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  Author’s Historical Notes




  The period of English history known as The Regency, opening in January 1811, was a rich tapestry of culture, characters, and class conflict that captures our imagination and engages our curiosity. The tragic ghostly figure of King George III drifted through the background while his eldest son, who became George IV, enjoyed a lavish lifestyle, surrounding himself with brilliant artists, writers and architects, and a succession of paramours. Before George was crowned in July, 1821, he went heavily into debt building the awesome Pavilion, his pleasure palace on the sea, and he redesigned major portions of London to create broad boulevards and Regent’s Park. In 1795, George was forced by his father to marry a proper wife in order to produce an heir. To fulfill this duty, George married Caroline of Brunswick, even though the sight of her on their wedding day made him physically ill. As soon as Caroline was pregnant, he banished her from court. After the death of their daughter, Charlotte, George tried diligently to divorce Queen Caroline. To his annoyance and frustration, the common people rallied to the queen’s cause and never forgave him for his treatment of her, despite the fact that Caroline was enjoying her own loose and extravagant lifestyle in Italy with her mustachioed Italian lover.




  I choose a particularly intriguing historical figure, William Cobbett, to play a major role in Skye Lakota. Cobbett was a true free spirit and individualist, the leading journalist and pamphleteer of the period, a radical and political activist who vigorously attacked the establishment while supporting the struggling farmers and working classes. He spent time in Newgate prison for his extreme views and lived in America on two occasions. Cobbett became the perfect mentor for young, idealistic Elizabeth Talbot.




  My fascination with the Isle of Skye inspired a large portion of the setting for Skye Lakota. This windswept isle in the Hebrides, close to the Scottish mainland, provides a wonderfully romantic backdrop with its crashing surf, rolling green moors, snowcapped Cuillin Mountains, and its ancient castles and Celtic ruins. Isolated, but still a part of the Scottish Highlands, Skye is the ideal locale for a Lakota Warrior to face the challenge of his sudden change from the American west to European society.




  Living in New Mexico with its rich history of native Indian culture, I have often speculated on what might happen to a young man tom from his deeply spiritual and nature centered environment and transported to a highly sophisticated and complex Old World setting, i.e. a reverse Christopher Columbus. White Arrow must walk this path, searching for his destiny as a Scottish chieftain and Laird. I hope my readers will enjoy his journey as much as I have.




  Prologue




  American West




  August 1816




  Real Indians. Hundreds—no, thousands! The Indian encampment stretched along the river as far as Beth could see.




  Standing on the bluff beside her Uncle Percy, Elizabeth absorbed the awesome sight. Here in this magnificent valley, surrounded by mountains whose summits were lost in the clouds, the annual trade fair for all the tribes of the area was in full swing. Hundreds of tepees stood in rows like cone shaped sentries guarding campsites where smoke curled upward from cooking fires. Drums throbbed, sending their throaty rhythms to echo off the cliffs and along the canyons. Beth could hardly believe she was seeing all this wonder with her own eyes. What a thrilling climax to a long four month journey. From London to New Orleans, up the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers—and now to this valley of the Lakotas. Tomorrow they would start home. But today she would see the fair.




  Wearing her crisp yellow gingham dress, soft leather walking boots, and wide brim straw skimmer, Beth trailed Uncle Percy as they made their way into the Indian camp and strolled between rows of tepees. White men were here too: explorers, trappers, tradesmen. The Indians had spread brightly woven blankets on the ground to display their wares. And the dark faces were friendly. More than once she received a shy smile from some round faced woman sitting among her trade goods. The air was scented with roasting meat and baking bread and the pungent aroma of dung from the horses tethered near the camp.




  “Beth! Elizabeth, where are you?” came her uncle’s voice from up ahead.




  Beth had been so fascinated, she hadn’t realized how far away from Uncle Percy she had drifted. When she caught up with him, he was talking to the heavyset Scotsman who had joined their expedition a few days ago. She hadn’t met the Scot, but she was fascinated with his size and girth, and his full shock of strawberry-red hair and bushy sideburns.




  Folding her hands, she waited politely for an introduction.




  “Mr. Mackinnon, this is Elizabeth Talbot, my niece. She celebrated her thirteenth birthday last month.”




  A twitch of Mr. Mackinnon’s mustache acknowledged her. She assumed he must have lips somewhere under that brush, but she had no idea if he smiled or frowned.




  “Elizabeth, this is Mr. Finlay Mackinnon, laird of the Mackinnon clan from the Isle of Skye. He’s known as ‘Red’ Mackinnon by his close associates, he tells me.”




  The name fit him well, Beth thought. A Scottish laird. She supposed a curtsy was in order. She made a small dip and nodded toward the impressive figure. He was a head taller than her Uncle Percy, though he appeared much larger with his furry vest, plaid trews, and bottle top boots.




  “Good day, Miss Talbot,” the laird’s voice boomed. “Are ye enjoying the fair?”




  “Yes, sir. It’s quite the most wonderful sight I’ve ever seen.”




  “Mr. Mackinnon lived in these parts for a time,” explained her uncle. “Did some trapping and hunting, lived with the natives. He is here seeking information about his son.”




  His son? Her curiosity made her bold. “Is your son lost, sir?”




  “Aye. In a manner of speaking. I wed the boy’s mother years ago. She died in childbirth, so I left him with her people to be raised. She was Lakota, ye understand.”




  She did understand: Mr. Mackinnon hadn’t wanted to be bothered with the care of a baby, especially an Indian baby. The man’s distaste was plain in his tone.




  Still, Beth was fascinated. If she could visit with Mr. Mackinnon, maybe he would tell her about his adventures so she could write them in her journal. Then someday, when she was a famous author like Jane Austen, she would mention his name in one of her books.




  She waited hopefully for further conversation, but her uncle and the laird turned and walked along the path. Following close behind them, she caught snatches of their discussion.




  She wished she hadn’t.




  “Elizabeth’s mother whored her way across three countries before she met her well-deserved demise,” her Uncle Percy was saying. “I’m afraid the chit is going to be trouble.”




  “Then why did ye bring her to America?” asked Mr. Mackinnon.




  “I closed up my house in England when I came here to meet the land speculators. The girl begged and pleaded, promised to stay out of the way and make herself useful, so I allowed her to come.”




  “Aye. I saw her at the scrub board yesterday. Seems like a quiet lass.”




  “Quiet as a lighted fuse, more likely,” snapped Uncle Percy. “I see defiance in those innocent blue eyes. If she ever gets that dainty nose out of a book, she’s sure to poke it into places it doesn’t belong.”




  “Ye have to raise her yourself?” Disgust for such a task was plain in Red Mackinnon’s tone.




  “I’m a widower. Beth’s father, my brother, was a colonel in the army. When he was killed, I inherited the family estate outside London—and the care of my brother’s widow and her child. Quite a responsibility. Then the woman absconded to France, found a lover, and died there. Met her proper fate, in my book.”




  Beth was shaking with anger and embarrassment. How could Uncle Percy talk about her mother like that! All lies—except the part about her mother dying in France and her sweetheart there. Her uncle had never cared for his relatives. He was known to be an ambitious ne’er-do-well, and he rarely came to the estate at Berkshire, except to entertain some dandy and put on the airs of a rich country squire. Beth knew for a fact that he was deeply in debt and that this expedition to look for land in America had been a great disappointment to him. Too remote, too uncertain, too dangerous, he described the western lands he’d seen. And much too long a time to wait for financial gain. Not worth holding, even if the land were free.




  Fighting tears, she left the trail and joined a crowd that was moving toward a large open field near the encampment. She vowed to leave Berkshire at the earliest opportunity, as soon as she was grown and could make her own way. She would find somewhere to live, some kind of employment, until she was successful in writing all her novels.




  The drums were reaching a crescendo. Plainly, something important was about to happen. She estimated that almost a thousand people were gathered under the bright turquoise sky. Finding a place near two of the scouts traveling with her uncle’s expedition, she was able to catch bits of their conversation while she awaited the start of the event.




  “Never seed nothing like this,” said one of the rangy scouts.




  “I heard that a renegade Lakota is gonna fight the chiefs son.”




  “Is the renegade’s name White Arrow?”




  “You know ’im?”




  “Nah. But he’s been making trouble in these parts for years. Ever since the Lakota Sioux banished him from the tribe.”




  “Why’d they do that?”




  “He’s a half-breed. The Lakotas don’t like ’im cause he’s got white blood. The whites hate ’im cause he’s Lakota.”




  “If he has the guts to show up here today, he might as well cut his own throat.”




  “Look. That must be him riding in over there.”




  “Helluva hombre. But got dust for brains, I’d say.” Unnoticed by the scouts, Beth found their comments intriguing. As she watched, two horsemen took the field at opposite sides. Both Indians rode at a full gallop while native drums pounded a welcome. The men raced their sturdy steeds at a breakneck pace, riding bareback and controlling their mounts with pressure from their legs and a tug of the reins. Never had Beth seen such a display of superb, reckless horsemanship. Each rider was bare chested. One wore fringed and beaded leggings and colored feathers tied in his flying pigtails. The other wore only a breechcloth and leather bands around each wrist and his forehead. The opponents carried leather slingshots as their only weapons.




  As the Indian with the feathers circled the area, he raised his slingshot and twirled it over his head. His gesture was acknowledged by enthusiastic cheers and shouts of encouragement. The second combatant reined in and waited at the far end of the grassy meadow.




  Why, it was like a joust in medieval England, Beth thought excitedly. Her anger and depression disappeared in the thrill of the spectacle.




  “The one with the feathers is Siyaka, son of Chief Three Bears,” yelled the scout to his friend. “That other fella is White Arrow, the renegade half-breed. I’d hate to be in his skin right now.”




  Beth watched breathlessly as the Indian called White Arrow rode near. When she got a good look at his intense face, her heart leaped.




  He was truly the most handsome man she had ever seen. His skin was bronze and smooth, his cheekbones prominent, his hair black as midnight and flowing along his shoulders.




  He reined in his pony directly in front of her. Awed by his magnificence as he sat astride his spirited stallion, she felt her pulse racing. He was placing a stone in his slingshot, preparing to do battle. Abruptly, he glanced her way.




  Her breath caught in her throat. In one fleeting second, she completely lost her heart. He was young and powerfully built, and he had the most astonishing eyes. Green. Yes, as green as the grass in the meadow around them. Was he looking at her? Why would he notice her? She was only a young girl, an outsider, of no significance whatsoever. Impulsively, she smiled at him, then began to applaud. She wanted him to know she would cheer for him to win the contest. Visions of a medieval knight swirled into her mind. This Indian would be her knight errant. Her hero. He would ride into danger to defend her honor.




  Her flight of fancy dissolved as the Indian turned and kicked his mount into action. White Arrow. She must remember his name. Clods of dirt landed on her pristine dress, but she was unconcerned.




  “Good luck, White Arrow!” she yelled while wildly applauding. Several people turned to stare at her. She grew aware that she was receiving scowls from everyone around her. One of the scouts had recognized her. Shaking his head, he placed a finger over his lips. Why should she keep silent when everyone else was cheering? Now the two warriors spun their horses and raced toward each other. Siyaka whipped his slingshot in a circular motion above his head and released its stone toward his adversary. White Arrow ducked and rode safely past before collecting his mount and galloping after Siyaka.




  The onlookers cheered even more vigorously.




  Beth shouted too, unaware that she was the only voice raised in support of the renegade Indian.




  Siyaka hurled three more missiles. White Arrow held back, then suddenly he spun his horse and rode straight toward Siyaka. He dropped to one side of his cream colored stallion and fired a stone directly at his opponent. The stone struck Siyaka’s forehead; he arched backward, his hands over his face, and plunged to the ground.




  The crowd hushed briefly, then, with angry cries, rushed en masse onto the field.




  Beth thought she might be crushed underfoot, but all at once a muscular arm swept around her waist and hauled her away from the melee and into the shade of a stand of stunted pines.




  When she struggled, she was promptly set on her feet. She looked up into the flushed face of Red Mackinnon.




  “Ye shouldn’t be here alone,” he shouted. “Where is your uncle?”




  She’d never been manhandled in such a way. She straightened her hat and smoothed her skirt. “He’s close by, I’m sure.”




  “I’d suggest ye find him, then head for yer camp.”




  She disliked being ordered about by this man who was almost a stranger. “I want to speak to White Arrow,” she said crisply. “He’s the Indian who won the contest.”




  “Then ye’d better hurry—before they burn him.”




  “Burn him? What are you talking about, sir?”




  “That was the chiefs son he beaned. And unless I get over there and talk to the chief, they’ll burn him for sure.”




  “But why? The contest was fair.”




  “Doesna matter. Such a brave fighter makes a fine sacrifice. And the Lakota have been looking for any excuse to get rid of White Arrow. He’s a half-breed, ye see.”




  Suddenly Beth felt queasy. “Surely they wouldn’t—”




  “This isn’t England, missy. No trials here. He’ll be dead within the hour.”




  This was dreadful, impossible. Could such a thing happen to the extraordinary man who had become her hero?




  “Go find your uncle at once,” Mr. Mackinnon commanded. “The crowd could get nasty if I stop the sacrifice.” She didn’t want to find her uncle. She only wanted to help White Arrow. “I’m going with you,” she announced. Mackinnon gripped her shoulders. “Nay. Do as I say.” She set her lips and shook her head.




  “I have no time to argue with a child.” He released her and began shoving his way toward the chief She was not a child, she thought hotly. Not a woman yet, but more than a child. Mr. Mackinnon had no right to tell her what she must do. Her knight, her Indian hero, was in trouble, and she would not abandon him. She followed the Scotsman, staying close behind but out of his vision.




  In the center of the throng, White Arrow had been lashed to a tall stake, suspended by his wrists over a growing pile of limbs and brush. His head was bowed as he awaited his fate.




  She was staring in horror when she heard giggling at her side. Two Indian girls, approximately her own age, had stepped forward from the crowd. She was appalled that they would find the sight of a man being tortured so amusing.




  The tallest girl stopped laughing and raised a small bow and arrow, pointing the weapon at White Arrow.




  Beth gasped when the girl shot the arrow at his legs, only missing his ankle by inches.




  Without thinking, Beth screamed at her. “Don’t do that! How could you be so cruel?”




  Her words were still echoing in her ears when a rough hand grasped her arm and pulled her to one side.




  “Hush, girl!” rasped Mr. Mackinnon, his face almost as red as his hair. “Ye’ll get us all killed.”




  She grabbed Mackinnon’s sleeve frantically, her annoyance at him forgotten. All that mattered was saving White Arrow. “Please, Mr. Mackinnon, help him!”




  “By the saints, ye’re a handful,” he blustered.




  “Please, do something,” she choked.




  “Ye stay out of the way. I’m going to try an’ get him free.” She stared at the Scotsman. This time she obeyed him, for his eyes had caught her attention. She had just seen an identical pair—somewhere. An astounding thought entered her mind. “You truly care about White Arrow.”




  The green eyes studied her briefly. “Aye. He’s my son.” She stood in shocked silence as he left her and shoved through the throng to confront Chief Three Bears. White Arrow was Mr. Mackinnon’s son! There was no resemblance—none, except the eyes. So this was the son Mr. Mackinnon had come to America to find. More than ever, her heart ached for the renegade Indian. How lonely he must have been his whole life. He was a half-breed and an outcast with no family or friends. More alone even than she. And now he was about to be killed.




  Thank Heaven, Mr. Mackinnon was here. Somehow he had to save White Arrow from a horrible death. Was there anything she could do to help? Pushing her way forward, she arrived once more beside Red Mackinnon. She tried to figure out what was happening, but the men were speaking in the Lakota tongue.




  She kept her eyes on White Arrow. While the men continued talking, oblivious to her presence, White Arrow slowly lifted his head and looked at her. He must have been suffering, but his look was calm and stoic. She attempted a smile of encouragement. Did he have any idea that Mr. Mackinnon was his father? Did he understand that an attempt was being made to save his life? He seemed surprisingly indifferent to what was going on around him.




  A rough hand on her shoulder shattered her thoughts. “I told ye to stay away, lass. These natives are going to be furious when they find their sacrifice has escaped them.”




  “Escaped?” she cried. “He’ll be set free?”




  “Aye. Chief Three Bears remembers me and we’ve struck a bargain I’m taking the boy with me to Scotland. As far as Three Bears is concerned, that’s worse than burning at the stake.”




  Beth was limp with relief as she saw the Indians cut the ropes binding White Arrow to the post. Mr. Mackinnon approached his son and spoke with him privately for several minutes. White Arrow appeared neither grateful nor pleased for his father’s interference. He shook his head several times but then appeared to acquiesce. Mackinnon nodded and the two headed her way.




  With barely a glance at her, Mackinnon took Beth’s arm in a tight grip and practically dragged her through the crowd. Most faces wore frowns, and she heard grunts of protest. Only now did she understand the danger they were in. While Chief Three Bears might have agreed to release White Arrow, the Lakotas were extremely annoyed at losing their victim.




  They walked quickly through the Indian camp and headed toward the English tents beyond the cliffs. Needing no prodding now, Beth jogged briskly at Mr. Mackinnon’s side, stealing frequent glances at White Arrow.




  As they neared the British campsite, armed scouts watched their approach. Immediately Uncle Percy rushed from his tent to confront them. “I say, Mackinnon, what the hell—” Percy began. “I thought Beth had come back to the camp. I was about to go looking for her. What’s this Indian doing here?”




  Catching her breath, Beth stepped aside to allow Mr. Mackinnon to explain to her uncle what had happened.




  To her surprise and pleasure, White Arrow turned toward her. She was suddenly overcome with shyness. Did he guess how much she idolized him? He would find her terribly silly if he knew.




  He left the men and walked over to her. Gazing up at him, she bit her lip and tried to think. She wanted to tell him how happy she was he had escaped, but of course he wouldn’t understand her English words.




  Standing there in silence, she felt a fluttering around her heart, and her knees were weak as willow branches.




  “I must speak to you,” he said.




  Stunned, she gaped at him. “Oh my goodness!” she stammered finally. “You do speak English. I’m sorry. I thought—”




  “You don’t need to be sorry. I learned the language long ago when I was living at an American outpost. I did not like it there. When I left, I swore never to use the white man’s words again.”




  “But now you’re going to Scotland and you will speak English there. I’m—I’m very happy you weren’t killed today.” Her words sounded childish and inadequate, but she couldn’t think clearly when she looked into his face, met his eyes, felt the power of his presence.




  “You came forward to help me. You were very brave.”




  Heat rose in her cheeks. “Not really,” she said with complete honesty. “I didn’t understand the risk.”




  “But my death would not have mattered. I came here to kill Siyaka—and to die afterward. I expected it.”




  “But that is suicide,” Beth said, aghast. “Why would you do that?”




  He gazed at her for quite some time. His response was hesitant.




  “I will speak what is the truth. Vengeance is the most important duty of a Lakota. I had to settle this old dispute by taking coup—by killing Siyaka. Siyaka’s hatred caused me to be banished from my Lakota people. I had to fight him to save the honor of my name. I knew that if I won, his Lakota people would kill me. Today I was prepared to die.”




  “But you escaped—and now you will go with your father to Scotland.”




  “I will go. We made a bargain.”




  “A bargain?”




  “I will go. My father has appeared and saved me from the fire. He owns my life now. He says he needs warriors in his land, to fight his enemies. He has no sons, no one to inherit his title of chieftain. I will repay him by going to his far land. If I die while defending him, my birth will be justified.”




  What a strange view of life, Beth thought. Strange and sad. White Arrow had not belonged to the Lakotas nor the white Americans. Now he didn’t even belong to himself. She tried to think of something cheerful to say. “You might like it in Scotland more than you think,” she suggested.




  He looked dubious. “Maybe. Now I must go get my horse. Spirit Dog is my most important possession, and I will not go without him. He waits at the edge of the camp with friends of my father. Soon we will begin our journey. If we stay with the English, we will bring danger to them—to you.”




  She would have faced any danger to remain near him, but she realized how impossible that would be. “You’ll have a good life... in Scotland,” she said softly.




  “I have asked Wakan Tanka, the Grandfather Spirit, to guide me.”




  “You will become a Scot—and you will like it, I’m sure.”




  She saw his doubt, the cynical curl of his lip. “We shall see,” he said at last.




  “Your father is a chieftain on the Isle of Skye. It’s very pretty there, so I’ve been told,” she said, hoping to offer a bit of encouragement while delaying his departure.




  “I must go now,” he said, disappointing her. “But I haven’t yet thanked you.”




  “For what?”




  “For calling my name, for clapping your hands for me. For defending me when the girl shot her arrow at me. You were the only one who dared. If ever our paths should cross and I can be of help to you, I give you my pledge I will try to repay your kindness.” He reached behind his neck and loosened a narrow strip of leather tied there. Attached to the leather at the hollow of his throat were a white feather and a blue bead. He handed her the necklace as a slight smile played at the edge of his lips. Then with extreme gentleness, he touched her cheek with the tip of one finger. A shaft of sunlight crossed his eyes, highlighting their green depths.




  Beth couldn’t keep from sighing.




  “Goodbye, Wicinca,” he said as he turned to leave.




  “Wicinca?” she called after him.




  He looked back at her. “A Lakota name. The name means ‘Pretty Little Girl,’” he answered and walked away.




  She whispered goodbye, but he was beyond hearing. For a time, she stood quietly, the necklace gripped in her hand. “Goodbye, White Arrow,” she finally murmured. “I will never forget you.”




  Chapter 1




  London March 1821




  Wearing britches and a shirt from the rag bag, Beth crouched in the gutter and prayed the two policemen wouldn’t see her. Peeking through filthy fingers, she watched the smoke from the bonfire drift upward to mingle with the evening fog rolling in from the Thames. All the pamphlets, two weeks’, work, going up in smoke. She felt like crying, but she’d learned long ago that tears never solved anything.




  Somehow she must escape and avoid arrest. If she was caught and identified, she could endanger Will Cobbett. And if Will was sent to prison again, the movement to help the tenant farmers and the hungry poor of the city would be without a leader. Besides, at his age, a long term in jail might be the death of him.




  Beth knew the cartoon she had drawn of King George was comical, but the message on the pamphlet was crucial. The king was totally indifferent to the hungry masses. Otherwise he wouldn’t have spent fortunes building luxurious palaces for himself in both London and Brighton. Instead of laughing at her work, that policeman should be fighting to help the poor people of the city.




  He crushed the paper and tossed it into the fire with the others. “So much for the latest edition from Peter Porcupine,” he snickered. “If old Will Cobbett keeps publishing these anti-Tory tracts, he’ll be in the fire himself.”




  “Too bad,” muttered the second officer. “The column by Tommy Tipper tickles me funny bone. Jabs at the lords, he does. Wonder who the chap really is.”




  “Don’t know, but the Tories would pay a bundle to get their hands on the fella. He must be making ’em squirm or they wouldn’t order us to burn every pamphlet we come across. The lords can’t prove a thing against Cobbett, he’s that clever, and Tommy Tipper has everyone guessing.”




  “Looks like this batch was ready for distribution. Guess we scared off the kids who were taking it around.”




  Beth smiled as her fear subsided. At least one person had appreciated her work before it was burned to a crisp. She would turn over the original manuscript to Will and he would reprint the pamphlets within a few days.




  “Cobbett just keeps ’em coming,” the policeman said while watching the fire. “Been at it for years. He has a flyer called the Political Register, full of radical Whig scribbling.” His companion stretched his hands over the flames. “Good for one thing at least: to take the bloody chill off me bones.”




  Beth decided to make her escape. Creeping along the alley, she was soon out of sight of the policemen. She hurried to the stable. What a shame for Will’s books and pamphlets to be banned and burned. He had the support of the Whig party and the commoners. Most important, Queen Caroline had promised to back his efforts with all the power she could muster. Assuming, of course, that Caroline won her ongoing battle for recognition as the rightful queen of England.




  “Beth? What happened?” The middle aged man was waiting beside her horse stall as he always did when she delivered the flyers.




  “The police almost caught me. I had to drop the bundle and hide. I’m sorry, Will.” His face, lined with concern, tugged at her heart.




  “Don’t worry, dear. We can always print them again.”




  “I won’t quit trying, no matter how often they burn our pamphlets.”




  “Ah, child. Our efforts become more dangerous as the coronation nears. Only five months away, and the king still refuses to acknowledge the queen.” He led out the mare and helped Beth to mount.




  “I’m not afraid, Will. I know what I’m doing, You changed my life when you came to Berkshire last year to meet with the farmers.”




  “You’ve swayed the people to our cause, but if you’re caught—”




  “I won’t be, but I must hurry now,” Beth said, taking the reins. She smiled down at him. “You know I love the adventure of leading a double life, of having a mysterious identity and a pseudonym.”




  “I know. But you’re a lovely young woman, too lovely to be scuttling about in dark alleys and risking your life. Do you have your pistol handy?”




  “I do. See you next week.” With a parting wave, she urged her mount into a gallop. She would soon be home. Edna the cook had promised to leave the kitchen door unlocked for her. Uncle Percy would pop his wig if he knew what his niece was doing.




  She assumed Uncle Percy was busy in London tonight. If it were not for having to hide her work from her uncle, the job would be much easier. He epitomized everything she hated in snobbish English society. He spent most of his time in a rented London flat, which he could ill afford, and fawned over anyone with a drop of noble blood or a title. He was obsessed with climbing the social ladder, and he squandered every bit of money he earned from the farm in an attempt to impress the upper crust. Only by cutting the tenants’ wages to the bone had he paid off the trip he and Beth had made to America five years ago.




  On the other hand, he did leave her alone at the farm, and that suited her fine. His absence made it possible for her to write the Tommy Tipper column for Peter Porcupine and deliver the pages to Will. When her uncle was in residence, she avoided him or kept up a shy and obedient manner. She had him fooled, all right. Uncle Percy thought she had turned into a dull bookworm without the slightest interest in worldly matters. She tried to be as docile as a hearth cat, keeping up the image of the subdued lady, the obedient niece with her head buried in history books or Byron’s poetry.




  Shifting her weight, she eased the mare’s gait and squinted through the banks of fog. The five mile journey seemed like ten on such a night. Will was probably right: She would soon be nineteen and should let the youngsters distribute the pamphlets while she concentrated on her writing.




  Actually, she had been quite satisfied with her life at Berkshire until Uncle Percy started that nonsense about the courtship of Franklin Trowbridge, the earl of Croydon. Recently, to her horror, Uncle Percy had begun to promote her as a possible wife for the earl. Trowbridge was their nearest neighbor and had called at Berkshire to discuss their common boundary. Her uncle had insisted she receive him. She had no intention of marrying a simpering, pale faced twig, no matter how blue his blood.




  “Easy Kola, easy girl. We’ll soon be there and you’ll be rubbed down and tucked into your stall for the night.” She stroked the horse, who was working up a lather despite the chill night air. With a tug of nostalgia, she remembered the day she had named her mare Kola, “friend,” in the Lakota language. Her memories of America, and of one special Lakota warrior, were enough to keep her warm all the way home.




  At last she was cantering across the dark lawn of the country cottage of Berkshire. A simple two story stone house, it sat amid a grove of oaks and elms and included one hundred acres of rich farmland. If her uncle had managed the farm properly, he wouldn’t be in such sad financial straits.




  As she entered the drive and headed toward the stable, she was aghast to see a carriage silhouetted against the lighted windows of the house. The earl of Croydon. His crest was emblazoned on his carriage. “Hell’s bells,” she hissed. If Franklin Trowbridge was within, then Uncle Percy must have arrived home unexpectedly. And if her uncle found out she’d been away at this hour, she was in the stew pot for sure.




  She handed Kola’s reins to the stable boy and rushed to the back entrance. The door was unlocked. Good for Edna.




  Tiptoeing through the dark kitchen, she held her breath. Voices were coming from the parlor. She pursed her lips when she recognized her uncle’s nervous laugh and the condescending tone of Franklin Trowbridge. She had the most insane urge to march into the parlor, dressed as she was, pull her pistol, and order the earl from the house. Uncle Percy would either strangle her instantly or fall over in a faint. Amused by her imaginings, she crept along the hall and made her way up the back stairs.




  Safely in her room, she stripped off her rags and scrubbed herself from the cold water in the lavabo, taking time to wash the soot from her hair. She pulled her least favorite dress from the wardrobe and tugged it on. She would not marry Trowbridge. Some people might call her a romantic, but she intended to marry for love. Long ago, she had experienced a hint of that delightful emotion when she had a youthful crush on White Arrow. She remembered exactly how she had felt that amazing day. Someday she might have those feelings again—but with a woman’s maturity rather than the wide eyed adoration of a child. Then she would marry. And have children, and write her novels. And if living conditions for the poor didn’t improve, she would continue her crusade on their behalf.




  A knock on the door startled her. “Who is it?” she called.




  “Posie, miss. The master’s been asking for you.”




  “Come in, Posie. I’m preparing to go downstairs.”




  Her maid entered the room and eyed her with considerable suspicion.




  Beth declined to offer Posie any explanation of her recent whereabouts. “Quickly, Posie, help me arrange my hair. The earl of Croydon is here.”




  With her usual dour expression, Posie picked up the brush from the dresser. Beth had tried to like the woman. When Posie was first hired, Beth had felt sorry for her because of the large purple birthmark that scarred her face. Uncle Percy said the woman was ideal because she would likely be a spinster and stay with them for years without the interference of husband and children. Unfortunately, Posie had taken an immediate dislike to Beth and performed her duties with efficient coldness.




  “I won’t question your activities, miss,” Posie said with a haughty tone, “though I risk Master Talbot’s wrath for withholding information.”




  “I do appreciate your loyalty to me, Posie,” Beth said coolly, looking at her reflection in the mirror. “And don’t fuss too much over my hair. I would prefer to be as unattractive to the earl as possible, since I have no intention of marrying him.”




  “Your uncle has other ideas. And you should be prepared to explain your tardiness tonight.”




  Silently, Beth rehearsed a pretty speech that was a bald faced lie. She prayed her voice would remain steady and her smile innocent.




  * * * *




  Percy Talbot served a glass of port to his elegantly attired guest. Then he refilled his own goblet and returned to his seat on the brocaded sofa. He made every effort to appear casual though he was fuming inside over Beth’s tardiness. Where was the chit? When he arrived home an hour ago, he had learned from Posie that Elizabeth was not presently available. Nonsense. As usual, his niece was avoiding a conversation with him. And then when Trowbridge arrived unexpectedly and requested the girl’s presence, Percy was completely unnerved. He didn’t know whether to be complimented or insulted that the earl felt free to drop in on him unannounced. Of course, all the lords and ladies went visiting at this hour, paying calls and socializing till well into night. But Berkshire, a simple country home compared to the Croydon estate, was rarely included in the attentions of the select members of London society.




  “I say, Your Lordship, ’tis quite a scandal brewing at Carlton House these days,” Percy said pleasantly.




  “His Majesty grows more frantic with each passing hour. I fear his very health is at stake if he doesn’t rid himself of that terrible woman.” Franklin Trowbridge crossed one knee and gazed down his narrow aristocratic nose at Percy. Impeccably dressed as always, he wore a pearl-gray, double breasted tailcoat, a Royal George satin cravat held by an impressive jeweled pin, a canary-yellow waistcoat, and black-and-gray-striped trousers. His magnificent cloak lined with white taffeta silk had been hung with care on the coat rack in the entry hall. When Trowbridge had ordered ten of these identical cloaks, explaining that he might never again find such a perfect garment to suit his tastes, his extravagance had been the talk of London.




  “I’ve heard the king has not been well lately,” Percy observed, hoping that he sounded knowledgeable about affairs at court. “Although he looks quite fit,” he added, not wishing to cast any aspersion on the king of England.




  “I’m delighted to see you are as concerned as you are well informed,” said Trowbridge. “I felt sure coming here was the right decision.”




  Percy studied his rich and powerful guest over the rim of his goblet. Now the truth would come out. He’d had an inkling that the earl had more on his mind than young Elizabeth. The nobleman’s interest in Beth had been lagging lately, much to Percy’s chagrin. Percy had intended to give the wayward miss an ultimatum this very week. Beth must invite the earl to call, or be sent to find employment at some estate in the area. She had received free bed and board long enough. The ridiculous stipend from her father’s military service hardly covered her keep at today’s prices. She must find a husband or suffer the consequences. Didn’t she realize that to capture the earl and become a countess would be a miracle from Heaven? After all, her exposure to society was minimal; she’d had no London Season and would be considered backward and completely unsuitable by most gentlemen’s standards. Even if Percy could have afforded an attractive wardrobe for her, Beth showed no interest in proper lady’s attire, dressing most of the time like a drab sparrow. She could be a beauty if only she’d spend a little time with her toilette. But even when he insisted she act as hostess for the occasional soiree, she never bothered about her appearance and escaped at the earliest opportunity like a frightened rabbit. And to think, he once believed she might be strong willed and promiscuous like her mother. The idea was laughable. Lately she was as docile as a trained spaniel, but not half as appealing. No wonder Croydon’s interest had waned.




  “You mentioned a decision, milord,” Percy said in an encouraging tone. Maybe this was the moment he’d prayed for. Dare he hope the earl of Croydon would ask for Elizabeth’s hand in marriage?




  “I’m an ambitious man, Mr. Talbot. I realize that may seem odd to such as you, a country squire who no doubt views titled lords as frivolous.”




  “Oh no, sir. Not at all.” Percy squirmed in his chair. “I’m personally acquainted with several lords—they’re hardworking gentlemen by any standards.”




  “I’m close to King George, you see,” the earl continued. “With time, I could even be granted a dukedom—given certain conditions.”




  Percy couldn’t believe his ears. That he had somehow gained the confidence of Trowbridge was beyond his wildest dreams. “Is that so, milord? Well deserved, I’m sure.”




  Trowbridge ran his tongue over his thin lips, then dabbed them with the lace napkin that rested across his knee. “I have a plan, sir, that is as close to my heart as it is secret. I’d like to disclose it to you, but if you reveal it to anyone, my life could be forfeit.”




  Percy’s mouth was dry with excitement. There was much more here than a simple marriage proposal. “You have my word, Lord Trowbridge. We’ve been neighbors these many years. I’d cut my own throat before I’d betray your trust.”




  “Very well. You know how desperately the king and the Tories want to rid the land of that whore, Caroline. George disliked her from the day of their wedding, sent her out of the country and finally tried desperately to divorce her. Now that George is king, the woman has returned to England to demand the power and honor due a queen. She has stirred up the Whigs and the riffraff of the city, won their support and affection. She has actually petitioned the Privy Council for the right to be crowned at the same ceremony as King George. The king is frantic, I can swear.”




  “I’ve heard all about the scandal, sir,” Percy noted. “I attended the divorce hearing myself last year. Only the expertise of Henry Brougham, her Whig solicitor, kept her from being divorced and exiled from the kingdom. A ghastly miscarriage of justice, I declare. Tis common knowledge among the sophisticates that she kept an Italian lover for years.”




  “Indeed. I am committed to freeing His Majesty of this terrible burden on both himself and the taxpayers of our land. Caroline’s demands include her own luxurious domicile and a grand sum to maintain herself in high style. Not at all the humble picture she paints for the poor.”




  “Dreadful, I agree. But what can be done, milord?”




  “Caroline is not young; she is obese, and in failing health. It would be a simple matter to ease her into her Heavenly abode—easy and extremely rewarding—if you get my meaning.”




  Percy was too stunned to speak. Finally he managed, “You mean—murder?”




  “In a manner of speaking. Caroline wouldn’t be the first queen of England so removed for the good of the kingdom. I’m certain King George would be grateful beyond measure—not that he would know the exact circumstances, you understand.”




  “But how could he reward anyone if he didn’t know who was responsible?”




  “I would see to it that he received a hint or two after the deed was done. I’m sure I could name any title as my reward. And if you helped me, naturally you would be exalted by my recommendation to a title of your own. A knighthood at the least; perhaps even an earldom.”




  Percy pressed into his chair. It was the opportunity of a lifetime, and he well knew it. A knight or an earl. A title, at last, and a member of the House of Lords. Throughout the history of England, the nobles had earned their titles by doing special deeds for the king. He could ensure that the House of Talbot take its place with the great houses of England, like the Marlboroughs, the Croydons, or even the Bedfords. He could marry a wealthy woman, perhaps a lady of noble birth. And he wasn’t too old to father a child, a son who would carry a noble title and pass it on to future generations. This was what he had dreamed of for years, and he could not refuse. “I’m honored you’ve chosen me for the task, sir. I despise Caroline like all Tories do. She’s an embarrassment to England. ’Tis a mystery to me why so many people support her. Unless it is a show of opposition toward our beloved monarch.”




  Trowbridge coughed a bit. “Exactly,” he said at last. “Then I expect you to come to me shortly with a plan. One thing is certain: There must be a scapegoat, someone naive and ignorant enough to take the blame and pay the consequences. The king will insist on that. Or the people would riot for sure.”




  “Oh, not to worry, Your Lordship. I’ll set myself to thinking on it right away.”




  The earl put down his glass and stood. “I’m sorry to have missed seeing your niece, but it grows late. Please give her my regrets and ask her if I may call another time.”




  “By all means, by all means,” Percy simpered.




  “Oh, and Mr. Talbot...”




  “Yes?”




  “I want you to know, if all goes well, I may be inclined to ask for Elizabeth’s hand in marriage. At least I’ll give the matter serious consideration.”




  Percy was practically drooling with glee. With effort, he collected himself as he escorted the earl to the door. “Allow me to assist you with your cloak, milord. I’ll call on you within the week. You can count on my complete cooperation.”




  The carriage had just pulled out of sight when Percy turned to see Elizabeth coming down the stairway. Ordinarily he would have given her a fierce tongue lashing at missing the engagement. But he was so ecstatic over the unexpected events of the evening that he only mildly chastised her, then offered her a glass of sherry.




  “You look drawn, Beth, and your hair is most unbecoming. I think it’s fortunate the earl missed seeing you this evening.”




  She glared at him from her place by the hearth. “Fortunate for me, at least. You know I hate the sight of him.”




  “Your display of temper is unlike you, my dear. You’d better change your mind about Trowbridge,” he said pointedly. “The earl may yet seek your hand in marriage, though why he’d be interested is more than I can understand.”




  Raising her chin, she placed her glass on the mantel. “Then understand this, Uncle Percy: I have tried never to be any trouble to you. But I will not marry Franklin Trowbridge. Not even if I must be a spinster all my life. That, sir, is my last word on the subject.”




  Damn the girl. Any woman in her position would be thrilled about such a match. His teeth grinding in anger, Percy walked to his desk and sat behind it. He needed a minute to gain control of his nerves and think things through. He would worry about his obstinate niece later. Right now, he wanted to consider this astounding conspiracy he had with Trowbridge. What he needed most was a scapegoat, as the earl had suggested—a mercenary, a murderer, and a man ignorant of politics—to feel the executioner’s ax before he knew what hit him. Where could he find such a man? He could scour the London waterfront or visit debtors’ prison. But his assassin must have professional skill and at least some intelligence to accomplish the task. Better yet, he could hire a foreigner—a Welshman or a Scot—or perhaps a radical who hated the royals.




  Red Mackinnon! The name materialized as if delivered from angels on high. He hadn’t heard from the rugged Scotsman in years; just one letter to say Mackinnon was back home at Skye, and might be willing to talk further about buying land in America. Percy could barely buy bread, much less overseas property. Yes, Red Mackinnon fit the description of the type of man he needed like a snake fit its skin. He was strong, ambitious, hated the English rulers, and he had admitted he once killed a man when he lived in America.




  No sooner had Percy complimented himself on his choice than another bolt of brilliance flashed through his mind. He looked up at his solemn faced niece.




  “Very well, Elizabeth. I shall give you a choice of husbands. I must make some inquiries, but perhaps you would like to become the wife of the chief of a Scottish clan.”




  “What?”




  “Surely you remember that fine figure of a man, Red Mackinnon.”




  “Red Mackinnon!” she fairly screeched.




  “Don’t get too enthusiastic yet. I’ll have to find out if the laird is still alive and well—and single, of course.”




  “You... you’re out of your mind,” she sputtered.




  He cocked his eyebrows. No, he wasn’t out of his mind. He was clever as a fox. If she refused to marry Trowbridge, he would force her to marry Mackinnon. Why that randy old Scotsman should leap at the chance to have a young wife from the landed English gentry. Elizabeth would be a bonus for Red’s assassination of Queen Caroline. Regicide!




  Mackinnon would love it. He could take revenge on the English royals for destroying the power of the Scottish chieftains at the Battle of Culloden. Red Mackinnon would become Scotland’s greatest hero when his daring was revealed. He would go to his execution a happy man, leaving a nice Scottish estate to his grieving widow, Elizabeth—an estate under the control of her sympathetic uncle.




  Leaning back in his chair, Percy gave Beth a benevolent smile. “Yes, I’ll send correspondence first thing tomorrow to the Isle of Skye. The moment we receive a reply, we’ll leave for Scotland.”




  The look on his niece’s face was worth a gold sovereign. He almost cackled aloud. “Good evening, Beth, dear. I think it’s time you excused yourself. Tomorrow we’ll be busy meeting with the tenants. They’ve had a winter of lazing in their cottages and tippling at the pubs. Time to get them to their spring chores.”




  Pale and speechless, Beth left the parlor and climbed the stairs.




  What an extraordinary evening this had been, Percy reflected. He would make his deal with Mackinnon and leave Beth in the Highlands to manage the Mackinnon property while Red traveled to England to fulfill his part of the bargain. If Beth raised too much fuss over going to Scotland, he would haul her bodily to Skye and force her to do as he ordered. And if Red already had a wife or didn’t want to marry at all, Percy would simply hand Beth to Trowbridge once Mackinnon had finished his deadly assignment. Either way, he would gain enormously. Not that he would ever live on that God forsaken Isle of Skye. But as a knight or a lord, he could install his own people there and reap whatever he could from the resources of the place.




  Lifting his goblet, he saluted his luck. “To His Lordship, Sir Percy Talbot.” He liked the sound. His future was assured.




  Chapter 2




  “Fletcher Mackinnon!”




  “Aye.”




  “Fill your tankard, my friend?”




  “Nay, Jamie. I’ve had enough.”




  “Then this round is on the house. After all, ’tis your last night in Edinburgh. Mind if I join ye? There’s an empty table at the back of the pub.”




  “I’d be honored.” Fletcher picked up his mug, which was newly filled to the brim, and followed the owner of Jamie’s Pub to a quiet table.




  As soon as the two were seated, Jamie raised his cup in a toast. “Here’s to the past three years—to your completing your work at the Academie.” He downed a slug. “May luck and love and wealth be written in your stars.” His voice was buoyant, but his eyes were sad.




  Fletcher tapped his mug against Jamie’s and nodded his appreciation. “You’ve been good to me, Jamie. You’re the only person I’ll miss when I leave Edinburgh.” He threw his thumb toward two doxies sitting across the room with potential customers. “And I’ll miss visiting the ladies from time to time. Haven’t seen those two around before.”




  “They stopped in to get out of the rain. ’Tis a nasty blower tonight. One of our spring cut ups. If ye’re interested, mon, I’ll treat you to a tumble upstairs. A going away present.”




  Fletcher chuckled. “You’re a generous man, Jamie. Nay, I’m not in the mood. And I need to get back to my room and pack up my sack. Want to be on the western road at dawn.”




  For a time, Jamie gazed into his ale. “Ye’ve worked hard, lad. Done well at the High Academie. But ye’ve always come here alone. Don’t understand it, with good looks and brains like yours. I always mind my own business, but I’ve been curious. Since ye’re off tomorrow, tell me why a devilish handsome young man would work night and day, only cut loose on occasion. Ye only bed a working woman or drink with some old fossil like me. Ye should have friends from school, court a nice lady from the town. Ye are a chieftain’s son, after all.”




  Taking another long drink, Fletcher considered Jamie’s observations. He didn’t like to talk about himself. His past was his private business. But Jamie had treated him fairly, as if he were no different from the other men that spent time in his bar.




  He put his mug on the table. “I’m not like a real Scot, Jamie. I dress the part and have my education now, but a man can’t erase the first eighteen years of his life. You know I’m a Lakota Indian from America—and I take pride in that.”




  “Sure ye do, and ye’re a fine man, and I don’t mind saying so.”




  “I’ve never told you that Fletcher means ‘arrow-maker.’ My Lakota name was White Arrow. I was a half-breed, a renegade, hated by Indians and whites. I learned English from settlers who had gone west after the American Revolution. English royalists they were, to the core. I learned their language as a boy, but they treated me worse than the Lakotas. I left the fort when I was fifteen and rode for a while with the warriors. I was accepted by them for a time. Won great honor. Took many coup.”




  “Coup?”




  “A measure of success among the Indians. The greatest coup was to face an adversary and touch him as you killed him. You could then place his scalp on your lodge pole.”




  Jamie’s hand flew to cover his bald pate. “Ye did that?”




  “Often. But it wasn’t enough.”




  “Enough what?”




  “Enough to earn my place in the tribe. The old chief, Three Bears, had respect for me. But his son despised and feared me. He made up lies and caused me to lose face. I challenged him and we fought. I won, but then I was ordered to be sacrificed.”




  “Holy Saint James...”




  “I was prepared. The shaman—that’s the high priest of the Lakota—had warned me death was waiting. But the time wasn’t right. My Scots father appeared, and a young girl with him.”




  “Young girl? Out in Indian country?”




  “I learned she had traveled with her father from England. A pretty lass. The fire was laid at my feet. Already the Indian maidens were gathered to shoot arrows into me as is the Custom—”




  “God in Heaven!”




  “The English lass yelled at one of them. I was in a sorry state at the time, but I’ll never forget her courage. We Lakota admire courage above all else. Courage and duty. Then my father, Red Mackinnon, traded some skins and blankets to the chief for my life and promised to take me across the great sea. I had no say in the matter. I knew my life had been spared for a purpose.”




  “What purpose?” Jamie stared at him as though spellbound.




  “To defend and, perhaps, to give my life someday for my father’s people. The Mackinnon clan on the Isle of Skye.”




  Jamie tossed down another drink, then slammed his tankard on the tabletop. “Your future mapped out—predestined is what it’s called by my churchgoing acquaintances. Ye’re not so different from them, I’m thinking. Except for that coup business.”




  “And my looks? You must admit, my friend, that no Scot ever looked quite like me.”




  “More’s the pity. Ye’re two heads taller than most and built like a fortress. And your hair... well, ye could cut it a wee bit, I suppose.”




  “Nay. That is one thing I’ll never do. I’ll wear the white man’s clothes, and someday the plaid of the Mackinnon if I feel worthy. I admire many things about the white man: his knowledge, his books and music, the plays I’ve seen. But my hair is the outward symbol of my Lakota soul. ’Tis not vanity but my tribute to the Great Spirit of my mother’s people that keeps my hair this length, even if it brings trouble to me like thunder brings a storm,” he added with a wry smile.




  “Well, I’ll tell the world ye’re a damn fine Scotsman, no matter what length your hair, or how many scalps ye’ve taken. Have another round, Mr. Mackinnon.” Jamie waved A his mug toward the barkeep.




  Fletcher shook his head. Too much alcohol went hard with him, and he wanted an early start on the morrow. His schooling was finished, and he was eager to leave the city. Summer was around the corner, and soon the sheep would be sheared on his island home. He intended to stay on Skye, to try once again to understand his hard living, blustery, and aloof father. Five years before, when he was eighteen and confused about his new surroundings, when he needed a guiding hand to find his new Scot identity, Red Mackinnon had ignored him completely. When he addressed him respectfully as “Father,” Mackinnon snorted at him and said “Red” was how he was known and that would do for his son and heir. Except for visiting the kirk on Sunday, and the sessions with the schoolteacher preparing him for the Academie, Fletcher had worked alongside the tenants, hitching himself behind the plow mule. He had built a crude house on the cliffs rather than live under his father’s roof at Strathmor Castle. Red made sure his son had no special treatment. Fair enough. Fletcher had no argument with hard work. But nothing Fletcher did earned him a word of praise from his father. What was equally disappointing, he was deeply resented those first years by many of the farmers and villagers who worked beside him. A Mackinnon bastard, they whispered. His mother was some pagan woman from America. How could this odd looking newcomer be their next chieftain? In the name of Heaven, what would Red Mackinnon do next?




  Fletcher had fought hard to win his father’s respect, if not his caring. After all, Mackinnon had crossed an ocean and half a continent to find him. But once Red knew he had a strong arm to serve him, a fearless son who was obligated to die in his defense, he ignored Fletcher. Red resumed his bawdy life at his castle, the cold and deteriorating Mackinnon fortress on Skye’s Atlantic coast.




  Fletcher was so lost in contemplation that he didn’t hear the scuffle starting behind him.




  “Damn, the British soldiers are back,” muttered Jamie. “And brought their pals, it appears.”




  Fletcher jumped from his chair simultaneously with Jamie. Five uniformed officers, their jackets dripping from the rain, had barged through the door and made directly for the two whores.




  The soldiers were well into their cups. Tossing off their coats and shaking out their caps, they sprayed water across the table and the, girls, and laughed uproariously in the doing.




  “I’ll take the fat one,” called one of the men.




  “You first, me next,” shouted another.




  The plump whore rose in protest but was yanked by her arm across the table. A burly soldier placed his hand on her back, pressed her against the tabletop, and yanked up her skirt. “‘Ave a look at the goods,” he yelled. He swatted her bare behind, causing another gale of merriment from the officers.




  Fletcher dashed across the room. He’d learned the art of fist fighting and now put it to good use. He hit the Englishman a stunning blow, sending him reeling backward toward the wall.




  To his satisfaction, he watched the overweight whore follow his blow with an attack of her own.




  “Pound me buns, you scum!” she railed. “Take that!” Throwing her considerable weight into the effort, she landed two firm strikes to the soldier’s midsection. The man gasped and doubled over.




  But Fletcher’s admiration was ended when he was grabbed from behind by a thick arm. It circled his neck, and a hand took a mass of his hair and fastened him in a painful grip. “Handy thing, long hair,” snarled the man. “What kind of devil are you? I’m wondering.”
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