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Diana Gabaldon — A Breath of Snow and Ashes

PROLOGUE

TIME IS A LOT OF THE THINGS people say that God is.

There’s the always preexisting, and having no end. There’s the notion of being all powerful—because
nothing can stand against time, can it? Not mountains, not armies.
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And time is, of course, all-healing. Give anythingenough time, and everything is taken care of: all pain
encompassed, all hardship erased, all loss subsumed.

Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Remember, man, that thou art dust; and unto dust thou shalt return.

And if Time 1s anything akin to God, I suppose that Memory must be the Devil.

PARTONE

Rumors of War

AN INTERRUPTED
CONVERSATION

THE DOG SENSED THEM FIRST. Dark as it was, lan Murray felt rather than saw Rollo’s head lift
suddenly near his thigh, ears pricking. He put a hand on the dog’s neck, and felt the hair there ridged with
warning,

So attuned as they were to each other, he did not even think consciously, “Men,” but put his other hand
to his knife and lay still, breathing. Listening.

The forest was quiet. It was hours ’til dawn and the air was still as that in a church, with a mist like
incense rising slowly up from the ground. He had lain down to rest on the fallen trunk of a giant tulip tree,
preferring the tickle of wood-lice to seeping damp. He kept his hand on the dog, waiting.

Rollo was growling, a low, constant rumble that Ian could barely hear but felt easily, the vibration of it
traveling up his arm, arousing all the nerves of his body. He hadn’t been asleep—he rarely slept at night
anymore—but had been quiet, looking up into the vault of the sky, engrossed in his usual argument with
God. Quietness had vanished with Rollo’s movement. He sat up slowly, swinging his legs over the side of
the half-rotted log, heart beating fast now.

Rollo’s warning hadn’t changed, but the great head swiveled, following something unseen. It was a
moonless night; lan could see the faint silhouettes of trees and the moving shadows of the night, but
nothing more.

Then he heard them. Sounds of passage. A good distance away, but coming nearer by the moment. He
stood and stepped softly into the pool of black under a balsam fir. A click of the tongue, and Rollo left
off his growling and followed, silent as the wolf who had been his father.

Ian’s resting-place overlooked a game trail. The men who followed it were not hunting.

White men. Now that was odd, and more than odd. He couldn’t see them, but didn’t need to; the noise
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they made was unmistakable. Indians traveling were not silent, and many of the Highlanders he lived
among could move like ghosts in the wood—but he had no doubt whatever. Metal, that was it. He was
hearing the jingle of harness, the clink of buttons and buckles—and gun barrels.

A lot of them.So close, he began to smell them. He leaned forward a little, eyes closed, the better to
snuff up what clue he could.

They carried pelts; now he picked up the dried-blood cold-fur smell that had probably waked
Rollo—but not trappers, surely; too many. Trappers moved in ones and twos.

Poor men, and dirty. Not trappers, and not hunters. Game was easy to come by at this season, but they
smelled of hunger. And the sweat of bad drink.

Close by now, perhaps ten feet from the place where he stood. Rollo made a tiny snorting sound, and
Ian closed his hand once more on the dog’s ruft, but the men made too much noise to hear it. He counted
the passing footsteps, the bumping of canteens and bullet boxes, foot-sore grunts and sighs of weariness.

Twenty-three men, he made it, and there was a mule—no, two mules with them; he could hear the creak
of laden panniers and that querulous heavy breathing, the way a loaded mule did, always on the verge of
complaint.

The men would never have detected them, but some freak of the air bore Rollo’s scent to the mules. A
deafening bray shattered the dark, and the forest erupted in front of him with a clishmaclaver of crashing
and startled shouts. lan was already running when pistol shots crashed behind him.

“A Dhia!”’Something struck him in the head and he fell headlong. Was he killed?

No. Rollo was pushing a worried wet nose into his ear. His head buzzed like a hive and he saw bright
flashes of light before his eyes.

“Run! Ruith!”he gasped, pushing at the dog. “Run out! Go!” The dog hesitated, whining deep in his
throat. He couldn’t see, but felt the big body lunge and turn, turn back, undecided.

“Ruith!”He got himself up onto hands and knees, urging, and the dog at last obeyed, running as he had
been trained.

There was no time to run himself, even could he have gained his feet. He fell facedown, thrust hands and
feet deep into the leaf mold, and wriggled madly, burrowing in.

A foot struck between his shoulder blades, but the breath it drove out of him was muffled in wet leaves.
It didn’t matter, they were making so much noise. Whoever had stepped on him didn’t notice; it was a
glancing blow as the man ran over him in panic, doubtless thinking him a rotted log.

The shooting ceased. The shouting didn’t, but he made no sense of it. He knew he was lying flat on his
face, cold damp on his cheeks and the tang of dead leaves in his nose—but felt as though very drunk, the
world revolving slowly round him. His head didn’t hurt much, past the first burst of pain, but he didn’t
seem able to lift it.

He had the dim thought that if he died here, no one would know. His mother would mind, he thought,
not knowing what had become of him.
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The noises grew fainter, more orderly. Someone was still bellowing, but it had the sound of command.
They were leaving. It occurred to him dimly that he might call out. If they knew he was white, they might
help him. And they might not.

He kept quiet. Either he was dying or he wasn’t. If he was, no help was possible. If he wasn’t, none was
needed.

Well, I asked then, didn’t I?he thought, resuming his conversation with God, calm as though he lay still
on the trunk of the tulip tree, looking up into the depths of heaven above.4 sign, I said. I didna quite
expect Ye to be so prompt about it, though.

DUTCH CABIN
March 1773

NO ONE HAD KNOWN the cabin was there, until Kenny Lindsay had seen the flames, on his way up
the creek.

“I wouldna ha’ seen at all,” he said, for perhaps the sixth time. “Save for the dark comin’ on. Had it
been daylight, I’d never ha’ kent it, never.” He wiped a trembling hand over his face, unable to take his
eyes off the line of bodies that lay at the edge of the forest. “Was it savages,Mac Dubh ? They’re no
scalped, but maybe—"

“No.” Jamie laid the soot-smeared handkerchief gently back over the staring blue face of a small girl.
“None of them is wounded. Surely ye saw as much when ye brought them out?”

Lindsay shook his head, eyes closed, and shivered convulsively. It was late afternoon, and a chilly spring
day, but the men were all sweating.

“I didna look,” he said simply.

My own hands were like ice; as numb and unfeeling as the rubbery flesh of the dead woman I was
examining. They had been dead for more than a day; the rigor of death had passed off, leaving them limp
and chilled, but the cold weather of the mountain spring had preserved them so far from the grosser
indignities of putrefaction.

Still, I breathed shallowly; the air was bitter with the scent of burning. Wisps of steam rose now and then
from the charred ruin of the tiny cabin. From the corner of my eye, I saw Roger kick at a nearby log,
then bend and pick up something from the ground beneath.

Kenny had pounded on our door long before daylight, summoning us from warm beds. We had come in
haste, even knowing that we were far too late to offer aid. Some of the tenants from the homesteads on
Fraser’s Ridge had come, too; Kenny’s brother Evan stood with Fergus and Ronnie Sinclair in a small
knot under the trees, talking together in low-voiced Gaelic.

“D’ye ken what did for them, Sassenach?”” Jamie squatted beside me, face troubled. “The ones under
the trees, that is.” He nodded at the corpse in front of me. “I ken what killed this puir woman.”

The woman’s long skirt stirred in the wind, lifting to show long, slender feet shod in leather clogs. A pair
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of long hands to match lay still at her sides. She had been tall—though not so tall as Brianna, I thought,
and looked automatically for my daughter’s bright hair, bobbing among the branches on the far side of
the clearing.

I had turned the woman’s apron up to cover her head and upper body. Her hands were red,
rough-knuckled with work, and with callused palms, but from the firmness of her thighs and the
slenderness of her body, I thought she was no more than thirty—likely much younger. No one could say
whether she had been pretty.

I shook my head at his remark.

“I don’t think she died of the burning,” I said. “See, her legs and feet aren’t touched. She must have
fallen into the hearth. Her hair caught fire, and it spread to the shoulders of her gown. She must have lain
near enough to the wall or the chimney hood for the flames to touch; that caught, and then the whole
bloody place went up.”

Jamie nodded slowly, eyes on the dead woman.

“Aye, that makes sense. But what was it killed them, Sassenach? The others are singed a bit, though
none are burned like this. But they must have been dead before the cabin caught alight, for none o’ them
ran out. Was it a deadly illness, perhaps?”’

“I don’t think so. Let me look at the others again.”

I walked slowly down the row of still bodies with their cloth-covered faces, stooping over each one to
peer again beneath the makeshift shrouds. There were any number of illnesses that could be quickly fatal
in these days—with no antibiotics to hand, and no way of administering fluids save by mouth or rectum, a
simple case of diarrhea could kill within twenty-four hours.

I saw such things often enough to recognize them easily; any doctor does, and I had been a doctor for
more than twenty years. I saw things now and then in this century that I had never encountered in my
own—yparticularly horrible parasitical diseases, brought with the slave trade from the tropics—but it was
no parasite that had done for these poor souls, and no illness that I knew, to leave such traces on its
victims.

All the bodies—the burned woman, a much older woman, and three children—had been found inside
the walls of the flaming house. Kenny had pulled them out, just before the roof fell in, then ridden for
help. All dead before the fire started; all dead virtually at the same time, then, for surely the fire had begun
to smolder soon after the woman fell dead on her hearth?

The victims had been laid out neatly under the branches of a giant red spruce, while the men began to dig
a grave nearby. Brianna stood by the smallest girl, her head bent. I came to kneel by the little body, and
she knelt down across from me.

“What was it?” she asked quietly. “Poison?”

I glanced up at her in surprise.

“I think so. What gave you that idea?”

She nodded at the blue-tinged face below us. She had tried to close the eyes, but they bulged beneath
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the lids, giving the little girl a look of startled horror. The small, blunt features were twisted in a rictus of
agony, and there were traces of vomit in the corners of the mouth.

“Girl Scout handbook,” Brianna said. She glanced at the men, but no one was near enough to hear. Her
mouth twitched, and she looked away from the body, holding out her open hand. “Never eat any
strange mushroom, ” she quoted. “There are many poisonous varieties, and distinguishing one from
another is a job for an expert. Roger found these, growing in a ring by that log over there.”

Moist, fleshy caps, a pale brown with white warty spots, the open gills and slender stems so pale as to
look almost phosphorescent in the spruce shadows. They had a pleasant, earthy look to them that belied
their deadliness.

“Panther toadstools,” I said, half to myself, and picked one gingerly from her palm. “Agaricus
pantherinus—or that’s what theywill be called, once somebody gets round to naming them properly.
Pantherinus, because they kill so swiftly—like a striking cat.”

I could see the gooseflesh ripple on Brianna’s forearm, raising the soft, red-gold hairs. She tilted her
hand and spilled the rest of the deadly fungus on the ground.

“Who in their right mind would eat toadstools?” she asked, wiping her hand on her skirt with a slight
shudder.

“People who didn’t know better. People who were hungry, perhaps,” I answered softly. I picked up the
little girl’s hand, and traced the delicate bones of the forearm. The small belly showed signs of bloat,
whether from malnutrition or postmortem changes I couldn’t tell—but the collarbones were sharp as
scythe blades. All of the bodies were thin, though not to the point of emaciation.

I looked up, into the deep blue shadows of the mountainside above the cabin. It was early in the year for
foraging, but there was food in abundance in the forest—for those who could recognize it.

Jamie came and knelt down beside me, a big hand lightly on my back. Cold as it was, a trickle of sweat
streaked his neck, and his thick auburn hair was dark at the temples.

“The grave is ready,” he said, speaking low, as though he might alarm the child. “Is that what’s killed the
bairn?”” He nodded at the scattered fungi.

“I think so—and the rest of them, too. Have you had a look around? Does anyone know who they
were?”

He shook his head.

“Not English; the clothes are wrong. Germans would have gone to Salem, surely; they’re clannish souls,
and no inclined to settle on their own. These were maybe Dutchmen.” He nodded toward the carved
wooden clogs on the old woman’s feet, cracked and stained with long use. “No books nor writing left, if
there was any to begin with. Nothing that might tell their name. But—"

“They hadn’t been here long.” A low, cracked voice made me look up. Roger had come; he squatted
next to Brianna, nodding toward the smoldering remains of the cabin. A small garden plot had been
scratched into the earth nearby, but the few plants showing were no more than sprouts, the tender leaves
limp and blackened with late frost. There were no sheds, no sign of livestock, no mule or pig.
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“New emigrants,” Roger said softly. “Not bond servants; this was a family. They weren’t used to
outdoor labor, either; the women’s hands have blisters and fresh scars.” His own broad hand rubbed
unconsciously over a homespun knee; his palms were as smoothly callused as Jamie’s now, but he had
once been a tender-skinned scholar; he remembered the pain of his seasoning.

“I wonder if they left people behind—in Europe,” Brianna murmured. She smoothed blond hair off the
little girl’s forehead, and laid the kerchief back over her face. I saw her throat move as she swallowed.
“They’ll never know what happened to them.”

“No.” Jamie stood abruptly. “They do say that God protects fools—but I think even the Almighty will
lose patience now and then.” He turned away, motioning to Lindsay and Sinclair.

“Look for the man,” he said to Lindsay. Every head jerked up to look at him.

“Man?” Roger said, and then glanced sharply at the burned remnants of the cabin, realization dawning.
“Aye—who built the cabin for them?”

“The women could have done it,” Bree said, lifting her chin.

“Youcould, aye,” he said, mouth twitching slightly as he cast a sidelong look at his wife. Brianna
resembled Jamie in more than coloring; she stood six feet in her stockings and had her father’s
clean-limbed strength.

“Perhaps they could, but they didn’t,” Jamie said shortly. He nodded toward the shell of the cabin,
where a few bits of furniture still held their fragile shapes. As I watched, the evening wind came down,
scouring the ruin, and the shadow of a stool collapsed noiselessly into ash, flurries of soot and char
moving ghostlike over the ground.

“What do you mean?” I stood and moved beside him, looking into the house. There was virtually nothing
left inside, though the chimney stack still stood, and jagged bits of the walls remained, their logs fallen like
jackstraws.

“There’s no metal,” he said, nodding at the blackened hearth, where the remnants of a cauldron lay,
cracked in two from the heat, its contents vaporized. “No pots, save that—and that’s too heavy to carry
away. Nay tools. Not a knife, not an ax—and ye see whoever built it had that.”

I did; the logs were unpeeled, but the notches and ends bore the clear marks of an ax.

Frowning, Roger picked up a long pine branch and began to poke through the piles of ash and rubble,
looking to be sure. Kenny Lindsay and Sinclair didn’t bother; Jamie had told them to look for a man, and
they promptly went to do so, disappearing into the forest. Fergus went with them; Evan Lindsay, his
brother Murdo, and the McGillivrays began the chore of collecting stones for a cairn.

“If therewas a man—did he leave them?”” Brianna murmured to me, glancing from her father to the row
of bodies. “Did this woman maybe think they wouldn’t survive on their own?”

And thus take her own life, and those of her children, to avoid a long-drawn-out death from cold and
starvation?

“Leave them and take all their tools? God, I hope not.” I crossed myself at the thought, though even as |
did so, I doubted it. “Wouldn’t they have walked out, looking for help? Even with children . . . the
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snow’s mostly gone.” Only the highest mountain passes were still packed with snow, and while the trails
and slopes were wet and muddy with runoff, they’d been passable for a month, at least.

“I’ve found the man,” Roger said, interrupting my thoughts. He spoke very calmly, but paused to clear
his throat. “Just—just here.”

The daylight was beginning to fade, but I could see that he had gone pale. No wonder; the curled form
he had unearthed beneath the charred timbers of a fallen wall was sufficiently gruesome as to give anyone
pause. Charred to blackness, hands upraised in the boxer’s pose so common to those dead by fire, it
was difficult even to be sure that itwas a man—though I thought it was, from what I could see.

Speculation about this new body was interrupted by a shout from the forest’s edge.
“We’ve found them, milord!”

Everyone looked up from contemplation of this new corpse, to see Fergus waving from the edge of the
wood.

“Them,” indeed. Two men, this time. Sprawled on the ground within the shadow of the trees, found not
together, but not far apart, only a short distance from the house. And both, so far as I could tell, probably
dead of mushroom poisoning.

“That ’sno Dutchman,” Sinclair said, for probably the fourth time, shaking his head over one body.

“He might be,” said Fergus dubiously. He scratched his nose with the tip of the hook he wore in
replacement of his left hand. “From the Indies,non ?”

One of the unknown bodies was in fact that of a black man. The other was white, and both wore
nondescript clothes of worn homespun—shirts and breeches; no jackets, despite the cold weather. And
both were barefoot.

“No.” Jamie shook his head, rubbing one hand unconsciously on his own breeches, as though to rid
himself of the touch of the dead. “The Dutch keep slaves on Barbuda, aye—but these are better fed than
the folk from the cabin.” He lifted his chin toward the silent row of women and children. “They didna live
here. Besides . . .” I saw his eyes fix on the dead men’s feet.

The feet were grubby about the ankles and heavily callused, but basically clean. The soles of the black
man’s feet showed yellowish pink, with no smears of mud or random leaves stuck between the toes.
These men hadn’t been walking through the muddy forest barefoot, that much was sure.

“So there were perhaps more men? And when these died, their companions took their shoes—and
anything else of value”—Fergus added practically, gesturing from the burned cabin to the stripped
bodies—"“and fled.”

“Aye, maybe.” Jamie pursed his lips, his gaze traveling slowly over the earth of the yard—but the ground
was churned with footsteps, clumps of grass uprooted and the whole of the yard dusted with ash and bits
of charred wood. It looked as though the place had been ravaged by rampaging hippopotami.

“I could wish that Young Ian was here. He’s the best of the trackers; he could maybe tell what
happened there, at least.” He nodded into the wood, where the men had been found. “How many there
were, maybe, and which way they’ve gone.”
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Jamie himself was no mean tracker. But the light was going fast now; even in the clearing where the
burned cabin stood, the dark was rising, pooling under the trees, creeping like oil across the shattered
earth.

His eyes went to the horizon, where streamers of cloud were beginning to blaze with gold and pink as
the sun set behind them, and he shook his head.

“Bury them. Then we’ll go.”

One more grim discovery remained. Alone among the dead, the burned man had not died of fire or
poison. When they lifted the charred corpse from the ashes to bear him to his grave, something fell free of
the body, landing with a small, heavy thunk on the ground. Brianna picked it up, and rubbed at it with the
corner of her apron.

“I guess they overlooked this,” she said a little bleakly, holding it out. It was a knife, or the blade of one.
The wooden hilt had burned entirely away, and the blade itself was warped with heat.

Steeling myself against the thick, acrid stench of burned fat and flesh, I bent over the corpse, poking
gingerly at the midsection. Fire destroys a great deal, but preserves the strangest things. The triangular
wound was quite clear, seared in the hollow beneath his ribs.

“They stabbed him,” I said, and wiped my sweating hands on my own apron.

“They killed him,” Bree said, watching my face. “And then his wife—" She glanced at the young woman
on the ground, the concealing apron over her head. “She made a stew with the mushrooms, and they all
ate it. The children, too.”

The clearing was silent, save for the distant calls of birds on the mountain. I could hear my own heart,
beating painfully in my chest. Vengeance? Or simple despair?

“Aye, maybe,” Jamie said quietly. He stooped to pick up an end of the sheet of canvas they had placed
the dead man on. “We’ll call it accident.”

The Dutchman and his family were laid in one grave, the two strangers in another.

A cold wind had sprung up as the sun went down; the apron fluttered away from the woman’s face as
they lifted her. Sinclair gave a strangled cry of shock, and nearly dropped her.

She had neither face nor hair anymore; the slender waist narrowed abruptly into charred ruin. The flesh
of her head had burned away completely, leaving an oddly tiny, blackened skull, from which her teeth
grinned in disconcerting levity.

They lowered her hastily into the shallow grave, her children and mother beside her, and left Brianna and
me to build a small cairn over them, in the ancient Scottish way, to mark the place and provide protection
from wild beasts, while a more rudimentary resting place was dug for the two barefoot men.

The work finally done, everyone gathered, white-faced and silent, around the new-made mounds. I saw
Roger stand close beside Brianna, his arm protectively about her waist. A small shudder went through
her, which I thought had nothing to do with the cold. Their child, Jemmy, was a year or so younger than
the smallest girl.
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“Will ye speak a word,Mac Dubh 7’ Kenny Lindsay glanced inquiringly at Jamie, pulling his knitted
bonnet down over his ears against the growing chill.

It was nearly nightfall, and no one wanted to linger. We would have to make camp, somewhere well
away from the stink of burning, and that would be hard enough, in the dark. But Kenny was right; we
couldn’t leave without at least some token of ceremony, some farewell for the strangers.

Jamie shook his head.
“Nay, let Roger Mac speak. If these were Dutchmen, belike they were Protestant.”

Dim as the light was, I saw the sharp glance Brianna shot at her father. It was true that Roger was a
Presbyterian; so was Tom Christie, a much older man whose dour face reflected his opinion of the
proceedings. The question of religion was no more than a pretext, though, and everyone knew it,
including Roger.

Roger cleared his throat with a noise like tearing calico. It was always a painful sound; there was anger
in it now as well. He didn’t protest, though, and he met Jamie’s eyes straight on, as he took his place at
the head of the grave.

I had thought he would simply say the Lord’s Prayer, or perhaps one of the gentler psalms. Other words
came to him, though.

“Behold, I cry out of wrong, but I am not heard: I cry aloud, but there is no judgment. He hath fenced up
my way that I cannot pass, and He hath set darkness in my paths.”

His voice had once been powerful, and beautiful. It was choked now, no more than a rasping shadow of
its former beauty—but there was sufficient power in the passion with which he spoke to make all those
who heard him bow their heads, faces lost in shadow.

“He hath stripped me of my glory, and taken the crown from my head. He hath destroyed me on every
side, and I am gone: and my hope hath He removed like a tree.”His face was set, but his eyes rested for
a bleak moment on the charred stump that had served the Dutch family for a chopping block.

“He hath put my brethren far from me, and mine acquaintance are verily estranged from me. My kinsfolk
have failed, and my familiar friends have forgotten me.”I saw the three Lindsay brothers exchange
glances, and everyone drew a little closer together, against the rising wind.

“Have pity upon me, have pity upon me, O ye my friends, he said, and his voice softened, so that it was
difficult to hear him, above the sighing of the trees. “For the hand of God has touched me.”

Brianna made a slight movement beside him, and he cleared his throat once more, explosively, stretching
his neck so that I caught a glimpse of the rope scar that marred it.

“Oh, that my words were now written! Oh, that they were printed in a book! That they were graven
with an iron pen and lead in the rock forever!”

He looked slowly round from face to face, his own expressionless, then took a deep breath to continue,
voice cracking on the words.
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“For I know that my redeemer liveth, and that He shall stand at the latter day upon the earth: And though
after my skin worms destroy this body”—Brianna shuddered convulsively, and looked away from the
raw mound of ditt— “yet in my flesh shall I see God. Whom I shall see for myself, and mine eyes
shall behold.”

He stopped, and there was a brief collective sigh, as everyone let out the breath they had been holding.
He wasn’t quite finished, though. He had reached out, half-unconsciously, for Bree’s hand, and held it
tightly. He spoke the last words almost to himself, I thought, with little thought for his listeners.

“Be ye aftraid of the sword: for wrath bringeth the punishments of the sword, that ye may know there is a
judgment.”

I shivered, and Jamie’s hand curled round my own, cold but strong. He looked down at me, and I met
his eyes. I knew what he was thinking.

He was thinking, as | was, not of the present, but the future. Of a small item that would appear three
years hence, in the pages of theWilmington Gazette, dated February 13, 1776.

It is with grief that the news is received of the deaths by fire of James MacKenzie Fraser and his wife,
Claire Fraser, in a conflagration that destroyed their house in the settlement of Fraser’s Ridge, on the
night of January 21 last. Mr. Fraser, a nephew of the late Hector Cameron of River Run Plantation, was
born at Broch Tuarach in Scotland. He was widely known in the Colony and deeply respected; he leaves
no surviving children.

It had been easy, so far, not to think too much of it. So far in the future, and surely not an unchangeable
future—after all, forewarned was forearmed . . . wasn’t it?

I glanced at the shallow cairn, and a deeper chill passed through me. I stepped closer to Jamie, and put
my other hand on his arm. He covered my hand with his, and squeezed tight in reassurance. No, he said
to me silently. No, I will not let it happen.

As we left the desolate clearing, though, I could not free my mind of one vivid image. Not the burned
cabin, the pitiful bodies, the pathetic dead garden. The image that haunted me was one I had seen some

years before—a gravestone in the ruins of Beauly Priory, high in the Scottish Highlands.

It was the tomb of a noble lady, her name surmounted by the carving of a grinning skull—very like the
one beneath the Dutchwoman’s apron. Beneath the skull was her motto:

Hodie mihi cras tibi—sic transit gloria mundi.

My turn today—yours tomorrow. Thus passes the glory of the world.
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KEEP YOUR FRIENDS CLOSE

WE RETURNED TO FRASER’S RIDGE just before sunset the next day, to discover a visitor waiting.
Major Donald MacDonald, late of His Majesty’s army, and even more lately of Governor Tryon’s
personal light-horse guard, was sitting on the front stoop, my cat in his lap and a jug of beer beside him.

“Mrs. Fraser! Your servant, mum,” he called genially, seeing me approach. He tried to stand up, but
then let out a gasp as Adso, objecting to the loss of his cozy nest, dug his claws into the Major’s thighs.

“Do sit, Major,” I said, waving him hastily back. He subsided with a grimace, but nobly refrained from
flinging Adso into the bushes. I came up onto the stoop beside him and sat down, sighing with relief.

“My husband is just seeing to the horses; he’ll be down directly. I see that someone’s made you
welcome?”” I nodded at the beer, which he promptly offered to me with a courtly gesture, wiping the
neck of the jug on his sleeve.

“Oh, yes, mum,” he assured me. “Mrs. Bug has been most assiduous of my welfare.”

Not to seem uncordial, I accepted the beer, which in all truth went down very well. Jamie had been
anxious to get back, and we’d been in the saddle since dawn, with only a brief break for refreshment at
midday.

“It is a most excellent brew,” the Major said, smiling as I exhaled after swallowing, my eyes half-closing.
“Your own making, perhaps?”

I shook my head and took another swallow, before handing the jug back to him. “No, it’s Lizzie’s.
Lizzie Wemyss.”

“Oh, your bondmaid; yes, of course. Will you give her my compliments?”’

“Isn’t she here?” I glanced toward the open door behind him, rather surprised. At this time of day, |
would have expected Lizzie to be in the kitchen, making supper, but she would surely have heard our
arrival and come out. There was no smell of cooking, now that I noticed. She wouldn’t have known
when to expect us, of course, but . . .

“Mm, no. She is . . .” The Major knitted his brows in the effort of recall, and I wondered how full the jug
had been before he got at it; there were no more than a couple of inches left now. “Ah, yes. She went to
the McGillivrays’ with her father, Mrs. Bug said. To visit her affianced, I believe?”

“Yes, she’s engaged to Manfred McGillivray. But Mrs. Bug—"

“—is in the springhoose,” he said, with a nod up the hill toward the small shed. “A matter of cheese, |
believe she said. An omelette was most graciously proposed for my supper.”

“Ah .. .” I relaxed a bit more, the dust of the ride settling with the beer. It was wonderful to come home,
though my sense of peace was uneasy, tainted by the memory of the burned cabin.

I supposed that Mrs. Bug would have told him our errand, but he made no reference to it—nor to
whatever had brought him up to the Ridge. Naturally not; all business would wait appropriately for Jamie.
Being female, I would get impeccable courtesy and small bits of social gossip in the meantime.
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I could do social gossip, but needed to be prepared for it; [ hadn’t a natural knack.

“Ah . .. Your relations with my cat seem somewhat improved,” I hazarded. I glanced involuntarily at his
head, but his wig had been expertly mended.

“It 1s an accepted principle of politics, I believe,” he said, ruffling his fingers through the thick silver fur on
Adso’s belly. “Keep your friends close—but your enemies closer.”

“Very sound,” I said, smiling. “Er . . . I hope you haven’t been waiting long?”

He shrugged, intimating that any wait was irrelevant—which it generally was. The mountains had their
own time, and a wise man did not try to hurry them. MacDonald was a seasoned soldier, and
well-traveled—but he had been born in Pitlochry, close enough to the Highland peaks to know their
ways.

“I came this morning,” he said. “From New Bern.”

Small warning bells went off in the back of my mind. It would have taken him a good ten days to travel
from New Bern, if he had come directly—and the state of his creased and mud-stained uniform
suggested that he had.

New Bern was where the new royal governor of the colony, Josiah Martin, had taken up his residence.
And for MacDonald to have said, “From New Bern,” rather than mentioning some later stop on his
journey, made it reasonably plain to me that whatever business had impelled this visit, it had originatedin
New Bern. | was wary of governors.

I glanced toward the path that led to the paddock, but Jamie wasn’t visible yet. Mrs. Bug was, emerging
from the springhouse; I waved to her and she gestured enthusiastically in welcome, though hampered by
a pail of milk in one hand, a bucket of eggs in the other, a crock of butter under one arm, and a large
chunk of cheese tucked neatly underneath her chin. She negotiated the steep descent with success, and
disappeared round the back of the house, toward the kitchen.

“Omelettes all round, it looks like,” I remarked, turning back to the Major. “Did you happen to come
through Cross Creek, by chance?”

“I did indeed, mum. Your husband’s aunt sends you her kind regards—and a quantity of books and
newspapers, which I have brought with me.”

I was wary of newspapers these days, too—though such events as they reported had undoubtedly taken
place several weeks—or months—previously. I made appreciative noises, though, wishing Jamie would
hurry up, so I could excuse myself. My hair smelled of burning and my hands still remembered the touch
of cold flesh; I wanted a wash, badly.

“I beg your pardon?”’ I had missed something MacDonald was saying. He bent politely closer to repeat
it, then jerked suddenly, eyes bulging.

“Frigging cat!”

Adso, who had been doing a splendid imitation of a limp dishcloth, had sprung bolt upright in the
Major’s lap, eyes glowing and tail like a bottlebrush, hissing like a teakettle as he flexed his claws hard
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into the Major’s legs. I hadn’t time to react before he had leapt over MacDonald’s shoulder and
swarmed through the open surgery window behind him, ripping the Major’s ruffle and knocking his wig
askew in the process.

MacDonald was cursing freely, but I hadn’t attention to spare for him. Rollo was coming up the path
toward the house, wolflike and sinister in the gloaming, but acting so oddly that I was standing before
conscious thought could bring me to my feet.

The dog would run a few steps toward the house, circle once or twice as though unable to decide what
to do next, then run back into the wood, turn, and run again toward the house, all the while whining with

agitation, tail low and wavering.

“Jesus H. Roosevelt Christ,” I said. “Bloody Timmy’s in the well!” I flew down the steps and ran for the
path, barely registering the Major’s startled oath behind me.

I found Ian a few hundred yards down the path, conscious, but groggy. He was sitting on the ground,
eyes closed and both hands holding his head, as though to keep the bones of his skull from coming apart.

He opened his eyes as I dropped to my knees beside him, and gave me an unfocused smile.

“Auntie,” he said hoarsely. He seemed to want to say something else, but couldn’t quite decide what; his
mouth opened, but then simply hung that way, tongue moving thoughtfully to and fro.

“Look at me, lan,” I said, as calmly as possible. He did—that was good. It was too dark to see whether
his pupils were unnaturally dilated, but even in the evening shadow of the pines that edged the trail,
could see the pallor of his face, and the dark trail of bloodstains down his shirt.

Hurried steps were coming after me down the trail; Jamie, followed closely by MacDonald.

“How is it, lad?”

Jamie gripped him by one arm, and lan swayed very gently toward him, then dropped his hands, closed
his eyes, and relaxed into Jamie’s arms with a sigh.

“Is he bad?” Jamie spoke anxiously over Ian’s shoulder, holding him up as I frisked him for damage. The
back of his shirt was saturated with dried blood—but itwas dried. The tail of his hair was stiff with it, too,
and I found the head wound quickly.

“I don’t think so. Something’s hit him hard on the head and taken out a chunk of his scalp, but—"

“A tomahawk, do you think?”

MacDonald leaned over us, intent.

“No,” said lan drowsily, his face muffled in Jamie’s shirt. “A ball.”

“Go away, dog,” Jamie said briefly to Rollo, who had stuck his nose in lan’s ear, eliciting a stifled
squawk from the patient and an involuntary lifting of his shoulders.

“I’ll have a look in the light, but it may not be too bad,” I said, observing this. “He walked some way,
after all. Let’s get him up to the house.”
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The men made shift to get him up the trail, [an’s arms over their shoulders, and within minutes, had him
laid facedown on the table in my surgery. Here, he told us the story of his adventures, in a disjoint fashion
punctuated by small yelps as I cleaned the injury, clipped bits of clotted hair away, and put five or six
stitches into his scalp.

“I thought I was dead,” Ian said, and sucked air through his teeth as I drew the coarse thread through
the edges of the ragged wound. “Christ, Auntie Claire! I woke in the morning, though, and I wasna dead
after all—though I thought my head was split open, and my brains spilling down my neck.”

“Very nearly was,” I murmured, concentrating on my work. “I don’t think it was a bullet, though.”

That got everyone’s attention.

“I’'m not shot?”” Ian sounded mildly indignant. One big hand lifted, straying toward the back of his head,
and I slapped it lightly away.

“Keep still. No, you aren’t shot, no credit to you. There was a deal of dirt in the wound, and shreds of
wood and tree bark. If I had to guess, one of the shots knocked a dead branch loose from a tree, and it
hit you in the head when it fell.”

“You’re quite sure as it wasn’t a tomahawk, are ye?”” The Major seemed disappointed, too.

I tied the final knot and clipped the thread, shaking my head.

“I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a tomahawk wound, but I don’t think so. See how jagged the edges are?
And the scalp’s torn badly, but I don’t believe the bone is fractured.”

“It was pitch-dark, the lad said,” Jamie put in logically. “No sensible person would fling a tomahawk into
a dark wood at something he couldna see.” He was holding the spirit lamp for me to work by; he moved
it closer, so we could see not only the ragged line of stitches, but the spreading bruise around it, revealed
by the hair I had clipped off.

“Aye, see?” Jamie’s finger spread the remaining bristles gently apart, tracing several deep scratches that
scored the bruised area. “Your auntie’s right, Ian; ye’ve been attacked by a tree.”

Ian opened one eye a slit.

“Has anyone ever told ye what a comical fellow ye are, Uncle Jamie?”
“No.”

Ian closed the eye.

“That’s as well, because ye’re not.”

Jamie smiled, and squeezed lan’s shoulder.

“Feeling a bit better then, are ye?”

“NO 2
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“Aye, well, the thing is,” Major MacDonald interrupted, “that the lad did meet with some sort of banditti,
no? Had ye reason to think they might be Indians?”

“No,” said lan again, but this time he opened the eye all the way. It was bloodshot. “They weren’t.”
MacDonald didn’t appear pleased with this answer.
“How could ye be sure, lad?”” he asked, rather sharply. “If it was dark, as ye say.”

I saw Jamie glance quizzically at the Major, but he didn’t interrupt. [an moaned a little, then heaved a
sigh and answered.

“I smelt them,” he said, adding almost immediately, “I think I’'m going to puke.”
He raised himself on one elbow and promptly did so. This effectively put an end to any further questions,
and Jamie took Major MacDonald off to the kitchen, leaving me to clean Ian up and settle him as

comfortably as I could.

“Can you open both eyes?” I asked, having got him tidied and resting on his side, with a pillow under his
head.

He did, blinking a little at the light. The small blue flame of the spirit lamp was reflected twice over in the
darkness of his eyes, but the pupils shrank at once—and together.

“That’s good,” I said, and put down the lamp on the table. “Leave it, dog,” I said to Rollo, who was
nosing at the strange smell of the lamp—it was burning a mix of low-grade brandy and turpentine. ‘“Take
hold of my fingers, lan.”

I held out my index fingers and he slowly wrapped a large, bony hand round each of them. I put him
through the drill for neurological damage, having him squeeze, pull, push, and then concluded by listening
to his heart, which was thumping along reassuringly.

“Slight concussion,” I announced, straightening up and smiling at him.

“Oh, aye?” he asked, squinting up at me.

“It means your head aches and you feel sick. You’ll feel better in a few days.”

“I could ha’ told ye that,” he muttered, settling back.

“So you could,” I agreed. “But ‘concussion’ sounds so much more important than ‘cracked heid,’
doesn’t it?”

He didn’t laugh, but smiled faintly in response. “Will ye feed Rollo, Auntie? He wouldna leave me on the
way; he’ll be hungry.”

Rollo pricked his ears at the sound of his name, and shoved his muzzle into lan’s groping hand, whining
softly.

“He’s fine,” I said to the dog. “Don’t worry. And yes,” I added to Ian, “I’ll bring something. Do you
think you could manage a bit of bread and milk, yourself?”
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“No,” he said definitely. “A dram o’ whisky, maybe?”
“No,” I said, just as definitely, and blew out the spirit lamp.
“Auntie,” he said, as I turned to the door.

“Yes?” I’d left a single candlestick to light him, and he looked very young and pale in the wavering
yellow glow.

“Why d’ye suppose Major MacDonald wants it to be Indians I met in the wood?”

“I don’t know. But I imagine Jamie does. Or will, by now.”

SERPENT IN EDEN

BRIANNA PUSHED OPEN the door to her cabin, listening warily for the scamper of rodent feet or
the dry whisper of scales across the floor. She’d once walked in in the dark and stepped within inches of
a small rattlesnake; while the snake had been nearly as startled as she was, and slithered madly away
between the hearthstones, she’d learned her lesson.

There was no scuttle of fleeing mice or voles this time, but something larger had been and gone, pushing
its way through the oiled skin tacked over the window. The sun was just setting, and there was enough
daylight left to show her the woven-grass basket in which she kept roasted peanuts, knocked from its
shelf onto the floor and the contents cracked and eaten, a litter of shells scattered over the floor.

A loud rustling noise froze her momentarily, listening. It came again, followed by a loud clang as
something fell to the ground, on the other side of the back wall.

“You littlebastard ! she said. “You’re in my pantry!”

Fired with righteous indignation, she seized the broom and charged into the lean-to with a banshee yell.
An enormous raccoon, tranquilly munching a smoked trout, dropped its prey at sight of her, dashed
between her legs, and made off like a fat banker in flight from creditors, making loudbirring noises of
alarm.

Nerves pulsing with adrenaline, she put aside the broom and bent to salvage what she could of the mess,
cursing under her breath. Raccoons were less destructive than squirrels, who would chew and shred with
hapless abandon—but they had bigger appetites.

God knew how long he’d been in here, she thought. Long enough to lick all the butter out of its mold,
pull down a cluster of smoked fish from the rafters—and how something so fat had managed the
acrobatic feat required forthat . . . Luckily, the honeycomb had been stored in three separate jars, and
only one had been despoiled. But the root vegetables had been dumped on the floor, a fresh cheese
mostly devoured, and the precious jug of maple syrup had been overturned, draining into a sticky puddle
in the dirt. The sight of this loss enraged her afresh, and she squeezed the potato she had just picked up
so hard that her nails sank through its skin.
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“Bloody, bloody, beastly, horrible, bloodybeast !”

“Who?” said a voice behind her. Startled, she whirled and fired the potato at the intruder, who proved
to be Roger. It struck him squarely in the forehead and he staggered, clutching the door frame.

“Ow! Christ! Ow! What the hell’s going on in here?”

“Raccoon,” she said shortly, and stepped back, letting the waning light from the door illuminate the
damage.

“He got the maple syrup? Bugger! Did you get the bastard?” Hand pressed to his forehead, Roger
ducked inside the lean-to pantry, glancing about for furry bodies.

Seeing that her husband shared both her priorities and her sense of outrage soothed her somewhat.
“No,” she said. “He ran. Are you bleeding? And where’s Jem?”

“I don’t think so,” he said, taking the hand gingerly from his forehead and glancing at it. “Ow. You’ve a
wicked arm, girl. Jem’s at the McGillivrays’. Lizzie and Mr. Wemyss took him along to celebrate
Senga’s engagement.”

“Really? Who did she pick?”” Both outrage and remorse were immediately subsumed in interest. Ute
McGillivray, with German thoroughness, had carefully selected partners for her son and three daughters
according to her own criteria—land, money, and respectability ranking highest, with age, personal
appearance, and charm coming well down the list. Not surprisingly, her children had other ideas—though
such was the force ofFrau Ute’s personality that both Inga and Hilda had married men that she
approved of.

Senga, though, was her mother’s daughter—meaning that she possessed similarly strong opinions and a
similar lack of inhibition in expressing them. For months, she had been hovering between two suitors:
Heinrich Strasse, a dashing but poor young man—and a Lutheran!—from Bethania, and Ronnie Sinclair,
the cooper. A well-off man, by the standards of the Ridge, and to Ute, the fact that Ronnie was thirty
years Senga’s senior was no bar.

The business of Senga McGillivray’s marriage had been a topic of intense speculation on the Ridge for
the last several months, and Brianna was aware of several substantial wagers riding on the outcome.

“So who’s the lucky man?” she repeated.

“Mrs. Bug doesn’t know, and it’s driving her mad,” Roger replied, breaking into a grin. “Manfred
McGillivray came to fetch them yesterday morning, but Mrs. Bug hadn’t come down to the Big House
yet, so Lizzie left a note pinned to the back door to say where they’d gone—but she didn’t think to say
who the fortunate bridegroom is.”

Brianna glanced at the setting sun; the orb itself had sunk out of sight, though the blazing light through the
chestnut trees still lit the dooryard, making the spring grass look deep and soft as emerald velvet.

“I suppose we’ll have to wait 'til tomorrow to find out,” she said, with some regret. The McGillivrays’
place was a good five miles; it would be full dark long before they reached it, and even past the thaw,
one didn’t wander the mountains at night without a good reason—or at least a better reason than mere
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curiosity.

“Aye. D’ye want to go up to the Big House for supper? Major MacDonald’s come.”

“Oh, him.” She considered for a moment. She would like to hear any news the Major had brought—and
there was something to be said for having Mrs. Bug make supper. On the other hand, she was really in
no mood to be sociable, after a grim three days, a long ride, and the desecration of her pantry.

She became aware that Roger was carefully not contributing an opinion. One arm leaning on the shelf
where the dwindling stock of winter apples was spread, he idly caressed one of the fruits, a forefinger
slowly stroking the round yellow cheek of it. Faint, familiar vibrations were coming off him, suggesting
silently that there might be advantages to an evening at home, sans parents, acquaintances—or baby.

She smiled at Roger.

“How’s your poor head?”

He glanced at her briefly, the waning rays of the sun gilding the bridge of his nose and striking a flash of
green from one eye. He cleared his throat.

“I suppose ye might kiss it,” he suggested diffidently. “If ye liked.”

She obligingly rose on her tiptoes and did so, gently, brushing back the thick black hair from his brow.
There was a noticeable lump, though it hadn’t begun to bruise yet.

“Is that better?”

“Not yet. Better try again. Maybe a bit lower?”

His hands settled on the swell of her hips, drawing her in. She was nearly as tall as he was; she’d noticed
before what an advantage of fit this was, but the impression struck her forcibly anew. She wriggled
slightly, enjoying it, and Roger drew a deep, rasping breath.

“Not quite that low,” he said. “Not yet, anyway.”

“Picky, picky,” she said tolerantly, and kissed him on the mouth. His lips were warm, but the scent of
bitter ash and damp earth clung to him—as it did to her—and she shivered a little, drawing back.

He kept a hand lightly on her back, but leaned past her, running a finger along the edge of the shelf

where the jug of maple syrup had been overturned. He ran the finger lightly along her lower lip, then his
own, and bent again to kiss her, sweetness rising up between them.

“I CAN’T REMEMBER how long it’s been since I’ve seen ye naked.”
She closed one eye and looked at him skeptically.
“About three days. I guess it wasn’t all that memorable.” It had been a great relief to shed the clothes

she’d been wearing for the last three days and nights. Even naked and hastily washed, though, she still
smelled dust in her hair and felt the grime of the journey between her toes.
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“Oh, well, aye. That’s not what I mean, though—I mean, it’s been a long while since we’ve made love in
the daylight.” He lay on his side, facing her, and smiled as he passed a light hand over the deep curve of
her waist and the swell of buttock. “Ye’ve no idea how lovely ye look, stark naked, wi’ the sun behind
you. All gold, like ye were dipped in it.”

He closed one eye, as though the sight dazzled him. She moved, and the sun shone in his face, making
the open eye glow like an emerald in the split second before he blinked.

“Mmm.” She put out a lazy hand and drew his head in close to kiss him.

She did know what he meant. It felt strange—almost wicked, in a pleasant sort of way. Most often, they
made love at night, after Jem was asleep, whispering to each other in the hearth-lit shadows, finding each
other among the rustling, secret layers of quilts and nightclothes. And while Jem normally slept as though
he’d been poleaxed, they were always half-conscious of the small, heavy-breathing mound beneath the
quilt of his trundle bed nearby.

She was oddly just as conscious of Jem now, in his absence. It felt strange to be apart from him; not
constantly aware of where he was, not feeling his body as a small, very mobile extension of her own. The
freedom was exhilarating, but left her feeling uneasy, as though she had misplaced something valuable.

They’d left the door open, the better to enjoy the flood of light and air on their skins. The sun was nearly
down now, though, and while the air still glowed like honey, there was a shadow of chill in it.

A sudden gust of wind rattled the hide tacked over the window and blew across the room, slamming the
door and leaving them abruptly in the dark.

Brianna gasped. Roger grunted in surprise and swung off the bed, going to open the door. He flung it
wide, and she gulped in the freshet of air and sunshine, only then aware that she had held her breath when
the door closed, feeling momentarily entombed.

Roger seemed to feel the same. He stood in the doorway, bracing himself against the frame, letting the
wind stir the dark, curling hairs of his body. His hair was still bound in a tail; he hadn’t bothered undoing
it, and she had a sudden desire to come behind him, untie the leather thong and run her fingers through
the soft, glossy black of it, the legacy of some ancient Spaniard, shipwrecked among the Celts.

She was up and doing it before she had consciously decided to, combing tiny yellow catkins and twigs
from his locks with her fingers. He shivered, from her touch or that of the wind, but his body was warm.

“You have a farmer’s tan,” she said, lifting the hair off his neck and kissing him on the bone at the base
of his nape.

“Well, so. Am I not a farmer, then?” His skin twitched under her lips, like a horse’s hide. His face, neck,
and forearms had paled over the winter, but were still darker than the flesh of back and shoulders—and
a faint line still lingered round his waist, demarcating the soft buckskin color of his torso from the startling
paleness of his backside.

She cupped his buttocks, enjoying the high, round solidity of them, and he breathed deeply, leaning back
a little toward her, so her breasts pressed against his back and her chin rested on his shoulder, looking
out.
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It was still daylight, but barely. The last long shafts of the sinking sun burst through the chestnut trees, so
the tender spring green of their leaves burned with cool fire, brilliant above the lengthening shadows. It
was near evening, but it was spring; the birds were still at it, chattering and courting. A mockingbird sang
from the forest nearby, in a medley of trills, liquid runs, and odd yowls, which she thought it must have
learned from her mother’s cat.

The air was growing nippy, and gooseflesh stippled her arms and thighs—but Roger’s body against her
own was very warm. She wrapped her arms around his waist, the fingers of one hand playing idly with
the thicket of his short and curlies.

“What are you looking at?” she asked softly, for his eyes were fixed on the far side of the dooryard,
where the trail emerged from the forest. The trailhead was dim, shadowed by a growth of dark
pines—but empty.

“I’m watching out for a snake bearing apples,” he said, and laughed, then cleared his throat. “Are ye
hungry, Eve?” His hand came down to twine with hers.

“Getting there. Are you?” He must be starving; they had had only a hasty snack at midday.

“Aye, I am, but—" He broke off, hesitating, and his fingers tightened in hers. “Ye’ll think I’'m mad,
but—would ye mind if I went to fetch wee Jem tonight, instead of waiting for the morning? It’s only, I’d
feel a bit better to have him back.”

She squeezed his hand in return, her heart lifting.

“We’ll both go. It’s a great idea.”

“Maybe so, but it’s five miles to McGillivrays’, too. It’ll be long dark before we’re there.” He was
smiling, though, and his body brushed against her breasts as he turned to face her.

Something moved by her face, and she drew back sharply. A tiny caterpillar, green as the leaves on
which it fed and vibrant against Roger’s dark hair, reared itself into an S-shape, looking vainly for
sanctuary.

“What?” Roger slid his eyes sideways, trying to see what she was looking at.

“Found your snake. I expect he’s looking for an apple, too.” She coaxed the tiny worm onto her finger,
stepped outside, and squatted to let it crawl onto a grass blade that matched its vivid green. But the grass
was in shadow. In only an instant, the sun had gone down, the forest no longer the color of life.

A thread of smoke reached her nose; chimney smoke from the Big House, but her throat closed at the
smell of burning. Suddenly her uneasiness was stronger. The light was fading, night coming on. The
mockingbird had fallen silent, and the forest seemed full of mystery and threat.

She rose to her feet, shoving a hand through her hair.

“Let’s go, then.”

“Do ye not want supper, first?”” Roger looked quizzically at her, breeches in hand.

She shook her head, chill beginning to creep up her legs.
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“No. Let’s just go.” Nothing seemed to matter, save to get Jem, and be together again, a family.

“All right,” Roger said mildly, eyeing her. “I do think ye’d best put on your fig leaf first, though. Just in
case we meet an angel with a flaming sword.”

THE SHADOWS WHICH
FIRE THROWS

TABANDONED IAN AND ROLLO to the juggernaut of Mrs. Bug’s benevolence—Ilet lan try telling
her he didn’t want bread and milk—and sat down to my own belated supper: a hot, fresh omelette,
featuring not only cheese, but bits of salty bacon, asparagus, and wild mushroom, flavored with spring
onions.

Jamie and the Major had finished their own meals already, and sat by the fire beneath a companionable
fug of tobacco smoke from the Major’s clay pipe. Evidently, Jamie had just finished telling Major
MacDonald about the gruesome tragedy, for MacDonald was frowning and shaking his head in

sympathy.

“Puir gomerels!” he said. “Ye’ll be thinking that it was the same banditti, perhaps, who set upon your
nephew?”

“I am,” Jamie replied. “I shouldna like to think there were two such bands prowling the mountains.” He
glanced toward the window, cozily shuttered for the night, and I noticed suddenly that he had taken
down his fowling piece from over the hearth and was absently wiping the spotless barrel with an oily rag.
“Do I gather,a charaid, that ye’ve heard some report of similar doings?”’

“Three others. At least.” The Major’s pipe threatened to go out, and he drew on it mightily, making the
tobacco in the bowl glow and crackle sudden red.

A small qualm made me pause, a bite of mushroom warm in my mouth. The possibility that a mysterious
gang of armed men might be roaming at large, attacking homesteads at random, had not occurred to me
’til this moment.

Obviously, it had occurred to Jamie; he rose, put the fowling piece back on its hooks, touched the rifle
that hung above it for reassurance, then went to the sideboard, where his dags and the case with its

elegant pair of dueling pistols were kept.

MacDonald watched with approval, puffing clouds of soft blue smoke, as Jamie methodically laid out
guns, shot pouches, bullet molds, patches, rods, and all the other impedimenta of his personal armory.

“Mmphm,” MacDonald said. “A verra nice piece, that, Colonel.” He nodded at one of the dags, a
long-barreled, elegant thing with a scroll butt and silver-gilt fittings.

Jamie gave MacDonald a narrow glance, hearing the “Colonel,” but answered calmly enough.

“Aye, it’s a bonny thing. It doesna aim true at anything over two paces, though. Won it in a horse race,”
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he added, with a small apologetic gesture at the gun, lest MacDonald think him fool enough to have paid
good money for it.

He checked the flint nonetheless, replaced it, and set the gun aside.
“Where?” Jamie said casually, reaching for the bullet mold.
I had resumed chewing, but looked inquiringly at the Major myself.

“Mind, it’s only what I’ve heard,” MacDonald warned, taking the pipe from his mouth for a moment,
then hastily putting it back for another puff. “A homestead some distance from Salem, burned to the
ground. Folk called Zinzer—Germans.” He sucked hard, cheeks hollowing.

“That was in February, late in the month. Then three weeks later, a ferry, on the Yadkin north of
Woram’s Landing—the house robbed, and the ferryman killed. The third—" Here he broke off, puffing
furiously, and cut his eyes at me, then back at Jamie.

“Speak, o, friend,” Jamie said in Gaelic, looking resigned. “She will have been seeing more dreadful
things than you have, by far.”

I nodded at this, forking up another bite of egg, and the Major coughed.

“Aye. Well, saving your presence, mum—I happened to find myself in a, er, establishment in Edenton. . .

2

“A brothel?” I put in. “Yes, quite. Do go on, Major.”
He did, rather hurriedly, his face flushing dark beneath his wig.

“Ah.. . .to be sure. Well, d’ye see, ’twas one of the, er, lasses in the place, told me as she’d been stolen
from her home by outlaws who set upon the place one day without warning. She’d no but an auld grannie
she lived with, and said they’d kilt the auld woman, and burned the house above her head.”

“And who did she say had done it?”” Jamie had turned his stool to face the hearth, and was melting lead
scrap in a ladle for the bullet mold.

“Ah, mmphm.” MacDonald’s flush deepened, and the smoke fumed from his pipe with such ferocity that
I could barely make out his features through the curling wreaths.

It transpired, with much coughing and circumlocution, that the Major had not really believed the girl at
the time—or had been too interested in availing himself of her charms to pay much attention. Putting the
story down simply as one of the tales whores often told to elicit sympathy and the odd extra glass of
geneva, he had not bothered to ask for further detail.

“But when I heard by chance later of the other burnings . . . well, d’ye see, I’ve had the luck to be
charged by the Governor with keeping an ear to the ground, as it were, in the backcountry, for signs of
unrest. And I began to think that this particular instance of unrest was maybe not just sae much of a
coincidence as might at first appear.”

Jamie and I exchanged glances at that, Jamie’s tinged with amusement, mine with resignation. He’d bet
me that MacDonald—a half-pay cavalry officer who survived by freelancing—would not only survive
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Governor Tryon’s resignation, but would succeed in worming his way promptly into some position with
the new regime, now that Tryon had left to take up a superior position as governor of New York. “He'’s
a gentleman o’ fortune, our Donald,” he’d said.

The militant smell of hot lead began to permeate the room, competing with the Major’s pipe smoke, and
quite overpowering the pleasantly domestic atmosphere of rising bread, cooking, dried herbs, scouring
rushes, and lye soap that normally filled the kitchen.

Lead melts suddenly; one instant, a deformed bullet or a bent button sits in the ladle, whole and distinct;
the next, it’s gone, a tiny puddle of metal shimmering dully in its place. Jamie poured the molten lead
carefully into the mold, averting his face from the fumes.

“Why Indians?”

“Ah. Well, "twas what the whore in Edenton said. She said some of those who burned her house and
stole her away were Indians. But as | say, at the time I paid her story little mind.”

Jamie made a Scottish noise indicating that he took the point, but with skepticism.
“And when did ye meet this lassie, Donald, and hear her story?”

“Near Christmas.” The Major poked at the bowl of his pipe with a stained forefinger, not looking up.
“Ye mean when was her house attacked? She didna say, but I think . . . perhaps not too long before.
She was still . . . fairly, er, fresh.” He coughed, caught my eye, caught his breath, and coughed again,
hard, going red in the face.

Jamie’s mouth pressed tight, and he looked down, flipping open the mold to drop a new-made ball onto
the hearth.

I put down my fork, the remnants of appetite vanished.
“How?” I demanded. “How did this young woman come to be in the brothel?”’

“Why, they sold her, mum.” The flush still stained MacDonald’s cheeks, but he had recovered his
countenance enough to look at me. “The brigands. They sold her to a river trader, she said, a few days
after they’d stolen her. He kept her for a bit, on his boat, but then a man came one night to do business,
took a fancy to her, and bought her. He brought her as far as the coast, but I suppose he’d tired of her
by then. . . .” His words trailed off, and he stuck the pipe back into his mouth, drawing hard.

“I'see.” I did, and the half of the omelette I’d eaten lay in a small hard ball in the bottom of my stomach.

“Still fairly fresh.”’How long did it take, I wondered? How long would a woman last, passed from hand
to casual hand, from the splintered planks of a riverboat’s deck to the tattered mattress of a hired room,
given only what would keep her alive? It was more than possible that the brothel in Edenton had seemed
a haven of sorts by the time she reached it. The thought didn’t make me feel any more kindly toward
MacDonald, though.

“Do you remember her name at least, Major?” I asked, with icy courtesy.

I thought I saw the edge of Jamie’s mouth twitch, from the corner of my eye, but kept my stare focused
on MacDonald.
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He took the pipe from his mouth, exhaled a long stream of smoke, then looked up into my face, his eyes
pale blue and very direct.

“In truth, mum,” he said, “I just call them all Polly. Saves trouble, ken?”

I was saved from reply—or from something worse—by the return of Mrs. Bug, bearing an empty bowl.
“The laddie’s eaten, and now he’ll sleep,” she announced. Her sharp eyes flicked from my face to my
half-empty plate. She opened her mouth, frowning, but then glanced at Jamie, and seeming to pick up

some unspoken command from him, shut her mouth again, and picked up the plate with a brief “hmp!”

“Mrs. Bug,” said Jamie quietly. “Will ye awa’ just now, and ask Arch to come down to me? And, if it’s
no troubling ye too much, the same word to Roger Mac?”

Her small black eyes went round, then narrowed as she glanced at MacDonald, obviously suspecting
that if there were mischief afoot, he was behind it.

“I'will,” she said, and shaking her head with admonishment at me for my lack of appetite, she put down
the dishes and went out, leaving the door on the latch.

“Woram’s Landing,” Jamie said to MacDonald, resuming their conversation as though it had not been
interrupted. “And Salem. And if it is the same men, Young lan met them in the forest, a day’s travel west
of here. Near enough.”

“Near enough to be the same? Aye, it is.”

“It’s early in the spring.” Jamie glanced at the window as he spoke; it was dark now, and the shutters
closed, but a cool breeze crept through and stirred the threads where I had strung mushrooms to dry,
dark wizened shapes that swayed like tiny dancers, frozen against the pale wood.

I knew what he meant by that. The ground in the mountains was impassable during the winter; the high
passes still held snow, and the lower slopes had only begun to green and blossom in the last few weeks.
If there was an organized gang of marauders, they might only now be moving into the backcountry, after

a winter spent lying low in the piedmont.

“It is,” MacDonald agreed. “Early enough, perhaps, to have folk on their guard. But before your men
come, sir—perhaps we should speak of what brought me?”

“Aye?” Jamie said, squinting carefully as he poured a glittering stream of lead. “Of course, Donald. I
should have kent no small matter would bring ye so far. What is it?”

MacDonald smiled like a shark; now we’d come to it.

“Ye’ve done well wi’ your place here, Colonel. How many families it is ye have on your land the noo?”
“Thirty-four,” Jamie said. He didn’t look up, but turned out another bullet into the ashes.

“Room for a few more, perhaps?” MacDonald was still smiling. We were surrounded by thousands of

miles of wilderness; the handful of homesteads on Fraser’s Ridge made scarcely a dent in it—and could
vanish like smoke. I thought momentarily of the Dutch cabin, and shivered, despite the fire. I could still
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taste the bitter, cloying smell of burned flesh, thick in the back of my throat, lurking beneath the lighter
flavors of the omelette.

“Perhaps,” Jamie replied equably. “The new Scottish emigrants, is it? From up past Thurso?”
Major MacDonald and I both stared at him.
“How the devil d’ye ken that?”” MacDonald demanded. “I heard it myself only ten days since!”

“Met a man at the mill yesterday,” Jamie replied, picking up the ladle again. “A gentleman from
Philadelphia, come into the mountains to collect plants. He’d come up from Cross Creek and seen
them.” A muscle near his mouth twitched. “Apparently, they made a bit of a stir at Brunswick, and didna
feel themselves quite welcome, so they came up the river on flatboats.”

“A bit of a stir? What did they do?” I asked.

“Well, d’ye see, mum,” the Major explained, “there are a great many folk come flooding off ships these
days, straight from the Highlands. Whole villages, packed into the bowels of a ship—and looking as
though they’ve been shat out when they disembark, too. There’s nothing for them on the coast, though,
and the townsfolk are inclined to point and snigger, seein’ them in their outlandish rig—so for the most
part, they get straight onto a barge or a flatboat and head up the Cape Fear. Campbelton and Cross
Creek at least have folk who can talk to them.”

He grinned at me, brushing a smudge of dirt from the skirts of his uniform coat.

“The folk in Brunswick willna be quite accustomed to such rawboned Highlanders, they having seen only
such civilized Scotch persons as your husband and his aunt.”

He nodded toward Jamie, who gave him a small, ironic bow in return.

“Well, relatively civilized,” I murmured. I was not ready to forgive MacDonald for the whore in Edenton.
“But—”

“They’ve barely a word of English among them, from what I hear,” MacDonald hurried on. “Farquard
Campbell came down to speak wi’ them, and brought them north to Campbelton, or I doubt not but
they’d be milling about onshore yet, wi’ no notion at all where to go or what to do next.”

“What’s Campbell done wi’ them?”” Jamie inquired.

“Ah, they’re parceled out amongst his acquaintance in Campbelton, but "twon’t suit in the long run, ye
can see that, of course.” MacDonald shrugged. Campbelton was a small settlement near Cross Creek,
centered around Farquard Campbell’s successful trading store, and the land around it was entirely
settled—mostly by Campbells. Farquard had eight children, many of whom were also married—and as
fertile as their father.

“Of course,” Jamie said, looking wary. “But they’re from the northern coast. They’ll be fishermen,
Donald, not crofters.”

“Aye, but they’re willing to make a change, no?” MacDonald gestured toward the door, and the forest
beyond. “There’s nothing for them left in Scotland. They’ve come here, and now they must make the
best of it. A man can learn to farm, surely?”
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Jamie looked rather dubious, but MacDonald was in the full flush of his enthusiasm.

“I’ve seen many a fisher-lad and plowboy become a soldier, man, and so have you, I’ll wager.
Farming’s no more difficult than soldiering, surely?”

Jamie smiled a little at that; he had left farming at nineteen and fought as a mercenary in France for
several years before returning to Scotland.

“Aye, well, that’s maybe true, Donald. But the thing about being a soldier is that someone’s tellin’ ye
what to do, from the moment ye rise until ye fall down at night. Who’s to tell these poor wee gomerels
which end o’ the cow to milk?”

“That would be you, I expect,” I said to him. I stretched myself, easing my back, stiff from riding, and
glanced across at MacDonald. “Or at least I suppose that’s what you’re getting at, Major?”

“Your charm is exceeded only by your quickness of wit, mum,” said MacDonald, bowing gracefully in
my direction. “Aye, that’s the meat of it. All your folk are Highlanders, sir, and crofters; they can speak
to these newcomers in their own tongue, show them what they’ll need to know—help them to make their

bh

way.

“There are a good many other folk in the colony who have theGaidhlig, >’ Jamie objected. “And most of
them a great deal more convenient to Campbelton.”

“Aye, but you’ve vacant land that needs clearing, and they haven’t.” Obviously feeling that he had won
the argument, MacDonald sat back and took up his neglected mug of beer.

Jamie looked at me, one eyebrow raised. It was perfectly true that we had vacant land: ten thousand
acres, but barely twenty of them under cultivation. It was also true that lack of labor was acute in the
entire colony, but even more so in the mountains, where the land didn’t lend itself to tobacco or rice—the
sorts of crops suited to slave labor.

At the same time, though—

“The difficulty is, Donald, how to settle them.” Jamie bent to turn out another ball on the hearth, and
straightened, brushing back a loose strand of auburn hair behind his ear. “I’ve land, aye, but little else. Ye
canna be loosing folk straight from Scotland into the wilderness, and expect them to claw a living out of
it. I couldna even give them the shoon and suit of clothes a bondsman would have, let alone tools. And to
feed them and all their wives and weans through the winter? To offer them protection?”” He lifted his ladle
in illustration, then shook his head and dropped in another lump of lead.

“Ah, protection. Well, since ye’ve mentioned that, let me proceed to another wee matter of interest.”
MacDonald leaned forward, lowering his voice confidentially, though there was no one to hear.

“I’ve said I’'m the Governor’s man, aye? He’s charged me to travel about, over the western part of the
colony, and keep an ear to the ground. There are Regulators still unpardoned, and”—he glanced warily
to and fro, as though expecting one of these persons to bound out of the fireplace—"ye’ll have heard of
the Committees of Safety?”

“Abit.”
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“Ye’ll not have one established yet, here in the backcountry?”’

“Not that I’ve heard of, no.” Jamie had run out of lead to melt, and now stooped to scoop the
new-made balls from the ashes at his feet, the warm light of the fire glowing red on the crown of his head.
I sat down beside him on the settle, picking up the shot pouch from the table and holding it open for him.

“Ah,” said MacDonald, looking pleased. “I see I’ve come in good time, then.”

In the wake of the civil unrest that surrounded the War of the Regulation a year before, a number of such
informal citizens’ groups had sprung up, inspired by similar groups in the other colonies. If the Crown
was no longer able to assure the safety of the colonists, they argued, then they must take the matter into
their own hands.

The sheriffs could no longer be trusted to keep order; the scandals that had inspired the Regulator
movement had assured that. The difficulty, of course, was that since the committees were self-appointed,
there was no more reason to trust them than the sheriffs.

There were other committees, too. The Committees of Correspondence, loose associations of men who
wrote letters to and fro, spreading news and rumor between the colonies. And it was out of these various
committees that the seeds of rebellion would spring—were germinating even now, somewhere out in the
cold spring night.

As I did now and then—and much more often, now—I reckoned up the time remaining. It was nearly
April of 1773 Andon the eighteenth of April, in Seventy-five . . . as Longfellow so quaintly putit. ..

Two years. But war has a long fuse, and a slow match. This one had been lit at Alamance, and the
bright, hot lines of the creeping fire in North Carolina were already visible—for those who knew to look.

The lead balls in the shot pouch I held rolled and clicked together; my fingers had tightened on the
leather. Jamie saw it and touched my knee, quick and light, in reassurance, then took the pouch and
rolled it up, tucking it into the cartridge box.

“Good time,” he repeated, looking at MacDonald. “What d’ye mean by that, Donald?”

“Why, who should lead such a committee other than yourself, Colonel? I had suggested as much to the
Governor.” MacDonald tried to look modest, and failed.

“Verra obliging of ye, Major,” Jamie said dryly. He raised an eyebrow at me. The state of the colony’s
government must be worse even than he had supposed, for Governor Martin to be not only tolerating the
existence of the committees—but clandestinely sanctioning them.

The long-drawn whine of a dog’s yawn reached me faintly from the hall, and I excused myself, to go and
check on Ian.

I wondered whether Governor Martin had the slightest idea what he was loosing. I rather thought he did,
and was making the best of a bad job, by trying to ensure that some, at least, of the Committees of
Safety were run by men who had backed the Crown during the War of the Regulation. The fact remained
that he could not control—or even know about—many such committees. But the colony was beginning
to seethe and bump like a teakettle on the boil, and Martin had no official troops at his command, only
such irregulars as MacDonald—and the militia.
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Which was why MacDonald was calling Jamie “Colonel,” of course. The previous governor, William
Tryon, had appointed Jamie—quite against his will—colonel of militia for the backcountry above the
Yadkin.

“Hmph,” I said to myself. Neither MacDonald nor Martin was a fool. Inviting Jamie to set up a
Committee of Safety meant that he would call upon those men who had served under him in the
militia—but would commit the government to nothing, in terms of paying or equipping them—and the
Governor would be clear of any responsibility for their actions, since a Committee of Safety was not an
official body.

The danger to Jamie—and all of us—in accepting such a proposal, though—that was considerable.

It was dark in the hall, with no light but the spill from the kitchen behind me, and the faint glow of the
single candle in the surgery. lan was asleep, but restless, a faint frown of discomfort wrinkling the soft
skin between his brows. Rollo raised his head, thick tail swishing to and fro across the floor in greeting.

[an didn’t respond when I spoke his name, or when I set a hand on his shoulder. I shook him gently,
then harder. I could see him struggling, somewhere under the layers of unconsciousness, like a man
drifting in the underwater currents, yielding to the beckoning depths, then snagged by an unexpected
fishhook, a stab of pain in cold-numbed flesh.

His eyes opened suddenly, dark and lost, and he stared at me in incomprehension.

“Hallo there,” I said softly, relieved to see him wake. “What’s your name?”

I could see that the question made no sense to him at once, and repeated it, patiently. Awareness stirred
somewhere in the depths of his dilated pupils.

“Who am [?” he said in Gaelic. He said something else, slurred, in Mohawk, and his eyelids fluttered,
closing.

“Wake up, lan,” I said firmly, resuming the shaking. “Tell me who you are.”

His eyes opened again, and he squinted at me in confusion.

“Try something easier,” I suggested, holding up two fingers. “How many fingers do you see?”
A flicker of awareness sprang up in his eyes.

“Dinna let Arch Bug see ye do that, Auntie,” he said drowsily, the hint of a smile touching his face.
“That’s verra rude, ken.”

Well, at least he had recognized me, as well as the “V”’ sign; that was something. And he must know
who he was, if he was calling me Auntie.

“What’s your full name?” I asked again.
“lan James FitzGibbons Fraser Murray,” he said, rather crossly. “Why d’ye keep asking me my name?”

“FitzGibbons?” I said. “Where on earth did you get that one?”
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He groaned and put two fingers against his eyelids, wincing as he pressed gently.

“Uncle Jamie gave it me—blame him,” he said. “It’s for his auld godfather, he said. Murtagh
FitzGibbons Fraser, he was called, but my mother didna want me named Murtagh. I think I’'m going to
puke again,” he added, taking his hand away.

In the event, he heaved and retched a bit over the basin, but didn’t actually vomit, which was a good
sign. I eased him back onto his side, white and clammy with sweat, and Rollo stood on his hind legs,
front paws braced on the table, to lick his face, which made him giggle between groans and try feebly to
push the dog away.

“Theirig dhachaigh, Okwaho,’he said. “Theirig dhachaigh™ meant “‘go home,” in Gaelic, and Okwaho
was evidently Rollo’s Mohawk name. Ian seemed to be having some difficulty choosing among the three
languages in which he was fluent, but was obviously lucid, in spite of that. After I had made him answer a
few more annoyingly pointless questions, I wiped his face with a damp cloth, let him rinse his mouth with
well-watered wine, and tucked him in again.

“Auntie?” he said drowsily, as [ was turning for the door. “D’ye think I’ll ever see my Mam again?”

I stopped, having no idea how to answer that. In fact, there was no need; he had dropped back into
sleep with the suddenness that concussion patients often showed, and was breathing deeply before I
could find any words.

AMBUSH

IAN WOKE ABRUPTLY, hand closing round his tomahawk. Or what should have been his
tomahawk, but was instead a handful of breeches. For an instant, he had no notion at all where he was,
and sat up straight, trying to make out shapes in the dark.

Pain shot through his head like heat lightning, making him gasp soundlessly and clutch it. Somewhere in
the dark below him, Rollo gave a small, startledwuff ?

Christ. The piercing smells of his aunt’s surgery stabbed the back of his nose, alcohol and burned wick
and dried medicine leaves and the foul brews she called penny-syllin. He closed his eyes, put his
forehead on his drawn-up knees, and breathed slowly through his mouth.

What had he been dreaming? Some dream of danger, something violent—but no clear image came to
him, only the feel of being stalked, something following him through the wood.

He had to piss, badly. Fumbling for the edge of the table he lay on, he eased himself slowly upright,
squinting against the flashes of pain in his head.

Mrs. Bug had left him a pot, he remembered her saying so, but the candle had gone out and he’d no
mind to crawl round the floor looking for it. Faint light showed him where the door was; she had left it
ajar, and a glow spread down the hall from the kitchen hearth. With that as bearing, he made his way to
the window, got it open, fumbled free the shutter fastening, and stood in the flood of air from the cool
spring night, eyes closed in relief as his bladder eased.
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That was better, though with the relief came new awareness of the queasiness of his stomach and the
throbbing in his head. He sat down, putting his arms on his knees and his head on his arms, waiting for
everything to ease.

There were voices in the kitchen; he could hear them clearly, now that he paid attention.

It was Uncle Jamie and yon MacDonald, and old Arch Bug, as well, with Auntie Claire now and again
putting in a word, her English voice sharp by contrast with the gruff mutter of Scots and Gaelic.

“Would ye care, perhaps, to be an Indian agent?”” MacDonald was saying.

What was that? he wondered—then it came to him. Aye, of course; the Crown employed men to go out
to the tribes, offer them gifts, tobacco, and knives and the like. Tell them silliness about German Geordie,
as though the King was like to come and sit down by the council fires at the next Rabbit Moon and
speak like a man.

He smiled grimly to think of it. The notion was plain enough; cozen the Indians to fight for the English,
when fighting was needed. But why should they think it needed now? The French had yielded, retreated
to their northern foothold in Canada.

Oh. He remembered belatedly what Brianna had told him about the new fighting to come. He’d not
known whether to believe her—perhaps she was right, though, in which case . . . he didn’t want to think
about it. Or about anything.

Rollo padded over to him, sat and leaned heavily against him. He leaned back, resting his head in the
thick fur.

An Indian agent had come once, while he lived in Snaketown. A fat wee fellow, shifty-eyed and with a
tremble in his voice. He thought the man—Christ, what was his name? The Mohawk had called him Bad
Sweat, and that fit; he stank as though with a mortal illness—he thought the man was not accustomed to
the Kahnyen’kehaka; he’d not much of their speech, and plainly expected them to take his scalp at any
moment, something they had thought hilarious—and one or two would likely have tried it, for a joke,
save that Tewaktenyonh said to treat him with respect. lan had been pressed to interpret for him, a job
he’d done, though without much pleasure in it. He would much sooner think himself Mohawk than
acknowledge any kinship with Bad Sweat.

Uncle Jamie, though . . . he’d make a better job of it, by far. Would he do it? Ian listened to the voices
with a vague sense of interest, but it was clear that Uncle Jamie would not be pressed for a decision.
MacDonald might as soon get a grip on a frog in a spring, he thought, hearing his uncle elude
commitment.

He sighed, put his arm around Rollo, and eased more of his weight onto the dog. He felt awful. He
would have supposed he was dying, save that Auntie Claire had said he’d feel poorly for several days.

He was sure she would have stayed if he were dying, not gone and left him with only Rollo for company.

The shutters were still open, and cold air poured over him, chilly and soft at once, the way spring nights
were. He felt Rollo raise his nose, sniffing, and utter a low, eager whine. Possum, maybe, or a raccoon.

“Go on, then,” he said, straightening up and giving the dog a small push. “I’m fine.”
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The dog sniffed him suspiciously, and tried to lick the back of his head, where the stitches were, but left
off when Ian yelped and covered them with his hands.

“Go, I said!” He cuffed the dog gently, and Rollo snorted, circled once, then sailed over his head and
out through the window, hitting the ground outside with a solid thump. A frightful screech rent the air and
there was the sound of scrabbling feet and heavy bodies tearing through shrubbery.

Startled voices came from the direction of the kitchen, and he heard Uncle Jamie’s step in the hall, an
instant before the surgery door pushed in.

“lan?” called his uncle softly. “Where are ye, lad? What’s amiss?”

He stood up, but a sheet of blinding white came down inside his eyes and he staggered. Uncle Jamie
caught him by the arm, and set him down on a stool.

“What is it, lad?” His vision clearing, he could see his uncle in the light from the door, rifle in one hand,
his face looking concerned but humorous as he glanced toward the open window. He sniffed deeply.
“Not a skunk, I suppose.”

“Aye, well, I suppose it’s one thing or the other,” lan said, touching his head gingerly. “Either Rollo’s
gone after a painter, or he’s treed Auntie’s cat.”

“Oh, aye. He’d fare better wi’ the painter.” His uncle set the rifle down and went to the window. “Shall I
close the shutter, or d’ye need the air, lad? You’re that bit peaked.”

“[ feel peaked,” Ian admitted. “Aye, leave it, if ye will, Uncle.”

“Shall ye rest, lan?”

He hesitated. His stomach still lurched uneasily and he felt very much that he would like to lie down
again—but the surgery made him uneasy, with its strong smells and the glints here and there of tiny blades
and other mysterious and painful things. Uncle Jamie seemed to guess the trouble, for he bent and got a

hand under Ian’s elbow.

“Come along, lad. Ye can sleep upstairs in a proper bed, if ye dinna mind Major MacDonald in the
other.”

“I dinna mind,” he said, “but I’ll stay here, I think.” He gestured toward the window, not wanting to nod
and bother his head again. “Rollo will likely be back soon.”

Uncle Jamie didn’t argue with him, something he was grateful for. Women fussed. Men just got on with
it.

His uncle boosted him unceremoniously back into his bed, covered him up, then began rootling about in
the dark, in search of the rifle he had put down. Ian began to feel that perhaps he could do with just a
wee bit of fuss, after all.

“Could ye get me a cup o’ water, Uncle Jamie?”

“Eh? Oh, aye.”
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Auntie Claire had left a jug of water close to hand. There was the comfortable sound of glugging liquid,
and then the rim of a pottery cup held to his mouth, his uncle’s hand at his back to keep him upright. He
didn’t need it, but didn’t object; the touch was warm and comforting. He hadn’t realized how chilled he
was from the night air, and shivered briefly.

“All right, laddie?” Uncle Jamie murmured, his hand tightening on Ian’s shoulder.

“Aye, fine. Uncle Jamie?”

CGMphmf?”

“Did Auntie Claire tell ye about—about a war? One coming, I mean. With England.”

There was a moment’s silence, his uncle’s big form gone still against the light from the door.

“She has,” he said, and took away his hand. “Did she tell you?”’

“No, Cousin Brianna did.” He lay down on his side, careful of his tender head. “D’ye believe them?”’

There was no hesitation this time.

“Aye, I do.” It was said with his uncle’s usual dry matter-of-factness, but something in it prickled the
hairs on the back of Ian’s neck.

“Oh. Well, then.”

The goose-down pillow was soft under his cheek, and smelled of lavender. His uncle’s hand touched his
head, smoothed the ruffled hair back from his face.

“Dinna fash yourself about it, Ian,” he said softly. “There’s time, yet.”

He picked up the gun and left. From where he lay, Ian could see across the dooryard and above the
trees where they dropped from the edge of the Ridge, past the slope of Black Mountain, and on into the
black sky beyond, thick with stars.

He heard the back door open, and Mrs. Bug’s voice, rising high above the others.

“They’re no to hame, sir,” she was saying, breathless. “And the hoose is dark, no fire in the hearth.
Wherever might they go, this time o’ night?”’

He wondered dimly who was gone, but it didn’t seem to matter much. If it was trouble, Uncle Jamie
would deal with it. The thought was comforting; he felt like a small boy, safe in bed, hearing his father’s
voice outside, talking to a tenant in the cold dark of a Highland dawn.

Warmth spread slowly over him beneath the quilt, and he slept.

THE MOON WAS beginning to rise when they set out, and a good thing, too, Brianna thought. Even
with the big, lopsided gold orb sailing up out of a cradle of stars and shedding its borrowed radiance over
the sky, the trail beneath their feet was invisible. So were their feet, drowned in the absolute black of the
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forest at night.
Black, but not quiet. The giant trees rustled overhead, small things squealed and snuffled in the dark, and
now and then the silent flutter of a bat passed close enough to startle her, as though part of the night had

suddenly come loose and taken wing under her nose.

“The Minister’s Cat is an apprehensive cat?”” Roger suggested, as she gasped and clutched at him in the
wake of one such leather-winged visitation.

“The Minister’s Cat is an . . . appreciative cat,” she replied, squeezing his hand. “Thank you.” They’d
likely end up sleeping on their cloaks in front of the McGillivrays’ fire, instead of cozily tucked up in their
own bed—but at least they’d have Jemmy.

He squeezed back, his hand bigger and stronger than hers, very reassuring in the dark.

“It’s all right,” he said. “I want him, too. It’s a night to have your family all together, safe in one place.”

She made a small sound in her throat, acknowledgment and appreciation, but wanted to keep up the
conversation, as much to keep the sense of connection with him as because it would keep the dark at

bay.

“The Minister’s Cat was a very eloquent cat,” she said delicately. “At the—the funeral, I mean. For
those poor people.”

Roger snorted; she saw the brief curl of his breath, white on the air.

“The Minister’s Cat was a highly embarrassed cat,” he said. “Your father!”
She smiled, since he couldn’t see her.

“You did really well,” she said mildly.

“Mmphm,” he said, with another brief snort. “As for eloquence . . . if there was any, it was none of mine.
All I did was quote bits of some psalm—I couldna even tell ye which it was.”

“It didn’t matter. Why did you pick—what you said, though?” she asked, curious. “I sort of thought
you’d say the Lord’s Prayer, or maybe the Twenty-Third Psalm—everybody knows that one.”

“I thought I would, too,” he admitted. “I meant to. But when I came to it . . .” He hesitated, and she saw
in memory those raw, cold mounds, and shivered, smelling soot. He tightened his grasp on her hand, and
drew her closer, tucking the hand into the crook of his elbow.

“I don’t know,” he said gruffly. “It just seemed—more suitable, somehow.”

“It was,” she said quietly, but didn’t pursue the subject, choosing instead to steer the conversation into a
discussion of her latest engineering project, a hand pump to raise water from the well.

“If I had something to use for pipe, I could get water into the house, easy as anything! I’ve already got
most of the wood I need for a nice cistern, if I can get Ronnie to cooper it for me—so we can shower
with rainwater, at least. But hollowing out tree limbs”—the method employed for the small amount of
piping used for the pump—*it would take me months to manage enough just to get from the well to the
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house, let alone the stream. And there’s not a chance of getting any rolled copper. Even if we could
afford any, which we can’t, bringing it up from Wilmington would be—" She threw her free hand up in
frustration at the monumental nature of the undertaking.

He considered that for a bit, the chuff of their shoes on the rocky trail a comforting rhythm.

“Well, the ancient Romans did it with concrete; the recipe’s in Pliny.”

“I know. But it takes a particular kind of sand, which we don’t happen to have. Likewise, quicklime,
which we likewise don’t have. And—"

“Aye, but what about clay?”” he interrupted. “Did ye see that plate at Hilda’s wedding? The big brown
and red one, with the beautiful patterns?”

“Yes,” she said. “Why?”

“Ute McGillivray said someone from Salem brought it. I dinna recall the name, but she said he was quite
the big noise in potting—or whatever ye call making dishes.”

“T’ll bet you any amount of money she didn’t say that!”

“Well, words to that effect.” He went on, undeterred. “The point being that he made ithere; it wasn’t
something he’d brought from Germany. So there’s clay about that’s suitable for firing, eh?”

“Oh, Isee. Hmm. Well, now, that’s an idea, isn’t it?”

It was, and an attractive one whose discussion occupied them for most of the rest of the journey.

They had come down off the Ridge and were within a quarter-mile of the McGillivrays’ place when she
began to have an uneasy feeling down the back of her neck. Itcould be only imagination; after the sights
they had seen in that deserted hollow, the dark air of the wood seemed thick with threat, and she had
been imagining ambush at every blind bend, tensing with the anticipation of attack.

Then she heard something crack in the trees to her right—a small dry branch breaking, in a way that
neither wind nor animal would break it. Real danger had its own taste, vivid as lemon juice, by contrast
with the weak lemonade of imagination.

Her hand tightened on Roger’s arm in warning, and he stopped at once.

“What?”” he whispered, hand on his knife. “Where?”” He hadn’t heard it.

Damn, why hadn’t she brought her gun, or at least her own dirk? All she had was her Swiss Army knife,
carried always in her pocket—and what weapons the landscape offered.

She leaned into Roger, pointing, her hand close to his body to be sure he followed the direction of her
gesture. Then she stooped, feeling about in the darkness for a rock, or a stick to use as a club.

“Keep talking,” she whispered.

“The Minister’s Cat is a fraidy cat, is she?”” he said, his tone one of fairly convincing teasing.
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“The Minister’s Cat is aferocious cat,” she replied, trying to match his bantering tone, meanwhile
fumbling one-handed in her pocket. Her other hand closed on a stone, and she pulled it free of the
clinging dirt, cold and heavy in her palm. She rose, all her senses focused on the darkness to their right.
“She’ll freaking disembowel anything that—"

“Oh, it’s you,” said a voice in the woods behind her.

She shrieked, and Roger jerked in reflex, spun on his heel to face the threat, grabbed her and thrust her
behind him, all in the same motion.

The push sent her staggering backward. She caught a heel in a hidden root in the dark, and fell, landing
hard on her backside, from which position she had an excellent view of Roger in the moonlight, knife in
hand, charging into the trees with an incoherent roar.

Belatedly, she registered what the voice had said, as well as the unmistakable tone of disappointment in
it. A very similar voice, loud with alarm, spoke from the wood on the right.

“Jo?” 1t said. “What? Jo, what?”

There was a lot of thrashing and yelling going on in the woods to the left. Roger’d got his hands on
someone.

“Roger!” she shouted. “Roger, stop! It’s the Beardsleys!”

She’d dropped the rock when she fell, and now got to her feet, rubbing the dirt from her hand on the
side of her skirt. Her heart was still pounding, her left buttock was bruised, and her urge to laugh was
tinged with a strong desire to strangle one or both of the Beardsley twins.

“Kezzie Beardsley, come out of there!” she bellowed, then repeated it, even louder. Kezzie’s hearing
had improved after her mother had removed his chronically infected tonsils and adenoids, but he was still
rather deaf.

A loud rustling in the brush yielded the slight form of Keziah Beardsley, dark-haired, white-faced, and
armed with a large club, which he swung off his shoulder and tried abashedly to hide behind him when he

saw her.

Meanwhile, much louder rustling and a certain amount of cursing behind her portended the emergence of
Roger, gripping the scrawny neck of Josiah Beardsley, Kezzie’s twin.

“What in the name of God d’ye wee bastards think ye’re up to?” Roger said, shoving Jo across to stand
by his brother in a patch of moonlight. “D’ye realize I nearly killed you?”

There was just enough light for Brianna to make out the rather cynical expression that crossed Jo’s face
at this, before it was erased and replaced with one of earnest apology.

“We’re that sorry, Mr. Mac. We heard someone coming, and thought it might be brigands.”

“Brigands,” Brianna repeated, feeling the urge to laugh rising, but keeping it firmly in check. “Where on
earth did you get that word?”

“Oh.” Jo looked at his feet, hands clasped behind his back. “Miss Lizzie was a-readin’ to us, from that
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book what Mr. Jamie brought. *Twas in there. About brigands.”

“I see.” She glanced at Roger, who met her eye, his annoyance obviously waning into amusement, as
well. “The Pirate Gow, ” she explained. “Defoe.”

“Oh, aye.” Roger sheathed his dirk. “And why, exactly, did ye think there might be brigands coming?”

Kezzie, with the quirks of his erratic hearing, picked that up and answered, as earnestly as his brother,
though his voice was louder and slightly flat, the result of his early deafness.

“We come across Mr. Lindsay, sir, on his way home, and he did tell us what passed, up by Dutchman’s
Creek. It’s true, so, what he said? They was all burned to cinders?”

“They were all dead.” Roger’s voice had lost any tinge of amusement. “What’s that to do with you lot
lurking in the woods with clubs?”

“Well, you see, sir, McGillivrays’ is a fine, big place, what with the cooper’s shop and the new house
and all, and being on a road, like—well, if/ was a brigand, sir, ’tis just the sort of place I might choose,”
replied Jo.

“And Miss Lizzie’s there, with her Pap. And your son, Mr. Mac,” Kezzie added pointedly. “Shouldn’t
want no harm to come to ’em.”

“I see.” Roger smiled a little crookedly. “Well, thanks to ye, then, for the kind thought. I doubt the
brigands will be anywhere near, though; Dutchman’s Creek is a long way away.”

“Aye, sir,” Jo agreed. “But brigands might be anywhere, mightn’t they?”’

This was undeniable, and sufficiently true as to give Brianna a renewed feeling of chill in the pit of the
stomach.

“They might be, but they aren’t,” Roger assured them. “Come along to the house with us, aye? We’re
just going to collect wee Jem. I’'m sureFrau Ute would give ye a bed by the fire.”

The Beardsleys exchanged inscrutable looks. They were nearly identical—small and lithe, with thick
dark hair, distinguished only by Kezzie’s deafness and the round scar on Jo’s thumb—and to see the two

fine-boned faces wearing precisely the same expression was a little unnerving.

Whatever information had been exchanged by that look, it had evidently included as much consultation
as was required, for Kezzie nodded slightly, deferring to his brother.

“Ah, no, sir,” Josiah said politely. “We’ll bide, I think.” And with no further talk, the two of them turned
and crunched off into the dark, scuffling leaves and rocks as they went.

“Jo! Wait!” Brianna called after them, her hand having found something else in the bottom of her pocket.

“Aye, ma’am?” Josiah was back, appearing by her elbow with unsettling abruptness. His twin was no
stalker, but Jo was.

“Oh! I mean, oh, there you are.” She took a deep breath to slow her heart, and handed him the carved
whistle she’d made for Germain. “Here. If you’re going to stand guard, this might be helpful. To call for
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help, if someoneshould come.”

Jo Beardsley had plainly never seen a whistle before, but didn’t care to admit it. He turned the little
object over in his hand, trying not to stare at it.

Roger reached out, took it from him, and blew a healthy blast that shattered the night. Several birds,
startled from their rest, shot out of the nearby trees, shrieking, followed closely by Kezzie Beardsley,
eyes huge with amazement.

“Blow in that end,” Roger said, tapping the appropriate end of the whistle before handing it back.
“Squeeze your lips a bit.”

“Much obliged, sir,” Jo murmured. His normal stoic facade had shattered with the silence, and he took
the whistle with the wide-eyed look of a boy on Christmas morning, turning at once to show the prize to
his twin. It struck her quite suddenly that neither boy likely everiad had a Christmas morning—or any
other sort of gift.

“I’ll make another one for you,” she told Kezzie. “Then the two of you can signal back and forth. If you
see any brigands,” she added, smiling.

“Oh, yes, ma’am. We’ll do that, we surely will!”” he assured her, scarcely glancing at her in his eagerness
to examine the whistle his brother had put in his hands.

“Blow it three times, if ye want help,” Roger called after them, taking her arm.

“Aye, sir!” came back from the darkness, followed by a belated faint “Thank you, ma’am!”—this in turn
followed at once by a fusillade of puffs, gasps, and breathless rattles, punctuated by briefly successful
shrill toots.

“Lizzie’s been teaching them manners, I see,” Roger said. “As well as their letters. D’ye think they’ll ever
be truly civilized, though?”

“No,” she said, with a trace of regret.

“Really?” She couldn’t see his face in the dark, but heard the surprise in his voice. “I was only joking.
Ye really think not?”’

“I do—and no wonder, after the way they grew up. Did you see the way they were with that whistle?
No one’s ever given them a present, or a toy.”

“I suppose not. D’ye think that’s what makes boys civilized? If so, I imagine wee Jem will be a
philosopher or an artist or something. Mrs. Bug spoils him rotten.”

“Oh, as if you don’t,” she said tolerantly. “And Da, and Lizzie, and Mama, and everyone else in sight.”
“Oh, well,” Roger said, unembarrassed at the accusation. “Wait ’til he has a bit of competition.
Germain’s in no danger of spoiling, is he?”” Germain, Fergus and Marsali’s eldest son, was harried by two
small sisters, known to one and all as the hell-kittens, who followed their brother constantly, teasing and

pestering.

She laughed, but felt a slight sense of uneasiness. The thought of another baby always made her feel as
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though she were perched at the top of a roller coaster, short of breath and stomach clenched, poised
somewhere between excitement and terror. Particularly now, with the memory of their lovemaking still
softly heavy, shifting like mercury in her belly.

Roger seemed to sense her ambivalence, for he didn’t pursue the subject, but reached for her hand and
held it, his own large and warm. The air was cold, the last vestiges of a winter chill lingering in the
hollows.

“What about Fergus, then?” he asked, taking up an earlier thread of the conversation. “From what |
hear, he hadn’t much of a childhood, either, but he seems fairly civilized.”

“My aunt Jenny had the raising of him from the time he was ten,” she objected. “’You haven’t met my
aunt Jenny, but believe me, she could have civilized Adolf Hitler, if she put her mind to it. Besides, Fergus
grew up in Paris, not the backwoods—even if itwas in a brothel. And it sounds like it was a pretty
high-class brothel, too, from what Marsali tells me.”

“Oh, aye? What does she tell you?”
“Oh, just stories that he’s told her, now and then. About the clients, and the wh—the girls.”

“Can ye not say ‘whore,’ then?” he asked, amused. She felt the blood rise in her cheeks, and was
pleased that it was dark; he teased her more when she blushed.

“I can’t help it that I went to a Catholic school,” she said, defensive. “Early conditioning.” It was true;
she couldn’t say certain words, save when in the grip of fury or when mentally prepared. “Why can you,
though? You’d think a preacher’s lad would have the same problem.”

He laughed, a little wryly.

“Not precisely the same problem. It was more a matter of feeling obliged to curse and carry on in front
of my friends, to prove I could.”

“What kind of carrying on?” she asked, scenting a story. He didn’t often talk about his early life in
Inverness, adopted by his great-uncle, a Presbyterian minister, but she loved hearing the small tidbits he
sometimes let fall.

“Och. Smoking, drinking beer, and writing filthy words on the walls in the boys’ toilet,” he said, the smile
evident in his voice. “Tipping over dustbins. Letting air out of automobile tires. Stealing sweeties from the
Post Office. Quite the wee criminal I was, for a time.”

“The terror of Inverness, huh? Did you have a gang?” she teased.

“I did,” he said, and laughed. “Gerry MacMillan, Bobby Cawdor, and Dougie Buchanan. I was odd
man out, not only for being the preacher’s lad, but for having an English father and an English name. So I
was always out to show them I was a hard man. Meaning I was usually the one in most trouble.”

“I had no idea you were a juvenile delinquent,” she said, charmed at the thought.

“Well, not for long,” he assured her wryly. “Come the summer I was fifteen, the Reverend signed me up

on a fishing boat, and sent me to sea with the herring fleet. Couldna just say whether he did it to improve
my character, keep me out of jail, or only because he couldn’t stand me round the house any longer, but
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it did work. Ye want to meet hard men sometime, go to sea with a bunch of Gaelic fishermen.”

“I’ll remember that,” she said, trying not to giggle and producing a series of small, wet snorts instead.
“Did your friends end up in jail, then, or did they go straight, without you to mislead them?”

“Dougie joined the army,” he said, a tinge of wistfulness in his voice. “Gerry took over his dad’s
shop—his dad was a tobacconist. Bobby . . . aye, well, Bobby’s dead. Drowned, that same summer,
out lobstering with his cousin off Oban.”

She leaned closer to him and squeezed his hand, her shoulder brushing his in sympathy.
“I’m sorry,” she said, then paused. “Only . . . he isn’t dead, is he? Not yet. Not now.”
Roger shook his head, and made a small sound of mingled humor and dismay.

“Is that a comfort?”” she asked. “Or is it horrible to think about?”

She wanted to keep him talking; he hadn’t talked so much in one go since the hanging that had taken his
singing voice. Being forced to speak in public made him self-conscious, and his throat tightened. His
voice was still rasping, but relaxed as he was now, he wasn’t choking or coughing.

“Both,” he said, and made the sound again. “I’ll never see him again, either way.” He shrugged slightly,
pushing the thought away. “D’ye think of your old friends much?”

“No, not much,” she said softly. The trail narrowed here, and she linked her arm in his, drawing close as
they approached the last turn, which would bring them in sight of the McGillivrays’. “There’s too much
here.” But she didn’t want to talk about whatwasn 't here.

“Do you think Jo and Kezzie are just playing?” she asked. “Or are they up to something?”

“What should they be up to?” he asked, accepting her change of subject without comment. “I canna
think they’re lying in wait to commit highway robbery—not at this time of night.”

“Oh, I believe them about standing guard,” she said. “They’d do anything to protect Lizzie. Only—" She
paused. They had come out of the forest onto the wagon road; the far verge fell away in a steep bank,
looking at night like a bottomless pool of black velvet—by daylight, it would be a tangled mass of fallen
snags, clumps of rhododendron, redbud, and dogwood, overgrown with the snarls of ancient grapevines
and creepers. The road made a switchback further on and curved back on itself, arriving gently at the
McGillivrays’ place, a hundred feet below.

“The lights are still on,” she said with some surprise. The small group of buildings—the Old Place, the
New Place, Ronnie Sinclair’s cooper’s shop, Dai Jones’s blacksmith’s forge and cabin—were mostly
dark, but the lower windows of the McGillivrays’ New Place were striped with light, leaking through the
cracks of the shutters, and a bonfire in front of the house made a brilliant blot of light against the dark.

“Kenny Lindsay,” Roger said matter-of-factly. “The Beardsleys said they’d met him. He’ll have stopped
to share the news.”

“Mm. We’d better be careful, then; if they’re looking out for brigands, too, they might shoot at anything
that moves.”
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“Not tonight; it’s a party, remember? What were ye saying, though, about the Beardsley boys protecting
Lizzie?”

“Oh.” Her toe stubbed against some hidden obstacle, and she clutched his arm to keep from falling.
“Oof! Only that I wasn’t sure who they thought they were protecting her from.”

Roger tightened his grip on her arm in reflex.
“Whatever d’ye mean by that?”’

“Just that if  were Manfred McGillivray, I’d take good care to be nice to Lizzie. Mama says the
Beardsleys follow her around like dogs, but they don’t. They follow her like tame wolves.”

“I thought Ian said it wasn’t possible to tame wolves.”

“Itisn’t,” she said tersely. “Come on, let’s hurry, before they smoor the fire.”

THE BIG LOG HOUSE was literally overflowing with people. Light spilled from the open door and
glowed in the row of tiny arrow-slit windows that marched across the front of the house, and dark forms
wove in and out of the bonfire’s light. The sounds of a fiddle came to them, thin and sweet through the
dark, borne on the wind with the scent of roasting meat.

“I suppose Senga’s truly made her choice, then,” Roger said, taking her arm for the final steep descent
to the crossroad. “Who d’ye bet it is? Ronnie Sinclair or the German lad?”

“Oh, a bet? What are the stakes? Woops!” She stumbled, tripping on a half-buried rock in the path, but
Roger tightened his grip, keeping her upright.

“Loser sets the pantry to rights,” he suggested.
“Deal,” she said promptly. “I think she chose Heinrich.”

“Aye? Well, ye may be right,” he said, sounding amused. “But I have to tell you, it was five to three in
favor of Ronnie, last I heard.Frau Ute’s a force to be reckoned with.”

“She is,” Brianna admitted. “And if it was Hilda or Inga, I’d say it was no contest. But Senga’s got her
mother’s personality; nobody’s tellinger what to do—not evenFrau Ute.

“Where did they get ‘Senga,” anyway?” she added. “There are lots of Ingas and Hildas over toward
Salem, but I’ve never heard of another Senga.”

“Ah, well, ye wouldn’t—not in Salem. It’s not a German name, ken—it’s Scots.”
“Scots?”’she said in astonishment.

“Oh, aye,” he said, the grin evident in his voice. “It’s Agnes, spelt backward. A girl named that is bound
to be contrary, don’t ye think?”

“You’re kidding! Agnes, spelled backward?”
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“I wouldna say it’s common, exactly, but I’ve certainly met one or two Sengas in Scotland.”
She laughed.
“Do the Scots do that with any other names?”’

“Back-spelling?” He considered. “Well, I did go to school with a lass named Adnil, and there was a
grocer’s lad who got in the messages for old ladies in the neighborhood—his name’s pronounced
‘Kirry,” but it’s spelt ‘C-i-r-e.””

She looked sharply at him, in case he was teasing, but he wasn’t. She shook her head.
“I think Mama’s right about Scots. So yours spelled backward would be—"

“Regor,” he confirmed. “Sounds like something from a Godzilla film, doesn’t it? A giant eel, maybe, or a
beetle with death-ray eyes.” He sounded pleased at the notion.

“You thought about it, didn’t you?” she said, laughing. “Which would you rather be?”

“Well, when I was a kid, I thought the beetle with the death-ray eyes would be best,” he admitted.
“Then I went to sea and started hauling up the occasional Moray eel in my net. Those are not the kind of
thing ye’d want to meet in a dark alley, believe me.”

“More agile than Godzilla, at least,” she said, shuddering slightly at the recollection of the one Moray eel
she’d met personally. A four-foot length of spring steel and rubber, fast as lightning and equipped with a
mouthful of razors, it had come up from the hold of a fishing boat she’d watched being unloaded in a little
port town called MacDuff.

She and Roger had been leaning on a low rock wall, idly watching the gulls hover in the wind, when a
shout of alarm from the fishing boat just below had made them look down in time to see fishermen
scrambling back from something on deck.

A dark sine wave had flashed through the silver wash of fish on deck, shot under the rail, and landed on
the wet stones of the quay, where it had caused similar panic among the fishermen hosing down their
gear, writhing and lashing about like a crazed high-tension cable until one rubber-booted man, gathering
his self-possession, had rushed up and kicked it back into the water.

“Well, they’re no really bad sorts, eels,” Roger said judiciously, evidently recalling the same memory.
“Ye canna blame them, after all; being dragged up from the bottom of the sea without warning—anyone
would thrash about a bit.”

“So they would,” she said, thinking of themselves. She took his hand, threading her fingers between his,
and found his firm, cold grip a comfort.

They were close enough now to catch snatches of laughter and talk, billowing up into the cold night with
the smoke of the fire. There were children running loose; she saw two small forms dart through the legs of

the crowd around the fire, black and thin-limbed as Halloween goblins.

That wasn’t Jem, surely? No, he was smaller, and surely Lizzie wouldn’t—
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“Mej,” Roger said.
“What?”

“Jem, backward,” he explained. “I was just thinking it would be a lot of fun to see Godzilla films with
him. Maybe he’d like to be the beetle with death-ray eyes. Be fun, aye?”

He sounded so wistful that a lump came to her throat, and she squeezed his hand hard, then swallowed.
“Tell him Godzilla stories,” she said firmly. “It’s make-believe anyway. I’ll draw him pictures.”
He laughed at that.

“Christ, you do, and they’ll be stoning ye for trafficking with the devil, Bree. Godzilla looks like
something straight out of the Book of Revelation—or so I was told.”

“Who told you that?”
“Eigger.”
“Who . .. oh,” she said, going into mental reverse. “Reggie? Who’s Reggie?”

“The Reverend.” His great-uncle, his adoptive father. There was still a smile in his voice, but one tinged
with nostalgia. “When we went to the monster films together of a Saturday. Eigger and Regor—and ye
should have seen the looks on the faces of the Ladies’ Altar and Tea Society, when Mrs. Graham let
them in without announcing them, and they came into the Reverend’s study to find us stamping round and
roaring, kicking hell out of a Tokyo built of blocks and soup tins.”

She laughed, but felt tears prick at the backs of her eyes.

“I wish I’d known the Reverend,” she said, squeezing his hand.

“I wish ye had, too,” he said softly. “He would have liked ye so much, Bree.”

For the space of a few moments, while he talked, the dark forest and the flaming fire below had faded
away; they were in Inverness, cozy in the Reverend’s study, with rain on the windows and the sound of
traffic going by in the street. It happened so often when they talked like this, between themselves. Then
some small thing would fracture the moment—now, it was a shout from the fire as people began to clap
and sing—and the world of their own time vanished in an instant.

What if he were gone, she thought suddenly. Could I bring it back, all by myself?

A spasm of elemental panic gripped her, just for a moment, at the thought. Without Roger as her
touchstone, with nothing but her own memories to serve as anchor to the future, that time would be lost.

Would fade into hazy dreams, and be lost, leaving her no firm ground of reality to stand upon.

She took a deep breath of the cold night air, crisp with woodsmoke, and dug the balls of her feet hard
into the ground as they walked, trying to feel solid.

“MamaMamaMAMA!” A small blob detached itself from the confusion round the fire and rocketed
toward her, crashing into her knees with enough force to make her grab hold of Roger’s arm.
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“Jem! There you are!” She scooped him up and buried her face in his hair, which smelled pleasantly of
goats, hay, and spicy sausage. He was heavy, and more than solid.

Then Ute McGillivray turned and saw them. Her broad face was creased in a frown, but broke into a
beam of delight at seeing them. People turned at her call of greeting, and they were engulfed at once by
the crowd, everyone asking questions, expressing gratified surprise at their coming.

A few questions were asked about the Dutch family, but Kenny Lindsay had brought the news of the
burning earlier; Brianna was glad of that. People clucked and shook their heads, but by now they had
exhausted most of their horrified speculations, and were turning to other matters. The cold of the graves
beneath the fir trees still lingered as a faint chill on her heart; she had no wish to maket/at experience real
again by talking about it.

The newly engaged couple were seated together on a pair of upturned buckets, holding hands, faces
blissful in the glow of the bonfire.

“I win,” Brianna said, smiling at sight of them. “Don’t they look happy?”

“They do,” Roger agreed. “I doubt Ronnie Sinclair is. Is he here?”” He glanced round, and so did she,
but the cooper was nowhere in sight.

“Wait—he’s in his shop,” she said, putting a hand on Roger’s wrist and nodding toward the small
building on the opposite side of the road. There were no windows on this side of the cooper’s shop, but
a faint glow showed round the edge of the closed door.

Roger glanced from the darkened shop to the convivial crowd round the fire; a good many of Ute’s
relations had ridden over with the lucky bridegroom and his friends from Salem, bringing with them an
immense barrel of black beer, which was adding to the festivities. The air was yeasty with the tang of
hops.

By contrast, the cooper’s shop had a desolate, glowering sort of air about it. She wondered whether
anyone around the fire had yet missed Ronnie Sinclair.

“I’ll go and have a bit of a blether with him, aye?” Roger touched her back in brief affection. “He could
maybe use a sympathetic ear.”

“That and a stiff drink?”” She nodded toward the house, where Robin McGillivray was visible through the
open door, pouring what she assumed to be whisky for a select circle of friends.

“I imagine he will have managed that for himself,” Roger replied dryly. He left her, making his way
around the convivial group by the fire. He disappeared in the dark, but then she saw the door of the
cooper’s shop open, and Roger silhouetted briefly against the glow from within, his tall form blocking the
light before vanishing inside.

“Wanna drink, Mama!” Jemmy was wriggling like a tadpole, trying to get down. She set him on the
ground, and he was off like a shot, nearly upsetting a stout lady with a platter of corn fritters.

The aroma of the steaming fritters reminded her that she hadn’t had any supper, and she made her way
after Jemmy to the table of food, where Lizzie, in her role as almost-daughter-of-the-house, helped her
importantly to sauerkraut, sausages, smoked eggs, and something involving corn and squash.
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“Where’syour sweetheart, Lizzie?” she asked, teasing. ““Shouldn’t you be spooning with him?”

“Oh, him?” Lizzie looked like someone recalling a thing of vague general interest, but no immediate
importance. “Manfred, ye mean? He’s . . . ower there.” She squinted against the glow of the fire, then
pointed with her serving spoon. Manfred McGillivray, her own betrothed, was with three or four other
young men, all with arms linked, swaying to and fro as they sang something in German. They appeared to
have trouble remembering the words, as each verse dissolved into giggles and shoving accusations.

“Here,Schdtzchen —that’s ‘sweetheart,” ken, in German,” Lizzie explained, leaning down to give
Jemmy a bite of sausage. He snapped the tidbit up like a starving seal and chewed industriously, then
mumbled, “Wagga gink,” and wandered off into the night.

“Jem!” Brianna made to go after him, but was hampered by an oncoming crowd headed for the table.

“Ah, dinna fash yourself about him,” Lizzie assured her. “Everyone kens who he is; he’ll come to nay
harm.”

She might still have gone after him, save that she saw a small blond head pop up beside Jem’s. Germain,
Jem’s bosom friend. Germain was two years older, and had a great deal more worldly knowledge than
the average five-year-old, thanks in great part to his father’s tutelage. She did hope he wasn’t picking
pockets in the crowd, and made a mental note to frisk him for contraband, later.

Germain had Jem firmly by the hand, so she allowed herself to be persuaded to sit down with Lizzie,
Inga, and Hilda, on the bales of straw that had been placed a little way from the fire.

“Und where’syour sweetheart, then?” teased Hilda. “Yon big bonny black devil?”

“Oh, him?” Brianna said, mimicking Lizzie, and they all broke into rather unladylike roars of laughter;
evidently the beer had been making the rounds for some time.

“He’s comforting Ronnie,” she said, with a nod toward the darkened cooper’s shop. “Is your mother
upset about Senga’s choice?”

“Och, aye,” said Inga, rolling her eyes with great expressiveness. “Should ha’ heard them at it, her and
Senga. Hammer and tongs, hammer and tongs. Da went out to the fishing, and stayed awa’ three days.”

Brianna ducked her head to hide a grin. Robin McGillivray liked a peaceful life, something he was never
likely to enjoy in the company of his wife and daughters.

“Ah, well,” Hilda said philosophically, leaning back a little to ease the strain of her first pregnancy, which
was well advanced. “She couldna really say so much,meine Mutter. Heinrich’s her own cousin’s son,
after all. Even if heis poor.”

“But young,” Inga added practically. “Da says Heinrich will have time to get rich.” Ronnie Sinclair wasn’t
precisely rich—and hewas thirty years older than Senga. On the other hand, he did own both his
cooper’s shop and half of the house in which he and the McGillivrays lived. And Ute, having shepherded
both her elder daughters to solid marriages with men of property, had obviously seen the advantages of a
match between Senga and Ronnie.

“I can see that it might be a little awkward,” Brianna said tactfully. “Ronnie going on living with your
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family, after—" She nodded at the betrothed couple, who were feeding each other bits of cake.
“Hoo!” Hilda exclaimed, rolling her eyes. “I’m that glad not to be living here!”

Inga nodded vigorous agreement, but added, “Well, butMutti isna the one to be greetin’ over spilt milk.
She’s got an eye out for a wife for Ronnie. Just watch her.” She nodded toward the food table, where
Ute was chatting and smiling with a group of German women.

“Who d’ye think it is she has picked out?” Inga asked her sister, eyes narrowed as she watched her
mother operate. “That wee Gretchen? Or your Archie’s cousin, maybe? The walleyed one—Seona?”

Hilda, married to a Scot from Surry County, shook her head at this.

“She’ll want a German girl,” she objected. “For she’ll be thinkin’ of what will happen if Ronnie dies, and
the wife marries again. If it’s a German girl, chances are Mama can bully her into a new marriage with
one of her nephews or cousins—keep the property in the family, aye?”

Brianna listened with fascination as the girls discussed the situation, with perfect matter-of-factness—and
wondered whether Ronnie Sinclair had the slightest idea that his fate was being decided in this pragmatic
fashion. But he’d been living with the McGillivrays for more than a year, she reasoned; he must have
some idea of Ute’s methods.

Thanking God silently that she was not herself compelled to live in the same house with the redoubtable
Frau McGillivray, she looked round for Lizzie, feeling a pang of sympathy for her erstwhile bondmaid.

Lizziewould be living with Ute, once her marriage to Manfred took place next year.

Hearing the name “Wemyss,” she returned to the conversation at hand, only to discover that the girls
were not discussing Lizzie, but rather her father.

“Auntie Gertrud,” declared Hilda, and belched softly, fist to her mouth. “She’s a widow-woman herself;
she’d be the best for him.”

“Auntie Gertrud would have poor wee Mr. Wemyss dead in a year,” Inga objected, laughing. “She’s
twice his size. If she didna kill him from exhaustion, she’d roll over in her sleep and squash him flat.”

Hilda clapped both hands to her mouth, but less in shock than to stifle her giggles. Brianna thought she’d
had her share of beer, too; her cap was awry and her pale face looked flushed, even by firelight.

“Aye, weel, I think he’s no much bothered at the thought. See him?” Hilda nodded past the
beer-drinkers, and Brianna had no trouble picking out Mr. Wemyss’s head, his hair pale and flyaway as
his daughter’s. He was in animated conversation with a stout woman in apron and cap, who nudged him

intimately in the ribs, laughing.

As she watched, though, Ute McGillivray made her way toward them, followed by a tall blond woman,
who hesitated a little, hands folded under her apron.

“Oh, who’s that?” Inga craned her neck like a goose, and her sister elbowed her, scandalized.
“Lass das, du alte Ziege! Mutti’s looking this way!”

Lizzie had half-risen to her knees, peering.
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“Who—7?” she said, sounding like an owl. Her attention was momentarily distracted by Manfred, who
dropped beside her in the straw, grinning amiably.

“How is it, then,Herzchen 7" he said, putting an arm round her waist and trying to kiss her.

“Who’s that, Freddie?”” she said, adroitly eluding his embrace and pointing discreetly toward the blond
woman, who was smiling shyly asFrau Ute introduced her to Mr. Wemyss.

Manfred blinked, swaying a little on his knees, but answered readily enough.
“Oh. That’sFraulein Berrisch. Pastor Berrisch’s sister.”

Inga and Hilda made little cooing sounds of interest; Lizzie frowned a little, but then relaxed, seeing her
father tilt back his head to address the newcomer;Fraulein Berrisch was nearly as tall as Brianna herself.

Well, that explains why she’s still a Fraulein,Brianna thought with sympathy. The woman’s hair was
streaked with gray, where it showed beneath her cap, and she had a rather plain face, though her eyes
held a calm sweetness.

“Oh, a Protestant, then,” Lizzie said, in a dismissive tone that made it clear that theFraulein could hardly
be considered as a potential mate for her father.

“Aye, but she’s a nice woman, for a’ that. Come and dance, Elizabeth.” Manfred had clearly lost any
interest in Mr. Wemyss and theFraulein, he pulled Lizzie, protesting, to her feet, and propelled her
toward the circle of dancers. She went reluctantly, but Brianna saw that by the time they had reached the
dance, Lizzie was laughing at something Manfred had said, and he was smiling down at her, the firelight
glowing on the handsome planes of his face. They were a nice-looking couple, she thought,
better-matched in appearance than Senga and her Heinrich—who was tall, but spindly and rather
hatchet-faced.

Inga and Hilda had begun arguing with each other in German, allowing Brianna to devote herself to the
wholehearted consumption of the excellent supper. Hungry as she was, she would have enjoyed almost
anything, but the tart, crisp sauerkraut and the sausages, bursting with juice and spices, were a rare treat.

It was only as she wiped the last of the juice and grease from her wooden plate with a chunk of corn
bread that she cast a glance at the cooper’s shop, thinking guiltily that she ought perhaps to have saved
some for Roger. He was so kind, taking thought for poor Ronnie’s feelings. She felt a rush of pride and
affection for him. Maybe she should go over there and rescue him.

She had put down her plate and was sorting out her skirts and petticoats, in preparation for putting this
plan into action, when she was forestalled by a pair of small figures who came weaving out of the
darkness.

“Jem?” she said, startled. ““What’s the matter?”

The flames gleamed on Jemmy’s hair like freshly minted copper, but the face under it was white, and his
eyes enormous dark pools, fixed and staring.

“Jemmy!”
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He turned a blank face to her, said “Mama?” in a small, uncertain voice, then sat down suddenly, his legs
collapsing under him like rubber bands.

She was dimly aware of Germain, swaying like a sapling in a high breeze, but had no attention to spare
for him. She seized Jemmy, lifting his head and shaking him a little.

“Jemmy! Wake up! What’s wrong?”

“The wee laddie’s dead drunk,a nighean, ” said a voice above her, sounding amused. ‘“Whatever have
ye been givin” him?”” Robin McGillivray, rather obviously a little the worse for wear himself, leaned over
and prodded Jemmy gently, eliciting nothing more than a soft gurgle. He picked up one of Jemmy’s arms,

then let it go; it fell, boneless as a strand of boiled spaghetti.

“Ididn’t give him anything,” she replied, panic giving way to a rising annoyance, as she saw that Jemmy
was in fact merely asleep, his small chest rising and falling with a reassuring rhythm. “Germain!”

Germain had subsided into a small heap, and was singing “Alouette’ to himself in a dreamy sort of way.
Brianna had taught it to him; it was his favorite song.

“Germain! What did you give Jemmy to drink?”

“...j’te plumerai la tete. . .”

“Germain!”She grabbed him by the arm, and he ceased singing, looking surprised to see her.
“What did you give Jemmy, Germain?”’

“He was thirsty, m’dame,” Germain said, with a smile of surpassing sweetness. “He wanted a drink.”
Then his eyes rolled back in his head, and he keeled over backward, limp as a dead fish.

“Oh, Jesus Christ on a piece oftoast !”
Inga and Hilda looked shocked, but she was in no mood to worry about their sensibilities.
“Where the bloody hell is Marsali?”

“She’s no here,” Inga said, bending forward to inspect Germain. “‘She stopped at hame wi’ the wee
maedchen. Fergus is . . .” She straightened up, looking vaguely round. “Well, I saw him a while ago.”

“What'’s the trouble?” The hoarse voice at her shoulder surprised her, and she turned to find Roger
looking quizzical, his face relaxed from its usual sternness.

“Your son is a drunkard,” she informed him. Then she caught a whiff of Roger’s breath. “Following in his
father’s footsteps, I see,” she added coldly.

Disregarding this, Roger sat down beside her and gathered Jemmy up into his lap. Holding the little boy
propped against his knees, he patted Jemmy’s cheek, gently but insistently.

“Hallo there, Mej,” he said softly. “Hallo, then. Ye’re all right, are ye?”

Like magic, Jemmy’s eyelids floated up. He smiled dreamily at Roger.
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“Hallo, Daddy.” Still smiling beatifically, his eyes closed and he relaxed into utter limpness, cheek
flattened against his father’s knee.

“He’s all right,” Roger told her.

“Well, good,” she said, not particularly mollified. “What do you think they’ve been drinking? Beer?”

Roger leaned forward and sniffed at his offspring’s red-stained lips.

“Cherry Bounce, at a guess. There’s a vat of it, round by the barn.”

“Holy God!” She’d never drunk Cherry Bounce, but Mrs. Bug had told her how to make it: “Tak’ the
Jjuice of a bushel o’ cherries, dissolve twenty-four pound o’ sugar ower it, then ye put it into a
forty-gallon cask and fill it up wi’ whisky.”

“He’s all right.” Roger patted her arm. “Is that Germain over there?”

“It is.” She leaned over to check, but Germain was peacefully asleep, also smiling. “That Cherry Bounce
must be good stuft.”

Roger laughed.
“It’s terrible. Like industrial-strength cough syrup. I will say it makes ye very cheerful, though.”
“Have you been drinking it?”” She eyed him narrowly, but his lips appeared to be their usual color.

“Of course not.” He leaned over and kissed her, to prove it. “Surely ye dinna think a Scotsman like
Ronnie would deal wi’ disappointment by drinking Cherry Bounce? When there’s decent whisky to
hand?”

“True,” she said. She glanced at the cooperage. The faint glow from the hearth fire had faded and the
outline of the door had disappeared, leaving the building no more than a faint rectangle of black against
the darker mass of the forest beyond. “Howis Ronnie dealing with it?”” She glanced round, but Inga and
Hilda had taken themselves off to helpFrau Ute; all of them were clustered round the food table, clearing
things away.

“Oh, he’s all right, Ronnie.” Roger moved Jemmy off his lap, placing him gently on his side in the straw
near Germain. “He wasna in love with Senga, after all. He’s suffering from sexual frustration, not a

broken heart.”

“Oh, well, if that’s all,” she said dryly. “He won’t have to suffer much longer; I’'m informed thatFrau Ute
has the matter well in hand.”

“Aye, she’s told him she’ll find him a wife. He’s what ye might call philosophical about the matter.
Though still reeking wi’ lust,” he added, wrinkling his nose.

“Ew. Do you want anything to eat?”” She glanced at the little boys, getting her feet under her. “I’d better
get you something before Ute and the girls clear it all away.”

Roger yawned, suddenly and immensely.
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“No, I’'m all right.” He blinked, smiling sleepily at her. “T’ll go tell Fergus where Germain is, maybe
snatch a bite on the way.” He patted her shoulder, then stood up, swaying only a little, and moved off
toward the fire.

She checked the boys again; both were breathing deeply and regularly, dead to the world. With a sigh,
she bundled them close together, piling up the straw around them, and covered them with her cloak. It
was growing colder, but winter had gone; there was no feel of frost in the air.

The party was still going on, but it had shifted to a lower gear. The dancing had stopped and the crowd
broken up into smaller groups, men gathered in a circle near the fire, lighting their pipes, the younger men
disappeared somewhere. All around her, families were settling in for the night, making nests for
themselves in the hay. Some were in the house, more in the barn; she could hear the sound of a guitar
from somewhere behind the house, and a single voice, singing something slow and wistful. It made her
yearn suddenly for the sound of Roger’s voice as it had been, rich and tender.

Thinking of that, though, she realized something; his voice had been much better when he came back
from consoling Ronnie. Still husky and with only a shadow of its former resonance—but it had come
easily, without that choked note in it. Perhaps alcohol relaxed the vocal cords?

More likely, she thought, it simply relaxed Roger; removed some of his inhibitions about the way he
sounded. That was worth knowing. Her mother had opined that his voice would improve, if he would
stretch it, work with it, but he was shy of using it, wary of pain—whether from the actual sensation of
speaking, or from the contrast with the way he had sounded before.

“So maybe I’ll make a little Cherry Bounce,” she said aloud. Then she looked at the two small forms
slumbering in the hay, and contemplated the prospect of waking up alongside three hangovers, come
morning. “Well, maybe not.”

She bunched up enough hay for a pillow, spread her folded kerchief over it—they’d be picking hay out
of their clothes most of tomorrow—and lay down, curling her body round Jem’s. If either boy stirred or
vomited in his sleep, she’d feel it and rouse.

The bonfire had burned down; only a ragged fringe of flames now flickered over the bed of glowing
embers, and the lanterns set around the yard had all gone out or been thriftily extinguished. Guitar and
singer had ceased. Without light and noise to keep it at bay, the night came in, spreading wings of cold
silence over the mountain. The stars burned bright above, but they were pinpricks, millennia away. She
closed her eyes against the immensity of the night, bowing to put her lips against Jem’s head, cradling his
warmth.

She tried to compose her mind for sleep, but without the distractions of company, and with the scent of
burning timber strong in the air, memory stole back, and her normal prayers of blessing became pleas for

mercy and protection.

“He hath put my brethren far from me, and mine acquaintance are verily estranged from me. My kinsfolk
have failed, and my familiar friends have forgotten me.”

I won’t forget you,she said silently to the dead. It seemed so pitiful a thing to say—so small and futile.
And yet the only thing in her power.

She shivered briefly, tightening her grip on Jemmy.
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A sudden rustle of the hay, and Roger slid in behind her. He fumbled a bit, spreading his own cloak over
her, then sighed with relief, his body relaxing heavily against hers as his arm came round her waist.

“Been a bloody long day, hasn’t it?”

She groaned faintly in agreement. Now that everything was quiet, with no more need to talk, watch, pay
attention, every fiber of her muscles seemed about to dissolve with fatigue. There was no more than a thin
layer of hay between her and cold, hard ground, but she felt sleep lapping at her like the waves of the tide
creeping up a sandy shore, soothing and inexorable.

“Did you get something to eat?”” She put a hand on his leg, and his arm tightened in reflex, holding her
close.

“Aye, if ye think beer’s food. Many folk do.” He laughed, a warm fog of hops on his breath. “I’'m fine.”
The warmth of his body was beginning to seep through the layers of cloth between them, dispelling the
night’s chill.

Jem always gave off heat when he slept; it was like holding a clay firepot, with him curled against her.
Roger was putting out even more heat, though. Well, her mother did say that an alcohol lamp burned
hotter than oil.

She sighed and snuggled back against him, feeling warm, protected. The cold immensity of the night had
lifted, now that she had her family close, together again, and safe.

Roger was humming. She realized it quite suddenly. There was no tune to it, but she felt the vibration of
his chest against her back. She didn’t want to chance stopping him; surely that was good for his vocal
cords. He stopped on his own, though, after a moment. Hoping to start him again, she reached back to
stroke his leg, essaying a small questioning hum of her own.

“Hmmm-mmmm?”

His hands cupped her buttocks and fastened tight.

“Mmm-hmmm,” he said, in what sounded like a combination of invitation and satisfaction.

She didn’t reply, but made a slight dissentient motion of the behind. Under normal conditions, this would
have caused him to let go. Hedid let go, but only with one hand, and this in order to slide it down her leg,
evidently meaning to get hold of her skirt and ruckle it up.

She reached back hastily and grabbed the roving hand, bringing it round and placing it on her breast, as
an indication that while she appreciated the notion and under other circumstances would be thrilled to

oblige, just this moment she thought—

Roger was usually very good at reading her body language, but evidently this skill had dissolved in
whisky. That, or—the thought came suddenly to her—he simply didn’tcare whether she wanted—

“Roger!” she hissed.

Hehad started humming again, the sound now interspersed with the low, bumping noises a teakettle
makes, just before the boil. He’d got his hand down her leg and up her skirt, hot on the flesh of her thigh,


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

groping swiftly upward—and inward. Jemmy coughed, jerking in her arms, and she made an attempt to
kick Roger in the shin, as a signal of discouragement.

“God, you’re beautiful,” he murmured into the curve of her neck. “Oh, God, so beautiful. So beautiful . .
.80 ...hmmm. ..” The next words were a mumble against her skin, but shethought he’d said
“slippery.” His fingers had reached their goal, and she arched her back, trying to squirm away.

“Roger,” she said, keeping her voice low. “Roger, there arepeople around!” And a snoring toddler
wedged like a doorstop in front of her.

He mumbled something in which the words “dark” and “nobody’ll see”” were distinguishable, and then
the groping hand retreated—only to grab a handful of her skirts and start shoving them out of the way.

He had resumed the humming, pausing momentarily to murmur, “Love you, love you so much. . ..”
“I love you, too,” she said, reaching back and trying to catch his hand. “Roger,stop that !”

He did, but immediately reached around her, and grasped her by the shoulder. A quick heave, and she
was lying on her back staring up at the distant stars, which were at once blotted out by Roger’s head and
shoulders as he rolled on top of her in a tremendous rustling of hay and loosened clothing.

“Jem—" She flung out a hand toward Jemmy, who appeared not to have been disturbed by the sudden
disappearance of his backstop, but was still curled up in the hay like a hibernating hedgehog.

Roger was, of all things,singing now, if one could call it that. Or chanting, at least, the words to a very
bawdy Scottish song, about a miller who is pestered by a young woman wanting him to grind her corn.
Whereupon he does.

“He flung her down upon the sacks, and there she got her corn ground, her corn ground. . . .” Roger
was chanting hotly in her ear, his full weight pinning her to the ground and the stars spinning madly far
above.

She’d thought his description of Ronnie as “reeking wi’ lust” merely a figure of speech, but evidently not.
Bare flesh met bare flesh, and then some. She gasped. So did Roger.

“Oh, God,” he said. He paused, frozen for an instant against the sky above her, then sighed in an ecstasy
of whisky fumes and began to move with her, humming. Itwas dark, thank God, though not nearly dark
enough. The remnants of the fire cast an eerie glow over his face, and he looked for an instant the bonny
big, black devil Inga had called him.

Lie back and enjoy it,she thought. The hay made a tremendous rustling—but there were other rustlings
nearby, and the sound of the wind soughing through the trees in the cove was nearly enough to drown

them all in sibilance.

She had managed to suppress her embarrassment and was indeed beginning to enjoy it, when Roger got
his hands under her, lifting.

“Wrap your legs round me,” he whispered, and nipped her earlobe with his teeth. “Wrap them round my
back and hammer my arse wi’ your heels.”

Moved partly by an answering wantonness, and partly by a desire to squeeze the breath out of him like
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an accordion, she flung her legs apart and swung them high, scissoring them tight across his heaving back.
He gave an ecstatic groan and redoubled his efforts. Wantonness was winning; she had nearly forgotten
where they were.

Hanging on for dear life and thrilled by the ride, she arched her back and jerked, shuddering against the
heat of him, the night wind’s touch cool and electric on thighs and buttocks, bared to the dark. Trembling
and moaning, she melted back against the hay, her legs still locked around his hips. Boneless and
nerveless, she let her head roll to the side, and slowly, languidly, opened her eyes.

Someone was there; she saw movement in the dark, and froze. It was Fergus, come to fetch his son.
She heard the murmur of his voice, speaking French to Germain, and the quiet rustle of his footsteps in
the hay, moving off.

She lay still, heart pounding, legs still locked in place. Roger, meanwhile, had reached his own quietus.
Head hanging so that his long hair brushed her face like cobwebs in the dark, he murmured, “Love you . .
. God, I love you,” and lowered himself, slowly and gently. Whereupon he breathed, “Thank you,” in her
ear and lapsed into warm half-consciousness on top of her, breathing heavily.

“Oh,” she said, looking up to the peaceful stars. “Don’t mention it.”” She unlocked her stiff legs, and with
some difficulty, got herself and Roger disentangled, more or less covered, and restored to blessed
anonymity in their hay-lined nest, Jemmy safely stowed between them.

“Hey,” she said suddenly, and Roger stirred.

“Mnl?”

“What sort of monster was Eigger?”

He laughed, and the sound was low and clear.

“Oh, Eigger was a giant sponge cake. With chocolate icing. He’d fall on the other monsters, and
smother them wi’ sweetness.” He laughed again, hiccuped, and subsided in the hay.

“Roger?” she said softly, a moment later. There was no answer, and she stretched a hand across the
slumbering body of her son, to rest light on Roger’s arm.

“Sing to me,” she whispered, though she knew that he already was asleep.

JAMES FRASER, INDIAN AGENT

JAMES FRASER, Indian Agent,” I said, closing one eye as though reading it off a screen. “It sounds
like a Wild West television show.”

Jamie paused in the act of pulling off his stockings, and eyed me warily.

“It does? Is that good?”
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“Insofar as the hero of a television show never dies, yes.”

“In that case, I’'m in favor of it,” he said, examining the stocking he’d just pulled off. He sniffed it
suspiciously, rubbed a thumb over a thin patch on the heel, shook his head, and tossed it into the laundry
basket. “Must I sing?”’

“Si—oh,” I said, recollecting that the last time I had tried to explain television to him, my descriptions
had focused largely onThe Ed Sullivan Show. “No, I don’t think so. Nor yet swing from a trapeze.”

“Well, that’s a comfort. I’'m none sae young as I was, ken.” He stood up and stretched himself,
groaning. The house had been built with eight-foot ceilings, to accommodate him, but his fists brushed the
pine beams, even so. “Christ, but it’s been a long day!”

“Well, it’s nearly over,” I said, sniffing in turn at the bodice of the gown I’d just shed. It smelled strongly,
though not disagreeably, of horse and woodsmoke. Air it a bit, I decided, and see whether it could go
another little while without washing. “I couldn’t have swung on a trapeze even when Iwas young.”

“I’d pay money to see ye try,” he said, grinning.

“Whatis an Indian agent?” I inquired. “MacDonald seemed to think he was doing you a signal favor by
suggesting you for the job.”

He shrugged, unbuckling his kilt.

“Nay doubt he thinks he is.” He shook the garment experimentally, and a fine sifting of dust and
horsehair bloomed on the floor beneath it. He went to the window, opened the shutters, and, thrusting the
kilt outside, shook it harder.

“He would be”—his voice came faintly from the night outside, then more strongly, as he turned round
again— ‘were it not for this war of yours.”

“Ofmine 7 1 said, indignant. “You sound as though you think I’m proposing to start it, single-handed.”
He made a small gesture of dismissal.

“Ye ken what I mean. An Indian agent, Sassenach, is what it sounds like—a fellow who goes out and
parleys wi’ the local Indians, giving them gifts and talking them round, in hopes that they’ll be inclined to

ally themselves with the Crown’s interests, whatever those might happen to be.”

“Oh? And what’s this Southern Department that MacDonald mentioned?” I glanced involuntarily toward
the closed door of our room, but muffled snoring from across the hall indicated that our guest had already
collapsed into the arms of Morpheus.

“Mmphm. There’s a Southern Department and a Northern Department that deal wi’ Indian affairs in the
colonies. The Southern Department is under John Stuart, who’s an Inverness man. Turn round, I’ll do it.”

I turned my back gratefully to him. With expertise born of long experience, he had the lacing of my stays
undone in seconds. I sighed deeply as they loosened and fell. He plucked the shift away from my body,

massaging my ribs where the boning had pressed the damp fabric into my skin.

“Thank you.” I sighed in bliss and leaned back against him. “And being an Inverness man, MacDonald
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thinks this Stuart will have a natural predisposition to employ other Highlanders?”

“That might depend upon whether Stuart’s ever met any of my kin,” Jamie said dryly. “But MacDonald
thinks so, aye.” He kissed the top of my head in absent affection, then withdrew his hands and began
untying the lace that bound his hair.

“Sit,” I said, stepping out of my fallen stays. “I’ll do it.”

He sat on the stool in his shirt, closing his eyes in momentary relaxation as I unbraided his hair. He’d
worn it clubbed in a tight queue for riding, bound up for the last three days; I ran my hands up into the
warm fiery mass as it unraveled from its plait, and the loosened waves of it spilled cinnamon and gold and
silver in the firelight as I rubbed the pads of my fingers gently into his scalp.

“Gifts, you said. Does the Crown supply these gifts?”” The Crown, I had noticed, had a bad habit of
“honoring” men of substance with offices that required them to come up with large amounts of their own
money.

“Theoretically.” He yawned hugely, broad shoulders slumping comfortably as I took up my hair brush
and set about tidying him. “Oh, that’s nice. That’s why MacDonald thinks it a favor; there’s the
possibility of doing well in trade.”

“Besides generally excellent opportunities for corruption. Yes, I see.” I worked for a few minutes before
asking, “Will you do it?”

“I dinna ken. I must think a bit. Ye were mentioning Wild West—Brianna’s said such a thing, telling me
about cowherds—”

“Cowboys.”
He waved off the correction. “And the Indians. That’s true, is it—what she says about the Indians?”

“If what she says is that they’ll be largely exterminated over the next century or so—yes, she’s right.”
smoothed his hair, then sat down on the bed facing him and set about brushing my own. “Does that
trouble you?”

His brows drew together a little as he considered it, and he scratched absently at his chest, where the
curly red-gold hairs showed at the open neck of his shirt.

“No,” he said slowly. “Not precisely. It’s not as though I should be doing them to death wi’ my own
hands. But . . . we’re coming to it, are we not? The time when I must tread wi’ some care, if I'm to walk
betwixt the fires.”

“I’m afraid we are,” I said, an uneasy tightness hovering between my shoulder blades. I saw what he
meant, all too clearly. The battle lines were not clear yet—but they were being drawn. To become an
Indian agent for the Crown was to appear to be a Loyalist—all very well for the moment, when the
Rebel movement was no more than a radical fringe, with pockets of disaffection. But very, very
dangerous, as we grew closer to the point where the disaffected seized power, and independence was
declared.

Knowing the eventual outcome, Jamie dare not wait too long to ally himself to the Rebel side—but to do
so too early was to risk arrest for treason. Not a good prospect for a man who was already a pardoned
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traitor.

“Of course,” I said diffidently, “if youwere to be an Indian agent I suppose you might actually persuade
some of the Indian tribes into supporting the American side—or staying neutral, at least.”

“I might,” he agreed, with a certain note of bleakness in his voice. “But putting aside any question as to
the honor of such a course—that would help condemn them, no? Would the same thing happen to them
in the end, d’ye think, if the English were to win?”’

“They won’t,” I said, with a slight edge.

He glanced sharply at me.

“I do believe ye,” he said, with a similar edge. “I’ve reason to, aye?”

I nodded, my lips pressed together. I didn’t want to talk about the earlier Rising. I didn’t want to talk
about the oncoming Revolution, either, but there was little choice about that.

“I don’t know,” I said, and took a deep breath. “No one can say—since it didn’t happen—but if [ were
toguess . . . then I think the Indians might quite possibly do better under British rule.” I smiled at him, a
little ruefully.

“Believe it or not, the British Empire did—or will, I should say—generally manage to run its colonies
withoutentirely exterminating the native people in them.”

“Bar the Hieland folk,” he said, very dryly. “Aye, I’ll take your word for it, Sassenach.”

He stood up, running a hand back through his hair, and I caught a glimpse of the tiny streak of white that
ran through it, legacy of a bullet wound.

“You should talk to Roger about it,” I said. “He knows a great deal more than I do.”

He nodded, but didn’t reply, beyond a faint grimace.

“Where do you suppose Roger and Bree went, speaking of Roger?”

“To the MacGillivrays’, I suppose,” he replied, surprised. “To fetch wee Jem.”

“How do you know that?” I asked, equally surprised.

“When there’s mischief abroad, a man wants his family safe under his eye, ken?”” He raised one brow at
me, and reaching to the top of the wardrobe, took down his sword. He drew it halfway from its
scabbard, then put it back and set the scabbard gently back in place, the sword loosened, hilt ready to
hand.

He’d brought a loaded pistol upstairs with him; that was placed on the washstand by the window. The
rifle and fowling piece too had been left loaded and primed, hanging from their hooks above the hearth
downstairs. And, with a small ironic flourish, he drew the dirk from its belt sheath and slid it neatly under

our pillow.

“Sometimes I forget,” I said a little wistfully, watching this. There had been a dirk under the pillow of our
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wedding couch—and under many a one since then.

“Do ye?” He smiled at that; a little lopsidedly, but he smiled.
“Don’t you? Ever?”

He shook his head, still smiling, though it had a rueful tinge.
“Sometimes [ wish I did.”

This colloquy was interrupted by a spluttering snort across the hall, followed at once by a thrashing of
bedclothes, violent oaths, and a sharpthump! as something—likely a shoe—struck the wall.

“Fucking cat!” bellowed Major MacDonald. I sat, hand pressed across my mouth, as the stomp of bare
feet vibrated through the floorboards, succeeded briefly by the crash of the Major’s door, which flung
open, then shut with a bang.

Jamie too had stood frozen for an instant. Now he moved, very delicately, and soundlessly eased our
own door open. Adso, tail arrogantly S-shaped, strolled in. Magnificently ignoring us, he crossed the
room, leapt lightly onto the washstand, and sat in the basin, where he stuck a back leg into the air and
began calmly licking his testicles.

“I saw a man once in Paris who could do that,” Jamie remarked, observing this performance with
interest.

“Are there people willing to pay to watch such things?” I assumed that no one was likely to engage in a
public exhibition of that sort merely for the fun of it. Not in Paris, anyway.

“Well, it wasna the man, so much. More his female companion, who was likewise flexible.” He grinned
at me, his eyes glinting blue in the candlelight. “Like watching worms mate, aye?”’

“How fascinating,” I murmured. I glanced at the washstand, where Adso was now doing something even
more indelicate. “You’re lucky the Major doesn’t sleep armed, cat. He might have potted you like a

jugged hare.”

“Oh, I doubt that. Our Donald likely sleeps with a blade—but he kens well enough which side of his
bread’s buttered. Ye wouldna be likely to give him breakfast, and he’d skewered your cat.”

I glanced toward the door. The mattress-heaving and muttered curses across the hall had died down; the
Major, with the practiced ease of a professional soldier, was already well on his way back to dreamland.

“I suppose not. You were right about his worming his way into a position with the new governor. Which
is the real reason for his desire for your political advancement, I imagine?”

Jamie nodded, but had plainly lost interest in discussing MacDonald’s machinations.
“Iwas right, no? That means ye owe me a forfeit, Sassenach.”

He eyed me with an air of dawning speculation, which I hoped had not been too much inspired by his
memories of the wormlike Parisians.
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“Oh?” I regarded him warily. “And, um,what precisely . . . ?”

“Well, I havena quite worked out all the details as yet, but I think ye should maybe lie on the bed, to
begin with.”

That sounded like a reasonable start to the matter. I piled up the pillows at the head of the bed—pausing
to remove the dirk—then began to climb onto it. I paused again, though, and instead bent to wind the
bedkey, tightening the ropes that supported the mattress until the bedstead groaned and the ropes gave a
creaking twang.

“Verra canny, Sassenach,” Jamie said behind me, sounding amused.

“Experience,” | informed him, clambering over the newly tautened bed on hands and knees. “I’ve waked
up often enough after a night with you, with the mattress folded up round my ears and my arse no more
than an inch off the ground.”

“Oh, I expect your arse will end up somewhat higher than that,” he assured me.

“Oh, you’re going to let me be on top?”’ I had mixed feelings about that. [ was desperately tired, and
while I enjoyed riding Jamie, all right, I’d been riding a beastly horse for more than ten hours, and the
thigh muscles required for both activities were trembling spasmodically.

“Perhaps later,” he said, eyes narrowed in thought. “Lie back, Sassenach, and ruckle up your shift. Then
open your legs for me, there’s a good lass no, a bit wider, aye?”” He began—with deliberate

slowness—to remove his shirt.

I sighed and shifted my buttocks a little, looking for a position that wouldn’t give me cramp if I had to
hold it for long.

“If you have in mind what I think you have in mind, you’ll regret it. I haven’t even bathed properly,” I
said reproachfully. “I’'m desperately filthy and I smell like a horse.”

Naked, he raised one arm and sniffed appraisingly.

“Oh? Well, so do I. That’s no matter; I’'m fond of horses.” He’d abandoned any pretense of delay, but
paused to survey his arrangements, looking me over with approval.

“Aye, verra good. Now then, if ye’ll just put your hands above your head and seize the bedstead—"

“You wouldn’t!” I said, and then lowered my voice, with an involuntary glance toward the door. “Not
with MacDonald just across the hall!”

“Oh, I would,” he assured me, “and the devil wi’ MacDonald and a dozen more like him.” He paused,
though, studying me thoughtfully, and after a moment, sighed and shook his head.

“No,” he said quietly. “Not tonight. Ye’re still thinking of that poor Dutch bastard and his family, no?”
“Yes. Aren’t you?”

He sat down beside me on the bed with a sigh.
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“I’ve been trying verra hard not to,” he said frankly. “But the new dead dinna lie easy in their graves, do
they?”

I laid a hand on his arm, relieved that he felt the same. The night air seemed restless with the passage of
spirits, and I had felt the dragging melancholy of that desolate garden, that row of graves, all through the
events and alarums of the evening.

Itwas a night to be securely locked inside, with a good fire on the hearth, and people nearby. The house
stirred, shutters creaking in the wind.

“I do want ye, Claire,” Jamie said softly. “I need . . . if ye will?”

And had they spent the night before their deaths like this, I wondered? Peaceful and snug betwixt their
walls, husband and wife whispering together, lying close in their bed, having no notion what the future
held. I saw in memory her long white thighs as the wind blew over her, and the glimpse I’d had of the
small curly mat between them, the pudenda beneath its nimbus of brown hair pale as carved marble, the
seam of it sealed like a virgin’s statue.

“I' need, too,” I said, just as softly. “Come here.”

He leaned close, and pulled the drawstring neatly from the neck of my shift, so the worn linen wilted off
my shoulders. I made a grab for the fabric, but he caught my hand, and held it down by my side.
One-fingered, he brushed the shift lower, then put out the candle, and in a dark that smelled of wax and
honey and the sweat of horses, kissed my forehead, eyes, the corners of my cheeks, my lips and chin,

and so continued, slow and soft-lipped, to the arches of my feet.

He raised himself then, and suckled my breasts for a long time, and I ran my hand up his back and
cupped his buttocks, naked and vulnerable in the dark.

Afterward, we lay in a pleasantly vermiform tangle, the only light in the room a faint glow from the
banked hearth. I was so tired that I could feel my body sinking into the mattress, and desired nothing
more than to keep going down, down, into the welcoming dark of oblivion.

“Sassenach?”

GGUm?97

A moment’s hesitation, then his hand found mine, curling round it.

“Ye wouldna do what she did, would ye?”

“Who?”

“Her. The Dutchwoman.”

Snatched back from the edge of sleep, I was muzzy and confused, sufficiently so that even the image of
the dead woman, shrouded in her apron, seemed unreal, no more disturbing than the random fragments
of reality my brain tossed overboard in a vain effort to keep afloat as I sank down into the depths of

sleep.

“What? Fall into the fire? I’ll try not,” I assured him, yawning. “Good night.”
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“No. Wake up.” He shook my arm gently. “Talk to me, Sassenach.”

“Ng.” It was a considerable effort, but I pushed away the enticing arms of Morpheus, and flounced over
onto my side, facing him. “Mm. Talk to you. About. .. ?”

“The Dutchwoman,” he repeated patiently. “If I were to be killed, ye wouldna go and kill your whole
family, would ye?”

“What?” I rubbed my free hand over my face, trying to make some sense of this, amid the drifting shreds
of sleep. “Whose whole—oh. You think she did it on purpose? Poisoned them?”

“I think maybe so.”

His words were no more than a whisper, but they brought me back to full consciousness. I lay silent for
a moment, then reached out, wanting to be sure he was really there.

He was; a large, solid object, the smooth bone of his hip warm and live under my hand.
“It might as well have been an accident,” I said, voice pitched low. “You can’t know for sure.”
“No,” he admitted. “But I canna keep from seeing it.” He turned restlessly onto his back.

“The men came,” he said softly, to the beams overhead. “He fought them, and they killed him there, on
his own threshold. And when she saw her man was gone I think she told the men she must feed the
weans first, before . . . and then she put toadstools into the stew, and fed it to the bairns and her mother.
She took the two men with them, but I think it wasthat that was the accident. She only meant to follow
him. She wouldna leave him there, alone.”

I wanted to tell him that this was a rather dramatic interpretation of what we had seen. But I couldn’t
very well tell him he was wrong. Hearing him describe what he saw in thought, I saw it, too, all too
clearly.

“You don’t know,” I said at last, softly. “You can’t know.”Unless you find the other men, 1 thought
suddenly,and ask them. 1 didn’t say that, though.

Neither of us spoke for a bit. I could tell that he was still thinking, but the quicksand of sleep was once
more pulling me down, clinging and seductive.

“What if I canna keep ye safe?”” he whispered at last. His head moved suddenly on the pillow, turning
toward me. “You and the rest of them? I shall try wi’ all my strength, Sassenach, and I dinna mind if I die
doing it, but what if I should die too soon—and fail?”

And what answer was there to that?

“You won’t,” I whispered back. He sighed, and bent his head, so his forehead rested against mine. I
could smell eggs and whisky, warm on his breath.

“I’ll try not,” he said, and I put my mouth on his, soft against mine, acknowledgment and comfort in the
dark.
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I laid my head against the curve of his shoulder, wrapped a hand round his arm, and breathed in the
smell of his skin, smoke and salt, as though he had been cured in the fire.

“You smell like a smoked ham,” I murmured, and he made a low sound of amusement and wedged his
hand into its accustomed spot, clasped between my thighs.

I let go then, at last, and let the heavy sands of sleep engulf me. Perhaps he said it, as I fell into darkness,
or perhaps I only dreamed it.

“If I die,” he whispered in the dark, “dinna follow me. The bairns will need ye. Stay for them. I can
wait.”

PARTTWO

A Gathering of Shadows

VICTIM OF A MASSACRE
From Lord John Grey

To Mr. James Fraser, Esq.

April 14, 1773

My dear friend—

[ write you in good Health, and trust that [ find you and yours in similar condition.

My Son has returned to England, there to complete his Education. He writes with Delight of his
Experiences (I inclose a Copy of his most recent Letter), and assures me of his Well-being. More
importantly, my Mother also writes to assure me that he flourishes, though I believe—more from what
she does not say than from what she does—that he introduces an unaccustomed Element of Confusion
and Upheaval in her Household.

I confess to feeling the Lack of this Element in my own Household. So orderly and well-regulated a Life
as mine is these Days, you would be astonished. Still, the Quiet seems oppressive to me, and while [ am

in Health in terms of Body, I find my Spirit somewhat flagging. I miss William sadly, I fear.

For Distraction from my solitary State, I have of late undertaken a new Employment, that of making
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Wine. While I admit the Product lacks the Power of your own Distillations, I flatter myself that it is not
undrinkable, and if allowed to stand for a Year or two, might eventually be palatable. I shall send you a
dozen Bottles later in the Month, by the Hand of my new Servant, Mr. Higgins, whose History you may
find interesting,

You will perhaps have heard something of a disreputable Brawl occurring in Boston in March of three
Years past, which | have often seen in Newspaper and Broadside called a “Massacre,” most
irresponsibly—and most inaccurately, to one who has been privy to the actual Occurrence.

I was not present myself, but have spoken to numerous of the Officers and Soldiers who were. If they
speak truly, and I believe they do, such a View as is given by the Boston Press of the Matter has been
monstrous.

Boston is by all Accounts a perfect Hellhole of republican Sentiment, with so-called “Marching
Societies” at large in the Streets in every Weather, these being no more than an Excuse for the Assembly
of Mobs, whose chief Sport is the tormenting of the Troops quartered there.

Higgins tells me that no Man would dare go out alone in Uniform, for fear of these Mobs, and that even
when in greater Numbers, harassment from the public soon drove them back to their Quarters, save
when compelled by Duty to persist.

A Patrol of five Soldiers was so beset one Evening, pursued not only by insults of the grossest Nature,
but by hurled Stones, Clods of Earth and Dung, and other such Rubbish. Such was the Press of the Mob
around them that the Men feared for their Safety, and thus presented their Weapons, in hopes of
discouraging the raucous Attentions rained upon them. So far from accomplishing this Aim, the Action
provoked still greater Outrages from the Crowd, and at some Point, a Gun was fired. No one can say for
sure whether the Shot was discharged from the Crowd, or from one of the Soldier’s Weapons, let alone
whether it were by Accident or in Deliberation, but the Effect of it . . . well, you will have sufficient
Knowledge of such Matters to imagine the Confusion of subsequent Events.

In the End, five of the Mob were killed, and while the Soldiers were buffeted and badly handled, they
escaped alive, only to be made Scapegoats by the malicious Rantings of the mob’s Leaders in the Press,
these so styled as to make it seem a wanton and unprovoked Slaughter of Innocents, rather than a
Matter of Self-defense against a Mob inflamed by Drink and Sloganeering.

I confess that my Sympathies must lie altogether with the Soldiers; I am sure so much is obvious to you.
They were brought to Trial, where the Judge discovered Three to be Innocent, but no Doubt felt it would
be Dangerous to his own Situation to free them all.

Higgins, with one other, was convicted of Manslaughter, but pled Clergy and was released after his
Branding. The Army of course discharged him, and without means of making a Living and subject to the
Opprobrium of the Populace, he found himself in sad Case. He tells me that he was beaten in a Tavern
soon after his Release, injuries inflicted therein depriving him of the Sight in one Eye, and in fact, his very
Life was threatened on more than one Occasion. So seeking Safety, he took Passage on a Sloop
captained by my Friend, Captain Gill, working as a Sailor, though I have seen him sail and I assure you
he is not one.

This state of Affairs became soon evident to Captain Gill, who terminated his Employment upon arrival
at their first Port. I was in the Town on Business, and encountered Captain Gill, who told me of Higgins’s
desperate Situation.
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I contrived to find the Man, feeling some Pity for a Soldier who appeared to me to have performed his
Duty honorably, and thinking it hard that he should suffer by it. Discovering him to be intelligent and of a
generally agreeable Character, I engaged him in Service, wherein he has proved most faithful.

I send him with the Wine, in Hopes that your Wife might be so kind as to examine him. The local
Physician, one Dr. Potts, has seen him, and declares the Injury to his Eye irretrievable, as indeed it may
be. Having some personal Experience of your Wife’s skill, however, I wonder whether she might suggest
Treatment for his other Ills; Dr. Potts was unable to be of much Help. Tell her, please, that I am her
humble Servant, and remain in perpetual Gratitude for her Kindness and Ability.

My warmest Regards to your Daughter, for whom I have sent a small Present, to arrive with the Wine. I

trust her Husband will not take Offense at my Familiarity, by Consideration of my long Acquaintance with
your Family, and will allow her to accept it.

As always, I remain your Ob’t. Servant,

John Grey

THE THRESHOLD OF WAR
April 1773

ROBERT HIGGINS WAS a slight young man, so thin as to seem that his bones were barely held
together by his clothes, and so pale that it was easy to imagine you could in fact see through him. He was,
however, graced with large, candid blue eyes, a mass of wavy, light-brown hair, and a shy manner that
caused Mrs. Bug to take him at once under her wing and declare a firm intent to “feed him up,” before he
should depart back to Virginia.

I quite liked Mr. Higgins myself; he was a sweet-natured boy, with the soft accent of his native Dorset. |
did rather wonder, though, whether Lord John Grey’s generosity toward him was as unselfish as it
seemed.

I had come reluctantly to like John Grey, too, after our shared experience of the measles a few years
earlier, and his friendship to Brianna while Roger was held captive by the Iroquois. Still, I remained
acutely aware of the fact that Lord John did like men—specifically, Jamie, but certainly other men, as
well.

“Beauchamp,” I said to myself, laying out trillium roots to dry, “you have a very suspicious mind.”

“Aye, ye have,” said a voice behind me, sounding amused. “Whom do ye suspect of doing what?”

I jerked in startlement and sent trilliums flying in all directions.

“Oh, it’s you,” I said crossly. “Why must you sneak up on me like that?”
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“Practice,” Jamie said, kissing me on the forehead. “I shouldna like to lose my touch at stalking game.
Why d’ye talk to yourselt?”

“It assures me of a good listener,” I said tartly, and he laughed, bending to help me pick up the roots
from the floor.

“Who are ye suspecting, Sassenach?”
I hesitated, but was unable to come up with anything but the truth.
“I was wondering whether John Grey’s buggering our Mr. Higgins,” I said baldly. “Or intends to.”

He blinked slightly, but didn’t look shocked—which in itself suggested to me that he’d considered the
same possibility.

“What makes ye think so?”’

“He’s a very pretty young man, for the one thing,” I said, taking a handful of the roots from him and
beginning to spread them out on a sheet of gauze. “And he’s got the worst case of piles I’ve ever seen in
a man of his age, for another.”

“He let yelook at them?”” Jamie had flushed up himself at the mention of buggery; he disliked me being
mdelicate, but he’d asked, after all.

“Well, it took no little persuasion,” I said. “He told me about them readily enough, but he wasn’t keen to
have me examine them.”

“I wouldna care for that prospect, either,” Jamie assured me, “and I’'m wed to ye. Why on earth would
ye want to look at such a thing, beyond morbid curiosity?” He cast a wary glance at my big black
casebook, open on the table. “Ye’re no drawing pictures of poor Bobby Higgins’s backside in there, are
ye?”’

“No need. I can’t imagine a physician in any time who doesn’t know what piles look like. The ancient
Israelites and Egyptians had them, after all.”

“They did?”
“It’s in the Bible. Ask Mr. Christie,” I advised.
He gave me a sidelong look.

“Ye’ve been discussing the Bible wi” Tom Christie? Ye’re a braver man than [ am, Sassenach.” Christie
was a most devout Presbyterian, and never happier than when hitting someone over the head with a fistful
of Sacred Scripture.

“Not me. Germain asked me last week what ‘emerods’ are.”
“What are they?”

“Piles.Then said they, What shall be the trespass offering which we shall return to him? They
answered, Five golden emerods, and five golden mice, according to the number of the lords of the
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Philistines, > I quoted, “or something of the sort. That’s as close as I can come from memory. Mr.
Christie made Germain write out a verse from the Bible as punishment, and having an inquiring sort of
mind, Germain wondered what it was he was writing.”

“And he wouldna ask Mr. Christie, of course.” Jamie frowned, rubbing a finger down the bridge of his
nose. “Do I want to know what it was Germain did?”

“Almost certainly not.” Tom Christie earned the quitrent on his land by serving as the local schoolmaster,
and seemed capable of keeping discipline on his own terms. My opinion was that having Germain Fraser
as a pupil was probably worth the entire amount, in terms of labor.

“Gold emerods,” Jamie murmured. “Well, there’s a thought.” He had assumed the faintly dreamy air he
often had just before coming up with some hair-raising notion involving the possibility of maiming, death,
or life imprisonment. I found this expression mildly alarming, but whatever the train of thought triggered
by golden hemorrhoids, he abandoned it for the moment, shaking his head.

“Well, so. We were speaking of Bobby’s backside?”’

“Oh, yes. As for why I wanted to look at Mr. Higgins’s emerods,” I said, returning to the previous point
of conversation, ‘I wanted to see whether the best treatment was amelioration, or removal.”

Jamie’s eyebrows went up at that.

“Remove them? How? Wi’ your wee knife?”” He glanced at the case where I kept my surgical tools, and
hunched his shoulders in aversion.

“I could, yes, though I imagine it would be rather painful without anesthesia. There was a much simpler
method just coming into widespread use, though, when I . . . left.” Just for a moment, I felt a deep twinge
of longing for my hospital. I could all but smell the disinfectant, hear the murmur and bustle of nurses and
orderlies, touch the glossy covers of the research journals bulging with ideas and information.

Then it was gone, and | was estimating the desirability of leeches versus string, with reference to Mr.
Higgins’s achieving ideal anal health.

“Dr. Rawlings advises the use of leeches,” I explained. “Twenty or thirty, he says, for a serious case.”

Jamie nodded, showing no particular revulsion at the idea. Of course, he’d been leeched a few times
himself, and assured me that it didn’t hurt.

“Aye. Ye havena got that many on hand, do ye? Shall I collect the wee lads and set them to gathering?”

Jemmy and Germain would like nothing better than an excuse to go bogging through the creeks with their
grandfather, coming back festooned with leeches and mud to the eyebrows, but I shook my head.

“No. Or  mean, yes,” I corrected. “At your convenience—but I don’t need them immediately. Using
leeches would relieve the situation temporarily, but Bobby’s hemorrhoids are badly thrombosed—have
clots of dried blood in them—" I emended, “and I think he really would be better oft if [ remove them
entirely. I believe I can ligate them—tie a thread very tightly round the base of each hemorrhoid, I mean.
That starves them of blood, and eventually, they just dry up and fall off. Very neat.”

“Verra neat,” Jamie murmured, in echo. He looked mildly apprehensive. “Have ye done it before?”
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“Yes, once or twice.”

“Ah.” He pursed his lips, apparently envisioning the process. “How . . . er, Imean . . . can he shit, d’ye
think, while this is going on? It must take a bit of time, surely.”

I frowned, tapping a finger on the countertop.

“His chief difficulty is that hedoesn 't shit,” I said. “Not often enough, I mean, and not with the proper
consistency. Horrible diet,” I said, pointing an accusatory finger at him. “He told me. Bread, meat, and
ale. No vegetables, no fruit. Constipation is absolutelyrife in the British army, I don’t doubt. I shouldn’t
be surprised if every man jack of them has piles hanging out of his arse like grape clusters!”

Jamie nodded, one eyebrow raised.

“There are a great many things I admire about ye, Sassenach—especially the delicate manner of your
conversation.” He coughed, glancing downward. “But if ye say it’s costiveness that causes piles—"

“Ttis.”

“Aye, well. It’s only—what ye were saying about John Grey. I mean, ye don’t think the state of
Bobby’s arse is to do with . . . mmphm.”

“Oh. Well, no, not directly.” I paused. “It was more that Lord John said in his letter that he wanted me
to—how did he put it?—/ might suggest treatment for his other ills.I mean, he might possibly know
about Bobby’s difficulty, without . . . er . . . personal inspection, shall we say? But as/ say, piles are so
commonplace an affliction, why ought he be concerned to the point of asking me to do something about
them—unless he thought that they might hamper his own eventual . . . er. . . progress?”

Jamie’s face had resumed its normal hue during the discussion of leeches and constipation, but at this
point, went red again.

< CHi S—, 2

“I' mean,” I said, folding my arms beneath my bosom, “I’'m just a trifle put off . . . by the notion that he’s
sent Mr. Higgins down for repair, you might say.” I had been suffering from a niggling feeling of unease
regarding the matter of Bobby Higgins’s backside, but hadn’t put this notion into words before. Now that
I'had, I realized precisely what was bothering me.

“The thought that I'm meant to be fixing up poor little Bobby, and then sending him home to be—""1
pressed my lips tight together, and turned abruptly back to my roots, needlessly turning them.

“I don’t like the thought,” I said, to the cupboard door. “T’ll do what I can for Mr. Higgins, mind. Bobby
Higgins hasn’t many prospects; no doubt he’d do . . . whatever his Lordship required. But perhaps I'm
wronging him. Lord John, I mean.”

“Perhaps ye are.”

I turned round, to find Jamie sitting on my stool, fiddling with a jar of goose grease that seemed to have
his full attention.
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