floating perilously on flat-bottomed barges, manned by swearing soldiers. The limbers, the
         caissons, and the draft horses and oxen needed to drag them were splashing up the beach in a thrashing, sand-spattered herd,
         neighing and lowing in protest, having come ashore farther south. It was the biggest army he had ever seen.
      

      
      ‘Sir, sir!’ He looked down to see a short private soldier, perhaps no older than William himself, plump-cheeked and anxious.

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Your spontoon, sir. And your horse has come,’ the private added, gesturing at the rangy light bay gelding whose reins he
         held. ‘Captain Griswold’s compliments, sir.’
      

      
      William took the spontoon, seven feet long, its burnished steel head gleaming dully even under the clouded sky, and felt the
         weight of it thrill through his arm.
      

      
      ‘Thank you. And you are … ?’

      
      ‘Oh. Perkins, sir.’ The private hastily knuckled his brow in salute. ‘Third company, sir; the Hackers, they call us.’

      
      ‘Do they? Well, we will hope to give you plenty of opportunity to justify your name.’ Perkins looked blank.

      
      ‘Thank you, Perkins,’ William said, gesturing the private off.

      
      He took the bridle of the horse, joy rising in his heart. It was the biggest army he’d ever seen. And he was part of it.
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      HE WAS LUCKIER THAN he’d thought he might be, if not as lucky as he’d hoped. His companies were to be in the second wave,
         following up the vanguard of foot, guarding the artillery. Not a guarantee of action, but a good chance nonetheless, if the Americans were half the fighters they were reputed to be.
      

      
      It was past noon before he lifted his spontoon into the air and shouted, ‘Forward, march!’ The brewing weather had broken
         in a spattering rain, a welcome relief from the heat.
      

      
      Beyond the shore, a fringe of woods gave way to a broad and beautiful plain. Waving grasses lay before them, flecked with
         wildflowers, the colors rich in the dim, rainy light. Far ahead, he could see flights of birds – doves? quail? too far to
         see – rising into the air despite the rain, as the marching soldiers drove them from their cover.
      

      
      His own companies marched close to the center of the advancing line, snaking in orderly columns behind him, and he directed
         a grateful thought toward General Howe. As a junior staff officer, he should by rights have been delegated to messenger duty,
         scampering to and fro among the companies on the field, relaying orders from Howe’s headquarters, carrying information to
         and from the two other generals, Sir Henry Clinton and Lord Cornwallis.
      

      
      Given his late arrival, though, he knew none of the other officers or the army’s disposition; he was completely ignorant of
         who was who, let alone where they should be at any moment. He would be useless as a messenger. General Howe, somehow finding
         a moment in the bustle of the oncoming invasion, had not only welcomed him with great courtesy but had offered him the choice:
         accompany Captain Griswold, serving in such manner as the captain might direct – or take command of a few companies orphaned
         of their own lieutenant, who had fallen ill of the ague.
      

      
      He had jumped at the chance, and now sat proud in his saddle, his spontoon resting in its loop, leading men to war. He shifted
         a little, enjoying the feel of the new red wool coat on his shoulders, the orderly club of the queued pigtail on his neck,
         the stiff leather stock about his throat, and the small weight of his officer’s gorget, that tiny silver remnant of Roman
         armor. He’d not worn uniform for nearly two months and, rain-damp or not, felt its resumption to be a glorious apotheosis.
      

      
      A company of light horse traveled near them; he heard the shout of their officer and saw them draw ahead and turn toward a
         distant copse of wood. Had they seen something?
      

      
      No. A tremendous cloud of blackbirds exploded from the copse, in a chatter so great that many of the horses shied and spooked. The horse soldiers foraged about, weaving through
         the trees with sabers drawn, slashing at branches, but just for show. If anyone had been hiding there, they had gone, and
         the light horse rode back to rejoin the advance, catcalling each other.
      

      
      He relaxed back into his saddle, releasing his grip on the spontoon.

      
      No Americans in sight – but they wouldn’t be. He’d seen and heard enough in his intelligencing to know that only real Continentals
         were likely to fight in an organized fashion. He’d seen militia drilling in village squares, shared food with men who belonged
         to such militias. None of them were soldiers – seen in groups drilling, they were laughable, barely able to march in a line,
         let alone in step – but nearly all were skilled hunters, and he’d seen too many of them shoot wild geese and turkey on the
         fly to share the common contempt of most British soldiers.
      

      
      No, if there were Americans nearby, the first warning of it was likely to be men falling dead. He signaled to Perkins, had
         him convey orders to the corporals, to keep the men alert, weapons loaded and primed. He saw one corporal’s shoulders stiffen
         at receipt of this message, which he plainly considered an insult – but the man did it nonetheless, and William’s sense of
         tension eased a bit.
      

      
      His thoughts returned to his recent journey, and he wondered when – and where – he might meet with Captain Richardson, to
         turn over the results of his intelligencing.
      

      
      He had committed most of his observations to memory while on the road, writing down only what he must, and that coded in a
         small copy of the New Testament that his grandmother had given him. It was still in the pocket of his civilian coat, back
         on Staten Island. Now that he was safely returned to the bosom of the army, perhaps he ought to write up his observations,
         in proper reports? He could –
      

      
      Something raised him in his stirrups, just in time to catch the flash and crack of musket fire from the woods on the left.

      
      ‘Hold!’ he shouted, seeing his men start to lower their weapons. ‘Wait!’

      
      It was too far, and there was another column of infantry, closer to the wood. These swung into firing order and loosed a volley
         into the woods; the first rank knelt and the second fired over their heads. Return fire came from the wood; he saw one or
         two men fall, others stagger, but the line pulled together.
      

      
      Another two volleys, the sparks of returning fire, but more sporadic – from the corner of his eye, he saw movement and whirled
         in his saddle, to see a gang of woodsmen in hunting shirts running from the far side of the copse.
      

      
      The company in front of him saw them, too. A shout from their sergeant, and they fixed bayonets and ran, though it was plain
         to William that they’d never catch the fleeing woodsmen.
      

      
      This sort of random skirmishing kept up all afternoon, as the army pressed on. The fallen were picked up and carried to the
         rear, but they were few. One of William’s companies was fired upon at one point, and he felt godlike as he gave the order
         to attack and they poured into the wood like a stream of angry hornets, bayonets fixed, managing to kill one rebel, whose
         body they dragged out onto the plain. The corporal suggested hanging it from a tree as discouragement to the other rebels,
         but William firmly declined this suggestion as not honorable and made them lay the man at the edge of the wood, where he could
         be found by his friends.
      

      
      Toward evening, orders came along the line of march, from General Clinton. They would not stop to make camp. A brief pause
         for cold rations, and then press on.
      

      
      There were murmurs of surprise in the ranks, but no grumbling. They’d come to fight, and the march resumed with a greater
         sense of urgency.
      

      
      It was raining sporadically, and the harassment from skirmishers faded with the sullen light. It was not cold, and despite
         the growing soddenness of his garments, William preferred the chill and damp to the sultry oppression of the day before. At
         least the rain dampened the spirits of his horse, which was a good thing; it was a nervous, skittish creature, and he had
         cause to doubt Captain Griswold’s goodwill in lending it to him. Worn down by the long day, though, the gelding ceased shying
         at windblown branches and jerking at the reins, and plodded onward with its ears falling sideways in tired resignation.
      

      
      It wasn’t bad for the first several hours of the night march. After midnight, though, the strain of exertion and sleeplessness
         began to tell on the men. Soldiers began to stumble and slow, and a sense of the vast expanse of dark and effort between themselves
         and dawn settled upon them.
      

      
      William called Perkins up beside him. The soft-cheeked private showed up yawning and blinking, and paced beside him, a hand on William’s stirrup leather as William explained what he wanted.
      

      
      ‘Sing?’ Perkins said doubtfully. ‘Well, I s’pose I can sing, yes, sir. Nobbut hymns, though.’

      
      ‘Not quite what I had in mind,’ William said. ‘Go and ask Sergeant … Millikin, is it? The Irishman? Anything he likes, so
         long as it’s loud and lively.’ After all, they weren’t trying to hide their presence; the Americans knew exactly where they
         were.
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ Perkins said dubiously, and let go the stirrup, fading at once into the night. William rode for some minutes,
         then heard Patrick Millikin’s very loud Irish voice lifted in a very bawdy song. There was a ripple of laughter through the
         men, and by the time he reached the first chorus, a few had joined in. Two more verses and they were all roaring lustily along,
         William included.
      

      
      They couldn’t keep it up for hours while marching at speed with full equipment, of course, but by the time they had exhausted
         their favorite songs and grown breathless, everyone was awake and optimistic once more.
      

      
      Just before dawn, William smelled the sea and the rank mud scent of a marsh in the rain. The men, already wet, began to splash
         through a number of tiny tidal inlets and creeks.
      

      
      A few minutes later, the boom of cannon broke the night, and marsh birds rose into the lightening sky with shrieks of alarm.
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      OVER THE COURSE OF the next two days, William never had any idea where he was. Names such as ‘Jamaica Pass,’ ‘Flat-bush,’
         and ‘Gowanus Creek’ occurred now and then in the dispatches and hasty messages that passed through the army, but they might
         as well have said ‘Jupiter’ or ‘the backside of the moon’ for all the meaning they had.
      

      
      He did see Continentals, at last. Hordes of them, swarming out of the marshes. The first few clashes were fierce, but William’s
         companies were held to the rear, supporting; only once were they close enough to fire, in order to repulse an oncoming group
         of Americans.
      

      
      Nonetheless, he was in a constant state of excitement, trying to hear and see everything at once, intoxicated by the smell
         of powder smoke, even as his flesh quivered at the report of cannon. When the firing ceased at sunset, he took a little biscuit and cheese, but without tasting it, and slept only briefly, from
         sheer exhaustion.
      

      
      In late afternoon of the second day, they found themselves some little way behind a large stone farmhouse that the British
         and some Hessian troops had taken over as an artillery emplacement; the barrels of cannon protruded from the upper windows,
         shining wet with the constant rain.
      

      
      Wet powder was a problem now; the cartridges were all right, but if the powder poured into priming pans was left more than
         a few minutes, it began to cake and go dead. The order to load, then, had to be delayed until the last possible moment before
         firing; William found himself grinding his teeth in anxiety as to when the order should be given.
      

      
      On the other hand, sometimes there was no doubt at all. With hoarse shouts, a number of Americans charged out of the trees
         near the front of the house and made for the doors and windows. Musket fire from the troops inside got several of them, but
         some made it as far as the house itself, where they began to clamber into the shattered windows. William automatically reined
         up and rode to the right, far enough to get a look at the rear of the house. Sure enough, a larger group was already at it,
         a number of them climbing the wall by means of the ivy that covered the back of the house.
      

      
      ‘That way!’ he bellowed, wheeling his horse around and waving his spontoon. ‘Olson, Jeffries, the back! Load and fire as soon
         as you’re in range!’
      

      
      Two of his companies ran, ripping the ends of cartridges with their teeth, but a party of green-coated Hessians was there
         before him, seizing Americans by the legs and pulling them from the ivy to club them on the ground.
      

      
      He reined round and dashed the other way, to see what was happening in front, and came in sight just in time to see a British
         artilleryman fly out of one of the open upper windows. The man landed on the ground, one leg bent under him, and lay screaming.
         One of William’s men, close enough, darted forward and grabbed the man’s shoulders, only to be shot by someone within the
         house. He crumpled and fell, his hat rolling off into the bushes.
      

      
      They spent the rest of that day at the stone farmhouse; four times, the Americans made forays – twice, they succeeded in overcoming the inhabitants and briefly seizing the guns, but both times were overrun by fresh waves of British troops and
         evicted or killed. William never got closer than two hundred yards or so to the house itself, but once managed to interpose
         one of his companies between the house and a surge of desperate Americans dressed like Indians and yelling like banshees.
         One of them raised a long rifle and fired directly at him, but missed. He drew his sword, intending to ride the man down,
         but a shot from somewhere struck the man and sent him rolling down the face of a small hillock.
      

      
      William urged his mount closer, to see whether the man was dead or not – the man’s companions had already fled round the far
         corner of the house, pursued by British troops. The gelding wasn’t having any; trained to the sound of musket fire, it found
         artillery unnerving, and the cannon happening to speak at this particular moment, the gelding laid its ears flat back and
         bolted.
      

      
      William had his sword still in hand, the reins loosely wrapped round his other hand; the sudden jolt unseated him, and the
         horse whipped to the left, jerking his right foot from the stirrup and pitching him off. He had barely presence of mind to
         let go of the sword as he fell, and landed on one shoulder, rolling.
      

      
      Simultaneously thanking God that his left foot hadn’t been trapped in its stirrup and cursing the horse, he scrambled up onto
         hands and knees, smeared with grass and mud, heart in his mouth.
      

      
      The guns in the house had stopped; the Americans must be in there again, engaged in hand-to-hand fighting with the gun crews.
         He spat out mud, and began to make a cautious withdrawal; he thought he was in range of the upper windows.
      

      
      To his left, though, he caught sight of the American who had tried to shoot him, still lying in the wet grass. With a wary
         glance at the house, he crawled to the man, who was lying on his face, unmoving. He wanted to see the man’s face, for what
         reason he couldn’t have said. He rose on his knees and took the man by both shoulders, pulling him over.
      

      
      The man was clearly dead, shot through the head. Mouth and eyes sagged half open and his body felt strange, heavy and flopping.
         He wore a militia uniform of sorts; William saw the wooden buttons, with ‘PUT’ burnt into them. That meant something, but
         his dazed mind made no sense of it. Gently laying the man back in the grass, he rose and went to fetch his sword. His knees
         felt peculiar.
      

      
      Halfway to the spot where his sword lay, he stopped, turned round, and came back. Kneeling down, cold-fingered and hollow-bellied,
         he closed the man’s dead eyes against the rain.
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      THEY MADE CAMP that night, to the pleasure of the men. Camp kitchens were dug, the cook wagons brought up, and the scent of
         roasting meat and fresh bread filled the damp air. William had just sat down to eat when Perkins, that harbinger of doom,
         appeared apologetically at his side with a message: report to General Howe’s field headquarters at once. Snatching a loaf
         of bread and a steaming chunk of roast pork to put in it, he went, chewing.
      

      
      He found the three generals and all of their staff officers gathered together, deep in a discussion of the day’s results.
         The generals sat at a small table thick with dispatches and hastily drawn maps. William found a place among the staff officers,
         standing respectfully back against the walls of the big tent.
      

      
      Sir Henry was arguing for an attack on the Brooklyn Heights, come morning.

      
      ‘We could dislodge them easily,’ Clinton said, waving a hand at the dispatches. ‘They’ve lost half their men, if not more
         – and weren’t such a lot of ’em to start with.’
      

      
      ‘Not easily,’ said my lord Cornwallis, pursing fat lips. ‘You saw them fight. Yes, we could get them out of there – but at
         some cost. What say you, sir?’ he added, turning deferentially to Howe.
      

      
      Howe’s lips all but disappeared, only a white line marking their former existence.

      
      ‘I can’t afford another victory like the last one,’ he snapped. ‘Or if I could, I don’t want it.’ His eyes left the table
         and passed over the juniors standing against the wall. ‘I lost every man on my staff at that damned hill in Boston,’ he said,
         more quietly. ‘Twenty-eight of them. Every one.’ His eyes lingered on William, the youngest of the junior officers present,
         and he shook his head, as though to himself, and turned back to Sir Henry.
      

      
      ‘Stop the fighting,’ he said.

      
      Sir Henry wasn’t pleased, William could see that, but he merely nodded.

      
      ‘Offer them terms?’

      
      ‘No,’ Howe said shortly. ‘They’ve lost nearly half their men, as you said. No one but a madman would go on fighting without cause. They – you, sir. Did you have an observation to make?’
      

      
      With a start, William realized that Howe was addressing this remark to him; those round eyes were boring into his chest like
         bird shot.
      

      
      ‘I –’ he began, but then caught himself and drew up straight. ‘Yes, sir. It’s General Putnam in command. There at the creek.
         He’s … perhaps not a madman, sir,’ he added carefully, ‘but he has the name of a stubborn man.’
      

      
      Howe paused, eyes narrowed.

      
      ‘A stubborn man,’ he repeated. ‘Yes. I should say he is.’

      
      ‘He was one of the commanders at Breed’s Hill, wasn’t he?’ objected Lord Cornwallis. ‘The Americans ran fast enough away from
         there.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but –’ William stopped dead, paralyzed by the fixed joint stares of three generals. Howe motioned him impatiently to
         go on.
      

      
      ‘With respect, my lord,’ he said, and was glad that his voice didn’t shake, ‘I … hear that the Americans did not run in Boston
         until they had exhausted every scrap of ammunition. I think … that is not the case, here. And with regard to General Putnam
         – there was no one behind him at Breed’s Hill.’
      

      
      ‘And you think that there is now.’ It wasn’t a question.

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’ William tried not to look pointedly at the stack of dispatches on Sir William’s table. ‘I’m sure of it, sir. I
         think nearly all of the Continentals are on the island, sir.’ He tried not to make that sound like a question; he’d heard
         as much from a passing major the day before, but it might not be true. ‘If Putnam’s in command here –’
      

      
      ‘How do you know it’s Putnam, Lieutenant?’ Clinton interrupted, giving William the fish-eye.

      
      ‘I am lately come from an – an intelligencing expedition, sir, which took me through Connecticut. I heard there, from many
         people, that militia were gathering to accompany General Putnam, who was to join with General Washington’s forces near New
         York. And I saw a button on one of the rebel dead near the creek this afternoon, sir, with “PUT” carved on it. That’s what
         they call him, sir – General Putnam: “Old Put.”’
      

      
      General Howe straightened himself before Clinton or Cornwallis could interject anything further.

      
      ‘A stubborn man,’ he repeated. ‘Well, perhaps he is. Nonetheless … suspend the fighting. He is in an untenable position, and
         must know it. Give him a chance to think it over – to consult with Washington if he likes. Washington is perhaps a more sensible
         commander. And if we might gain the surrender of the whole Continental army without further bloodshed … I think it worth the
         risk, gentlemen. But we will not offer terms.’
      

      
      Which meant that if the Americans saw sense, it would be an unconditional surrender. And if they didn’t? William had heard
         stories about the fight at Breed’s Hill – granted, stories told by Americans, and therefore he took them with several grains
         of salt. But by account, the rebels there had taken the nails from the fencing of their fortifications – from the very heels
         of their shoes – and fired them at the British when their shot ran out. They had retreated only when reduced to throwing stones.
      

      
      ‘But if Putnam’s expecting reinforcement from Washington, he’ll only sit and wait,’ Clinton said, frowning. ‘And then we’ll
         have the whole boiling of them. Had we best not –’
      

      
      ‘That’s not what he meant,’ Howe interruputed. ‘Was it, Ellesmere? When you said there was no one behind him at Breed’s Hill?’

      
      ‘No, sir,’ William said, grateful. ‘I meant … he has something to protect. Behind him. I don’t think he’s waiting for the
         rest of the army to come to his aid. I think he’s covering their retreat.’
      

      
      Lord Cornwallis’s hooped brows shot up at that. Clinton scowled at William, who recalled too late that Clinton had been the
         field commander at the Pyrrhic victory of Breed’s Hill and was likely sensitive on the subject of Israel Putnam.
      

      
      ‘And why are we soliciting the advice of a boy still wet behind the – have you ever even seen combat, sir?’ he demanded of
         William, who flushed hotly.
      

      
      ‘I’d be fighting now, sir,’ he said, ‘were I not detained here!’

      
      Lord Cornwallis laughed, and a brief smile flitted across Howe’s face.

      
      ‘We shall make certain to have you properly blooded, Lieutenant,’ he said dryly. ‘But not today. Captain Ramsay?’ He motioned
         to one of the senior staff, a short man with very square shoulders, who stepped forward and saluted. ‘Take Ellesmere here
         and have him tell you the results of his … intelligencing. Convey to me anything which strikes you as being of interest. In
         the meantime’ – he turned back to his two generals –’suspend hostilities until further notice.’
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      WILLIAM HEARD NO MORE of the generals’ deliberations, he being led away by Captain Ramsay.
      

      
      Had he spoken too much out of turn? he wondered. Granted, General Howe had asked him a direct question; he had had to answer.
         But to put forward his paltry month’s intelligencing, against the combined knowledge of so many experienced senior officers
         …
      

      
      He said something of his doubts to Captain Ramsay, who seemed a quiet sort but friendly enough.

      
      ‘Oh, you hadn’t any choice but to speak up,’ Ramsay assured him. ‘Still …’

      
      William dodged round a pile of mule droppings in order to keep up with Ramsay.

      
      ‘Still?’ he asked.

      
      Ramsay didn’t answer for a bit, but led the way through the encampment, down neat aisles of canvas tents, waving now and then
         at men round a fire who called out to him.
      

      
      At last, they arrived at Ramsay’s own tent, and he held back the flap for William, gesturing him in.

      
      ‘Heard of a lady called Cassandra?’ Ramsay said at last. ‘Some sort of Greek, I think. Not very popular.’
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      THE ARMY SLEPT SOUNDLY after its exertions, and so did William.

      
      ‘Your tea, sir?’

      
      He blinked, disoriented and still wrapped in dreams of walking through the Duke of Devonshire’s private zoo, hand in hand
         with an orangutan. But it was Private Perkins’s round and anxious face, rather than the orangutan’s, that greeted him.
      

      
      ‘What?’ he said stupidly. Perkins seemed to swim in a sort of haze, but this was not dispelled by blinking, and when he sat
         up to take the steaming cup, he discovered the cause of it was that the air itself was permeated with a heavy mist.
      

      
      All sound was muffled; while the normal noises of a camp rising were to be heard, they sounded far away, subdued. No surprise,
         then, when he poked his head out of his tent a few minutes later, to find the ground blanketed with a drifting fog that had crept in from the marshes.
      

      
      It didn’t matter much. The army was going nowhere. A dispatch from Howe’s headquarters had made the suspension of hostilities
         official; there was nothing to do but wait for the Americans to see sense and surrender.
      

      
      The army stretched, yawned, and sought distraction. William was engaged in a hot game of hazard with Corporals Yarnell and
         Jeffries when Perkins came up again, breathless.
      

      
      ‘Colonel Spencer’s compliments, sir, and you’re to report to General Clinton.’

      
      ‘Yes? What for?’ William demanded. Perkins looked baffled; it hadn’t occurred to him to ask the messenger what for.

      
      ‘Just … I suppose he wants you,’ he said, in an effort to be helpful.

      
      ‘Thank you very much, Private Perkins,’ William said, with a sarcasm wasted on Perkins, who beamed in relief and retired without
         being dismissed.
      

      
      ‘Perkins!’ he bellowed, and the private turned, round face startled. ‘Which way?’

      
      ‘What? Er … what, sir, I mean?’

      
      ‘In which direction does General Clinton’s headquarters lie?’ William asked, with elaborate patience.

      
      ‘Oh! The hussar … he came from …’ Perkins rotated slowly, like a weather vane, frowning in concentration. ‘That way!’ He pointed.
         ‘I could see that bit of hillock behind him.’ The fog was still thick near the ground, but the crests of hills and tall trees
         were now and then visible, and William had no difficulty in spotting the hillock to which Perkins referred; it had an odd
         lumpy look to it.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Perkins. Dismissed,’ he added quickly, before Perkins could make off again. He watched the private disappear into
         the shifting mass of fog and bodies, then shook his head and went to hand command over to Corporal Evans.
      

      
      The gelding didn’t like the fog. William didn’t like it, either. Fog gave him an uneasy feeling, as though someone was breathing
         on the back of his neck.
      

      
      This was a sea fog, though: heavy, dank, and cold, but not smothering. It thinned and thickened, with a sense of movement
         to it. He could see a few feet before him, and could just make out the dim shape of the hillock Perkins had indicated, though
         the top kept appearing and disappearing like some fantastic conjuration in a fairy tale.
      

      
      What might Sir Henry want with him? he wondered. And was it only he who’d been sent for, or was this a meeting called to apprise
         the line officers of some change of strategy?
      

      
      Maybe Putnam’s men had surrendered. They should, certainly; they had no hope of victory in the circumstances, and that must
         be plain to them.
      

      
      But he supposed Putnam would need, perhaps, to consult with Washington. During the fighting at the old stone farmhouse, he’d
         seen a small group of horsemen on the crest of a distant hill, an unfamiliar flag fluttering amongst them; someone at the
         time had pointed at it and said, ‘That’s him there, Washing-ton. Shame we’ve not got a twenty-four in place – teach him to
         gawk!’ and laughed.
      

      
      Sense said they’d surrender. But he had an uneasy feeling that had nothing to do with the fog. During his month on the road,
         he’d had occasion to listen to a good many Americans. Most were uneasy themselves, not wanting conflict with England, particularly
         not wanting to be anywhere near armed strife – a very sensible conclusion. But the ones who were decided on revolt … were very decided indeed.
      

      
      Maybe Ramsay had conveyed some of this to the generals; he hadn’t seemed at all impressed by any of William’s information,
         let alone his opinions, but perhaps –
      

      
      The horse stumbled, and he lurched in his saddle, accidentally jerking the reins. The horse, annoyed, whipped round its head
         and bit him, big teeth scraping on his boot.
      

      
      ‘Bastard!’ He smacked the horse across the nose with the ends of the reins, and hauled the gelding’s head round forcibly,
         until the rolling eyes and curled lip were nearly in his lap. Then, his point made, he slowly released the pressure. The horse
         snorted and shook his mane violently, but resumed progress without further argument.
      

      
      He seemed to have been riding for some time. But time as well as distance was deceiving in fog. He glanced up at the hillock
         that was his goal, only to discover that it had vanished again. Well, doubtless it would come back.
      

      
      Only it didn’t.

      
      The fog continued to shift around him, and he heard the dripping of moisture from the leaves of the trees that seemed to come
         suddenly out of the mist at him and as suddenly retreat again. But the hillock stayed stubbornly invisible.
      

      
      It occurred to him that he hadn’t heard any sounds of men for some time now.

      
      He should have.

      
      If he were approaching Clinton’s headquarters, he should not only be hearing all the normal camp sounds, he should have encountered
         any number of men, horses, campfires, wagons, tents …
      

      
      There was no noise anywhere near him, save the rushing of water. He’d bloody bypassed the camp.

      
      ‘Damn you, Perkins,’ he said under his breath.

      
      He drew up for a moment and checked the priming of his pistol, sniffing at the powder in the pan; it smelled different when
         the damp got at it. Still all right, he thought; it smelled hot and nose-prickling, not so much of the rotten-egg scent of
         sulfur as wet powder had.
      

      
      He kept the pistol in his hand, though so far he’d seen nothing threatening. The fog was too heavy to see more than a few
         feet in front of him, though; someone could come out of it suddenly, and he’d have to decide on the instant whether to shoot
         them or not.
      

      
      It was quiet; their own artillery was silent; there was no random musket fire like the day before. The enemy was in retreat;
         no doubt about that. But if he should stumble across a stray Continental, lost in the fog like himself, ought he to shoot?
         The thought made his hands sweat, but he thought he must; the Continental would likely have no hesitation about shooting him, the instant he saw the red uniform.
      

      
      He was somewhat more worried about the humiliation of being shot by his own troops than about the actual prospect of death,
         but was not entirely oblivious to the risk of that, either.
      

      
      The bloody fog had got thicker, if anything. He looked in vain for the sun, to give some sense of direction, but the sky was
         invisible.
      

      
      He fought back the small quiver of panic that tickled his tailbone. Right, there were 34,000 British troops on this bloody
         island; he had to be within pistol shot of any number of them at this moment. And you only need be in pistol shot of one American, he reminded himself, grimly pushing through a growth of larches.
      

      
      He heard rustlings and the cracking of branches nearby; the wood was inhabited, no doubt about it. But by whom?

      
      The British troops wouldn’t be moving in this fog, that was one thing. Curse Perkins! If he heard movement, then, as of a
         body of men, he’d stop and stay hidden. And otherwise … all he could hope to do was to run across a body of troops, or to
         hear something unmistakably military in nature – shouted orders, perhaps …
      

      
      He rode on slowly for some time, and finally put the pistol away, finding the weight of it wearisome. God, how long had he
         been out? An hour? Two? Ought he to turn around? But he had no way of knowing what ‘around’ was – he might be traveling in
         circles; the ground all looked the same, a gray blur of trees and rocks and grasses. Yesterday, he’d spent every minute keyed
         to fever pitch, ready for the attack. Today, his enthusiasm for fighting had ebbed substantially.
      

      
      Someone stepped out in front of him and the horse reared, so abruptly that William had only the vaguest impression of the
         man. Enough to know he wasn’t wearing a British uniform, though, and he would have snatched his pistol out, were both hands
         not occupied in trying to control the horse.
      

      
      The horse, having given way to hysteria, crow-hopped in mad circles, jarring William to the spine with each landing. His surroundings
         spun past in a blur of gray and green, but he was half conscious of voices, whooping in what might be either derision or encouragement.
      

      
      After what seemed an age, but must be only half a minute or so, William succeeded in bringing the bloody creature to a standstill,
         panting and blowing, still flinging its head around, the whites of its eyes showing, gleaming wet.
      

      
      ‘You fucking piece of cat’s meat!’ William said to it, hauling its head round. The horse’s breath sank damp and hot through
         the doeskin of his breeches, and its sides heaved under him.
      

      
      ‘Not the best-tempered horse I ever seen,’ a voice agreed, and a hand came up, seizing the bridle. ‘Healthy-looking, though.’

      
      William got a glimpse of a man in hunting dress, stout and swarthy – and then someone else seized him round the waist from
         behind and hauled him bodily off the horse.
      

      
      He hit the ground hard and flat on his back, knocking out his wind, but tried valiantly to get to his pistol. A knee pressed
         into his chest, and a large hand wrestled the pistol out of his grip. A bearded face grinned down at him.
      

      
      ‘Not very sociable,’ the man said, reproving. ‘Thought you-all was meant to be civilized, you British.’
      

      
      ‘You let him get up and at you, Harry, I imagine he’d civilize you, all right.’ This was another man, shorter and slightly
         built, with a soft, educated voice like a schoolmaster, who peered over the shoulder of the man kneeling on William’s chest.
         ‘You could let him breathe, though, I suppose.’
      

      
      The pressure on William’s chest relaxed, and he got a whisper of air into his lungs. This was promptly driven out again when
         the man who had held him down punched him in the stomach. Hands promptly began to rifle his pockets, and his gorget was jerked
         off over his head, painfully scraping the underside of his nose. Someone reached round him and unbuckled his belt, neatly
         removing it with a whistle of pleasure at the equipment attached.
      

      
      ‘Very nice,’ said the second man, approving. He glanced down at William, lying on the ground and gasping like a landed fish.
         ‘I thank you, sir; we’re much obliged. All right, Allan?’ he called, turning toward the man holding the horse.
      

      
      ‘Aye, I’ve got ’im,’ said a nasal Scottish voice. ‘Let’s be off!’

      
      The men moved away, and for an instant, William thought they had left. Then a meaty hand seized his shoulder and flipped him
         over. He writhed up onto his knees by sheer will, and the same hand seized his pigtail and jerked his head back, exposing
         his throat. He caught the gleam of a knife, and the man’s broad grin, but had neither breath nor time for prayers or curses.
      

      
      The knife slashed down, and he felt a yank at the back of his head that brought water to his eyes. The man grunted, displeased,
         and hacked twice more, finally coming away triumphant, William’s pigtail held up in a ham-sized hand.
      

      
      ‘Souvenir,’ he said to William, grinning, and whirling on his heel, made off after his friends. The horse’s whinny drifted
         back to William through the fog, mocking.
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      HE WISHED, URGENTLY, that he had managed to kill at least one of them. But they’d taken him as easily as a child, plucked
         him like a goose and left him lying on the ground like a fucking turd! His rage was so overwhelming that he had to stop and
         punch a tree trunk. The pain of that left him gasping, still murderous but breathless.
      

      
      He clutched the injured hand between his thighs, hissing between his teeth until the pain abated. Shock was mingling with
         fury; he felt more disoriented than ever, his head spinning. Chest heaving, he reached behind his head with his sound hand,
         feeling the bristly stumpage left there – and overcome with fresh rage, kicked the tree with all his strength.
      

      
      He limped round in circles, swearing, then finally collapsed onto a rock and put his head down on his knees, panting.

      
      Gradually, his breath slowed, and his ability to think rationally began to return.

      
      Right. He was still lost in the wilds of Long Island, only now minus horse, food, or weapons. Or hair. That made him sit up straight, fists clenched, and he fought back the fury, with some difficulty. Right. He hadn’t time to be
         angry now. If he ever laid eyes on Harry, Allan, or the little man with the educated voice … well, time enough for that when
         it happened.
      

      
      For now, the important thing was to locate some part of the army. His impulse was to desert on the spot, take ship to France,
         and never come back, leaving the army to presume that he’d been killed. But he couldn’t do that for assorted reasons, not
         least his father – who’d probably prefer that he was killed than run cravenly away.
      

      
      No help for it. He rose resignedly to his feet, trying to feel grateful that the bandits had at least left him his coat. The
         fog was lifting a little here and there, but still lay damp and chilly on the ground. Not that he was troubled by that; his
         own blood was still boiling.
      

      
      He glared round at the shadowy shapes of rocks and trees. They looked just like all the other fucking rocks and trees he’d
         encountered in the course of this misbegotten day.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ he said aloud, and stabbed a finger into the air, turning as he did so. ‘Eeny-meeny-miney-mo, catch a Frenchy by
         the toe, if he’s squealing – oh, the hell with it.’
      

      
      Limping slightly, he set off. He had no idea where he was going, but he had to move, or burst.

      
      He entertained himself for some little time in reimagining the recent encounter, with satisfying visions of himself seizing
         the fat man named Harry and wringing his nose into bloody pulp before smashing his head on a rock. Grabbing the knife away
         from him and gutting that supercilious little bastard … ripping his lungs out … there was a thing called the ‘blood eagle’
         that the savage German tribes used to do, slitting a man’s back and dragging out his lungs through the slits, so they flapped like
         wings as he died …
      

      
      Gradually, he grew calmer, only because it was impossible to sustain such a level of fury.

      
      His foot felt better; his knuckles were skinned, but not throbbing as much, and his fantasies of revenge began to seem faintly
         absurd to him. Was that what the fury of battle was like? he wondered. Did you want not just to shoot and stab because it
         was your duty to kill, but did you like it? Want it like wanting a woman? And did you feel like a fool after doing it?
      

      
      He’d thought about killing in battle. Not all the time, but on and off. He’d made a great effort to visualize it when he’d
         made up his mind to join the army. And he did realize that there might be regret attached to the act.
      

      
      His father had told him, baldly and with no effort at self-justification, about the circumstances under which he had killed
         his first man. Not in battle, but following one. The point-blank execution of a Scot, wounded and left on the field at Culloden.
      

      
      ‘Under orders,’ his father had said. ‘No quarter to be given; those were our written orders, signed by Cumberland.’ His father’s
         eyes had been fixed on his bookshelves during the telling, but at this point he’d looked at William directly.
      

      
      ‘Orders,’ he repeated. ‘You follow orders, of course; you have to. But there will be times when you have no orders, or find
         yourself in a situation which has changed suddenly. And there will be times – there will be times, William – when your own honor dictates that you cannot follow an order. In such circumstances, you must follow
         your own judgment, and be prepared to live with the consequences.’
      

      
      William had nodded, solemn. He’d just brought his commission papers for his father to look over, Lord John’s signature being
         required as his guardian. He’d regarded the signing as a mere formality, though; he hadn’t been expecting either a confession
         or a sermon – if that’s what this was.
      

      
      ‘I shouldn’t have done it,’ his father had said abruptly. ‘I shouldn’t have shot him.’

      
      ‘But – your orders –’

      
      ‘They didn’t affect me, not directly. I hadn’t yet got my commission; I’d gone with my brother on campaign, but I wasn’t a
         soldier yet; I wasn’t under the army’s authority. I could have refused.’
      

      
      ‘If you had, wouldn’t someone else have shot him?’ William asked practically.
      

      
      His father smiled, but without humor.

      
      ‘Yes, they would. But that’s not the point. And it’s true that it never occurred to me that I had a choice in the matter –
         but that is the point. You always have a choice, William. Do remember that, will you?’
      

      
      Without waiting for an answer, he’d leaned forward and plucked a quill from the blue-and-white Chinese jar on his desk, and
         flipped open his rock-crystal inkwell.
      

      
      ‘You’re sure?’ he’d said, looking seriously at William, and at the latter’s nod, signed his name with a flourish. Then had
         looked up and smiled.
      

      
      ‘I’m proud of you, William,’ he’d said quietly. ‘I always will be.’

      
      William sighed. He didn’t doubt that his father would always love him, but as for making him proud … this particular expedition
         did not seem likely to cover him in glory. He’d be lucky to get back to his own troops before someone noticed how long he’d
         been gone and raised the alarm. God, how ignominious, to get lost and robbed, as his first notable act!
      

      
      Still, better than having his first notable act being killed by bandits.

      
      He continued to make his way cautiously through the fog-draped woods. The footing wasn’t bad, though there were boggy places
         where the rain had pooled in low spots. Once, he heard the ragged crack of musket fire and hurried toward it, but it stopped
         before he came in sight of whoever had been firing.
      

      
      He trudged grimly along, wondering just how long it might take to traverse the whole of the bloody island on foot, and how
         close he was to having done so? The ground had risen sharply; he was climbing now, sweat running freely down his face. He
         fancied the fog was thinning as he climbed, and sure enough, at one point he emerged onto a small rocky promontory and had
         a brief glimpse of the ground below – completely covered in swirling gray fog. The sight gave him vertigo, and he was obliged
         to sit down on a rock for a few moments with his eyes closed before continuing.
      

      
      Twice, he heard the sound of men and horses, but the sound was subtly wrong; the voices didn’t have the rhythms of the army,
         and he turned away, edging cautiously in the opposite direction.
      

      
      He found the ground change abruptly, becoming a sort of scrub forest, full of stunted trees poking from a light-colored soil
         that scrunched under his boots. Then he heard water – waves lapping on a beach. The sea! Well, thank God for that, he thought,
         and hastened his steps toward the sound.
      

      
      As he made his way toward the sound of the waves, though, he suddenly perceived other sounds.

      
      Boats. The grating of hulls – more than one – on gravel, the clank of oarlocks, splashing. And voices. Hushed voices, but
         agitated. Bloody hell! He ducked under the limb of a runty pine, hoping for a break in the drifting fog.
      

      
      A sudden movement sent him lunging sideways, hand reaching for his pistol. He barely remembered that the pistol was gone,
         before realizing that his adversary was a great blue heron, which eyed him with a yellow glare before launching itself skyward
         in a clatter of affront. A cry of alarm came from the bushes, no more than ten feet away, together with the boom of a musket,
         and the heron exploded in a shower of feathers, directly over his head. He felt drops of the bird’s blood, much warmer than
         the cold sweat on his face, and sat down very suddenly, black spots dizzy before his eyes.
      

      
      He didn’t dare move, let alone call out. There was a whisper of voices from the bushes, but not loud enough that he could
         make out any words. After a few moments, though, he heard a stealthy rustling that moved gradually away. Making as little
         noise as possible, he rolled onto hands and knees and crawled for some distance in the other direction, until he felt it safe
         to rise to his feet again.
      

      
      He thought he still heard voices. He crept closer, moving slowly, his heart thumping. He smelled tobacco, and froze.

      
      Nothing moved near him, though – he could still hear the voices, but they were a good way distant. He sniffed, cautiously,
         but the scent had vanished; perhaps he was imagining things. He moved on, toward the sounds.
      

      
      He could hear them clearly now. Urgent, low-voiced calls, the rattle of oarlocks and the splash of feet in the surf. The shuffle
         and murmur of men, blending – almost – with the susurrus of sea and grass. He cast one last desperate glance at the sky, but
         the sun was still invisible. He had to be on the western side of the island; he was sure of it. Almost sure of it. And if he was …
      

      
      If he was, the sounds he was hearing had to be those of American troops, fleeing the island for Manhattan.
      

      
      ‘Don’t. Stir.’ The whisper behind him coincided exactly with the pressure of a gun’s barrel, jammed hard enough into his kidney
         as to freeze him where he stood. It withdrew for an instant and returned, rammed home with a force that blurred his eyes.
         He made a guttural sound and arched his back, but before he could speak, someone with horny hands had seized his wrists and
         jerked them back.
      

      
      ‘No need,’ said the voice, deep, cracked, and querulous. ‘Stand aside and I’ll shoot him.’

      
      ‘No, ’ee won’t,’ said another, just as deep but less annoyed. ‘’e’s nobbut a youngun. And pretty, too.’ One of the horny
         hands stroked his cheek and he stiffened, but whoever it was had already bound his hands tight.
      

      
      ‘And if ’ee meant to shoot ’im, you’m ’ve done it already, sister,’ the voice added. ‘Turn y’self, boy.’

      
      Slowly, he turned round, to see that he had been captured by a pair of old women, short and squat as trolls. One of them,
         the one with the gun, was smoking a pipe; it was her tobacco he’d smelled. Seeing the shock and disgust on his features, she
         lifted one corner of a seamed mouth while keeping a firm grip on the pipestem with the stumps of brown-stained teeth.
      

      
      ‘’andsome is as ’andsome does,’ she observed, looking him up and down. ‘Still, no need to waste shot.’

      
      ‘Madam,’ he said, collecting himself and trying for charm. ‘I believe you mistake me. I am a soldier of the King, and –’

      
      Both of them burst into laughter, creaking like a pair of rusty hinges.

      
      ‘Wouldn’t never’ve guessed,’ the pipe-smoker said, grinning round the stem of her pipe. ‘Thought ’ee was a jakesman, sure!’

      
      ‘Hush up, sonny,’ her sister interrupted his further attempt to speak. ‘We bain’t going to harm ’ee, so long as ’ee stands
         still and keeps mum.’ She eyed him, taking in the damage.
      

      
      ‘Been in the wars, have ’ee?’ she said, not without sympathy. Not waiting for an answer, she pushed him down onto a rock,
         this liberally crusted with mussels and dripping weed, from which he deduced his closeness to the shore.
      

      
      He didn’t speak. Not for fear of the old women, but because there was nothing to say.

      
      He sat, listening to the sounds of the exodus. No idea how many men might be involved, as he had no notion how long it had
         been going on. Nothing useful was said; there were only the breathless half-heard exchanges of men working, the mutter of waiting,
         here and there the sort of muffled laughter born of nervousness.
      

      
      The fog was lifting off the water. He could see them now – not more than a hundred yards away, a tiny fleet of rowboats, dories,
         here and there a fishing ketch, moving slowly to and fro across water smooth as glass – and a steadily dwindling crowd of
         men on shore, keeping their hands on their guns, glancing continually over their shoulders, alert for pursuit.
      

      
      Little did they know, he reflected bitterly.

      
      At the moment, he had no concern for his own future; the humiliation of being an impotent witness as the entire American army
         escaped under his nose – and the further thought of being obliged to return and recount this occurrence to General Howe –
         was so galling that he didn’t care whether the old women had it in mind to cook and eat him.
      

      
      Focused as he was on the scene on the beach, it didn’t occur to him at once that if he could now see the Americans, he was
         himself visible to them. In fact, so intent were the Continentals and militiamen on their retreat that none of them did notice him, until one man turned away from the retreat, seeming to search the upper reaches of the shore for something.
      

      
      The man stiffened, then, with a brief glance back at his oblivious companions, came purposefully up across the shingle, eyes
         fixed on William.
      

      
      ‘What’s this, Mother?’ he asked. He was dressed in the uniform of a Continental officer, built short and wide, much like the
         two women, but a good deal bigger, and while his face was outwardly calm, there were calculations going on behind his bloodshot
         eyes.
      

      
      ‘Been fishing,’ said the pipe-smoker. ‘Caught this wee redfish, but we think we’ll throw ’im back.’

      
      ‘Aye? Maybe not just yet.’

      
      William had stiffened with the man’s appearance, and stared up at him, keeping his own face as grim as possible.

      
      The man glanced up at the shredding fog behind William.

      
      ‘More like you at home, are there, boy?’

      
      William sat silent. The man sighed, drew back his fist, and hit William in the stomach. He doubled up, fell off the rock,
         and lay retching on the sand. The man grasped him by the collar and hauled him up, as though he weighed nothing.
      

      
      ‘Answer me, lad. I haven’t much time, and ’ee don’t want me to be hasty in my asking.’ He spoke mildly, but touched the knife
         at his belt.
      

      
      William wiped his mouth, as well as he could, on his shoulder and faced the man, eyes burning. All right, he thought, and felt a certain calmness descend on him. If this is where I die, at least I’ll die for something. The thought was almost a relief.
      

      
      The pipe-smoker’s sister put paid to the dramatics, though, poking his interrogator in the ribs with her musket.

      
      ‘If there was more, sister and I’d’a heard ’em long since,’ she said, mildly disgusted. ‘They ain’t quiet, sojers.’

      
      ‘True, that,’ the pipe-smoker agreed, and paused to remove her pipe long enough to spit. ‘This ’un’s only lost, ’ee can see
         as much. ’Ee can see he won’t talk to ’ee, either.’ She grinned familiarly at William, displaying one remaining yellow dogtooth.
         ‘Rather die than speak, eh, lad?’
      

      
      William inclined his head a stiff inch, and the women giggled. No other word for it: they giggled at him.
      

      
      ‘Get on with ’ee,’ the aunt told the man, waving a hand at the beach behind him. ‘They’ll leave without ’ee.’

      
      The man didn’t look at her – didn’t take his eyes off William’s. After a moment, though, he nodded briefly and turned on his
         heel.
      

      
      William felt one of the women behind him; something sharp touched his wrist, and the twine they’d bound him with parted. He
         wanted to rub his wrists, but didn’t.
      

      
      ‘Go, boy,’ the pipe-smoker said, almost gently. ‘Before someun else sees ’ee and gets ideas.’

      
      He left.

      
      At the top of the beach, he paused and looked back. The old women had vanished, but the man was sitting in the stern of a
         rowboat, drawing rapidly away from the shore, now nearly empty. The man was staring at him.
      

      
      William turned away. The sun was finally visible, a pale orange circle burning through the haze. It was coming down the sky
         now, early afternoon. He turned inland and struck southwest, but felt eyes on his back for a long time after the shore had
         fallen out of sight behind him.
      

      
      His stomach was sore, and the only thought in his mind was what Captain Ramsay had said to him. Heard of a lady called Cassandra?
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      AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE

      
      Lallybroch
Inverness-shire, Scotland
September 1980

      
      NOT ALL OF the letters were dated, but some were. Bree sorted gingerly through the half-dozen on top, and with a sense of being
         poised at the top of a roller coaster, chose one with 2 March, A.D. 1777 written across the flap.
      

      
      ‘I think this one’s next.’ She had trouble taking a full breath. ‘It’s – thin. Short.’

      
      It was, no more than a page and a half, but the reason for its brevity was clear; her father had written the whole of it.
         His awkward, determined writing wrung her heart.
      

      
      ‘We are never letting a teacher try to make Jemmy write with his right hand,’ she said fiercely to Roger. ‘Never!’

      
      ‘Right,’ he said, surprised and a little amused at her outburst. ‘Or left, if you prefer.’

      
            


         2 March, Anno Domini 1777

         	Fraser’s Ridge, colony of North Carolina

         My dearest daughter –

         We prepare now to remove to Scotland. Not forever, or even for long. My Life – our Lives – lie here in America. And in all
               Honesty, I should greatly prefer to be stung to Death by Hornets than set foot on board another Ship; I try not to dwell upon
               the Prospect. But there are two chief Concerns which compel me to this Decision.

         Had I not the Gift of Knowledge that you and your Mother and Roger Mac have brought me, I would likely think – as the great
               Majority of People in the Colony do think – that the Continental Congress will not last six Months, and

         Washington’s Army less than that. I have spoken myself with a man from Cross Creek, who was discharged (honourably) from the
               Continental army on account of a festering Wound in the Arm – your Mother has of course dealt with this; he screamed a great
               Deal and I was pressed into service to sit upon him – who tells me that Washington has no more than a few thousand regular
               Soldiers, all very poor in Equipment, Clothes, and Arms, and all owed Money, which they are unlikely to receive. Most of his
               men are Militia, enlisted on short Contracts of two or three Months, and already melting away, needing to return Home for
               the Planting.

         But I do know. At the same Time, I cannot be sure how the Things that I know will come about. Am I meant to be in some Way
               Part of this? Should I hold back, will that somehow damage or prevent the Success of our Desires? I often wish I could discuss
               these Questions with your Husband, though Presbyterian that he is, I think he would find them even more unsettling than I
               do. And in the end, it does not matter. I am what God has made me, and must deal with the Times in which He has placed me.

         While I have not yet lost the Faculties of Sight or Hearing, nor even Control of my Bowels, I am not a young Man. I have a
               Sword, and a Rifle, and can use them both – but I also have a printing Press, and can use that to much greater Effect; it
               does not escape me that one can wield Sword or Musket only upon one Enemy at a time, while Words may be employed upon any
               Number.

         Your Mother – doubtless contemplating the Prospect of my being seasick for several Weeks in her immediate Vicinity – suggests
               that I might enter Business with Fergus, making use of L’Oignon’s Press, rather than travel to Scotland to retrieve my own.

         I considered this, but I cannot in Conscience expose Fergus and his Family to Danger by making use of their Press for such
               Purposes as I intend. Theirs is one of only a few Presses in operation between Charleston and Norfolk; even were I to do my
               Printing with the utmost Secrecy, Suspicion would focus upon them in short order – New Bern is a Hotbed of Loyalist Sentiment,
               and the Origins of my pamphleteering would become known almost immediately.

         Beyond Consideration for Fergus and his Family, I think there may be some Benefit in visiting Edinburgh in order to retrieve my own Press. I had a varied Acquaintance there; some
               may have escaped Prison or the Noose.

         The second – and most important – Consideration that compels me to Scotland, though, is your Cousin Ian. Years ago, I swore
               to his Mother – upon the Memory of our own Mother – that I would bring him Home to her, and this I mean to do, though the
               Man I bring back to Lallybroch is not the Lad who left there. God alone knows what they will make of each other, Ian and Lallybroch
               – and God has a most peculiar Sense of Humor. But if he is to go back at all, it must be now.

         The Snow is melting; Water drips from the Eaves all Day, and Icicles reach from the Roof of the Cabin nearly to the Ground
               by Morning. Within a few Weeks, the Roads will be clear enough for Travel. It seems strange to ask that you pray for the Safety
               of a Voyage which will have been long completed by the Time you learn of it – for good or ill – but I ask it, nonetheless.
               Tell Roger Mac that I think God takes no account of Time. And kiss the Children for me.

         Your most affectionate Father,

         	JF

      



      
      Roger sat back a little, eyebrows raised, and glanced at her.

      
      ‘The French Connection, you think?’

      
      ‘The what?’ She frowned over his shoulder, saw where his finger marked the text. ‘Where he’s talking about his friends in Edinburgh?’
      

      
      ‘Aye. Were not a good many of his Edinburgh acquaintances smugglers?’

      
      ‘That’s what Mama said.’

      
      ‘Hence the remark about nooses. And where were they smuggling things from, mostly?’
      

      
      Her stomach gave a small hop.

      
      ‘Oh, you’re kidding. You think he’s planning to mess with French smugglers?’

      
      ‘Well, not smugglers, necessarily; he apparently knew a good many seditionists, thieves, and prostitutes, too.’ Roger smiled
         briefly, but then grew serious again.
      

      
      ‘But I told him as much as I knew about the shape of the Revolution – admittedly, not a lot of detail, it not being my period
         – and I certainly told him how important France would be to the Americans. I’m just thinking’ – he paused, a little awkwardly,
         then looked up at her – ‘he isn’t going to Scotland to avoid the fighting; he’s pretty clear about that.’
      

      
      ‘So you think he might be looking for political connections?’ she asked slowly. ‘Not just grabbing his printing press, dropping
         Ian off at Lallybroch, and beating it back to America?’
      

      
      She found the idea something of a relief. The notion of her parents intriguing in Edinburgh and Paris was much less hairraising
         than her visions of them in the midst of explosions and battlefields. And it would be both of them, she realized. Where her father went, her mother would be, too.
      

      
      Roger shrugged.

      
      ‘That offhand remark about being what God made him. Ye ken what he means by that?’

      
      ‘A bloody man,’ she said softly, and moved closer to Roger, putting a hand on his shoulder as though to ensure that he wouldn’t
         suddenly vanish. ‘He told me he was a bloody man. That he’d seldom chosen to fight, but knew he was born to do it.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, that,’ Roger said, just as softly. ‘But he’s no longer the young laird who took up his sword and led thirty crofters
         to a doomed battle – and took them home again. He knows a lot more now, about what one man can do. I think he means to do
         it.’
      

      
      ‘I think so, too.’ Her throat felt tight, but as much with pride as fear.

      
      Roger reached up and put his hand over hers, squeezing.

      
      ‘I remember …’ he said slowly. ‘A thing your mother said, telling us about – about when she came back, and how she became
         a doctor. A thing your – Frank – that he said to her. Something about it being bloody inconvenient to the people round her,
         but a great blessing that she knew what it was she was meant to be. He was right about that, I think. And Jamie does know.’
      

      
      She nodded. She probably shouldn’t say it, she thought. But she couldn’t hold the words back any longer.

      
      ‘Do you know?’
      

      
      He was silent for a long time, looking at the pages on the table, but at last shook his head, the motion so small that she
         felt rather than saw it.
      

      
      ‘I used to,’ he said quietly, and let go of her hand.

      [image: image]

      
      HER FIRST IMPULSE WAS to punch him in the back of the neck; her second was to seize him by the shoulders, bend down with her
         eyeballs an inch from his, and say – calmly, but distinctly – ‘What the hell do you mean by that?’
      

      
      She refrained from doing either, only because both were likely to lead to a prolonged conversation of a sort deeply inappropriate
         for children, and both the kids were in the hall a few feet from the study door; she could hear them talking.
      

      
      ‘See that?’ Jemmy was saying.

      
      ‘Un-huh.’

      
      ‘Bad people came here, a long time ago, looking for Grandda. Bad English people. They did that.’
      

      
      Roger’s head turned as he caught what Jemmy was saying, and he caught Brianna’s eye, with a half smile.

      
      ‘Bad Engwish!’ Mandy repeated obligingly. ‘Make ’em cwean it up!’

      
      In spite of her annoyance, Brianna couldn’t help sharing Roger’s smile, though she felt a small shimmer in the pit of her
         stomach, recalling her uncle Ian – so calm, so kind a man – showing her the saber slashes in the wooden paneling of the hall
         and telling her, ‘We keep it so, to show the children – and tell them, this is what the English are.’ There had been steel
         in his voice – and hearing a faint, absurdly childish echo of it in Jemmy’s voice, she had her first doubts regarding the
         wisdom of keeping this particular family tradition.
      

      
      ‘Did you tell him about it?’ she asked Roger, as the children’s voices moved away toward the kitchen. ‘I didn’t.’

      
      ‘Annie’d told him part of it; I thought I’d best tell him the rest.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘Should I have told him to ask
         you?’
      

      
      ‘Oh. No. No,’ she repeated, dubiously. ‘But – should we be teaching him to hate English people?’

      
      Roger smiled at that.

      
      ‘“Hate” might be pitching it a bit strong. And he did say bad English people. They were bad English people who did that. Besides, if he’s going to grow up in the Highlands, he’ll likely hear a few barbed remarks
         regarding Sassenachs – he’ll balance those against his memories of your mother; your da always called her “Sassenach,” after
         all.’
      

      
      He glanced at the letter on the table, caught a glimpse of the wall clock, and rose abruptly.
      

      
      ‘Christ, I’m late. I’ll stop at the bank whilst I’m in town – need anything from the Farm and Household?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said dryly, ‘a new pump for the milk separator.’

      
      ‘Right,’ he said, and kissing her hastily, went out, one arm already into his jacket.

      
      She opened her mouth to call after him that she’d been joking, but on second thought closed it. The Farm and Household Stores
         just might have a pump for a milk separator. A large, bewilderingly crowded building on the edge of Inverness, the Farm and Household
         supplied just about anything a farm might need, including pitchforks, rubber fire buckets, baling wire, and washing machines,
         as well as crockery, jars for canning, and not a few mysterious implements whose use she could only guess at.
      

      
      She stuck her head into the corridor, but the kids were in the kitchen with Annie MacDonald, the hired girl; laughter and
         the wire clong! of the ancient toaster – it had come with the house – floated past the ratty green baize door, along with the enticing scent
         of hot buttered toast. The smell and the laughter drew her like a magnet, and the warmth of home flowed over her, golden as
         honey.
      

      
      She paused to fold up the letter, though, before going to join them, and the memory of Roger’s last remark tightened her mouth.

      
      ‘I used to.’

      
      Snorting ferociously, she tucked the letter back into the box and went out into the hall, only to be arrested by sight of
         a large envelope on the table near the door, where the daily mail – and the contents of Roger’s and Jemmy’s pockets – were
         daily unloaded. She grabbed the envelope out of the pile of circulars, pebbles, pencil stubs, links of bicycle chain, and
         … was that a dead mouse? It was; flattened and dried, but adorned with a stiff loop of pink tail. She picked it up gingerly
         and, with the envelope clasped against her breast, made her way toward tea and toast.
      

      
      In all honesty, she thought, Roger wasn’t the only one keeping things to himself. The difference was, she planned to tell
         him what she was thinking – once it was settled.
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      SPRING THAW

      
      Fraser’s Ridge, colony of North Carolina
March 1777

      
      ONE THING ABOUT a devastating fire, I reflected. It did make packing easier. At present, I owned one gown, one shift, three
         petticoats – one woolen, two muslin – two pairs of stockings (I’d been wearing one pair when the house burned; the other had
         been carelessly left drying on a bush a few weeks before the fire and was discovered later, weathered but still wearable),
         a shawl, and a pair of shoes. Jamie had procured a horrible cloak for me somewhere – I didn’t know where, and didn’t want
         to ask. Made of thick wool the color of leprosy, it smelled as though someone had died in it and lain undiscovered for a couple
         of days. I’d boiled it with lye soap, but the ghost of its previous occupant lingered.
      

      
      Still, I wouldn’t freeze.

      
      My medical kit was nearly as simple to pack. With a regretful sigh for the ashes of my beautiful apothecary’s chest, with
         its elegant tools and numerous bottles, I turned over the pile of salvaged remnants from my surgery. The dented barrel of
         my microscope. Three singed ceramic jars, one missing its lid, one cracked. A large tin of goose grease mixed with camphor
         – now nearly empty after a winter of catarrhs and coughs. A handful of singed pages, ripped from the casebook started by Daniel
         Rawlings and continued by myself – though my spirits were lifted a bit by the discovery that the salvaged pages included one
         bearing Dr. Rawlings’s special receipt for Bowel-Bind.
      

      
      It was the only one of his receipts I’d found effective, and while I’d long since committed the actual formula to memory,
         having it to hand kept my sense of him alive. I’d never met Daniel Rawlings in life, but he’d been my friend since the day
         Jamie gave me his chest and casebook. I folded the paper carefully and tucked it into my pocket.
      

      
      Most of my herbs and compounded medications had perished in the flames, along with the earthenware jars, the glass vials, the large bowls in which I incubated penicillin broth, and
         my surgical saws. I still had one scalpel and the darkened blade of a small amputation saw; the handle had been charred, but
         Jamie could make me a new one.
      

      
      The residents of the Ridge had been generous – as generous as people who had virtually nothing themselves could be at the
         tail end of winter. We had food for the journey, and many of the women had brought me bits of their household simples; I had
         small jars of lavender, rosemary, comfrey, and mustard seed, two precious steel needles, a small skein of silk thread to use
         for sutures and dental floss (though I didn’t mention that last use to the ladies, who would have been deeply affronted by
         the notion), and a very small stock of bandages and gauze for dressings.
      

      
      One thing I had in abundance, though, was alcohol. The corncrib had been spared from the flames, and so had the still. Since
         there was more than enough grain for both animals and household, Jamie had thriftily transformed the rest into a very raw
         – but potent – liquor, which we would take along to trade for necessary goods along the way. One small cask had been kept
         for my especial use, though; I’d carefully painted the legend Sauerkraut on the side, to discourage theft on the road.
      

      
      ‘And what if we should be set upon by illiterate banditti?’ Jamie had asked, amused by this.

      
      ‘Thought of that,’ I informed him, displaying a small corked bottle full of cloudy liquid. ‘Eau de sauerkraut. I’ll pour it on the cask at first sight of anyone suspicious.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose we’d best hope they’re not German bandits, then.’

      
      ‘Have you ever met a German bandit?’ I asked. With the exception of the occasional drunkard or wife-beater, almost all the
         Germans we knew were honest, hardworking, and virtuous to a fault. Not all that surprising, given that so many of them had
         come to the colony as part of a religious movement.
      

      
      ‘Not as such,’ he admitted. ‘But ye mind the Muellers, aye? And what they did to your friends. They wouldna have called themselves
         bandits, but the Tuscarora likely didna make the same distinction.’
      

      
      That was no more than the truth, and a cold thumb pressed the base of my skull. The Muellers, German neighbors, had had a
         beloved daughter and her newborn child die of measles, and had blamed the nearby Indians for the infection. Deranged by grief, old Herr Mueller had led a party of his sons and sons-in-law to take revenge – and scalps. My viscera still remembered the shock of
         seeing my friend Nayawenne’s white-streaked hair spill out of a bundle into my lap.
      

      
      ‘Is my hair turning white, do you think?’ I said abruptly. He raised his eyebrows, but bent forward and peered at the top
         of my head, fingering gently through my hair.
      

      
      ‘There’s maybe one hair in fifty that’s gone white. One in five-and-twenty is silver. Why?’

      
      ‘I suppose I have a little time, then. Nayawenne …’ I hadn’t spoken her name aloud in several years, and found an odd comfort
         in the speaking, as though it had conjured her. ‘She told me that I’d come into my full power when my hair turned white.’
      

      
      ‘Now there’s a fearsome thought,’ he said, grinning.

      
      ‘No doubt. Since it hasn’t happened yet, though, I suppose if we stumble into a nest of sauerkraut thieves on the road, I’ll
         have to defend my cask with my scalpel,’ I said.
      

      
      He gave me a slightly queer look at this, but then laughed and shook his head.

      
      His own packing was a little more involved. He and Young Ian had removed the gold from the house’s foundation the night after
         Mrs. Bug’s funeral – a delicate process preceded by my putting out a large slop basin of stale bread soaked in corn liquor,
         then calling ‘Sooo-eeee!’ at the top of my lungs from the head of the garden path.
      

      
      A moment of silence, and then the white sow emerged from her den, a pale blotch against the smoke-stained rocks of the foundation.
         I knew exactly what she was, but the sight of that white, rapidly moving form still made the hairs stand up on the back of
         my neck. It had come on to snow – one of the reasons for Jamie’s decision to act at once – and she came through the whirl
         of big, soft flakes with a velocity that made her seem like the spirit of the storm itself, leading the wind.
      

      
      For an instant, I thought she was going to charge me; I saw her head swing toward me and caught the loud snuff as she took
         my scent – but she scented the food as well, and swerved away. An instant later, the ungodly sounds of a pig in ecstasy floated
         through the hush of the snow, and Jamie and Ian hurried out of the trees to begin their work.
      

      
      It took more than two weeks to move the gold; they worked only at night, and only when fresh snow was either falling or about to fall, to cover their tracks. Meantime, they took it
         in turn to guard the remains of the Big House, keeping an eye peeled for any sign of Arch Bug.
      

      
      ‘Do you think he still cares about the gold?’ I’d asked Jamie in the midst of this endeavor, chafing his hands to get enough
         heat into them for him to hold his spoon. He’d come in for breakfast, frozen and exhausted after a long night spent walking
         round and round the burnt house to keep his blood flowing.
      

      
      ‘He’s no much else left to care about, has he?’ He spoke softly, to avoid waking the Higgins family. ‘Other than Ian.’

      
      I shivered, as much from thought of old Arch, living wraith-like in the forest, surviving on the heat of his hatred, as from
         the cold that had come in with Jamie. He’d let his beard grow for warmth – all the men did in winter, on the mountain – and
         ice glimmered in his whiskers and frosted his brows.
      

      
      ‘You look like Old Man Winter himself,’ I whispered, bringing him a bowl of hot porridge.

      
      ‘I feel like it,’ he replied hoarsely. He passed the bowl under his nose, inhaling the steam and closing his eyes beatifically.
         ‘Pass the whisky, aye?’
      

      
      ‘You’re proposing to pour it on your porridge? It’s got butter and salt on, already.’ Nonetheless, I passed him the bottle
         from its shelf over the hearth.
      

      
      ‘Nay, I’m going to thaw my wame enough to eat it. I’m solid ice from the neck down.’

      
      No one had seen hide nor hair of Arch Bug – not even an errant track in the snow – since his appearance at the funeral. He
         might be denned up for the winter, snug in some refuge. He might have gone away to the Indian villages. He might be dead,
         and I rather hoped he was, uncharitable as the thought might be.
      

      
      I mentioned this, and Jamie shook his head. The ice in his hair had melted now, and the firelight glimmered like diamonds
         on the water droplets in his beard.
      

      
      ‘If he’s dead, and we never learn of it, Ian willna have a moment’s peace – ever. D’ye want him to be looking over his shoulder
         at his wedding, afraid of a bullet through his wife’s heart as she speaks her vows? Or wed with a family, fearing each day
         to leave his house and his bairns, for fear of what he might come back to?’
      

      
      ‘I’m impressed at the scope and morbidity of your imagination – but you’re right. All right, I don’t hope he’s dead – not unless we find his body.’
      

      
      But no one did find his body, and the gold was moved, bit by bit, to its new hiding place.

      
      That had taken a bit of thought and considerable private discussion between Jamie and Ian. Not the whisky cave. Very few people
         knew about that – but some did. Joseph Wemyss, his daughter, Lizzie, and her two husbands – I marveled, rather, that I’d got
         to the point where I could think about Lizzie and the Beardsleys without boggling – all knew, of necessity, and Bobby and
         Amy Higgins would need to be shown its location before we left, as they would be making whisky themselves in our absence.
         Arch Bug had not been told of the cave’s location – but very likely knew it.
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