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            Chapter One

         

         March 14, 1714

Aboard the Highland Reel
Sailing through the North Channel

         A cold sweat seeped through Sir Kennan Cameron’s shirt as he shrugged into his leather doublet and pushed out from the captain’s cabin of his eighteen-gun ship. His breathing sped, straining against the tightness in his chest. Disbelief consumed his mind.

         No. Bloody. Chance.

         A tic twitched at the back of his jaw. To mask his alarm, he straightened the tricorne atop his head. They’d been at sea for months. Why now? Why when they were but a day’s sailing from his beloved Highlands?

         God on the cross, he prayed the report was wrong. “Runner saw Vane’s pennant, did you say?”

         “Aye.” Wheezing, the old quartermaster, Lachie Mor, tried to keep pace, tottering on bowed legs. “’Twas a dread black flag complete with Satan’s dancing death.”

         A dank mist engulfed them as they clambered up the steps to the helm. “How the devil can anyone see a damned thing in this?” Kennan wiped the sleep from his eyes. Accursed pirates. It was typical of a varlet like Jackson Vane to mount a dawn attack; navigating in this soup was impossible for the best of sailors.

         The boatswain, Mr. MacNeil, met them at the ship’s wheel. “The lad spent the entire night in the crow’s nest. Said he saw the flag above the fog as it rolled in just afore sunrise.”

         By the eerie haze in the east, the sun was making a paltry attempt of showing itself. “Where is the cabin boy now?”

         “Here, sir.” Runner’s voice came from across the deck, though the outline of his form was barely discernable.

         Kennan beckoned the lad forward as lightning flashed, followed by a thunderous clap. And with it a downpour released its fury. “Are you certain it was Vane’s flag?” he asked, ignoring the rain. “Did you have a clear view, or were you waking from a wee nap?”

         The lad stood square and looked him in the eye. “I was fully awake. I ken what I saw.”

         “How far out?” asked Lachie Mor.

         “Hard to say. The Jolly Roger was like a phantom waving above the mist without a ship.” At the age of sixteen, Runner had proven himself an able seaman and wasn’t one to tell tall tales.

         Kennan turned to MacNeil. “Man the cannons at once.”

         “I’ve already given the order, sir.”

         “Damn them to Hades,” growled Lachie Mor. “Vane has a gargantuan pair of cods if he aims to attack this close to Britain.”

         Mr. MacNeil gripped the wheel, his knife-scarred face white as bed linens. “Mayhap, but if he does, the queen’s navy will not be alerted until our bones are at the bottom of the sea.”

         “Wheesht. You’re talking as if we’re already doomed.” As the words slipped through Kennan’s lips, the hairs on his nape pricked. And when he peered ahead, the tendrils of breath billowing from his nose turned to ice along with the air in his lungs. With the rain, the fog had lifted a bit, and he almost wished it hadn’t. Dead ahead, not one but three schooners raced toward them at full tilt—each one flying a black flag with skull and bones.

         “Tack hard to port!” Kennan bellowed, opening his spyglass. He twisted the copper casing to sharpen the image, but the mist and rain were still too thick to discern much detail. Hell, he needed nothing more—by the speed and bent of the approaching armada, Vane intended to attack. Damnation! How could he know what lay beneath the false bottom of the hold? And why the devil did Vane wait if he intended to plunder? Why now when the Highland Reel was but a day’s sailing from home?

         “Outrun them?” Mor asked over the screeching of the booms of all three masts while they swung across the deck.

         “Or what?” Kennan slammed his spyglass shut, his gaze scanning the faces of his crew for any sign of a traitor. “If we stand and fight, we’re dead men.”

         “But there’s nay time!” MacNeil shouted, his arms shaking as he fought the resistance of the wheel.

         Ahead the enemy ships divided, one sailing broadside to port, the other to starboard, and the third making a sharp turn, cutting across the Highland Reel’s bow.

         “Lord save us,” grumbled Lachie Mor.

         “We’re nearly home, damn it all. By God’s grace I’ll be sitting by my father’s hearth this eve! Fire a cannon from each side and let them know we’ll not surrender without a fight.” Kennan grabbed Runner by the arm and headed aft at a run. “Come with me.”

         “Aye, sir.” With a spark in his eyes, the lad grinned as if heading to a gathering filled with bonny lassies rather than sailing straight for certain death. “Are we going to send them to hell, sir?”

         “You’d best believe it.” Kennan ushered Runner to one of the skiffs they used to ferry sailors to the shore. “Climb in.”

         The boy’s smile dropped like a lead weight. “Beg your pardon?”

         “You heard me.”

         “Och, what about the battle?”

         Kennan patted the side of the boat, a steely edge to his jaw. “Aye, there’s going to be one hell of a fight, but you’ll not be wielding your sword this day.”

         “But I’m nearly as big as a man.” Runner—Baltazar his Christian name—tipped up his rain-soaked chin and squared his shoulders while two consecutive cannon blasts from the gun deck shook the timbers. “I’d be milk-livered if I didn’t stand with the others.”

         When lightning burst and thunder brayed, Kennan stepped nearer the boy. “Nay, lad. You’ll be alive.”

         Before the young whelp said another word, Kennan hoisted the cabin boy into the skiff and swung out the wench. “Row northwest and you’ll hit land. Take a transport to Achnacarry and ask for an audience with Lochiel. Tell him of our adventures. Our fortune. Tell him we nearly made it.”

         “All isn’t lost.” Runner’s voice shot up while he gripped the side of the boat. The skiff teetered in midair, dangling over the side of the ship. “We’ve a ferocious crew, sir. We’ll fight them!”

         “Aye, we will.” With a swing of his sword, Kennan cut the restraining rope and sent the skiff plummeting to the sea to the tune of Runner’s adolescent shrieks. Nay, it wasn’t pretty, but as captain of the Highland Reel, he wasn’t about to let the boy face certain doom. If they didn’t come out of this alive, at least someone would take word to Lochiel, the great chieftain of Clan Cameron, Kennan’s da.

         “Remember!” He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted to the boy, praying he’d be heard above the mounting blasts from enemy cannons.

         Curses to Hades. One more bloody day and they would have sailed into Loch Eil, each sailor wealthier than he’d ever dreamed. A shiver snaked up Kennan’s spine. Had one of his crew deceived him? Or was something even more sinister afoot?

         When he turned, the schooners had formed their trap. Three to one. He’d never admit it to a soul, but the odds of surviving this day were nil. “Fire at will!” he roared. Thrusting his sword above his head, he ran back to the helm, his pistols and dirk straining on his belt. He sheathed the sword and grabbed his musket from Lachie Mor’s hands. “To arms!”

         The entire ship shuddered as the cannons below decks let lose their arsenal. The pirate ships fired shots across bow and stern, but not a missile hit the Highland Reel. And Kennan knew why. The treasure aboard was enough to tempt any pirate on the high seas. They hadn’t dallied when they left Nassau, but someone had beat his ship to British waters—someone fast and shrewd enough to ruin him. Unless that someone had sailed ahead?

         Who?

         Mistress Evans?

         Unlikely.

         Not only had the woman supplied his ship, the widow had been more than accommodating in Nassau—very accommodating indeed.

         I pledge my oath, if I survive this day, only God will be able to save the Judas who betrayed me.

         As Kennan charged his weapon, crewmen with their muskets kneeled behind the hull. He hardly noticed the rain drenching his clothes as he took aim, glad the mist no longer impeded his view. At broadside, the enemy ships heaved to. And Lord save the poor bastard looking straight at his sights.

         “Muskets, fire!” His finger closed around the trigger, making the gun explode with a deafening blast. The stench of sulfur burned his nostrils as smoke billowed from the barrel, but not before the pirate catapulted backward with the impact of the lead ball hitting him square between the eyes.

         Pandemonium reigned with volleys of musket and cannon fire. One of the schooners listed in the water from a hit to her hull, but the battle had only begun.

         With a roar, the brigands on two sides levered planks into place. Kennan drew his flintlock pistol and fired, hitting his mark. Meanwhile, his men shoved the boards to the water, only as soon as one crashed to the sea, another followed.

         He glanced at the quartermaster. “Are you ready for the fight of your life?”

         “Ready to send them to the icy depths, sir.” As Lachie Mor spoke, pirates swung onto the ship from the rigging above while others leaped from the blasted planks. The first to cross were welcomed with shots of lead to their bellies, but within two blinks of an eye, the top deck of Kennan’s beloved barque swarmed with fighting men. The clashing of swords replaced the boom of gunfire, but the screams of the fallen carried above it all.

         Kennan and his most trusted man, Lachie Mor, stood side by side, protecting the helm. Each pirate who dared to ascend the stairs met with a thrust of a Highland great sword.

         “Watch your two o’clock!” bellowed Lachie Mor.

         A brigand swung in from the rigging, and Kennan spun just in time to deflect the cutlass aimed at his neck. Rain stung his eyes. No time to stop, he thrust with his dirk, deflecting deathly jabs with his sword.

         Vane’s pirates kept coming, leaping over the rail and swinging from ropes, dropping onto the deck, cutting men down with ruthless terror—as if Vane and his devils had descended from the black clouds overhead.

         Kennan gripped his dirk tight in his fist while his sword hissed and struck their cutlasses—fighting four at once, then eight. Mor crashed backward through the rail, leaving Kennan to fend off the onslaught on his own. The iron taste of blood filled his mouth.

         His blood or another’s?

         It mattered not. Nor were the rigors of his daily training of any consequence, not while fighting for his very breath. His arms burned and strained with the weight of the sword in his hand.

         Backed against the bulkhead, Kennan fought like a madman—a stab to the left, a thrust with his dirk. He hopped to the side, blocking an attack aimed at his heart. On and on he continued, ignoring the searing burn as his muscles screamed for respite.

         “Arrgh!” he cried, a cutlass slicing across his midriff. As hot blood oozed into the waistband of his kilt, he fought harder, honing his senses, deflecting every strike as it hurled toward him. He slashed his dirk across an attacker’s throat while skewering another on his blade. Kicking, he shoved the pirate away and drew back his sword. With the next clanging clash of iron, his weapon flew from his fist and clattered to the deck.

         God on the cross, a behemoth of a man bore down upon him—two missing teeth and ugly as sin. Pressing his back against the timbers, Kennan sliced his dirk through the air. “Stay back, ye bloody Goliath!”

         Six blades leveled at Kennan’s neck while his pulse beat a fierce rhythm at the base of his throat. Gasping for breath, he looked beyond the enemy as the giant stripped the dirk from his fingers. Not one of his crewmen still standing wielded a weapon. In less than an hour the fortune he’d fought so hard to win was forfeit to the vilest British pirate who sailed the seas.

         “Your ship is lost, Cameron, and so is your precious cargo.”

         Kennan had met Jackson Vane only once in his life, but there was no mistaking the sound of the man’s grating voice. He wore a black neckcloth, which some claimed hid a scar so deep that it had changed his voice forever.

         Coming into view, the bastard tugged at the cloth now. His scowl was as grisly as his black-whiskered face. “Bind his wrists.”

         There was no use struggling. Not with so many blades ready to cut Kennan to the quick. But as the hemp rope wrapped around and slashed into his wrists, he scanned the deck for survivors. The pirates had already gathered the stragglers. Neither Lachie Mor nor Mr. MacNeil were among them.

         A weight the size of an anchor swelled in his gut. He should have prevented this—should have been more vigilant. Damnation, he’d been asleep in his cabin while the bastard lay in wait. He should have sailed a different route—gone up the eastern shore of Scotland and down through the western isles. Doing so would have added a sennight or more to the voyage, but that would have been little price to pay.

         If only he had the choice now.

         “Bring this heap of worthless rot under way, men!” shouted Vane. “Set a course for hell, where no Jack Tar will find us.”

         A pirate struck Kennan in the back with the butt of his musket. “Move your arse.”

         The sgian dubh and pouch of coins Kennan always wore strapped to the inside of his thigh rubbed as he stumbled forward, straight into the face of Satan. “You’ve taken my ship, now ’tis your duty to send off the survivors in a skiff,” he spat at Vane, ice in his voice.

         A twisted sneer split the pirate’s black whiskers. “Aye, we’ll be casting them off. But they’ll need to be strong swimmers. Drag them to the plank!”

         The behemoth approached with a noose. Kennan elbowed the man on his right and lurched forward, striking Goliath’s chest with his forehead. But his efforts proved futile as two brigands restrained his arms while the big man slipped the rope over Kennan’s head. “I’ll enjoy watching ye swing.”

         “Move your arse,” growled a vile cur, clubbing Kennan in the back with the hilt of his cutlass.

         As the brigand dragged him toward midship, Kennan wrapped his fingers around the noose and tugged it away from his windpipe. Everything hurt. The cut across his stomach stung and throbbed. His muscles burned, and all for naught. He’d lost his bloody ship. Worse—his men either were dead or would soon be swimming for their lives in the icy sea.

         The pirates drew out their murderous crime, humiliating every prisoner with taunts, pilfering jewelry, clan pins, and any clothing worth a farthing from their bodies. Some men were completely nude as the pirates forced them onto the plank by point of bayonet. The most heartrending part? Every condemned soul looked Kennan in the eye with haunting stares of disbelief, silently pleading for help.

         Cuthbert, the loyal first mate, was the last of the crew from the Highland Reel to suffer humiliation. Bless him, he didn’t tarry and allow the bastards to plunder his effects. He took a running leap over the side to the roars of the crowd. “I’ll meet the lot of ye in hellllll!”

         After the dunking splash came from Cuthbert’s body hitting the surf, Jackson Vane cracked a switch against his palm, his grin growing more menacing as he sauntered toward Kennan. “Now ’tis your turn, O captain of the briny deep.”

         “You’re a vile excuse for a man,” Kennan seethed, baring his teeth. “There is no reason you could not have spared them—sent them off in a damned skiff for God’s sake.”

         “Is that so?” Vane glared with eyes as black and glassy as obsidian. “By your reputation I would have thought you more callous.”

         His reputation? Kennan had done a bit of pirating, but nothing to compare with Vane. “I have no idea to what you are referring.”

         “You stole into Versailles and plundered a man’s gold—quite daring of you. But I admire a chap with courage, albeit foolhardy. Tell me, why did you leave him alive?”

         The anchor in Kennan’s gut sank to his toes. Dear God, he should have ended the scoundrel’s life in France. Claude Dubois was a traitor and a snake. The man had tricked them all into believing he supported the Jacobite cause. Moreover, the bastard had lied his way into Kennan’s trust and stolen gold intended to support James Stuart’s succession to the throne of Britain. Kennan had merely taken back that which rightfully belonged to the prince.

         “Dubois is my Judas? Where is the thief?”

         “Waiting to watch you hang.” Dubois stepped out from the crowd, grinning wide as if he were proud of the missing front tooth—the gap left after Kennan had removed the upper central with a pair of tongs. “I’ve been waiting too long to claim my due.”

         The French cutthroat had deceived everyone. A spy for King Louis, Dubois had wormed his way into Queen Anne’s court with intent to stage a coup. Had he been successful, all of Britain would currently be a province of France.

         “Nothing was your due.” Kennan clenched his fists and took a swing even though the cur was beyond his reach. His effort earned him a yank from the noose. Coughing, he stretched his neck. “You stole the gold not only from me, but from Prince James.”

         “You were always inordinately gullible, Cameron.” Dubois threw his head back with a grating laugh. “I had you eating from my hand.”

         “And now you’re eating from mine.” Vane gave Dubois a smirk before he thrust up his hands and strutted in a circle. “What say you, men? Hang the Cameron bastard or feed him to the sharks?”

         In a heartbeat, the blood thrumming through Kennan’s veins turned as thick as mud. He’d most likely die if he walked the plank, but he’d never survive if he let these bastards string him from the mast. He glanced across the sea. A speck of land darkened the horizon. Was it too far?

         “Hang him!” came repeated shouts while Goliath flung the rope over the main boom.

         As the accursed beast reached for the rope’s end, Kennan dove for the dagger sheathed at the bastard’s waist, and slashed it across the pirate’s throat. In the time it took to blink, he raced for the plank, loosening the noose and casting it over his head. A musket cracked behind him just as he leaped. The shot seared the outside of his shoulder, tearing through his doublet and shirt, cleaving his flesh.

         “Aaaaaaaaaaah!” he hollered, his legs still running as the sea approached.

         In the nick of time he pulled his feet together and pointed his toes. He crashed into waves as though he’d slammed into a stone wall at full tilt. Icy salt water engulfed him, attacking with the sting of a thousand wasps made even more excruciating by the freezing snow of Ben Nevis in winter. His breath rushed from his lungs as he fought for the surface, keeping the dagger tight in his fist. As his head popped through the water, musket balls pierced the waves around him with sharp slaps, far sharper than the pattering raindrops on his face.

         Taking in a deep breath, Kennan dived under, using every bit of remaining strength to swim away from his beloved Highland Reel. When he next surfaced, the ship had sailed too far for the sights of a musket. Waves crashed over his head while he treaded water, searching for survivors. And, as his teeth chattered, he spotted not a soul. Damn. Any men still alive would have started swimming two or three leagues back. And it didn’t take a seer to know when a man found himself overboard in waters this cold, he’d be lucky to survive for an hour.

         If there are any survivors.

         His stomach roiled, though all trepidation vanished at the sight of a dark gray dorsal fin fast approaching from the north. Then another. And another.

         Still clenching the dagger in his fist, he faced the sharks head-on.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Divana tossed a clam into her basket, then took a moment of respite, leaning on her shovel and brushing the tendrils of hair away from her face. The sea was rough after the storm, and the wind still blew a gale. Though on Hyskeir, the wind never stopped. At best it was breezy, and oft blowing so hard that she had to lean forward and fight to walk a straight line. She ought to be accustomed to it by now.

         But she wasn’t.

         Mayhap one day I’ll be rescued from this isle and travel to a place where ’tis warm and sunny.

         Of course on the Hebridean isle, the only warmth and sun she ever experienced was the odd summer’s day, but it never lasted more than a fleeting moment.

         As she returned to her work, a sudden bout of gooseflesh rose upon her skin, and an odd sensation prickled her neck, as if caressed by the breath of a ghost.

         Inhaling sharply, she gazed out over the dark and menacing swells of the sea. Something glimmered on the water—something with eyes. Her heart stuttered as she stepped forward for a better glimpse, but as the waves crested and fell, the sea creature vanished.

         “Mischievous selkie,” she mumbled, pushing her shovel into the sand. No, Divana didn’t really believe in mystical creatures. If they did exist, she doubted she’d have been stranded on Hyskeir for so long without earning a wee bit of kindness. The fairy folk surely ought to see good in her heart by now. Oh, to imagine if they took her away on a fantastical adventure. Perhaps, if they were real, she would have been taken to the fairy kingdom to marry a handsome prince.

         But no. There she stood, hunting for clams. Alone.

         As the water filled her hole, it bubbled. At the sign of an escaping clam, she shoveled faster. “Where’d ye go, ye wee beastie?” With a few more scoops, she spotted the clam, dropped to her knees, and wrapped her fingers around the shell right before the slippery mollusk dug deeper. “Ye’re nay spiriting away this day, not from me, ye sprite!”

         With a chuckle, she tossed her prize into the basket.

         As she straightened, the ghostly sensation she’d felt on her neck returned full force. Gasping, she froze, her knees sinking into the sand.

         A man crouched at the edge of the surf, his hands on his thighs, a dagger in one fist. Stark, bloodshot eyes stared at her while he panted through blue lips. Water dripped from his hair and clothing. Blood seeped across his stomach, spreading through the fibers of his shirt.

         Clutching her shovel across her body, Divana sprang to her feet and skittered away. “Stay back!”

         The man’s eyes widened, though he made not a move. “Fire,” he said, his blue lips quivering.

         She glanced back to the bothy, smoke curling above it from the small blaze inside.

         “Blanket,” he said, his voice forceful and strained as he staggered closer.

         “But—”

         “Please,” he bit out sharply, crossing his arms and shivering like seagrass bent sideways by the wind. “I-I’ll nay harm you.”

         Divana gaped. She hadn’t spoken to another soul in two years, and now a large, half-drowned, bleeding man appeared from the sea without a boat. But before she thought of something to say, the Highlander set off, weaving and stumbling toward the bothy, his back hunched, water bubbling from his woolen hose.

         Gripping her shovel, she followed. Saint Columba, what ought she do? The wee shelter was her only refuge. “Stop! You mustn’t go in there.”

         Completely ignoring her, the ragged man continued toward her home, walking like a drunkard.

         Aye, it was the only place on Hyskeir one could escape the weather, though the thatch leaked and the wind whistled through the rushes—and on the coldest of winter’s days, the fire did nothing to warm the tiny hovel.

         She surged after him, ready to give him a good wallop. “That is me home. Mine, I say!”

         The fiend didn’t respond, just pushed inside through the worn sealskin shroud.

         Divana stopped and stared. Good heavens, what was she to do now? Where had this barbarian come from? Why was he bleeding? Was he a pirate? By the look of him, he was half crazed. Worse, he’d barged into her home uninvited as if he owned the entire isle.

         Regardless of what he’d said, what might he do to her? And why, after two years, couldn’t someone arrive with a blasted boat?

         She paced outside the doorway, clutching her beloved shovel.

         Should I smack him atop the head? What if I hurt him? What if I killed him?

         What if he is a good sort? And how will I ken?

         She shuddered, scarcely able to breathe. How could she hurt a man, even if he did barge into her home? She ought to at least try to ask some questions first. After all, the fellow had been wounded…but how had he sustained his injuries? What happened? Why?

         What if she went inside and he tried to ravish her?

         Divana’s stomach turned over as she ran her fingers across her mouth.

         That is me home he marched into like an overbearing brute. I ought not allow it. She pounded her shovel on the ground. I shan’t be cast from me own hearth!

         Divana inhaled deeply, summoned her courage, and marched through the doorway.

         “Saint Columba’s bones!”

         The scoundrel had removed his doublet and shirt and crouched over the peat fire with his hands extended. His bare back was riddled with white scars, and a vicious wound on his shoulder bled. When he turned, it wasn’t the mat of blond curls on his chest that drew her eye first. The man’s well-muscled stomach had been sliced open from flank to flank. Och, he’d been through the wars for certain.

         Divana clenched her shovel tightly. “Do not come near me.”

         His complexion green, he rubbed his trembling hands. “I need a blanket.”

         “Ah…” What should she do? Help him? Blast it, of course she should. Never in her life ought she turn her back on a soul in need. Not like her kin had done to her. Divana’s gaze shot to her pallet and the only blanket that wasn’t threadbare. “Very well, but ye cannot stay. This is me home.”

         Saying nothing, he swayed and dropped to his haunches. Is he sick with the fever?

         “Did ye not hear me?” she asked, her fingers twisting over the worn wooden shaft.

         “I’ll pay…,” he mumbled, his head lolling.

         A man of means? Not that money would be of any use here. She tilted her chin upward and narrowed her eyes. “If ye have coin, then why have ye washed up on the beach like a lump of driftwood?”

         “Pirates attacked…” A lock of his tangled hair fell over an eye. “Please. The blanket.”

         “Pirates?” That single word made a shiver course across her skin. Divana had heard tell about pirates pillaging and plundering the high seas. They were ruthless and savage. They were murderers.

         ’Tis a wonder he’s alive.

         Without a moment’s hesitation, Divana took the coveted plaid from her pallet and held it out. “Use this, but as soon as ye’ve dried, ye must leave me be—”

         As she handed him the blanket, he slumped to the dirt floor, his eyes closed. Worse, she spotted yet another wound—big, ugly, and bloody, looking as if a sea monster had tried to take a bite out of his thigh.

         Puckered skin in the shape of an arc riddled his flesh like minced meat. Something shiny and white gleamed from one of the fissures. Leaning, Divana looked closer, then plucked away a tooth and held it up. Good Lord, this man hadn’t just been set upon by pirates, he’d suffered a shark attack.

         “Are ye awake?” she whispered.

         When he didn’t budge, she draped the blanket over him. Who was this soul? From whence had he come? Had he a good heart or bad? What horrors had he seen that had brought him to this remote isle? And now that he was there, what should she do with him?

         What if he died?

         Dear Holy Father, please. Not another!

         
            *  *  *

         

         Divana stirred the pot of kelp and water. Warm steam moistened her face as she leaned over and checked to see if it had begun boiling. There weren’t many herbs on Hyskeir, but her mother had oft used a seaweed poultice on cuts and burns. The only problem was she couldn’t recall if Ma had added anything but water to the mixture. Though even if she had, it most likely wasn’t available.

         “How are ye feeling?” she asked the man, but he gave no reply. The dank air in the bothy carried a new scent. His scent. A mixture of sea salt and musk. It was heady yet alluring in an odd way.

         After she let the mixture boil for a few moments longer, she ladled some of the thick, sticky muck into a bowl-size clamshell and set it aside to cool. “I’ve a poultice for your wounds, sir. Me ma always said seaweed staves off corruption, and I would not want your injuries to grow putrid.”

         The man lay still, stretched out on the dirt floor. His hair was nearly dry—a light brown color with wheaten wisps framing his face. In repose his was a braw face. Expressive brows arched above his closed eyes—dark eyelashes forming crescents on his cheeks. He seemed rather young, though deep lines etched the corners of his eyes and mouth as if he spent a great deal of time squinting in the sun.

         Divana moistened a bit of cloth and cleaned her hands with the lye soap she’d made last year. Then she kneeled beside the Highlander and drew the cloth across his brow and cleansed his face with gentle brushes.

         The Highlander’s nose suited his face—masculine, sturdy, rectangular. He drew in a breath through slightly pursed lips that were chapped so much, blood-encrusted scabs filled the cracks. Divana scooped a bit of duck fat onto her finger and ran it over his lips, surprised to find them full and pillowy soft beneath the abrasions.

         Though the stubble peppering his face had made him look dangerous at first, in slumber he appeared rather harmless. She folded the blanket down to his hips. The red and green plaid he wore was still damp, and he shivered, gooseflesh rising over his fair skin—far fairer than his tanned face and hands. The muscles across his belly were taut like bands of iron. Even his chest, rising and falling with each slow breath, was powerful yet riddled with puckered scars. He’d been savagely sliced across his belly. Divana peered closer. The wound hadn’t exposed his insides, thank heavens. She took his thick leather doublet and held it toward the light. It had been slashed right open.

         “I reckon this coat saved ye.”

         There was a jagged cut directly across his shoulder, but the flesh looked like minced meat.

         She retrieved the clamshell and blew on the poultice. “I do not reckon this’ll hurt.” Scraping her teeth over her bottom lip, she shifted her gaze to his eyes. “But we’ll soon ken if it does, will we not?”

         The big Highlander didn’t move as she used her fingers to work the seaweed concoction into the wound on his stomach, being sure to glob it on thick. The mixture didn’t adhere as well to his shoulder and slid to the ground. Divana scooped a handful and held it against his arm for a time, then shifted her gaze to the blanket, beneath which the shark bites needed tending as well.

         She felt herself blush as she bared the man’s thigh. Soft brown curls covered his leg from the ankle up his shin and then under his kilt. Though her blood stirred with curiosity, Divana didn’t dare push the wool higher. Heavens, he even had hair on the tops of his toes.

         “But that’s nay why I’ve exposed your leg, is it?” she said softly. To stave off her loneliness, she oft hummed a tune, and she did so now—more to slow the questions racing through her mind. Who are you? Where did you come from? What happened to the pirates? And how did you escape the sharks?

         All these questions plagued her, but she’d never uncover the answers if her poultice didn’t work. He might grow fevered, and such a thing must not happen. Fevered people died, and Divana knew more about death than most anyone.

         She stopped singing and looked at the man’s face. “Ye cannot die. Please…” She set down the clamshell and leaned over his bonny face.

         “Live,” she whispered while a haunting chill spread over her skin.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Everything throbbed. The worst of his misery? The relentless pressure in Kennan’s head, but at least the damned shivers had stopped. He lay on hard ground, a shoulder blade grinding into stone, the smell of earth strong in his nostrils.

         Where am I?

         He hissed as clashing swords and booming cannons rang in his ears. Grunting, he ground his molars, reliving the fight, yet aware he was no longer aboard the Highland Reel.

         God blind me. How many of his men had perished?

         I should have been more vigilant. I should have sacrificed myself and my cargo before the battle began.

         Damn it all to hell, I should have drowned with the lot of them.

         What he wouldn’t give to bring his crewmen back. Every last one. Their lives were worth more than the treasure in the hull. More than his worthless life, for certain. The slice across his midriff burned as he relived the hell, tortured by the terrors from a mere hour of violent battle early that fateful morn. One moment he’d been fighting beside Lachie Mor, and the next, the old sailor had vanished—plummeted to the sea.

         Had he swum to safety? Or had he met his end?

         Damn Jackson Vane to hell!

         Kennan thrashed until his head hit a stone, bringing consciousness nearer.

         Where am I?

         He opened his eyes, barely managing to squint. The bloody rock beneath his head ground into his temple. Not but an arm’s reach was a firepit. Smoke hung in the air above like the breath of a dragon ready to send him to Hades.

         Rolling to his back, he stretched his leg and winced. “Ugh.” One of the sharks had tried to eat him alive—right before Kennan had thrust the dagger into the beast’s eye. Only then a miracle had happened. As the shark’s blood turned the water red, the rest of the mongrels swam away nearly faster than they’d attacked.

         Rustling came from nearby. “Are ye awake?” asked a woman, her voice soft. Soothing.

         He ran his tongue over parched lips while thirst suddenly consumed him. “Aye.”

         Above, his doublet, shirt, and woolen hose came into view, hanging from the only crossbeam. And beside him rested his gold brooch with the Cameron crest. Och, he remembered now. The redheaded lass had been alone on the beach digging for clams, her feet bare. She had cowered when she saw him. Hell, he most likely posed a gruesome sight—bloodied and exhausted from his fight both in and out of the water. Kennan moved his fingers to his shoulder and hissed. Pulling his hand away, he examined something green and slimy.

         He raised his head. “What’s this?”

         The woman leaned over him, looking sleepy eyed and holding a clamshell with the green muck. “I made a seaweed poultice for your wounds.”

         Seaweed and salt. Damnation, it stung. “It stinks. Hurts as well.”

         “Leave it be. ’Twill keep the pus at bay.”

         “You a healer?”

         “Not by half.” She shifted her eyes aside. “’Tis a relief to see ye’re awake.”

         The bothy hadn’t a single window, and no light shone around the fur covering the doorway. “How long have I been here?”

         “Hours. ’Tis almost morn.”

         He dropped back and draped his arm over his forehead. “I feel weaker than a bairn.”

         “Perhaps ye need a meal,” she said, fetching a pot—her feet still bare. “I’ve boiled some clams. Are ye hungry?”

         Kennan wasn’t until she mentioned it, but suddenly he was ravenous. “Aye. Thirsty as well.” He sat up too fast and his head swam while the blanket fell to his waist. The lass had caked the wound across his gut with her wicked remedy, too.

         The woman’s inordinately long tresses swept forward as she levered a cast-iron pot to the ground in front of him and sat opposite. He gave the vessel a cursory glance, then peered around the bothy. It might be better than a tent, but the shelter was crude for certain. “Do you live here?”

         “Mm-hmm.” She placed a chipped wooden cup in front of him—one that looked like it might be better off tossed in the middens.

         “Anyone else?”

         She looked up, her eyes intense and blue as sky. Her fiery red hair was mussed, still needing a good brushing, same as it had on the shore. Her skin appeared windblown with rosy cheeks. Pockmarks riddled the right side of her chin. But the fear in her shocking blue eyes made his breath stop.

         He took a long drink of water, then cleared his throat. “Forgive me. My name is Kennan…Sir Kennan Cameron.”

         “Saint Columba’s bones.” Her gaze grew more intense with her unseemly oath. “Ye’re a knight?”

         “I am, though my rank did nothing to prevent me from being in this predicament at the moment.” He took another drink of water, letting the sweetness flow over his tongue. “And you? What is your name?”

         “Divana…Campbell.”

         That figured. Not only had he washed ashore onto some godforsaken island, he’d happened upon a bloody Campbell. “What is this place?”

         “Hyskeir.”

         He closed his eyes and pictured his map of western Scotland. “A speck…west of Rùm?”

         “Aye.”

         “I thought this place was too barren to support humanity.”

         “It is.”

         “But you’re here.”

         “Only me.”

         “How the blazes did you end up all the way out on a wee Hebridean isle alone?”

         “’Tis a long story. One I care not to relay.” Divana pushed the pot toward him. “Now eat afore the clams turn cold.”

         Kennan took an opened shell and tore off the meat with his teeth. The single bite increased his hunger and he devoured five more.

         The lass stared as if she’d never seen a man before. Or a barbarian. He didn’t need a mirror to know he posed a grisly sight.

         Wiping the juice dribbling down his chin with the back of his hand, he examined her as well. The light from a tallow candle in a seashell flickered across her face. Even her unkempt hair looked like polished copper. The lass had a spark in her eyes—the look of a fighter. If she had been surviving alone on a wee isle, he didn’t doubt her spirit.

         “You wouldn’t have a flagon of whisky sitting about?” he asked.

         She snorted, loudly. “Whisky? Are ye daft?”

         “Mayhap I am.” Taking another clam, he again glanced about the crude shelter. Made of stone, it was cave-like with a thatched roof, the crossbeam so low, he’d needed to stoop when he stepped inside. Along the far wall was a pallet with eider duck feathers strewn everywhere.

         Nothing about this woman or her circumstances made sense. “Do you have a boat?”

         She reached for a clam and pointed it from wall to wall. “If I did, I would not be living here, now would I?”

         “Nay?” Kennan licked his lips. “Then why are you?”

         She scraped off the meat, licked her lips, and rocked back, her face taking on a shadow that spoke of fear, horror, and something else.

         Sadness.

         Aye, that was it. This woman carried a heavy burden. “Ye ask too many questions.”

         “That’s what a person does when he wants to come to know someone better.” Kennan tugged his shirt down from the beam above. Finding it dry, he pulled it over his head, making the wound across his belly sear and the ache in his shoulder practically blind him. Trying not to show any sign of discomfort, he ran his hands through his salt-encrusted hair. Dear God, he must look a fright. Perhaps if he made an attempt to appear more presentable, the lass might be willing to explain what the devil had happened to her. He tied the shirt’s laces, though his neckcloth had fallen off sometime between the battle on the ship and the fight with the sharks.

         “Forgive me. I was thoughtless to address you without a shirt.” He ought to have put on his doublet as well, but the thought of shrugging into damp leather made him hesitate. The shirt had been bloody painful enough.

         Divana drew a hand to her chest and smiled—a quite lovely smile, as if she was truly taken aback by his attempt at thoughtfulness. Most women Kennan knew would have already given him a good chiding about his lack of manners, especially his sister.

         Kennan cleared his throat. “Now tell me, where do you hail from, lass?”

         “Connel.”

         Campbell lands—that made sense. “And where’s your kin?”

         “Gone.”

         “Still in Connel?”

         “Nay. They’re in heaven.”

         “All of them?”

         “Aye. Ma, Da, me wee brother, Eann.”

         He eyed her as he ate another clam. “What happened?”

         Wiping her hand across her nose, she looked to the ground. “Th- they sent us here to die.”

         Kennan gaped at her while a sickly lump dropped to his stomach. What? He shoved away the wooden cup. He’d heard tell of clans sending away their kin to protect the others. “Smallpox?” he whispered, scarcely able to utter the word. Where had he bloody landed?

         She didn’t look up, shame written across her face. “Two years past.”

         “God on the cross!” He pushed to his feet, hitting his head on the damned beam. Stars darted through his vision while he tried to shake off his dizziness. “You brought me into a den of death?”

         Divana stood as well. A good two heads shorter, the lass thrust her fists on to her hips. “Ye marched in here afore ye were invited—I told ye not to go inside, but ye wouldn’t listen to the likes of me, now would ye?”

         Kennan tried to focus on her face, but the damned blow to his head rendered him as dizzy as a mad ewe. How much blood had he lost? He reached for the beam but missed, managing to stumble toward the lass with his hands outstretched. “Why in Hades did you not stop me?” he asked, his voice cracking as he staggered to keep himself from falling on his face.

         The wench skittered away, grabbing her blasted shovel. “I kent ye were a scoundrel! Stay back or I’ll thwack ye.”

         He almost laughed. He would have if his knees weren’t about to buckle, or worse, he wasn’t about to contract smallpox and die. But no self-respecting Highlander would let a slip of a lass threaten him with a shovel. “You ken I’d seize that damned spade from your fingertips if you gave it a swing.”

         She took another step away, putting her back against the wall. “Ye would never!”

         “You think not?” Even riddled with wounds, his knees wobbling and weak, a wee lass wouldn’t pose a challenge.

         “But ye said ye’re a knight. That means ye live by a code of chivalry—ye’re a queen’s man.”

         Indeed, Kennan lived by a code of chivalry, but he’d never call himself a queen’s man. He took a step toward the doorway, but his head swam so much, he was forced to brace himself on the wall. God save him, he was in no shape to go anywhere. “How long ago did your kin pass?”

         “I told ye two years. It has been ages.”

         Had enough time lapsed to clear the sickness from the isle? If it hadn’t, he was already as good as dead. Weaving like a drunkard, he bent toward her and examined the scars on her chin. “You were inflicted, were you not?”

         “Aye, but it didn’t kill me.”

         “And now? Are you well?”

         “The rash and fever has nay returned.”

         It hadn’t returned? She’d survived.

         What were his chances? After he’d watched his men die, he deserved to fall ill and succumb to smallpox on this godforsaken isle.

         His head spun faster as Kennan tried to think.

         He was weak—too weak to attempt to swim to Rùm. Worse, the cold would kill any man before he made it halfway. Without a boat, a treacherous swim was his only option. He looked the ginger-haired lass over from head to toe. If the dread speckled monster still lingered in this place, his chances were grim. Blood streamed from the cut on his abdomen and pooled on his shirt again—blood mixed with Divana’s deep green poultice. What an untenable state of affairs. If smallpox didn’t slay him, his festering wounds most likely would do the job.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Snowflakes splattered Divana’s face when she popped her head out the sealskin doorway. Ugh. Another blustery March morn had arrived. At least the snow rarely amounted to much on the isle, though the chill made things miserable. Ducking back inside, she clutched her moth-eaten arisaid about her shoulders. The Highlander still slumbered, covered by her best blanket. The other two were threadbare, but better than nothing.

         After she wrapped one over her head and shoulders, she moved to Sir Kennan’s pallet and tapped his foot. ’Twas a shame his shoes didn’t make it during his swim, else she might have borrowed them to allay the cold, even if his feet were much larger.

         “Are ye awake?” she asked softly. He’d slept two full days, this being the third. He ought to have had enough sleep by now, and the longer he slept the more worried she grew.

         When he didn’t stir, she stooped and felt his forehead. Thank heavens he wasn’t running a fever, though he had a bit of a knot where he’d smacked his head on the crossbeam. Better yet, there were no signs of red spots, either.

         Perhaps the threat of infection was gone. That would make sense. If this man didn’t contract smallpox in this very place where Ma, Da, and her wee brother had suffered and died, then Divana could be certain the dread sickness was gone for good.

         But why hadn’t Sir Kennan stirred? Her gaze shifted to his abdomen. The bleeding had stopped, but she’d best make another poultice for his wounds.

         She smoothed her fingers over the stubble on his jaw and chin. It was blond, not red like her father’s had been. The light color of his beard contrasted with his hair. With one finger, she drew a line across his mustache. The beard softened the angles of his face, but Divana wavered as to whether it made him look friendlier or more menacing. He needed to open his eyes. Then she’d know.

         “Please wake. I’m ever so worried about ye, and I’ve nay the skills to set ye to rights.” She hadn’t been able to save her kin—and it frightened her to her toes to think Sir Kennan mightn’t survive as well. And because she was all but useless as a healer.

         If only they weren’t stranded on this godforsaken isle, she might actually be of some help to the poor man. All she managed was to dribble water into his mouth and apply seaweed poultices. She closed her eyes and clasped her hands. “Dear Jesus, if ye have not forgotten me, please, please, please save Sir Kennan. I cannot survive another death. I haven’t been acquainted with him but for a short time, but in me heart I ken he’s a good man—and he said he wouldn’t harm me. And I believe him. I do. Please…do not let him die.”

         She opened her eyes, a wee bit blurry with tears. Blinking them away, she smoothed the back of her hand over his forehead just like her ma had done to her when she’d first taken ill. Through her worry, she managed a sad smile. “Can ye believe it? There’s a real live knight in me bothy—a Cameron, no less.”

         Aye, in the Highlands, the name Cameron was nearly as feared as Campbell. Though even Divana knew their clans had always feuded through the ages. Presently, Campbells sided with the crown, and Camerons were suspected of being staunch Jacobites. Though Divana cared not for any it. Whoever sat on the throne in London had never affected her one way or the other. Who gave a fig about clan feuds and forays now? Truth be told, now that she was no longer afraid of Sir Kennan, it was nice to have someone here—someone to care for.

         Sighing, she pulled the blanket up to his chin and looked toward the doorway. One thing about living on a barren skerry like Hyskeir, simply finding enough food to stay alive was a daily chore. During the past two autumns, Divana had harvested salt from the rocks and dried enough eider duck meat to see her through the winter, but her stores were gone now. So were the ducks until a few days past. She’d spied a flock dallying about, and soon half the shore would be overrun by them…and there would be eggs as well.
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