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Lavish Praise for
the Novels of Sara Donati:

DAWN ON A DISTANT SHORE


“The likable protagonists, a multitude of amusing secondary characters and exciting escapades make this a compelling read.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Donati’s skillfully told and captivating romantic historical saga brings a tumultuous era and dashing characters to life in what promises to be a very popular and rewarding series.”

—Booklist




“Donati masterfully weaves the evocative history of the founding of America with the powerful challenges faced by those, like the Bonners, who settled this new world. The strengths they find in themselves provide a timely reminder that this melting pot nation is a rich fabric, woven by the lives of ordinary people who rise to extraordinary challenges.”

—Book Page




“Like Into the Wilderness, Dawn on a Distant Shore will keep readers up into the wee hours. We can only hope Donati has her own supply of midnight oil that she is using to write the third installment of this worthy and satisfying series.”

—The Orlando Sentinel




“Set in the wilderness of 1794 New-York … [Dawn on a Distant Shore] features an imaginative plot that interconnects characters without straining credibility or leaving loose ends. It’s a balanced blend of bravery, treachery, romance, suffering and hope.”

—The Tampa Tribune Times




“This novel is a sequel to the earlier epic, Into the Wilderness, but although there’s a strong sense of the characters’ past, it’s perfectly enjoyable on its own terms. If you haven’t read the earlier book, however, you’re likely to make immediate tracks in your own quest to aquire it.”

—The Seattle Times




“Sara Donati has created a worthy historical epic here, enriched by solid intrigues and a compelling cast of characters.”

—The Bellingham Herald




“Remarkably written. Outstanding.”

—Rendezvous




“The story line is impressive as the plot fully entertains the audience. Sara Donati creates an Americana epic that will receive much acclaim from fans and critics.”

—The Midwest Book Review



INTO THE WILDERNESS


“My favorite kind of book is the sort you live in, rather than read. Into the Wilderness is one of those rare stories that let you breathe the air of another time, and leave your footprints on the snow of a wild, strange place. I can think of no better adventure than to explore the wilderness in the company of such engaging and independent lovers as Elizabeth and her Nathaniel.”

—Diana Gabaldon




“The author builds a powerful adventure story, animating everyone—German villagers, slaves, and Scottish trappers alike—in a gorgeous, vividly described American landscape. The erotic passages aren’t bad either.”

—People




“Donati’s captivating saga is much like the books in Diana Gabaldon’s bestselling Outlander series, and it is definitely the romance of the year when it comes to transcending genre boundaries and appealing to readers who love lush historical epics or thrilling backwoods adventures.”

—Booklist




“A lushly written novel … Donati, a skillful storyteller, easily weaves historical fact with romantic ambience to create a dense, complex design…. Exemplary historical fiction, boasting a heroine with a real and tangible presense.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Remarkable … a vibrant tapestry … Sara Donati is a skilled storyteller who weaves historical facts into a grand adventure of love, mystery, and intrigue. She takes us to an unfamiliar place and allows us to breathe in the air of another time. This is exemplary historical fiction…From page one, the action is nonstop. The more you read, the better it gets.”

—Tulsa World




“An elegant, eloquent word journey … The author has [a] gift for capturing the history and the lives of the people of that time and place.”

—The Tampa Tribune




“Epic in scope, emotionally intense…an enrapturing, grand adventure.”

—BookPage




“Memorable … draws the reader into the story from page one … a powerfully good read.”

—Toronto Sun




“A splendid read…Wonderful reading, suited for a cold winter’s night.”

—Rocky Mountain News




“Better buy some midnight oil, for this hugely satisfying novel is a page-turner.”

—The Orlando Sentinel




“A rich, involving, fully textured tale. Each time you open a book, you hope to discover a story that will make your spirit of adventure and romance sing. This book delivers on that promise.”

—Amanda Quick




“A beautiful tale of both romance and survival … Here is the beauty as well as the savagery of the wilderness and, at the core of it all, the compelling story of the love of a man and a woman, both for the untamed land and for one another.”

—Allan W. Eckert
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For my daughter, Elisabeth

She discovered with great delight that one does not love one’s children just because they are one’s children but because of the friendship formed while raising them.

—Gabriel García Márquez
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Chief Characters
Where they are first encountered

PARADISE, ON THE EDGE OF THE NEW-YORK WILDERNESS

Judge Alfred Middleton, landowner

Curiosity Freeman, a freed slave, his house-keeper

Galileo Freeman, a freed slave, the manager of his farm and holdings, and Curiosity’s husband

Axel Metzler, owner of the tavern

LAKE IN THE CLOUDS

Nathaniel Bonner (also known as Wolf-Running-Fast or Between-Two-Lives), a hunter and trapper

Elizabeth Middleton Bonner (also known as Bone-in-Her-Back), a schoolteacher and Nathaniel’s wife

Hannah (also known as Squirrel), Nathaniel’s daughter by his first wife

Mathilde (Lily) and Daniel Bonner, Elizabeth and Nathaniel’s children

Liam Kirby, an orphan living with the Bonners

Falling-Day, of the Kahnyen’kehàka (Mohawk) Wolf clan, Nathaniel’s former mother-in-law

Many-Doves, Falling-Day’s daughter and the wife of Runs-from-Bears

Runs-from-Bears, of the Kahnyen’kehàka Turtle clan

Blue-Jay, infant son of Many-Doves and Runs-from-Bears

ALBANY

General Major Phillip Schuyler and his wife, Catherine; some of their children and grandchildren

Augusta Merriweather, Lady Crofton, Elizabeth Bonner’s aunt, visiting from England along with her daughter,

Amanda Spencer, Lady Durbeyfield, with her husband, William Spencer, Viscount Durbeyfield

Grievous Mudge, ship’s captain

CANADA

Dan’l Bonner (known also as Hawkeye), Nathaniel’s father

Robbie MacLachlan, Scot, hunter and trapper

Iona Fraser, a Scottish immigrant to Canada and

Luke, her grandson

Otter, son of Falling-Day

Pépin, a pig farmer

Denier, a butcher

Ron Jones, a sergeant of the dragoons

Angus Moncrieff, secretary and factor to the Earl of Carryck

George Somerville, Lord Bainbridge, lieutenant governor of Lower Canada, also called Pink George

Giselle Somerville, daughter of Lord Bainbridge

Sir Guy Carleton, Lord Dorchester, governor of Lower Canada

Maria Carleton, Lady Dorchester, the governor’s wife

Mac Stoker, Irish by birth, captain and owner of the Jackdaw

Horace Pickering, captain of the Isis, a merchantman

AT SEA

Aboard the Jackdaw

Anne Bonney Stoker (Granny), Mac Stoker’s grandmother

Connor, his first mate

Captain Christian Fane of the Leopard

Aboard the Isis
(The Lass in Green)

Hakim Ibrahim Dehlavi ibn Abdul Rahman Balkhi, ship’s surgeon

Charlie, the Hakim’s cabin boy and servant

Mungo, another cabin boy and Charlie’s brother

Margreit MacKay, wife of the first officer

Adam MacKay and Jonathan Smythe, first and second officers

SCOTLAND

Solway Firth and Dumfries

Robert Burns, exciseman

Dandie Mump, innkeeper at Mump’s Hall

At Carryck and Carryckcastle

Alasdair Scott, 9th Lord Scott of Carryckcastle, 4th Earl of Carryck

Jean Hope, housekeeper; Jennet, her daughter

MacQuiddy, house steward

Monsieur Dupuis, a permanent houseguest

Some of the earl’s men: Richard Odlyn; Dugald and Ewen Huntar; Thomas, Lucas, and Ronald Ballentyne; Jamie Dalgleish; Ebenezer Lun

Monsieur Contrecoeur, a visiting French wine merchant

Madame Marie Vigée and Mademoiselle Julie LeBrun, cousins and traveling companions to Contrecoeur

Leezie Laidlaw, a widow

Gelleys Smaill, a retired washerwoman

Minister Willie Fisher

At Moffat

Flora, Countess of Loudoun, an orphan

John Campbell, 4th Earl of Breadalbane, chief of the Glenorchy line, and Flora’s guardian

Walter Campbell, illegitimate son of Breadalbane by an unknown lady, appointed by his father as the curator of the Loudoun holdings

Isabel Campbell, née Scott, his wife





The Family Tree for the Carryck Line

ROBERT, 5TH LORD SCOTT, WAS KILLED IN THE SERVICE OF CHARLES II;
by Beatrix Scott of Pykeston had an only child, Robert, 6th Lord Scott, who was created Earl of Carryck and Viscount Moffat by his grateful sovereign in 1660

|

ROBERT SCOTT, 6TH LORD SCOTT OF CARRYCKCASTLE, 1ST EARL OF CARRYK;

married Frances, illegitimate daughter of *Francis Scott, 2nd Earl of Buccleuch (a prominent Royalist)

|

ROBERT, 7TH LORD SCOTT OF CARRYCKCASTLE, 2ND EARL OF CARRYCK;

married Margaret, illegitimate daughter of *James Morton, 11th Earl of Morton; died 1755
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RODERICK SCOTT, 8TH LORD SCOTT OF CARRYCKCASTLE, 3rd Earl of Carryck; born 1690 (elder twin);

married Appalina Forbes, heiress daughter of William Forbes of Agardston, a retired merchant of Danzig who restored Agardston Tower, extended its lands, and established a shipping fleet at the port of Aberdeen, and heiress sister to her two unmarried half brothers, who created a huge fortune trading in the American colonies in sugar, tobacco, and slaves; died 1775

|

ALASDAIR SCOTT,
9th Lord Scott of Carryckcastle, 4th Earl of Carryck, born 1721;

married Marietta, daughter by an unknown French lady of *Arthur Elphinstone, 6th Lord Balmerinoch (executed 1746 as a Jacobite); Marietta is a cousin to Flora, Countess of Loudoun

|

ISABEL,
born 1764;

eloped in 1790 to marry Walter Campbell, the illegitimate son of *John Campbell, 4th Earl of Breadalbane; Walter serves Flora, Countess of Loudoun, as her curator

[image: ]

JAMES SCOTT,
born 1690 (younger twin); disappeared 1718;

married Margaret Montgomerie of Edinburgh in Albany, NY, 1722; died 1728

|

DAN’L [BONNER] AKA HAWKEYE,
born 1725 on the NY frontier;

married Cora Munro, daughter of a Munro cadet of Foulis, an officer of His Majesty’s Forces in the North American Colonies, in 1756

NATHANIEL BONNER,
born 1757;

first wife: Sings-from-Books, granddaughter of the clan mother of the Wolf Longhouse of the Kahnyen’ kehàka people;

second wife: Elizabeth Middleton, originally of Oakmere, Devon, in 1793
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* indicates nonfictional character




Prologue

To the Earl of Carryck
Carryckcastle
Annandale
Scotland

My Lord,

Allow me to report success: at long last I have located the man I believe to be your cousin. He is known as Dan’l Bonner, called Hawkeye by his associates, Indian and White. Even if there were not plentiful documentary evidence that he is your uncle Jamie Scott’s son by Margaret Montgomerie, the sight of him alone would convince anyone that he is indeed a Scott of Carryck.

Bonner resides on the northernmost frontier of the State of New-York, where he was raised—as you always believed—by Natives. I trust you will be pleased to learn that he took as guidwife a Scotswoman (now deceased), whose father was, by fortunate circumstance, a Munro cadet of Foulis. She bore a son, called Nathaniel, now some thirty-six years of age, in robust health and with a new guidwife in hopeful expectation. Both father and son have made their living as hunters and trappers in the wilderness that the Natives call the endless forests, between this place and the Mohawk Valley. That is where I found Nathaniel, who then directed me here to Montréal. He is a likely young man, and I believe you will be well pleased with him.

Before I can carry out the task entrusted to me and convey Bonner and his son home to Carryck, Dan’l must first be disengaged from the military garrison where he is currently being held for questioning, in the matter of a large shipment of the King’s gold, missing for some forty years.

You see that the family resemblance is more than simple physiognomy.

I have had word from Pickering, who has docked the Isis at Halifax, but first getting to Bonner is a very complicated undertaking, and one which may require some drastic steps. The whole venture is made even more complex by the interference of the Lieutenant Governor, Lord Bainbridge. My Lord will remember Pink George from the unfortunate incident with the pig, I trust. He, at any rate, has not forgot it.

Yours at command, My Lord
Angus Moncrieff
Montréal, this third day of January, 1794



To Mr. Nathaniel Bonner
Paradise, on the West Branch of the Sacandaga
State of New-York

Sir—

With the prodigious help of Rab MacLachlan and your excellent directions, I have found your father. Unfortunately, the Lieutenant Governor had found him first and he paces a cell in the garrison gaol while being questioned on a matter referred to only as the “Tory gold,” details of which MacLachlan scruples to share with me. While I have seen your father for only a moment I can report that he seems to be in good health. A message in two parts:

First, a young man called Otter, of the Mohawk (or Kahnyen’kehàka as I understand they call themselves), was arrested with him, but is unharmed. Second, your father believes that a “visit to the pomkin patch” is the only way to resolve his current difficulties.

If, as I suspect, this means that you will be coming to Montréal, I beg you to call on me in my rooms in the rue St. Gabriel. You will find me to be an experienced and willing assistant in the garden. I ask only for your father’s ear for an hour to present my lordship’s case.

I believe your lady’s time must be close at hand. Please allow me to send my very best wishes for her safe delivery, and for the continuing health of your entire family.

Your Willing Servant
Angus Moncrieff
Secretary and Factor to the Earl of Carryck
Montréal, this third day of January, 1794



PART I
___________
North to Canada




1
February, 1794
On the edge of the New-York wilderness

In the middle of a blizzard in the second half of the hardest, snowiest winter anyone in Paradise could remember, Elizabeth Middleton Bonner, sweat soaked, naked, and adrift in burning pain, wondered if she might just die of the heat.

Once again she grabbed the leather straps tied to the bed frame to haul herself forward, and bore down with all her considerable strength.

“Come, little one,” sang the girl who crouched, waiting, at the foot of the bed. Her ten-year-old face was alight with excitement and fierce concentration, her bloodied hands outstretched, beckoning.

From a basket before the warmth of the hearth came the high, keen wail of Elizabeth’s firstborn: a daughter, just twenty minutes old.

“Come, child,” crooned Hannah. “We are waiting for you.”

We are all waiting for you.

In the grip of a contraction that threatened to set her on fire, Elizabeth bore down again and was rewarded with the blessed sight of a crowning head. With shaking fingers she touched the slick, wet curls and her own flesh, stretched drumtight: her body on the brink of splitting itself in two.

One last time, one last time, one last time. She strained, feeling the child flex and turn, feeling its will, as strong as her own. Elizabeth blinked the sweat from her eyes and looked up to find Hannah’s gaze fixed on her.

“Let him come,” the girl said in Kahnyen’kehàka. “It is his time.”

Elizabeth pushed. In a rush of fluid her son, blue-white and already howling, slid out into her stepdaughter’s waiting hands. With a groan of relief and thanksgiving, Elizabeth collapsed backward.

For one sweet moment, the wailing of the newborns was louder than the scream of the blizzard rampaging through the endless forests. Their father was out there, trying to make his way home to them. With her arms crossed over the warm, squirming bundles Hannah laid against her skin, Elizabeth muttered a prayer for Nathaniel Bonner’s safe delivery from the storm.

As Elizabeth labored, the small handful of farmers and trappers with the good sense to be stranded by the blizzard in Paradise’s only tavern sat huddled over cards and ale, waiting out the weather. While the winds worked the rafters like starving wolves at a carcass, they told stories in easy, slurred voices, but they watched their cards and tankards and the long, straight back of the man who stood, motionless, at the window.

“Strung as tight as my fiddle,” muttered one of the card players. “Say something to him, Axel.”

Axel Metzler shrugged a shoulder in frustration, but he turned toward the window. “Set down, Nathaniel, and have a drink. I broke out my best ale, here. And the storm won’t be letting up for you staring at it.”

“Women will have babies at the worst times,” announced the youngest of the men solemnly.

“Now, what would you know about it, Charlie? You got a wife hid away somewhere?”

“A man don’t need a wife of his own to see that it’s damn hard luck to have run into this weather.”

The storm raised its voice as if to argue. The roof groaned in response, and a fine sifting of dust settled over the room and the uncovered tankards.

Axel plucked the pipe from his mouth in disgust and pointed his tattered white beard toward the heavens, exposing a long neck much like that of a plucked turkey. “Shut up, you old Teufel! Quiet!”

The winds howled once more, let out a longish whine, and fell silent. For a moment the men stared at each other and then Axel tucked his pipe back in the corner of his mouth with a satisfied grunt.

A woman appeared at the door from the living quarters just as the man at the window turned. The light of the fire threw his face into relief: half shadow, all worry, his high brow furrowed and his mouth pressed hard. In his hand was a crumpled sheet of paper, which he tucked into his shirt with one hand while he reached for his mantle with the other.

“Curiosity?” he asked, his voice hoarse with disuse.

“I’m right here, Nathaniel.” Long and wiry, straight backed in spite of her near sixty years, Curiosity Freeman moved briskly through the room, her skirts snapping and swirling. The hands adjusting the turban that towered above her head were deep brown against the sprigged fabric. She turned to a boy who sat near the fire, big boned, ginger haired, and pale with sleeplessness. “You there, Liam Kirby. Look lively, now. You fetch me my snowshoes, will you?”

He sprang up, rubbing his eyes. “Yes’m.”

Axel stood and stretched. “Good luck, Nathaniel! Give Miz Elizabeth our best!”

Nathaniel raised a hand in acknowledgment. “Thank you, Axel. Jed, I was supposed to send Martha Southern word, would you take care of that for me?”

“I will. Tomorrow we’ll wet the child’s head, proper like.”

“We’ll do that, God willing.”

Liam had gone out onto the porch, but the older woman hung back to put a hand on Nathaniel’s arm. “Elizabeth’s strong, and Hannah’s with her. That girl of yours has got the touch, you know that.”

She’s only ten years old.

Nathaniel could see that thought sitting there in the troubled lines that bracketed Curiosity’s mouth. “Elizabeth asked for you. She wanted you.” And me. I should be there.

Curiosity squinted at him. Never the kind to offer false comfort, she nodded, and followed him outside.

Strung out in single file with Nathaniel leading and Liam bringing up the rear, they left the village on snowshoes. They carried tin lanterns that cast dancing pinpricks of light over the new snow: a scattering of golden stars to match the fiery ones overhead. The night sky had been scrubbed clean; the moon was knife edged and cold, as cold as the air that stung the throat and nose.

Nathaniel glanced over his shoulder now and then to gauge Curiosity’s pace. Thus far she showed no signs of tiring, in spite of the late hour and interrupted sleep. Frontier women, his father often said. When one of their own is in need, they can set creation on its ear.

He had set out to fetch her almost twenty-four hours ago. She was his father-in-law’s housekeeper, but Curiosity Freeman was more than that: Elizabeth’s friend, and his own, the clearest head in the village and the closest thing Paradise had to a doctor since Richard Todd had decided to spend the winter in Johnstown; she had always been a better midwife, anyway. With a midwife’s sense of timing, she had been ready for him, her basket packed. She wiped the flour from her hands and arms and passed the kneading over to her daughter, calling out to her husband, Galileo, that she was on her way. Judge Middleton was still abed, and they left without disturbing him.

“Let him sleep,” she had said, strapping on her snowshoes. “Ain’t nothing a man can do to ease a daughter in labor anyways, and my Polly will see to his breakfast. Did you send Anna word? I’d be glad of her help, with the rest of your womenfolk away.”

“Liam’s gone to fetch her.”

“Let’s get moving, then. First children ain’t usually in a hurry, but you never know.”

But the whiteout had come down on them just outside the village, turning the world he knew tree by tree into a flickering mirror of silver and white, impossible to navigate. That they had found the trading post was a miracle in itself; that he had been able to wait there hour after hour without losing his mind was another. Nathaniel could not put the picture out of his head: Elizabeth in labor with only Hannah beside her. He had lost his first wife—Hannah’s mother—in childbirth on a warm summer night that felt nothing and everything like this one.

He wiped the freezing sweat from his brow, and increased his pace.

The mountain was called Hidden Wolf, and the high vale where his father had built a homestead forty years ago, Lake in the Clouds. This was a translation of the Kahnyen’kehàka name, but the whites had never found anything better to call the place where the mountain folded inward on itself. Triangular in shape, the valley was big enough for two L-shaped cabins, a barn, kitchen gardens, and a sizable cornfield on its outer edge, where the shoulder gave way to the precipice. At the opposite end, a waterfall dropped into a shallow gorge in a series of glittering, frozen arches. Below it a small lake was ringed with concentric collars of ice.

When he was within earshot of the falls, Nathaniel broke away and left the others to struggle on without him. Past the first cabin where he had been raised, dark now with his father gone to Montréal and the rest of the family at Good Pasture. On through the small grove of beech, pine, and blue spruce to the far cabin, built less than a year ago for his new bride, Elizabeth Middleton. She had come from England to join her father. Well educated, able to speak her mind and willing to listen, with money and land of her own, and plans to teach. She had called herself a spinster without flinching, showing him sharp edges and soft ones, bone-deep curiosity and a well of raw strength and courage. From Chingachgook, his Mahican grandfather, Elizabeth had earned the name Bone-in-Her-Back.

On the porch Nathaniel kicked off his snowshoes and threw open the door to fading firelight and warmth. The cabin smelled as it always did: of woodsmoke, pine sap, lye soap and tallow, curing meat, corn bread baking, dried apples and herbs, of the dogs and of pelts newly stretched and scraped, and of her smells, for which he had no names but a hundred images. And there was the smell of blood recently shed: copper and hot salt.

Nathaniel put down his weapons and dropped his overcoat and mitts as he strode across the room, scattering ice and clots of snow. He paused before the open door of the small bedroom to breathe in. To force himself to breathe. His own blood hammered in his ears so that he could hear nothing else.

They were there, asleep. The banked fire showed him his Hannah, curled at the foot of the bed, one arm across the long line of Elizabeth’s legs. Her face was hidden in the shadows.

He crossed the room without a sound and went down on his knees. Elizabeth was breathing, her mouth slightly open, her lips cracked and beaded with blood. There was no fever flush—she was pale, her skin cool to the touch. The fist in his gut began to loosen, finger by finger, to be replaced by a warm wash of relief.

Nathaniel pulled his gaze away from Elizabeth’s face to the bundle at her side. And blinked.

Two infants, swaddled in the Kahnyen’kehàka way. Dark hair, rounded cheeks, white and pink faces smaller than the palm of his hand. One pair of eyes flickered open, unfocused. A tiny red mouth contorted, the cheeks working, and then relaxed.

Twins. Nathaniel put his forehead on the bed, drew in a long breath, and felt his heart take up an extra beat.


2

The winter morning came with a pure, cold light, setting the ice and snow aflame with color and casting a rainbow across Hannah’s face to wake her. She lay for a moment, listening to the morning sounds: Liam was feeding the fire, humming to himself. The dogs whined at the door, and then a woman’s voice: familiar and welcome, but unusual here, so early in the day.

The events of the previous night came to her in a rush and she stumbled out of her loft bed and down the ladder, pulling her quilt with her.

Liam held out a bowl. “Porridge,” he said, without the least bit of enthusiasm. Since he had come to live with them Hannah had learned that Liam’s first allegiance was always to his stomach, but she could not keep her gaze from moving toward the bedroom door. It stood slightly ajar.

Curiosity appeared as if Hannah had called for her.

“Miz Hannah,” she said formally. “Let me shake your hand, child. Are we proud of you? I should say so.”

Hannah found her voice. “She’s all right?”

“She is. And those babies, too.” Curiosity laughed out loud. “If the Lord had made anything prettier he would have kept it for hisself.”

There was a feeble cry from the next room. Hannah stepped in that direction, only to be caught up by Curiosity, who took her by the elbow and steered her back toward the table.

“Just set and eat, first. Pass some of that porridge over here, Liam, and stop pulling faces. It’s honest food, after all.”

“They are awful small,” Hannah said, accepting the bowl and spoon automatically. “I was worried.”

“Twins tend to be small,” said Curiosity. “You were, when you come along. Nathaniel could just about hold you in one hand, and he did, too. Carried you around tucked into his shirt for the longest time.”

“He carried you up to bed last night, too. Guess you didn’t even notice,” said Liam.

“Well, he’s feeling perky, is Nathaniel.” Curiosity put a cup of cider on the table in front of Hannah.

“A boy,” said Liam. “Chingachgook was right. Nathaniel’s got a son.”

“So he does. And two fine daughters,” added Curiosity. “Never can have enough daughters, is how I look at it.”

Hannah’s smile faded. “My grandfather should be here. He should know. I wish we had some word of him.”

Curiosity sat down with a bowl of her own, and leaned toward the girl to pat her hand. “It looks like the good Lord is smiling on you today, missy. Jan Kaes brought a letter in from Johnstown just before the storm broke. Came all the way from Montréal.”

“From my grandfather?” Hannah sat up straighter.

Curiosity pursed her mouth thoughtfully. “Don’t think so. It was writ with a fancy hand, so I’d guess it was from that Scot—Moncrieff was his name, wasn’t it? The one that come through here at Christmas. I’ll wager he had some word of Hawkeye, though.”

Outside, the dogs began barking and Liam got up to see to them.

“That’ll be the judge,” said Curiosity. “And half the village with him, by the sound of it. Ain’t good news louder than Joshua’s horn?”

“It is,” said Nathaniel from the doorway. He looked tired, but there was an easiness to the line of his back that Hannah hadn’t seen in a long time. She launched herself at her father; he caught her neatly, and bent over to whisper in her ear.

“Squirrel,” he said in Kahnyen’kehàka, hugging her so hard that her ribs creaked. “I am mighty proud of you. Thank you.”

“Is there word of Grandfather?” she whispered back.

A sudden wave of cold air and an eruption of voices at the door pulled Nathaniel’s attention away. He patted her back as she let him go, but not before she saw the flash of worry move across his face, only to be carefully masked as he turned to greet his father-in-law.

Elizabeth Bonner believed herself to be a rational being, capable of logical thought and reasonable behavior, even in extreme circumstances. In the past year she had had opportunity enough to prove this to herself and to the world. But next to her, soundly asleep in the cradle beside the bed, were two tiny human beings: her children. She could not quite grasp it, in spite of all the evidence to hand.

Look, Curiosity had called, holding up first one and then the other to examine by the light of the rising sun. Look what you made!

The day had been filled with visitors and good wishes, the demands of her own body, the simple needs of the infants. She was tired to the bone, but still Elizabeth looked. She lay on her side, watching the babies sleep. Her children, and Nathaniel’s.

“Boots,” Nathaniel said from the chair before the fire. “You think too hard.”

“I can’t help it,” she said, stretching carefully. “Look at them.”

He put down the knife he had been sharpening and came to her. She had seldom seen him look more weary, or more content. Crouched by the side of the cradle with his hands dangling over his knees, he studied the small forms.

“You did good, Boots, but you need your sleep. They’ll be looking for you again before you know it.”

She nodded, sliding down into the covers. “Yes, all right. But you’re tired, too. Come to bed.”

Now Elizabeth’s attention shifted to Nathaniel. She watched as he shed his buckskins, thinking what she must always think, and always keep to herself: that he was as beautiful to her as these perfect children. The line of his back, the way his hair swung low over the wide span of his shoulders, the long tensed muscles in his thighs, even his scars, because they told his stories. When he lay down beside her she moved closer to his warmth instinctively. But instead of drifting to sleep, she was caught up in his wakefulness.

In the year they had been together she had at first been amazed and then slightly resentful of Nathaniel’s ability to fall instantly to sleep—it was a hunter’s trick, a warrior’s skill as important as the ability to handle a gun. But not tonight.

“Now you are thinking too hard,” she said to him finally. “I can almost hear you.”

He sought out her hand. “You knew about the twins. Why didn’t you tell me?”

She hesitated. “Falling-Day thought you would worry overmuch. So did I. After what happened to Sarah—” Elizabeth looked into the cradle. Hannah’s twin brother had died in Nathaniel’s hands. Sarah had borne him one more son, and he had buried that child, too, in his mother’s arms. It was inevitable that he would think of those losses, even on this joyful day.

He said, “I should have been here.”

“Nathaniel—”

“You must have been scared, when the storm came down.”

He was determined to hear it, and so she told him.

“Yes,” she said. “But soon after the pain started in earnest and I had little energy for anything else. And no choice, as you had no choice. But we managed, did we not?”

He made a sound in his throat that was less than total agreement. Elizabeth brought his hand up to rub against her cheek.

“Shall we name them for your father, and my grandmother? Daniel and Mathilde. Would that please you?”

“Aye, it would. And it will please Hawkeye.” He turned to her, but his thoughts were far away. Gently, he fit his face to the curve of her neck and shoulder. He smelled of himself: honest sweat, leather and gunpowder, woodsmoke and the dried mint he liked to chew.

“You’ve been thinking of Hawkeye a lot today.”

She felt the tension rise in him, coming to the surface of his skin like sweat.

“What is it? Tell me.”

“There was a letter down at the tavern for me,” he said, his voice muffled. “From Moncrieff. He’s in Montréal.”

She waited, slightly tensed now. “Moncrieff found your father?”

“Aye. In the garrison, under arrest.”

Suddenly very much awake, Elizabeth sat up and winced as her sore muscles protested.

“Somerville’s men took him for questioning,” Nathaniel continued. “There’s rumors about the Tory gold.”

“Oh, Lord.” With a glance toward the cradle, Elizabeth folded her hands before her. “Tell me all of it.”

Nathaniel recited the letter; he had had nothing to do in the long hours of the whiteout but to read it again and again, and the words came to him easily.

When he had finished, she lay back down. “You’ll have to go.”

“You believe Moncrieff, then?”

She raised a brow. “I doubt he would make up such a thing. To what end, after all. It is true that we do not know him well, Nathaniel, but in this much I think he can be trusted.” She paused. “We both know that you cannot leave Hawkeye locked up.”

Nathaniel let out a hoarse laugh, but his look was troubled. “I can’t leave him in gaol, and I can’t leave you here alone. And you can’t travel.”

Elizabeth shifted to a more comfortable position. “It’s true that I don’t like the idea of your going so far, right now. But I don’t see you have any choice.”

In spite of the seriousness of their situation, Nathaniel grinned. He caught the plait that fell over her shoulder to her waist and gave it a good tug. “You’re the one with the talent for breaking men out of gaol.”

She flicked her fingers at him, but color rose on her cheeks. “Do you have any idea how we could possibly get Hawkeye out of a military garrison?”

“I’m sure something would come up,” he said. “There’s money enough, and money opens more locks than keys ever will. But I’m not about to leave you here alone with two new babies.”

“Of course you must go. Moncrieff and Robbie cannot do it without you. Your father needs you.”

“Boots,” Nathaniel said wearily. “My ma always told me never to cross a woman in childbed, but—”

“A wise woman,” interrupted Elizabeth. “Most excellent advice.”

Deep in the night, Nathaniel brought first the girl child and then the boy to her for nursing as she could not yet manage them both at once. Curiosity had come to the door at the first hungry cries, but seeing that Nathaniel was attending to Elizabeth’s needs, she nodded and slipped back to the bed she was sharing with Hannah in the sleeping loft.

Yawning widely, Elizabeth sat up against the bolsters and watched her son’s small face. He tugged so enthusiastically that she had to bite back a small cry. Nathaniel sat beside her, his gaze fixed on the boy. Mathilde was on his lap, newly wound and already asleep.

Elizabeth said, “I wish that you did not have to go, Nathaniel. But I cannot be so selfish. You will never rest easy here, knowing that your father needs your help. Someday you may call Daniel to you the same way, and I expect that he will do what he must to come. I trust that he will.”

The candlelight lay like gold on the baby’s cheek. Nathaniel touched the tender skin with one finger. “You need me, too,” he said hoarsely. “It ain’t right to leave you, Boots.”

“You will come back to me, will you not? To us?”

“Aye,” he said, his breath warm on her skin. “Never doubt it.”

News traveled fast in Paradise. The next morning Judge Middleton stood at the foot of his daughter’s bed and demanded the whole story while he kneaded his tricorn between his hands; he reminded her of nothing so much as one of her students with a guilty conscience. Looking at him now, she could not help marking the likeness to her brother. Julian had had the same high coloring and handsome features, and the same propensity for self-indulgence.

The judge cleared his throat repeatedly. “I am sorry to hear of Hawkeye’s troubles, but I can see no reason for you to be alone on this mountain in the middle of winter. Come home with me. There’s room for all of you.” But he could not quite meet Elizabeth’s eye.

She concentrated on the child in her lap, and at length her silence forced him to the heart of the matter.

“Curiosity can look after you there as well as here,” he said gruffly. “Better.”

The simple truth was, the judge feared that Nathaniel’s journey would cost him his housekeeper. Elizabeth was disappointed, but she knew that to argue this with her father would not be worth the effort. She said, “I will not leave Lake in the Clouds, but I will talk to Curiosity.”

Greatly relieved to have this conversation over, the judge spent a few minutes admiring his grandchildren.

“I think both of them will have your mother’s coloring.” Carefully the judge picked up Mathilde and examined her face. “She has your mother’s chin, too, but then, so do you. You do resemble your mother so, Elizabeth.” He narrowed his eyes at her, as if he were seeing her for the first time. “Both of you so independent. It is your curse, and your blessing. I fear this little girl will carry on in the same vein.”

“I hope that she will,” Elizabeth said, somewhat taken aback by this uncharacteristic thoughtful turn in her father.

He passed the baby over. “Life might be easier, if you would allow it.”

“Life would have been easier for you, too, if you had stayed in Norfolk.”

He smiled at that, and suddenly they were easier together than they had been in some time. Then Curiosity’s voice came to them from the other room, and the judge grew flustered. In no time at all, he had rushed out with the excuse of a meeting in the village.

“That man,” Curiosity muttered when Elizabeth recounted her conversation with the judge. “Botherin’ a woman in childbed with his little man-pains. It’s a good thirty years me and my Galileo been free, and I ain’t about to start jumpin’ when he snap his fingers. Ain’t my girls as good at housekeepin’ as me?”

Elizabeth agreed that they were.

“Polly right there with nothing to do but feed the man, and Daisy not far off, either. I’ll tell you plain: he can just eat their cooking a while longer. Askin’ me to walk away from his only daughter new delivered ’cause he bored. No wonder he run off before I could have a word with him.”

Elizabeth buried her smile in Mathilde’s fragrant neck, but Curiosity’s fury was not yet spent. She had brought in a bucket of hot water for the hip bath, and she tapped an impatient melody on the tin as she muttered to herself. Then her head snapped up and she grinned at Elizabeth. “We’ll send Martha up to the house to look after him. That’ll do the trick.”

Martha Southern was a widow with three young children, and Curiosity had recently had the idea that the judge watched her with an oversolicitous eye.

“You make me laugh, Curiosity. You will find an opportunity to matchmake even in this.”

“You begrudge the judge a young wife?”

“Of course not.” And then in response to Curiosity’s raised eyebrow: “If I were to worry about this at all, it would be that Martha might deserve a better sort of husband, after Moses.”

Curiosity put her fists on her hips. “The judge might be a good enough husband, with the right kind of wife. And Martha alone, with three little ones. If it ain’t the judge, it may well be Charlie LeBlanc, and he ain’t got a hiccup to call his own.”

She poured the second bucket of hot water into the tub and then produced a cake of soap from her apron pocket. “Come on now, let’s set you to soaking some of them sore spots away. Got some of the soap that Merriweather woman left behind. You’ll smell like a tavern maid lookin’ for a cosy man, but I suppose that don’t matter none. Quick, now, afore the men come back and let the cold air in.”

“Where’s Nathaniel?” Elizabeth asked, climbing carefully out of bed.

“Out in the barn with Liam,” Curiosity said. “Talking man talk.”

Once, Nathaniel could have been ready for this trip north in an hour. With the buckskins on his back, a supply of no-cake and dried venison, all the powder and ammunition he could carry, he would have simply started walking. But these days he and Liam were the only men at Lake in the Clouds, and that made leaving even harder.

“Firewood alone will keep you busy,” Nathaniel said, repeating something he had said before and that Liam knew anyway. But the boy didn’t seem to mind hearing it all again: Liam was a good worker: dogged, and thorough. Book learning was a chore for him, but he could track a buck all day and never lose the trail, and Nathaniel had never heard him complain, or seen him walk away from a task, no matter how dirty. They had taken Liam in last fall when his brother Billy died, and the boy worked hard to earn his place at Lake in the Clouds.

“You call on Galileo or Jed to help out if things get too much for you,” Nathaniel said. “I already had a word with them about it.”

“I can manage,” Liam said. He squinted out into the snowdrifts beyond the barn door. “How long do you think you’ll be?”

There was the question that gnawed. Nathaniel pushed out his breath in a cloud.

“If the rivers don’t break up before time, four weeks. If they do, and the rains come early, six. I’ll stop at Kayenti’ho on my way north, let Falling-Day and Many-Doves know what’s happened. They may send Runs-from-Bears this way, once they hear.”

A small flickering in Liam’s pale eyes. “I can manage the work,” he said, his voice cracking.

“I know you can,” Nathaniel said, remembering what it was like to be fourteen: raw and untried and dead curious about the world, resentful of being led; afraid to move on alone. “Listen to me now, Liam. If Bears comes this way, that don’t mean I don’t trust you. I do. I wouldn’t leave Elizabeth now if I didn’t.”

The boy looked down at his oversized boots. When he raised his head again, there was a shimmer in his eyes.

“Don’t know why you should.”

Nathaniel put a hand on the bony shoulder. “You look in the mirror and you see your brother. But I’m here to tell you that I knew him better than you did, and you ain’t nothing like Billy.” For a moment Nathaniel struggled with a set of memories he could not share: the brother that Liam had only suspected, but would never know, if it could be helped.

He said, “Would I leave my wife and children in your care otherwise?”

Then he walked away, letting the boy sit with that for a while. Nathaniel busied himself hanging the deer he had shot and cleaned this morning; when he looked up, Liam’s face was splotched, but dry.

“I’ll do my best by them.”

“I know you will.” Nathaniel wiped his hands on a piece of sacking. “I’ll be leaving at sunrise, but there’s something to do this afternoon first, and I’ll need your help.”

In winter, Hidden Wolf was mean-spirited: quick to punish any misstep, and unforgiving. Nathaniel focused on the wind, feeling the mountain talking to him through the web of his snowshoes. Liam followed closely. They had things to discuss but it wasn’t wise in such a wet cold, the kind that would settle in the chest if you gave it the chance.

They walked uphill through stands of beech and maple and birch. All around them pine and hemlock were heavy armed and dragging with snow. Grouse startled and fussed as they passed; overhead the squirrels whirred and screeched at them, flinging beechnut shells. There was plentiful evidence of the wolf pack that roamed the mountain. They didn’t hide the remains of their prey: small game, mostly, but they had feasted recently on a young buck, leaving nothing behind but gnawed bone, a sprouting two-point rack, and a tattered hide.

Nathaniel made a wide berth around a hump that another man might have climbed right over, an elevation that looked like nothing more than a downed tree covered with snow. He pointed out the vent hole and the faint mist of rising breath to Liam.

“It’s there for the taking if things get lean.”

Liam looked around himself, taking his bearings. Later in the season he would almost certainly come back here to brush away the snow and put a bullet through the bear’s eye. The hard part would be getting the carcass back to the cabin.

On the backbone of the mountain they were met by a merciless wind that wanted nothing more than to send them flying out over the forests. Moving carefully on the exposed ridge, they made their way to a small plateau where a few boulders provided a windbreak. There they stopped to take off snowshoes and strap them to their backs, and then they started down a cliff face. Liam grabbed at stunted juniper to steady himself on the way down, catching himself easily when he began to slide. Nathaniel saw him taking his bearings again; the boy wasn’t lost, and could find his way back to Lake in the Clouds alone if need be.

When he had Liam’s attention, Nathaniel pointed out a spalt in the cliff face that might have been nothing more than shadow. Without any explanation, he reached up and pulled himself into the mountainside.

The rushing wall of water that formed the outer boundary of the cave sent a wave of cold right to the bone. From a store of wood stacked against the far wall they lit a fire, and then a torch.

“I didn’t imagine it like this,” Liam said as he warmed his hands. “I thought it would be bigger.” His eyes kept moving to the long line of wolf skulls wedged into a crack in the far wall.

Nathaniel disappeared into the shadows at the back of the cave. There was a dragging sound, and a thump, and he appeared again, wiping his hands on his leggings.

“It is bigger,” he said. “Come have a look.”

He had rolled away a good-sized boulder to reveal the next cavern. The torchlight danced on barrels and baskets and neatly bundled pelts. Hung from pegs driven into fissures were long ropes of dried corn and squash: provisions enough to take seven or more people through the winter. It was dry and quieter here, but cold.

“This is how you managed, last winter,” Liam said, mostly to himself. Some of the men in the village had been set on driving the Bonners and their Kahnyen’kehàka family members off the mountain, resorting to thievery when intimidation got them nowhere. They had raided the cabin in the fall, finding less than they expected in the way of winter stores. Billy had been at the heart of that trouble, and where Billy went, Liam had gone, too.

Nathaniel saw all this moving on the boy’s face, anger and shame and the regret for his part of what had happened. But it was Liam’s battle and he could not fight it for him, so Nathaniel went to work.

“Lend me a hand with this.” He gestured with his chin to the largest of three old chests, squat and battered. Nathaniel kept his voice easy, but he watched Liam from the corner of his eye, saw the flicker of interest and surprise.

The chest was heavy, and they put it down with a grunt near the fire in the front cavern.

“The Tory gold?” Liam asked. His tone had a studied evenness, his voice cracking slightly.

Nathaniel snorted. “You’ve been listening to Axel’s tall tales again,” he said, hunkering down. He gave the lock a twist and the lid opened smoothly.

On the top was a bundle of papers rolled in oilskin and tied: the Deed of Gift that had transferred the land patent to Elizabeth, their marriage lines, a sales agreement for the schoolhouse Nathaniel had built and then sold to her at her insistence, other papers that would argue louder and longer in a court of law if they had to fight again to keep Hidden Wolf. There was a wooden box of his mother’s things, which he put to the side. Underneath, a faint shimmering, and Liam drew in his breath.

“Silver,” he breathed. “Pure?”

“Not exactly.” Nathaniel reached for the empty pack he had brought with him. “It’s hard to work it here, but we do the best we can.”

Liam’s blue eyes blinked. “There is a mine on Hidden Wolf, after all.”

“Aye,” said Nathaniel. “There is.”

“The north face?”

Nathaniel nodded.

“Does the judge know?”

“No. Guess he never went looking for it.”

Liam was silent. At his sides his hands clenched and unclenched convulsively.

Nathaniel said, “I’m only bothering with this now because I may need it in Montréal. The silver ain’t mine, though.”

The boy’s head snapped up. “It ain’t? Whose is it, Elizabeth’s?”

“The mine belongs to the Kahnyen’kehàka,” said Nathaniel. “So does the silver. But they won’t mind me using what I need to get Otter and Hawkeye out of trouble.”

Liam crouched down, his eyes fixed on Nathaniel. “But the mountain sits on land that used to belong to the judge. He bought the patent at auction.”

“True.” Nathaniel continued working, but he watched Liam’s face from the corner of his eye.

“And he passed it on to Elizabeth, and then you married her.”

“That’s true, too,” Nathaniel agreed. “Although it didn’t seem nearly so simple as that at the time. What’s your point?”

Liam stopped and studied his hands. It was a habit he had that made him seem older than his years: thinking through what he had to say before he let it go. Another thing that distinguished him from his brother Billy.

“Hidden Wolf belongs to you, and so does the mine. You have legal claim and the silver is yours—” Liam faltered, seeing the expression on Nathaniel’s face.

“There’s more than one kind of law,” Nathaniel said. “The way I see it is, if anybody has a claim to the mine, it’s the Kahnyen’kehàka.”

Liam stared through the waterfall toward the place where the cabins stood. “Does Elizabeth see it that way, too?”

“She does. We’d sign the mountain over tomorrow, if the court would allow it.”

The boy swallowed so that the muscles in his throat rose and fell in a wave. “My brother would get out of his grave to stop you from giving Hidden Wolf back to the Mohawk.”

Nathaniel shifted his weight back on his heels. He could almost see Billy in Liam’s face. He had the same low, broad forehead, high cheekbones, and narrow-bridged nose. On his upper lip and the backs of his hands was the red-gold down that marked all the Kirbys. One day soon Liam would be as big as Billy had been, and as strong. But there was something in Liam’s eyes that his older brother had been lacking. Nathaniel said, “And you? What would you do?”

“It ain’t none of my business,” Liam said.

“Ah, but it is,” Nathaniel said. “If you’re one of us, it’s your business. This—” He looked at the chest, and then out through the falling wall of water, his gaze taking it all in: Lake in the Clouds, Hidden Wolf. “This is Hannah’s birthright, and Many-Doves, and their children’s. It’s my business to keep it safe for them, and it’s your business, too. If you’re one of us.”

The boy flushed, color moving up his throat. He stared at Nathaniel, and then at the silver.

“I’m one of you,” he said hoarsely.

“Then let’s get to work,” Nathaniel said, handing him a pack. “It’s too damn cold to talk.”

Not quite sunrise, and Elizabeth was wide awake. The babies had nursed just an hour earlier and were resting easily, but she lay unwilling to sleep. She had lit a candle, willfully putting away the small voice that chided her for this extravagance, and she lay on her side watching the first colors of the dawn through the ice-crusted panes of the single small window. The window was another luxury, and at the moment it was one she regretted. Soon the sun would come over the crest and Nathaniel would wake, and then he would get up and be gone.

She had encouraged him to go; she had insisted on it. And still the idea of his going was suddenly overwhelming. Elizabeth was filled with dread, with vague worries about Montréal and the troubles there, with more detailed imaginings of the things that might come to pass—that often came to pass—in the endless forests, and with irritation at herself. She would not make this leave-taking harder on him.

But she must study his face now. This face she knew so well. He would be thirty-six years old in the spring and already there was a single strand of white at his hairline. Straight brows, a scar beneath his left eye. The strong lines of nose and jaw. His mouth, the curve of it. The groove in his chin where the shadow of his beard was darkest.

The sun had not yet risen, but she sensed a change in the rhythm of his breathing. There was a small tremor in the muscle of his cheek. She held her breath, hoping that he would settle again, hoping he would sleep until noon if it would keep him here one more day.

His arm came up and around her, and pulled her down to him.

“You’re so edgy, Boots,” he said softly. “Come, rest with me.”

Elizabeth put her face against his neck and said what she had been determined not to say. “I wish you did not need to go.”

His arm tightened around her shoulders.

They were quiet together for a moment like that, the only movement between them his fingers on her temple, gently stroking. Under her hands his chest was as hard as oak. She drew in his smells and felt her pores opening, her nerves waking.

“I wish—” she said finally. And stopped. She felt him waiting. When she turned up her face to his, Elizabeth found his eyes open and calm with knowing. He knew, he always knew. Nathaniel kissed her, and then she did cry. Just a little, enough to flavor the kiss with salt and regret and longing. He made a comforting sound against her mouth, his hands cradling her face.

She held him to her, and kissed him back. It was all they could have now, in this little bit of time left, and with her body still so raw. But it was good to hold him, to feel that he wanted her, and to know that she could still want him back. In spite of the astonishing range of aches her body presented to her, still Nathaniel’s kiss made her breasts pulse and tingle, and in the pit of her belly there was the blossoming of nerves she had discovered on that winter morning when she had first learned the feel of him.

There was a tightening and then a trickle of milk. She broke away with a sob of surprise.

“Shhh.” He caught her up again, pulled her back to him. “Never mind, never mind. That happens. Never mind.” With one hand he raised her chin. He was smiling, a small smile. “I’m just sorry I can’t take you up on the offer.”

She pushed against his shoulder with the palm of her hand, but he wouldn’t let go. With his mouth against her temple, he whispered to her.

“I’ll come back to you, Boots, and you’ll be healed and we’ll be together. It’ll be warm enough then in the cave. We’ll get to know each other again where we started, you and me. How does that sound?”

Elizabeth brushed the hair away from his face. “It sounds as if you should be up and away, so that you can come home again. ‘Journeys end in lovers meeting,’ after all.”

“That’s one quote I’ll remember.” Nathaniel laughed. “It’ll serve me well on the long road home.”
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The March winds came off the St. Lawrence in a rush, nosing up Montreal’s narrow lanes to seek out Nathaniel where he stood in the shadows of the Auberge St. Gabriel. Most of the city’s residents had retreated over slick cobblestones to their dinners by the time the seminary clock chimed four, but Nathaniel stood motionless and attentive, oblivious to the icy snow that rattled on roofs of tin and slate.

The door of the tavern opened and a servant clattered out, bent to one side by the weight of her basket. Behind her followed two redcoats, shoulders hunched. Nathaniel pressed himself harder against the wall, relaxing even as they went past. Their eyes were fixed on their boots, and their minds on the duty that had drawn them away from hearth and ale. He was invisible to them.

Nathaniel continued scanning the darkening street. Between the houses opposite there was a small flash of movement. A child, underdressed, searching the gutter as he slipped along in the shadows. For a moment Nathaniel watched, and then he stepped into the lantern light and held up a coin. The boy’s gaze snapped toward the faint shimmer and he angled across the lane in three bounds, to follow Nathaniel into the shadows.

Perhaps ten years old, Nathaniel guessed, and small for his age. Eyes wary, one crusted red; his skin covered with filth and bruises. But he grinned. “Monsieur?”

Nathaniel held out the shilling and it disappeared between quick fingers.

“What’s your name?”

“They call me Claude,” said the boy. “For another coin I will tell you my family name.”

Nathaniel exhaled sharply through his nose. “There’s another coin if you get a message to the big Scot inside.” It was a long time since Nathaniel had used his French, but the boy’s nod was encouraging. “Tell him to meet Wolf-Running-Fast at Iona’s, and make sure nobody hears you,” he finished.

“The auberge is full of Scots,” the boy said. “All Montréal is full of them. Will any Scot serve, Monsieur Wolf-Running-Fast?”

“The tallest one in the room,” said Nathaniel. “White haired, answers to Rab MacLachlan. With a red dog, almost as big as you.”

There was a flicker of interest in the boy’s eyes. “A coin for each of them, the man and dog?”

“If they show up alone, you’ll get a coin for each of them.”

“And one for showing them the way.”

Nathaniel laughed softly at the idea; Robbie could find his way to Iona’s purblind. “You’ll get your coins if you do your job. And a plate of mutton stew, too, I’ll wager.”

“Wolf-Running-Fast,” repeated the boy. “Iona.” And at Nathaniel’s nod, he disappeared into the darkened alleyway.

Nathaniel had been trained too well to take anything for granted, and so he waited patiently in the shadows opposite Iona’s cottage, in spite of the wind and the rumbling in his gut. Now that he was here, finally, he remembered why he had stayed away all these years. At seventeen he had given up both his innocence and his virginity in Montréal. The first had been lost watching merchants and priests angle for the peltry and the souls of the Huron and Cree, Abenaki and Hodenosaunee. The second he had surrendered with less of a struggle to the lieutenant governor’s daughter. The thought of Giselle Somerville left a strange taste in his mouth, as if he had bit into an apple that looked sound but was inwardly foul. He had thought she could not touch him anymore, but it was her at the bottom of this trouble: twenty years, and she had still managed to reach out and put a cold finger on his cheek.

The snow picked up, whipping into his eyes. He pulled his hood down farther and sought the warm center of himself, as he had been trained to do as a boy. At home both hearths would be blazing. There might be venison and corn bread and dried cranberry grunt. Finished with her work, Hannah would be bent over sewing, or a book if she had her way. Nathaniel imagined Elizabeth close by with a child at her breast. He could see her quite clearly; the heart-shaped face, the first worry lines at the corners of her eyes, her mouth the deep red of wild strawberries. By evening time her hair had worked itself free to curl damp against her temple, falling over the angle of her neck and shoulders bent protectively around the child in her arms.

He had no clear pictures of the babies to call on. It had been too short a time.

Nathaniel shook himself slightly. If he could concentrate, if he could get the job done here, he could be on his way home to them in no time at all, traveling with his father and Otter and Rab. The ice roads were frozen solid; they could make good time. At night they would sleep in snow caves and cook whatever they could shoot over a fire of their own making while Otter told his story: how he had landed here in Montréal when he was supposedly headed west, and how he had got mixed up with the Somervilles. The last word they had had of Otter was in December, when Rab MacLachlan came to Lake in the Clouds and brought the news that the boy was wound up with Giselle. Worse still was Rab’s report that Hawkeye was on his way to Montréal to untangle Otter from the mess.

Moncrieff’s letter and the news that they were both in gaol hadn’t really come as too much of a shock: Canada wasn’t a good place for the Bonner men; never had been. Especially not when Giselle Somerville was involved. In the deep cold of the night shadows two things were clear to Nathaniel: they had to get his father and Otter out of the gaol as quickly as it could be managed, and they had to avoid the Somervilles. Once they were safe at home again there would be time enough to deal with Otter. He might be Hannah’s favorite uncle, but he was also a seventeen-year-old who had dragged four grown men into a dangerous situation.

A muffled whoof! and the red dog appeared in the lane. At the side of Iona’s cottage there was a glimmer of white hair and a raised hand, and a door opened and closed. Nathaniel waited five more minutes. When there was no movement, he followed Robbie MacLachlan inside.

It was a small room, lit only by the fire in the hearth and a betty lamp. The house smelled of woodsmoke, roast mutton, tallow, the wet dog who lay like a twitching log in front of the hearth and the unwashed boy who crouched next to her, shoveling stew into his mouth with his fingers. Claude shrugged a hello in Nathaniel’s direction, but Robbie had him by the shoulders before he could get out one word in greeting to either of them.

“Nathaniel,” said the big man, bent over so as not to knock his head on the low-beamed ceiling, his broad, high-colored face creased in both pleasure and concern. “What are ye doin’ here? Shouldna ye be at hame wi’ Elizabeth? Is she well? Is the bairn come?”

“She’s well, she’s very well,” Nathaniel reassured him. “And she’s given me healthy twins, a boy and a girl.”

Robbie’s open expression clouded. “But then, why are ye here? What’s taken ye fra’ yer guidwife’s side?”

“I came because I was sent for,” Nathaniel said. “Moncrieff wrote to say my father wanted me here. Isn’t he with Otter in the garrison gaol?”

Robbie ran a hand over the white bristle on his jowls. “Aye, that’s true. But Hawkeye nivver asked that we send for ye. In fact, lad, he was glad tae ken ye safe at hame. I canna think why Moncrieff wad write and tell ye sic a thing.”

“But I can,” said a calm voice at the low threshold to the other room. A woman appeared there: of small size and uncertain age, the kind who didn’t draw attention to herself, unless you took note of the animated expression of her eyes.

“Miss Iona,” said Nathaniel. “It’s been a long time.”

“Yes, it has,” she said. When she smiled, it was easier to see the young woman she had once been, and to give the stories credence. Almost twenty years ago Nathaniel had first made her acquaintance: Wee Iona, men in the bush called her, or Sister Iona, for she had once worn the veil and that was a fact few could overlook, or forget. How she had left the convent, and why, was the stuff of legend and rumor.

Now she moved around her small home, offering him her hospitality. “Time has treated you well, Nathaniel Bonner. Take those wet things off now, come along. There’s stew, if young Claude here hasn’t yet eaten his way to the bottom of the pot.” The Gaelic hovered there just beneath the surface, all her s sounds soft and slurred. But her mind was as sharp as her voice was soft, and he felt her taking his measure.

Nathaniel accepted a piece of sacking from her to towel his head. “Do you have reason not to trust Moncrieff?”

She crouched down before the cooking hearth as nimbly as a girl of twenty. “He’s a Scot, is he not?”

Claude shot a broken-toothed grin toward Robbie, who blushed and sputtered with indignation.

Nathaniel pulled a few coins from his pocket, and held them out to the boy. He sprang up, wiping his mouth with the back of one grimy hand. At Iona’s suggestion of a warm sleeping place in the barn, he shot out the door, pausing only to glance back at Nathaniel.

“If you should have need of me again, you can find me near the auberge at sunset.”

“I’ll remember that,” Nathaniel said.

When Claude was well away, Robbie returned immediately to the topic at hand. “Iona, I’m surprised at ye. A Hieland lass born and raised and still ye stan’ there and curse every Scot on the continent tae the de’il. It isna fair, lass.”

“Perhaps not,” she conceded with a raised shoulder. “But you Lowlanders are a troublesome lot, and Moncrieff is worse than most. He wants what he wants.”

“And that is?” asked Nathaniel, flexing his fingers in the warmth.

“Is it not clear? He wants you and your father on a ship for Scotland. Which is why you sit here in front of my fire, Nathaniel, instead of with your wife and children at home. Of course, you must first get Hawkeye out of the garrison to bring about that end; Moncrieff is counting on that.” There was no anger in her voice, nothing of resentment in her tone: she laid out what she knew for his appreciation, or rejection. Nathaniel’s first impulse was to believe her.

“How do you know him so well?”

Robbie cleared his throat. “Moncrieff and I spend a fair amount o’ time here, talkin’.”

“Did you happen to tell him the story of how Elizabeth broke my father out of Anna’s pantry?”

“Aye,” said Robbie sheepishly. “That I did. It’s too guid a tale tae keep tae masel’, laddie. And in aa the time I’ve spent wi’ Moncrieff and aa the tales tolt, I’ve no’ heard him say a solitary word o’ ships tae Scotland.”

Iona pursed her lips. “Then you were not listening carefully, Robbie MacLachlan. But I suppose that is not a surprise. I recall Isaac Putnam telling you more than once to clean out your ears.”

The beginnings of an old argument flashed across Robbie’s normally agreeable expression. It might be a score of years since he had last been in Montréal, but there was still a spark between him and Iona.

Nathaniel said, “Maybe my father was hoping to get out of gaol without getting me involved, but here I am and I can’t leave him sitting there. If Moncrieff’s got more than setting him free in mind, we’ll find out soon enough.” He paused to peel off a wet winter moccasin. “Once my father is free we’ll be headed home, and the whole of Scotland couldn’t stop us.”

Iona pushed a stray hair away from her cheek, and Nathaniel saw that her white hair had gone very thin. “Don’t underestimate him.”

Robbie put down his bowl with a thump. “Ye’re a distrustfu’ lass, Iona, but it’s served ye well these muny years. Perhaps I’ve been a wee owerfriendly wi’ Moncrieff.”

“Do you know where he is now?” Nathaniel asked.

“Och, aye,” Robbie said, throwing him a sidelong glance. “He’s dinin’ wi’ the bonnie Giselle. As he does muny an evenin’.”

“I take it her father is out of town,” Nathaniel said.

“Somerville is in Québec,” confirmed Robbie. “I dinna ken for how lang.”

They looked at Iona, who inclined her head to one side thoughtfully. “Governor Carleton will keep him there for another week, I should imagine.”

Iona was, for all her simplicity of self and home, the best source of information in Montréal. As a young woman she had moved among the armies of three nations while they battled each other for possession of the land; she had known the men who decided the fate of Canada, and she knew them still. These days they came to sit before her fire and talk, and she welcomed any friend of a friend who did not wear a Roman collar: the Scots who ran the fur trade; the English who commanded the colony; the French who lived in the shadow of the English and controlled the city’s goods and food supply. McTavish, McGill, Guy, Latour, Després, Cruikshank, Gibb, Carleton, Monk: they came singly or together to talk, and she gave them strong ale and good food, and she listened.

“Has Moncrieff met Somerville?”

Robbie let out a soft laugh. “Aye, he has. But our Angus Moncrieff is no’ on verra guid terms wi’ Pink George.”

Nathaniel had to grin at Somerville’s old nickname, but he did not want to be distracted by a discussion of the man, his oddities or his faults, and so he turned the topic to more practical matters. In a few minutes he had extracted from Robbie the whole story of what had happened here, and it was as brief as he had expected: Hawkeye had come to take Otter home, and they had both been arrested. The authorities said they wanted Hawkeye for questioning about the Tory gold, but it was clear to Robbie and Iona both that something else was at the bottom of it all.

“What is it that Somerville wants from them, then?” Nathaniel asked. “Do you have any sense of it? Did he find out about Otter and Giselle, is that it?”

Iona was sitting on a small stool near the hearth with knitting in her lap, and she did not look up. “He may suspect, but he only knows of his daughter what he chooses to see. Which is very little.”

“Then why are my father and Otter still in gaol?”

Robbie spread out his hands. “It’s verra simple. Somerville canna risk Otter leavin’ Montréal. The governor wants the boy here, ye ken. Otter’s the only road they’ve got to Stone-Splitter.”

Nathaniel sat back and rubbed his burning eyes with one hand, trying to make sense of it.

Stone-Splitter was a Kahnyen’kehàka sachem who had never given in to O’seronni ways, and for that reason alone the English feared him above all others: he had a keen understanding of their weaknesses, no need of their gifts, and no taste for their whisky, and thus they had no way to control him. He was a warrior in the ancient tradition, the kind they still told stories about, the kind whose furiosity on the battlefield kept old soldiers jerking and muttering in their uneasy sleep. And the young men of his village were trained in the same manner.

Of all the Kahnyen’kehàka sachem, Stone-Splitter was the only one who had refused to take sides in the war for independence and as a result his people had survived where others struggled. If the governor wanted Stone-Splitter’s attention, it had to be because he was arming himself for another war and hoped to have the sachem’s support and his warriors. Stone-Splitter was blood kin to Otter.

Nathaniel turned to Iona, and he saw that she had been watching him, and probably knew exactly what was in his thoughts.

“The smell of war is in the air,” she said. “But perhaps not for a few years yet.”

Another war. Men had talked of it uneasily ever since the last one, for nobody quite believed they had heard the last of the English king. And now here it was, within reach. The urge to be away was stronger than ever.

He said, “Once we get Otter out of gaol, will it be hard to get him out of Montréal?” Nathaniel was slow to meet Robbie’s gaze, but he found no reproach there.

“If ye’re askin’ aboot Giselle, ye’d ken the answer better than I, laddie. Ye walked awa’ frae her once, wi’ your faither pushin’ frae behind.”

Nathaniel wasn’t easily embarrassed, but he didn’t especially like being reminded of the hours he had spent with Giselle Somerville. He had been young, and healthy and ready to learn; she had been just as young, anything but innocent, and she had enjoyed teaching him. It was almost twenty years ago, but Nathaniel recalled certain moments with perfect clarity, when he let himself. Hawkeye had shown up and asked him straight-out if he wanted the girl to wife, and if she would come home with them to Lake in the Clouds.

And that had been the end of it. Enough to wake him up to the truth: he could not live in Montréal, and she would have laughed at the idea of a life on the edge of the wilderness. And so he left Montréal with his father, and ended up spending the hunting season with Stone-Splitter’s people. That was when he had taken note of the oldest granddaughter of the clan mother of the Wolf, Sings-from-Books, who had become his first wife. Out of the pan and into the fire.

He shook his head to clear it of the past. “Giselle will try to hold on to Otter, if she’s given the chance,” Nathaniel said. “She collects men like other women collect jewels.”

Iona’s head was lowered over her knitting, but Nathaniel saw a tightening of her mouth, and then she spoke up: “That’s not very charitable of you, considering what you once were to each other.”

It was a well-deserved rebuke, and Nathaniel accepted it with an inclined head. “You’re right. I shouldn’t pass judgment. But my worry now is for Otter.”

“He’s a bonnie lad, and gey canny,” Rab said. “But he’s young, forbye, and—curious. It’s a guid thing he’s wi’ yer faither.”

“We need to get him out of here. And us, too.”

“Tomorrow, if possible,” Iona agreed.

“Aye,” said Robbie. “Ye’ll get nae argument frae me.”

“Have you got any ideas?” Nathaniel asked.

Robbie grinned. “Have ye got iny money?”

When they had talked for another hour, Robbie returned to the lodgings in the rue St. Gabriel, so as to keep Nathaniel’s presence a secret for the time being. In two days’ time, if all went well, they would be out of Montréal, and Moncrieff would never know he had been there. For a moment Nathaniel could almost feel sorry for the man, who wanted nothing more than to fulfill an obligation to his employer, an old man with no heir and no hopes. But stronger than that was the need to protect his own, and Nathaniel would turn his back on Montréal and Moncrieff without a moment’s hesitation.

He slept deeply, and dreamed of the caves under the falls.
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In his life Nathaniel had spent time in a few cities, but he would never be truly at ease in a crowd. And still he knew that in Montréal the commotion of the pig market was the best kind of camouflage to be had, and so he and Robbie headed there at sunrise. According to Iona, it was where they were most likely to find the sergeant in charge of the night watch at the garrison gaol, a dragoon called Ronald Jones.

The cold was fierce enough to turn breath to ice, but still the sun managed to find purchase here and there, flashing off a tin roof, a cleaver hung on the side of a stall, an unshuttered window, a young River Indian’s silver earbob. A man couldn’t walk without being stepped on, pushed, touched: overweight merchants, half-drunk foot soldiers, butchers herding sows, maids pulling loaded sledges, beggars, dogs and oxen and horses and pigs everywhere. Despite the extreme cold the air was dense with the stink of swine slurry and curing meat, and it swirled with ashes and cinders from the bonfires that gave the butchers and their customers a place to warm themselves.

Even in this crowd, Nathaniel felt eyes fix on him. Perhaps because he stood head and shoulders over most; perhaps because he was with Robbie, who stood even taller. They saw him, and forgot him: he was just another backwoodsman wanting liquor or a woman or a good price on his furs. Nathaniel reminded himself it was only for today, maybe for tomorrow. If they could find this man Jones; if he could be bought. He was aware of the weight of the double-sewn leather bags he wore strapped across his chest, some twenty pounds of near-pure silver.

So focused was he on the idea of the Welshman that Nathaniel missed the first signs of the scuffle. From just to the left among the stalls came a guttural scream—crisse de tête à faux!—and a fist swung close enough to make him sidestep. Before Nathaniel could even be sure what was happening, the crowd rushed in, their errands and the cold forgotten with the promise of some entertainment.

A butcher and a farmer sputtered and spat at each other across the carcass of a huge pig. The butcher had a head like a cannonball: heavy jowled, with a skull as pink and bristled as the mountainside of unmoving flesh at his feet. The farmer was black haired, twenty years younger, twenty pounds lighter, angrier. There was a fresh cut on his cheek. It made Nathaniel aware of the familiar weight of his rifle across his back, the comforting heft of the tomahawk tucked into his belt to lie flat next to his spine.

All around the crowd heaved like a wasp-stung mule. Robbie swore, and swore again. He loved crowds even less than Nathaniel did.

A man jumped up on a barrel. “Moe, j’prends pour Pépin, moe, p’is j’y mets dix shillings, là!” he shouted, waving a coin over his head.

The farmer grinned at that and lunged, fists flying briefly. He fell back before the bigger man could get a lock on him, and new bets were shouted in English, Scots, French, and other languages Nathaniel didn’t recognize.

Next to him Robbie grunted as a young boy tried to climb his back for a better view. A ripple and jostling, muttered complaints, and a redcoat pushed his way to the forefront, stopping just opposite Nathaniel. Slope shouldered and soft bellied, frizzled red hair, a mouth full of tiny teeth the color of cheap tobacco. He had the pinched expression of a little man with less authority than he wanted and more than was good for him.

“Jesus wept,” muttered Robbie at Nathaniel’s ear. “There he is, that’s Jones. Ach, will ye look at him strut, the wee Welsh half-a-cockerl.”

“Here, here! What goes on, what’s this?” With his chest pumped up, Jones’s bellow was astoundingly loud, but the men ignored him, locked in a tussle that sent them rolling over the dead pig to crash into the stall. For a moment they were lost in a landslide of smoked ham hocks.

Next to Nathaniel, an old woman in a mangy blanket coat pulled on Jones’s sleeve. “Denier has been fooling with the scales again,” she hollered above the noise. “Young Pépin decided to teach him a lesson. And high time, too.”

The two had rolled apart. The butcher hauled himself up on the ledge of the half-collapsed stall, his fist closing over a meat cleaver as he began a slow turn.

“Pépin!” shouted the man who still perched on the barrel. “Faites attention! Il a un poignard!”

Nathaniel saw the first flicker of real rage in the young farmer in the way his shoulders loosened and his face drained of color, all in a split second. Crouched in the chaos of the destroyed stall, he grabbed a long boning knife and snapped to his full height, his arm coming up to meet the butcher as he turned. In one smooth motion an acre of canvas apron fell open from neck to hipbone, the flap gaping to expose a hairy fish-white barrel of belly.

Not even Jones could yell over the shouts of surprise and shocked appreciation.

Barking like an enraged boar, the butcher dropped the cleaver to grab at his clothing, the huge head rearing up just in time to catch the knife, in earnest now. An almost careless flick of the younger man’s wrist and the vast pink cheek split open. A rainbow of blood in a shower, and Nathaniel flinched the warm drops out of his eyelashes as Denier threw himself forward, only to go sprawling over the pig and strike his head on the corner of the stall.

The crowd fell silent, in surprise or horror, Nathaniel could not tell. Young Pépin’s rage was suddenly gone: he shook himself as if he could not quite believe what he saw.

Jones was prodding the butcher with his toe. When he got a groan in response, he nodded.

“Right,” he bellowed, hooking his thumbs in his wide leather belt. “It’s the magistrate for you both, innit?”

But the young farmer seemed not to hear him at all, or not to care. A bottle was making the rounds, and he took a long swallow, staring fixedly at Denier’s heaving form.

Jones cleared his throat loudly and flushed the color of his uniform. A vein began to throb in his forehead.

“High time to be away,” Nathaniel said, and heard Robbie’s grunt of approval. But it was too late; Jones rounded on them and pointed to Robbie, easily the biggest man in the crowd, twice his own size. “You haul the carcass to my sledge over there.”

“The pig?” The old woman grinned, her gums showing dull red. “Or Denier?”

Jones’s eyes moved over the massive back of the dead animal, and Nathaniel could see him calculating. “Both. The pig comes along as evidence.”

“And dinner, forbye,” muttered Robbie.

The young farmer’s attention shifted from the pig to Jones, and his brow creased in understanding and the first glimmerings of new rebellion.

“What are you staring at, boyo?” Jones stepped toward him. “It’s the magistrate for all of youse, a pig and two frogs—”

“And a Welsh horse’s ass,” added Robbie in French. There was a single loud guffaw followed by a wave of uneasy laughter.

“What was that?” Jones roared. “What was that?”

Robbie raised a brow. “I said, the lad’s got nae English.”

“Then bloody tell him in French,” snapped Jones. His gaze fixed on Nathaniel. “You there, Jacques. You look a right enough frog to me. You tell him.”

Nathaniel considered. He could do what this little man was commanding him to do, or he could do what he wanted to do, and show him his back and his contempt. There was no chance now that Jones would be of any use to them in getting Hawkeye and Otter out of gaol; the question was, how badly could he get in their way.

“Permit me,” said a familiar voice. Nathaniel sighed inwardly, not especially surprised to see Angus Moncrieff pushing through the crowd. Well dressed, straight of back, he nodded to Jones and in swift, Scots-accented French he explained to the farmer what he needed to know. When he was finished, he turned to Nathaniel and Robbie.

“Moncrieff,” said Nathaniel.

A brief smile in response. “Nathaniel. I’m pleased to see ye here at last.”

Moncrieff suggested a place near the docks that would be close to empty early on a workday morning. Because it was cold and there was no way to avoid the conversation, Nathaniel and Robbie went with him to the small tavern in the shadows of Notre Dame de Bonsecours.

It was a clean tavern, warm, and the smells of fresh bread and mutton roasting over a slow fire were inviting. There were only two other customers: a middle-aged man crouched over his ale, and a young sailor with a heavily bandaged leg. The first seemed to have no interest in anything but what he found at the bottom of his tankard; the second snored loudly, his tar-stained hands crossed over his chest and his head thrown back against the wall.

The serving woman greeted Moncrieff by name, and showed them to the best place near the hearth.

Before they were settled, Moncrieff said, “So tell me, man. Have ye guid tidings from Paradise?”

A broad smile broke out on his face when he had heard Nathaniel’s news. He was all curiosity and good wishes, asking for details that would interest few men.

“We must drink to your guid fortune, and your lady’s health,” he announced finally.

The serving woman brought them tankards, kicking up her skirts to flaunt her ankles as she crossed the room. Moncrieff watched her go, tucking his pipe into the corner of his mouth with a thoughtful expression.

“A friend of yours?” Nathaniel asked.

Moncrieff lifted one shoulder in a gesture that spoke more of France than Scotland. But there was no mistaking him for anything but a Lowland Scot: he had the face, long and lean, large eared and strong of nose and chin. Nathaniel had seen faces much like his in his mother’s drawings of the family she had left behind: uncles and cousins he had never met, would never know except by the set of their eyes and the angle of jaw. Moncrieff must be in his mid-fifties at least; there were deep wrinkles around his eyes and the beginning of dewlaps at his jawline. But he still had a full head of lank dark hair tied in a neat queue, and an energy that many younger men lacked. The truth was, Nathaniel was inclined to like the man, wanted to believe him, but there was something just below the surface that he could not be sure of. Trust was a luxury he could not afford, not right now.

“That’s Adele,” said Robbie, one corner of his mouth twitching upward as they watched the woman move about the room, hips swinging. “A widow woman, is she no’? One o’ Angus’s muny special friends.”

Moncrieff smiled over the edge of his tankard. “Aye, I’ve a few friends in Montréal. Until today I counted Jones among the useful if less pleasant o’ them.”

Nathaniel said, “We weren’t there to start a fight with the man.”

“That I can weel believe. But it’s uncommon easy to quarrel wi’ Jones. ‘Big heid and wee wit, never gaed tegither yet.’ Or so it’s said.”

Robbie snorted in appreciation.

Moncrieff chewed on the stem of his pipe and stared at Nathaniel for a moment. “You were planning to pay Jones to slip Hawkeye and Otter out o’ the garrison gaol.”

Nathaniel shifted, trying to find a more comfortable spot on the settle. “And if we were?”

Another Gallic shrug. “It isna an especially guid plan to put faith or your money on a man like Jones. He’d sell his mither to the de’il, and were there profit in it.” Moncrieff met Nathaniel’s eye. “And o’ course, he’s heard tell o’ this Tory gold. He’d be thinking you’ve got it wi’ ye, and wondering how to get his hands on it.”

Carefully, Nathaniel put down his tankard as he looked Moncrieff in the eye. “He ain’t the first, nor the last, I imagine. But I’ve got no gold on me, since you seem to be wondering.”

It was almost a relief to see the man flush. He put his pipe aside, laid both hands flat on the table, and rocked forward, as if to push it to the floor with his weight.

“I care naething for gold, and had ye a pure ton o’ it. It’s your faither’s fate that concerns me, and getting him out o’ gaol. Had I thought it could be done wi’ coin alone, I should ha’ seen it done lang syne. My purse isna empty, man.”

After a long moment, Nathaniel nodded. “Fair enough.”

Robbie cleared his throat. “I suppose ye’ve got a better plan, Angus?”

“Aye, Rab, perhaps I do. If you care to hear it told.”

The serving woman came to refill their tankards, and they were quiet while they waited for her to finish. She took her time, leaning over the table to display her ample bosom to Moncrieff. He patted her hand and murmured something Nathaniel did not quite hear, but understood anyway. Adele left them with a smile.

Nathaniel held up a hand to keep Robbie from answering the question that still hung in the air. “Before this goes any further—”

Moncrieff sighed. “You want an explanation for my letter. Aye, and I’ve earned some harsh words. Go on, then.”

“You admit it?”

“Admit that I lied in my letter, and that it wasna your faither’s idea to send for ye? Aye, I admit it. And tell me this: wad ye rather be hame the noo, and him in gaol? I havena kennt ye verra lang, Nathaniel Bonner, but I didna think that wad sit weel wi’ ye.”

With every swallow of ale Moncrieff’s English was giving way to Scots. Whether it meant the man was telling the truth or moving farther afield of it, of that much Nathaniel could not be sure. He said, “I would rather have had the whole story, and made up my own mind.”

With one fingertip, Moncrieff traced the gouges on the table as if they were an alphabet he alone could read. He had the hands of a man who earned his living with books and paper and ink: fine fingered and un-scarred. Nathaniel wished for five minutes of his father’s counsel, for he truly did not know what to make of Angus Moncrieff.

On the other side of the room, the sailor roused and hobbled out, tossing a coin to Adele. The man in the corner called for more ale and began to sing softly to himself: a German lullaby or maybe a love song, slow and melancholy. Outside, a girl scolded a herd of goats as she hurried them along, the sound of the bells clear and true in the cold air.

When Moncrieff looked up again, his color had settled and his tone was calmer. “Aye,” he said. “You’re right. I overstepped my bounds, and I apologize. But now ye’re here. You can ha’ my help, or leave it. Which will it be?”

Nathaniel sat back to consider.

Robbie had taken to Moncrieff, and after thirty years in the bush Robbie was wary of strangers and slow to give his friendship. He could make a mistake, certainly. But maybe he had not. Elizabeth, who had a keen ear for things left unstated and no patience with half-truths, had not been terribly worried by Moncrieff. She had put the case before Nathaniel with her usual simplicity and clarity: If Hawkeye decides he needs to go to Scotland, then he will go. However unlikely it seems to us that he might want to do such a thing, he has the right to decide for himself. And it was the truth; Nathaniel could admit it to her and to himself, but he could not allow Moncrieff to see it in his face.

There were other truths that couldn’t be overlooked: they had made an enemy of the man who was their only link to the gaol, whereas Moncrieff had connections, and an idea.

“First things first,” Nathaniel said. “Tell me what it is you want with my father once he’s free.”

“It’s verra simple,” Moncrieff said softly. “The Earl o’ Carryck would like to find his heir before he dies. The laird’s wish is that the land and holdings …” He paused, and then went on. “And the title stay in the family. Nae mair, nae less than that. What I want from your faither is an hour o’ his time, to tell him o’ his kin, and his birthright.”

Nathaniel nodded. “You’ll have your hour. But listen first, and I’ll tell you now what I know in my gut to be true. Maybe my father was born a Scott of Carryck—you seem to be sure of that, and I can’t say you’re wrong—but he was raised in the wilderness and in his heart he’s more Mahican than white.”

“And yet he married a Scotswoman,” Moncrieff said.

“Who turned her back on Scotland.” Nathaniel leaned closer. “Listen to me. Even if that earldom is rightfully his, he’ll want nothing to do with it. He’ll never get on a ship for Scotland of his own free will. If he tells you that to your face, will you leave here, and go home?”

A flicker in the deep brown eyes: anger or disbelief or perhaps just stubbornness. But Moncrieff inclined his head. “Aye, if your faither tells me sae, I’ll be awa’ hame to Scotland.”

“I’m not coming, either,” added Nathaniel. “I’ll have no part of it. Are we clear on that?”

“Aye,” said Moncrieff. “Verra clear.”

Robbie clapped Nathaniel on the back, laughing. “By God, laddie, ye should o’ been a lawyer. Angus, tell us wha’ ye’ve got in mind.”

Moncrieff took a long swallow and then pulled a kerchief from his sleeve to wipe his brow. “The cook,” he said finally, and in response to the blank look he got from both of them, he produced a slanted grin. “Martin Fink, the Somervilles’ cook. He has a weakness for cards and whisky, a verra bad combination for a man o’ limited resources.”

Nathaniel frowned. “Can a cook get us into the gaol, or our people out of it?”

“Ach, nothing so simple as that,” said Moncrieff. “But he can let ye bide in Pink George’s kitchen, and that’s where ye need to be, this evening. Giselle’s invited me tae one o’ her parties, and she intends to have Otter and Hawkeye there.”

Nathaniel remembered Giselle’s parties very well. She gathered men around her for the evening when her father was away, more concerned with amusement than reputation. He had never enjoyed them, and liked the idea even less now. “You’re thinking we’ll just walk them out of the lieutenant governor’s mansion?”

“At the right moment, aye. And why not?”

Why not. Nathaniel hid his grin in his tankard. It was a beautifully simple plan. At the most it would require that they waylay the redcoats assigned to guard the prisoners. With the right management, they would be drunk, too.

But Robbie was blinking at Moncrieff in disbelief, his color rising fast.

“Are ye saying that Giselle has summoned Otter and Hawkeye tae entertain the lairds and officers, like trained monkeys? Hawkeye will ha’ nane o’ that, and should she stand him at the end of a musket.”

“That may be true,” Moncrieff said, lowering his voice. “But think on it, Rab. They’ll aa be fu’ o’ drink by midnight. By morning they’ll be sober, and we’ll be lang awa’.”

“My father will see the beauty of that, if we can get word to him.” Nathaniel put a hand on Robbie’s shoulder. “He’d go a far sight further to get out of gaol than sit next to Giselle Somerville at a dinner table.”

Robbie frowned. “Pink George will be in a puir temper when he comes hame and hears o’ it. It wadna be the first time he’s raised a hand tae his dauchter.”

“She’ll have to handle that on her own,” said Nathaniel, more loudly than he intended. “She’s had to deal with him angry, she knows what she’s about.”

“Ye’re an unco’ hard man betimes, Nathaniel Bonner.” Robbie sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose with one broad thumb. “Wha’s first then in this plan o’ yours, Angus?”

“The gaol. We’ve got to get word to Hawkeye. Wee Iona would be willing to pay a call, perhaps.”

“No’ Iona,” Robbie said in a tone that brooked no discussion.

Nathaniel nodded in agreement. “She’s too well known to get involved in this.”

Moncrieff studied the tabletop. After a moment, he turned to look over his shoulder at Adele, who was sitting on a stool by the hearth and tending a kettle of beans. She was up before he could even wink at her, soft curves and a warm smile.

“Perhaps a friend, then, wi’ a bit o’ beef, and a message tucked away in a safe place.” He rose with his tankard in hand, tipping back his head to get the last swallow. “I need a private word wi’ Adele. Tell me, man. How are ye at cards?”

“I’m better with a rifle,” said Nathaniel.

“He’s better wi’ a bluidy sewin’ needle.” Robbie grinned.

Nathaniel shrugged. “I expect that’s true,” he said. “There ain’t much I like less than cards.”

“You won’t have to pretend to lose, then.” Angus nodded, satisfied. “Perhaps you and Robbie would care to see if there’s any interest in a game.” He raised one brow in the direction of the man singing into his ale, and then headed toward the back room where Adele had disappeared.

Robbie straightened, his face creased in confusion. “Why wad we want tae play cards wi’ a whey-faced sot like that?” he asked, sending a fierce look toward the corner.

“Because that’s Martin Fink,” Nathaniel said. “Did you think Moncrieff steered us here by accident?”

Robbie started. “The Somervilles’ cook, d’ye mean? Mary bless me, and sae it must be.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “I wadna ha’ guessed Angus tae be sae verra sly.”

Nathaniel picked up his tankard to swallow the last of his ale, and along with it the worst of his doubts about Angus Moncrieff. They were started down this road now and they would see where it took them, but he would be on guard. He clapped Robbie on the back and leaned over to whisper in the great shell-like ear. “You watch my back, Rab, and I’ll watch yours.”

A forest away, Elizabeth was half asleep in front of the hearth with both infants at her breast, when faint laughter startled her into full wakefulness.

“What was that?”

Hannah looked up from grinding corn, and wiped a strand of hair away from her face with the back of her hand. “What was what?”

Confused, Elizabeth settled back into the rocker. “I heard something. Perhaps I was dreaming.”

“About my father,” Hannah concluded.

With a yawn she could barely hold back, Elizabeth pulled the pillows that supported the twins closer to her. There were longer pauses now between gulps, and soon they would be asleep. Elizabeth thought of the cradle and her own bed in the other room, but she was simply too weary to move, and she let herself drift back toward sleep just where she was. For three weeks now she had never had as much as three hours of continuous rest; it was no surprise if she was beginning to confuse waking and sleeping dreams.

Hannah looked worn down, too. All day long she worked, she and Liam with Curiosity’s help, to keep the household running, food on the table, the firewood stacked, the hearth cleaned. Seldom did Elizabeth miss her girlhood home, but she found herself thinking more and more these days of Aunt Merriweather’s legions of servants. At Oakmere, little girls had been free to be little girls.

As long as they weren’t overly interested in the contents of the library, she reminded herself.

Voices outside, coming closer. Liam and Curiosity, and perhaps one of Curiosity’s daughters or Martha Southern, up from the village to bring a covered dish or a pound of butter, for they kept no cow here on the mountain. She had good neighbors; they did what they could to help. Elizabeth knew that she should rouse herself, put the babies in their cradle, her clothing to rights, comb out her hair, wash her face, make tea, help with the corn bread, the endless laundering of swaddling clothes, the mending. The ash barrel, the candle box, the spindle, the mortar and pestle—they all called out to her. But the fire crackled peaceably and the babies were so heavy, pinning her down to her chair, to the earth itself: it felt as if she would never be able to stand on her own two feet, to move unencumbered, ever again.

And still, and still. She could not look at them without having her throat close with tears that were equal parts exhaustion and joy: Mathilde’s round cheeks working rhythmically even in her sleep; Daniel’s small hand spread out on the white skin of her breast.

Voices closer still; Hannah listening now, too, her head cocked to one side, plaits swinging free to her waist. Curiosity must be in the middle of a story. She had so many of them, but the children were always asking for more. They were all storytellers, these people who carved out lives for themselves on the edge of the frontier. It would be years before she had heard all of Nathaniel’s.

With her husband’s image foremost in her mind, Elizabeth finally let sleep claim her, thinking of the stories he might bring back with him from Montréal, and wondering how much longer it would be before she would hear his voice again.

Deeply asleep, she did not see the flush of excitement and pleasure on Hannah’s face at the sound of steps on the porch. Her chores forgotten, Elizabeth and the babies forgotten, Hannah flew across the room as the door opened for the travelers: her aunt Many-Doves with a wide smile and a cradleboard peeking over her shoulder; Doves’ husband, Runs-from-Bears, grinning at her as he swung a willow carry-frame to the floor; and Falling-Day, wrapped in a mantle of fisher pelts the same deep color as her eyes and hair, so much like Hannah’s own. With small sounds of welcome, of relief, of joy beyond bearing, Hannah flung herself into her grandmother’s open arms.
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The Somervilles’ basement kitchen was as deep and dim as a cave, but there was nothing cool about it: the combined heat of hearth and ovens had set even the walls to sweating. From a remote corner where they were supposed to be waiting to resume their day-long card game with Martin Fink, Nathaniel and Robbie watched the man scramble to send course after course up to Giselle and her guests.

She hadn’t lost her appetite for the unusual. In addition to platters of fancy meat pastries, tureens of soup and ragout, a suckling pig, roast mutton, a haunch of venison, three kinds of fish, every manner of pickled or potted vegetable, and breads and rolls stacked in elaborate patterns, there had been a roast swan shouldered by not two but four serving men. Dressed again in its own white feathers after being stuffed, the long neck held up by hidden skewers, the bird went up the stairs, surrounded by doves baked in nests of puff pastry.

Now Fink was laboring over a huge meringue, decorating it with candied fruit. It reminded Nathaniel of the powdered wigs that had gone out of fashion not so long ago. The cook circled the platter with one eye squeezed shut and a finger pressed to his mouth. Finally he stood back, looked over at the men in the corner, winked conspiratorially, and burst into noisy song. Dish by dish, his mood improved and his songs became louder.

“Aye, sing awa’, ye daft bugger,” muttered Robbie. “The man canna wait tae take the rest o’ the silver frae ye, laddie.” He might rarely play cards, but Robbie was having a hard time purposely losing to a half-drunk Alsatian cook with the habit of singing publicly, and off-key. In a burst of winner’s generosity, Fink had offered them the finest his kitchen had to offer, but Robbie had accepted only bread and some cold venison. Now he tore off great chunks, never taking his eyes from the cook.

Nathaniel swallowed down a yawn. There would be at least another hour of this: the servants were fussing over blue-veined cheeses, fruit compotes, liquors and coffees and drinking chocolate. Things he had never heard of before he came to Montréal, or thought of much since leaving it. Suddenly the wish to be home was strong enough to make him get to his feet. He pulled on his mantle and picked up his rifle by its sling and slipped it over his shoulder. “I think I’ll have a look around upstairs until Fink’s ready to deal the next hand.”

Robbie gaped up at him. “And how d’ye plan tae do that, wi’ a hoose fu’ o’ redcoats? I suppose Giselle has a secret stair hidden awa’?”

“Not so secret,” said Nathaniel. “I wouldn’t want to guess how many men know about it, but it’s likely that a few of them are at the dinner table right now.”

“Gin that’s the case,” said Robbie, tucking the remainder of his bread and cheese into his sack and lumbering to his feet, “I micht as weel come wi’ ye. Yon glaikit lump”—he pointed at Fink with his chin—“will ha’ nae use for us afore the eatin’s done. Tell him we’re goin’ tae empty our bladders.”

•  •  •

It was good to be out of the kitchens, away from the accumulated smells of a thousand meals. Nathaniel drew in cold air and paused in the courtyard, listening. There was no sign of the guard; they were probably warming themselves inside, sloppy with Somerville away.

With Robbie close behind, Nathaniel made his way to a stand of evergreen bushes, and pushing them apart, revealed a small wooden door without a handle. He pressed on two spots simultaneously and it swung silently inward to disclose a narrow stone stair. It smelled of damp and tobacco smoke and of Giselle, too—slightly musky, the scent of her hair when it was uncoiled and free. It was strange and still immediately familiar, and it made his own hair rise on the back of his neck, as if he were being stalked by an enemy just out of sight.

Nathaniel made his way up the short flight with Robbie following silently. They paused on a landing, although the stairs went on into the dark. By touch he found the two stools he remembered, and directed Robbie to one of them in a low voice.

On the other side of the wall were the muffled sounds of laughter and tinkling glassware. Nathaniel felt for the panel, and with a moment’s hesitation, slid it back to reveal two sets of peepholes. Candlelight came to them in four perfectly round streams, and the interwoven voices separated themselves into five or six distinct conversations.

His father and Otter were there, to either side of Giselle. Before Hawkeye was a plate of sweets and a full wine glass. Moncrieff was farther down the table, involved in a conversation with a well-dressed man Nathaniel didn’t recognize.

“Panthers among peacocks,” whispered Robbie. Hawkeye and Otter stood out in their worn buckskin hunting shirts and leggings, flanked by army and cavalry officers in scarlets and blues, green plaids, flowing ribbons, brass buttons, gold braid, silk sashes, swords with ornate baskets.

“Hawkeye looks aye crabbit.”

“Testy, but in good health,” Nathaniel agreed, relieved just to see his father looking himself. He was sixty-nine years old, a man who had spent most of his lifetime out-of-doors, but he sat there as he would sit at his own table, or at a Kahnyen’kehàka council fire, as lean and straight as a man in his prime, his eyes alert and watchful.

There was only a partial view of Otter’s face, but the tension in the boy’s shoulders was easy enough to read. He was wound up tight and ready to spring. Adele’s visit had primed them well.

And there was Giselle. Looking down over the room and not ten feet away from her, they were close enough to count the pearl buttons at the nape of her gown. She sat with her back to them; a good thing, for she had sharp eyes. Nathaniel let himself study her, the dark blond hair pinned up to reveal the long neck, the white skin of her shoulders against deep green silk, the curve of her cheekbone when she turned her head to speak to the servant.

Now that he had got this far Nathaniel couldn’t remember why he had dreaded the sight of her so much. She was still beautiful—he could see that even from here—but she wasn’t Elizabeth, and she had no power over him. To his surprise, the most he could feel for her was a vague gratitude and reluctant admiration. Giselle did as she pleased. She could be ruthless; she cared nothing at all for the good opinion of others; and there was an air of casual danger about her. Because it suited her to do so, she surrounded herself with men who were eager to amuse, taking from them what she wanted and leaving the rest. Tonight she had placed a seventeen-year-old Kahnyen’kehàka at her right hand over rich and powerful men, and none of them dared challenge her. She had been having parties like these behind her father’s back since she was sixteen.

A cavalry officer was holding up his glass toward Giselle, the wine picking up the candlelight and flashing it back again. His own complexion was equally flushed.

“This Paxareti,” he announced in a voice slurred with drink, but just loud enough to claim everyone’s attention, “is proof that the Portuguese are not total barbarians. It comes from a monastery a few hours’ ride from Jerez, but it is well worth the cost. Well worth it, by God.”

“And how very thoughtful of you to bring it to me, Captain Quinn,” said Giselle. Her tone was easy, encouraging but not engaging, and her voice was just as Nathaniel had remembered it, deep and slightly rough, as if she had strained it the day—or the night—before. “And how sad that our American friends resist so great a pleasure.” She was looking at Hawkeye, but she leaned slightly toward Otter as she spoke.

“It is said that two glasses of strong sherry will render a reticent man more communicative without … impairing him,” commented an officer of the dragoons who was staring at Hawkeye. He was well grown and broad of shoulder, but when he grinned he revealed a set of ivory teeth too large for his mouth.

Hawkeye raised a brow. “When I’ve got something to say worth saying, I’ll speak up, with or without spirits. So far I ain’t heard anything worth the trouble.”

Robbie’s grunt of approval was lost in the mixture of laughter and protest from below.

“What of your young friend, then?” The dragoon’s gaze wandered toward Otter. “Or has he no civilized languages?”

“Major Johnson,” Giselle said evenly, before Hawkeye could reply. The toothy smile shifted in her direction; the tilt of his head said he expected her approval.

“At your service, Miss Somerville.”

“You are boring me.”

He drained of color. “I only meant—”

Giselle turned her attention to the opposite side of the table, ignoring Johnson’s apologies.

“Captain Pickering, it has been a very long time indeed since you have come to our cold corner of the world. The navy abandons me at this time of year, but I can always count on you.”

The man Giselle was addressing had been turned toward Moncrieff and deep in conversation, but he looked up gladly at her request, and Robbie and Nathaniel both drew up in surprise at this first clear sight of his face.

The bush was a hard place; Nathaniel had grown up in the company of men and women who bore terrible scars with a combination of forbearance and dignity. But Pickering’s face was not the result of a tomahawk blow or a battle with the pox or fire. Nathaniel suspected it was much harder to bear. It looked as if his maker had finished with him, disliked what he had produced, and attempted to rub out the errors, mashing an overlarge nose into a face like a soggy oat cake. Everything on him was lopsided, from the small, upward-slanted eyes to the low-hung shelf of brow.

“Maria save us, look at the man’s snout,” muttered Robbie. “He’s mair pickerel than Pickering. Nae wonder he went tae sea.”

“Mademoiselle.” Pickering inclined his head. “I have brought you more than seafaring tales. If you’ll permit—” he half rose, and gestured to someone out of sight in the next room.

Giselle laughed. “Horace. I knew I could count on you. A surprise. I do love surprises. Shall I try to guess?”

“Ha!” called Quinn. “It’s anyone’s guess what Pickering’s got tucked away in that merchantman of his. Could have an elephant or two crashing about in the hold.”

A servant appeared at the door, carrying a small lidded basket. There was a great scramble of serving men as plates and platters were cleared to make room for it just in front of Giselle.

“You brought me such a lovely set of ivory carvings from India when last you were here,” she said, eyeing the basket. She had turned so that Nathaniel could see her face. Time had not left her untouched, but there was the same spark in her eye and high color in her cheeks, and he didn’t wonder that Otter had got caught up, despite the difference in their ages. Stronger and more experienced men had floundered in the good fortune of attracting this woman’s favor. There were some prime examples around the table.

Pickering was drawing out the suspense. “We were on our way to Halifax from Martinique …”

Quinn put down his glass with a rattle. “Pickering, you sly dog, were you there when Jervis and Grey took Martinique?” They were no sailors, but the promise of direct news of a victory over France would have been very welcome to the army officers.

Pickering smiled politely but did nothing to satisfy their curiosity. Instead he put one hand on the basket, as if to quiet whatever was inside.

“I took these on board not knowing if they would survive the journey, but I had some luck. And my most excellent surgeon, of course, nursed them all the way.” With a graceful flourish he flipped back the wooden lid of the basket and reached inside.

“You will note by the sweet smell that they are quite perfectly ripe.” And he drew from the basket a pair of swollen and discolored human hands, no larger than those of a child of ten, with lightly curled fingers.

There was a moment of shocked silence as he held them up. Even Giselle’s voice seemed to fail her.

A sandy-haired major of the Royal Highlanders leaped to his feet. “By God, man, have you been consortin’ with cannibals?”

The room was suddenly in chaotic movement as all the men surged forward. Nathaniel’s view was blocked by Otter, who stood with the rest of them. Robbie stood, too, and then, having lost his peepholes, sat again.

“Let me put your mind at rest, MacDermott. These grow on the islands,” came Pickering’s calming voice from the center of the crowd. “They are called ti-nains by the natives.”

“That’s a bluidy fruit?” demanded one of the merchants.

“Ah,” said another, more composed voice. “Bananas. But not of the sort I et in India. These are much smaller. Damned difficult to transport, in any case.”

“Ha!” cried Captain Quinn, heading back toward his wine glass. “Fruit! A good joke, that, Pickering! Fruit!”

Johnson was still at the head of the table, peering inside the basket suspiciously. “What civilized person would put such a thing in his mouth?”

“I understand the king is verra partial to bananas, when he can get them,” said Moncrieff, leaning in closer to peer at them.

Johnson grunted suspiciously as Pickering held up a single example. “Looks like that dev’lish surgeon of yours lopped ’em off some poor bugger when he wasn’t paying attention.”

Quinn raised his glass. “If that’s all a man has to lose, perhaps he’s better off on t’other side of the fence!”

There was a moment of frozen silence, but Giselle’s smile set the room at ease. “Please, gentlemen, sit down. James, I believe Captain Quinn would do well with some coffee, but do serve Major Johnson more of the candied quince, that seems more to his liking. Horace, tell me, where does one begin with your lovely ti-nains?”

Johnson looked on in sour disapproval, as if he expected to hear the snap of bone as Pickering peeled away the dark brown outer shell. The flesh inside was a pinkish tan, and the sweet smell was clear to them even behind the carved wooden panel.

“They are best eaten directly from the tree,” Pickering said, putting the fruit on a small plate and presenting it to Giselle. “But I believe you will still find them very tasty.”

As she leaned over to draw in the scent, the serving men quickly peeled and distributed the fruits to the rest of the table.

Giselle said, “We will all sample something so rare, will we not, gentlemen? And perhaps a glass of Madeira or champagne, and then it’s time we roused ourselves a bit. Shall we have music, or games? What do you think, Mr. Bonner?”

“Suit yourselves,” said Hawkeye, his arms crossed across his chest and the plate of banana untouched before him. “I’ll watch.”

She brought up her gaze slowly. “Really? In my experience, the men of your family are all very energetic sorts.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt they can be distracted from the work at hand, on occasion,” Hawkeye said easily. “It’s something a man grows out of, though. For the most part.”

Giselle let out a small laugh of surprise at this challenge, but a young lieutenant broke in before she could respond.

“This cannot surprise you, Miss Somerville,” he said, waving a hand. “Surely you know that Americans are not good sportsmen.”

“Not by English rules we ain’t, that’s true enough,” Hawkeye agreed.

Giselle interrupted the young man’s sputtering reply. “Lieutenant Lytton, what I have in mind is not an English game, but a Scottish one, directly from Carryckcastle—Mr. Moncrieff tells me it used to be played there regularly, when the earl had guests.”

“Hmmpf.” Robbie sat up straighter, looking interested.

As Giselle explained the fine points, grins began to appear around the table.

“Ah,” said MacDermott. “Razzored Harries is what we called it when I was young. In the end you’re all packed together like herrings in a dish of cream.”

Johnson pushed away his untouched banana. “It’s just the reverse of hide-and-seek. It’s played in Shropshire, as well. We called it pickle packing.”

“Do I understand correctly?” interrupted Quinn, trying to make sense of the game through a fog brought on by Portuguese sherry. “Should I find the hiding place instead of announcing that fact, I simply … join the group already there.”

“Yes, and try to keep quiet,” Giselle confirmed.

“Quite good sport.” Pickering rubbed his hands in anticipation.

“Miss Somerville, may I assume you will be the first to hide?” asked a young merchant.

“But of course, Mr. Gray,” said Giselle. “What fun would it be otherwise?”

“Grown men, runnin’ aboot and playin’ at children’s games,” muttered Robbie as they made their way back down to the kitchen. “There’s nae dignity in it.”

Above them there was a shout of laughter and the sound of breaking glass.

“It’s not dignity that brings them here,” Nathaniel noted dryly.

Robbie pulled up short. “Ye dinna mean—she couldna, no’ wi’ aa those men—”

“No,” Nathaniel said. “I ain’t supposing she would. But one of them won’t be going straight home. As long as it ain’t Otter, that’s all that concerns us.”

They paused at the door into the kitchen, where two young girls were coping, bleary eyed and short tempered, with great piles of dirty china and crystal. For the moment there was no sign of Fink.

“I wasna cut oot for this kind o’ warfare,” Robbie announced with a sigh. “A musket wad suit me far better than parlor games wi’ a crowd o’ nut-hooks.”

“Then we’d best get gone,” said Hawkeye from the stairs behind them. Nathaniel pivoted. His father was there, with Moncrieff just behind. Hawkeye’s grip on his shoulder was still like iron, and the hazel eyes blazed at him with a furious joy.

“Da,” he said, hearing the break in his own voice. “High time.”

“I cain’t say I ain’t glad to see you, son. Rab, it’s been too long.”

Nathaniel said, “Fink will be looking for us.”

“Nivver mind about him,” said Moncrieff. “He’s too drunk tae remember where he put his own nose, and he willna be thinking o’ us while he’s got a card game with the guards in the upstairs pantry. I’ll go fetch Otter.” And he ran back up the stairs.

They were itching to be gone, but they could only hope Moncrieff would be fast in cutting Otter loose from the game. Hawkeye was as tense as Nathaniel had ever seen him, but he didn’t wonder at that after a few weeks in the garrison gaol. He caught Nathaniel’s gaze, and produced a weary grin. “I want the news from home, but first we’re best shut of this place, and Moncrieff. I don’t trust the man.”

Robbie bent in closer. “Wi’oot Moncrieff ye wad still be in gaol, Dan’l.”

“I’m not free and clear yet,” Hawkeye pointed out. From overhead there was the sound of running feet, a door opening and slamming. A lot of swearing followed, and the footsteps ran off again.

“Moncrieff went to some trouble,” Nathaniel said, meeting his father’s eye. “He got us in here. I promised in return that you’d listen to what he has to say.”

“I ain’t hanging around, son. Not for anybody. What is it that he wants?”

Nathaniel glanced up the stairs, and lowered his voice. “You won’t believe it when he tells you, Da. But I’d rather he do it himself. We can let him come along as far as Chambly, that will give him opportunity enough.”

Hawkeye grunted. “If he can keep up, aye. But first there’s the matter of pulling the boy out of her damn game—ah.” He nodded, clearly relieved, as Otter appeared at the head of the stairs and started down, with Moncrieff at his heels. Otter came directly to Nathaniel to grasp him by both lower arms.

“Raktsi’a,” he murmured. Older brother. This was the traditional greeting for the husband of his oldest sister, but it struck Nathaniel that Otter had outgrown it. He was a man now, broad of shoulder and almost tall enough to look Nathaniel in the eye. There was an earnestness in his expression that was new since they had last seen each other.

“How did you get away?” Hawkeye asked.

Otter shrugged. “Maybe I ain’t so good at finding her as she wants me to be.” He looked away, his expression guarded.

Robbie picked up his pack and his weapons. “We’re awa’, then, lads.”

It had clouded over; there was a spattering of snow, and the wind was bitter. When Nathaniel was sure they wouldn’t run into any guards he signaled and the others came out into the open.

Against the far corner of the house nearest the stables, Treenie came to her feet silently, tail wagging.

Otter hissed, “A light!”

The five of them slid deeper into the shadow of the house. Nathaniel forced his breathing to slow, throwing his senses outward into the dark.

It was Captain Quinn, stumbling over the path and laughing to himself. He carried a pierced tin lantern that seesawed an arc of jagged light over his face. He stopped, peered at the house owlishly, and then tried to fight his way through the bushes one-handed. At first Nathaniel could not make sense of it, and then he realized that Quinn was drunk enough to be searching for the hidden door on the wrong wall of the house.

“Come on, Giselle,” he called. “You can’t hide from me. I’ve got your drag, I do. Pickle packing, eh? All tied up in a knot with your savage, but I’ll put an end to that.”

He drew his short sword and thrashed at the bushes, grunting with the effort. Nathaniel edged backward, just out of his reach. They continued like this for ten yards, until Quinn took a holly branch across the face and pulled up short.

“Moved your little door, have you? Won’t do you a bit of good, lovey, I’ll find you out in the end. Ask any man jack in the Sixtieth if Jonathan Quinn don’t have a way with a woman’s doors.” He snickered at his own wit, threw back his head and bellowed in earnest. “Giselle!”

Nathaniel swore to himself. The idiot would have the guards here.

A window opened above their heads. “She’s not outside, you bloody great booby, Quinn. Come in from the cold.” The window shut again.

“Have to piss first,” Quinn called back. “Then I shall find her. You shan’t have ’er, do you mind me, Johnson?” Muttering, he turned, and shuffled off a few steps, pulling at his breeks as he went.

The five of them started in the opposite direction, crouched low and moving fast. Once around the corner, they bent their heads together.

Hawkeye said, “We’ll have to split up and meet at the start of the ice road.”

“If I may—” began Moncrieff, and Hawkeye cut him off with a hand on the shoulder.

“If you want to talk to me, you’ll have to do it on the run. If you’re up to that.”

“Giselle!” shouted Quinn, closer now. “Giselle!” Overhead the cloud cover was breaking up so that Nathaniel could see his father’s face.

“Giselle!”

The sound of boots in the snow, from the opposite direction. The guards came trotting, finally roused from the warm house and their card game. The hidden staircase was risky, but anything was better than standing exposed in the garden. Otter sprinted for the bushes, with the other men close behind.

Once inside they waited, completely still, for the voices in the garden to fade away, but instead they grew louder. Nathaniel felt the blood thrumming in his hands, his leg muscles twitching with the need to be away. Otter’s chest was heaving as if he had run a hot mile, and Moncrieff stood tensed and ready to bolt. More than he bargained for, Nathaniel thought. Robbie and Hawkeye kept their calm: old soldiers, they had lived through far worse.

Treenie shifted uneasily in the total dark.

“Wheest,” Robbie breathed, and she settled down.

Nathaniel focused on the regular ebb and flow of his father’s breathing, ordered his thoughts, and lined up their few options. There was no help for it, so he took the stairs three at a time to listen at Giselle’s door. Nothing.

From the courtyard came the sound of horses’ hooves on the cobblestones.

At Nathaniel’s signal they came up the stairs and into the bedchamber. The smells hung in the air like smoke from a wet-wood fire: beeswax, lavender, crushed roses, musk. Otter stood paralyzed at the door and had to be pushed forward. Nathaniel knew what he was feeling. I didn’t have any intention of ever setting foot in this room again, either.

More bad news at the window: the courtyard was full of redcoats, horses, servants, a sea of bobbing lanterns and torches. Guards milled below the window, poking in the bushes. Nathaniel caught a glimpse of Pickering and a few of the others, walking away as if they had nothing to do with any of it.

“They’re looking for you,” he said, turning. Some part of his mind registered the strange sight they made, rough backwoodsmen in the gilt and velvet and silk of Giselle’s chamber. Moncrieff had collapsed into a spindle-backed chair; Robbie peered over the top of the canopied bed. The red dog rested her mucky rear quarters on an embroidered footstool, sniffed at the perfumed draperies and sneezed.

Hawkeye came to look through lace panels for himself. “I’d call this a tangle, all right.”

Robbie was prowling, opening wardrobes and closing them again in disgust. “Nae place tae hide.”

Otter still stood in the middle of the room, frowning into the banked fire in the hearth. Then he turned and walked to a full-length mirror on the wall opposite the bed, and punched at the belly of a gilded angel on the upper right corner. The mirror levered away from the wall with a sigh.

“That’s a new one on me,” Nathaniel said.

Hawkeye rubbed a hand over his mouth, peering into the cubbyhole. “She’s fond of hiding games, ain’t she? Does Pink George know about it?”

Otter made a negative sound in his throat.

“There’s room enough for one,” said Moncrieff.

“We still got a chance to get out of here,” said Hawkeye. “Although I’ll admit it don’t look good.” He studied Otter for a long moment. “I have the feeling she’ll let you get away, if she can keep her father out of it. Ain’t that so?”

Otter nodded. “Hen’en.” Yes.

Hawkeye cast a glance out the window. In Kahnyen’ kehàka he said, “Listen to me. If it comes to that, you slip away as soon as it’s safe, and hightail it for Hidden Wolf.” He lowered his voice. “Send Runs-from-Bears back here with gold.”

Otter blinked his understanding.

In a rush, Hawkeye’s voice lowered to a harsh whisper. “Tell Bears to stay clear of this Scotsman. He don’t need to know all our business. You understand why I’m talking to you this way?”

The boy’s face stilled, and he nodded. Behind him, Robbie’s expression was just as thoughtful. Moncrieff started to speak, and thought better of it.

At the door to the hidden stairs there was a light scratching and they all turned together.

“Giselle?” came a hoarse whisper. “I hear you in there. Let me in, sweetings. It’s Jonathan.” Quinn had found the hidden door at last, and lost his bluster in the process.

“Giselle,” he pleaded.

As if she had heard him call, Giselle’s voice rose up from the front hall. Her playful tone was gone. She was agitated, out of breath, and coming this way.

Nathaniel flung the door to the hidden staircase open and grabbed an astounded Quinn by the epaulets to drag him into the room.

“Wha—” was all he could get out before Rab tapped him neatly over the ear with his rifle butt. Otter caught him up as he collapsed onto Giselle’s Turkish carpet and tossed him onto the bed.

“There,” he said. “That’s what he wanted anyway.”

Giselle was very close, shouting orders down the stairs. Outside, there were new voices in the garden.

Otter caught Nathaniel’s eye. Wordlessly, Nathaniel held out his rifle and his powder horn, and Otter took them and climbed into the cubbyhole behind the mirror.

Hawkeye reached in and pressed Otter’s shoulder. “We’re putting our trust in you, son. Don’t leave us sitting in that gaol any longer than you can manage.”

They were away, closing the door behind them and down stone steps, Treenie bringing up the rear. As they reached the bottom, candlelight flooded the stairwell from above just as the door below began to swing inward.

“Damnation,” whispered Moncrieff.

“Oh, we ain’t that far, yet,” said Hawkeye. “We’ll live to fight another day.”

Colonel George Somerville, Viscount Bainbridge, lieutenant governor of Lower Canada, stood in the doorway before them in a circle of lantern light. Pink George, as he was known to his men and most of Montréal. He was in a muddy traveling cloak, his thin face blotched with the cold, his eyes sparkling some deep satisfaction. At his back was a whole unit of redcoats, bayonets at the ready.

A soft sound of surprise from Giselle, above them. Caught out at last, Nathaniel thought. And us with her. If it weren’t for Elizabeth waiting for him, he might have found some humor in that.

“Gentlemen.” The lieutenant governor peered at them over the top of his spectacles, his chin bedded on his chest.

Treenie growled, her hackles rising.

Somerville raised a brow. “Sergeant Jones,” he said, one corner of his mouth jerking downward. “Take the dog outside and shoot it. As for the rest of you, I hope you enjoyed my daughter’s little dinner party. There won’t be another.”
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“Well, now,” said Curiosity, bending over Daniel to peer into his face. “I’d say this boy’s eyes’ll settle down to green any day.” The baby waved his fist at her nose, and she laughed.

“Not hazel?” Elizabeth asked, regarding Many-Doves’ son in the nest on her lap. Almost four months old and a solid brick of a child, Blue-Jay smiled up at her. He had his parents’ black eyes, the same deep color as the halo of hair that stood out all over his head.

“No, ma’am,” said Curiosity, flipping Daniel neatly as she wrapped him in flannel. “Green, like new leaves on the sugar maple. And just as sweet, ain’t that so, baby?”

From the other room came his sister’s wail, as if this news did not suit her in the least. Elizabeth started up from the rocking chair, but Curiosity stopped her with a look, and dropped Daniel in her lap.

“You stay put,” she said. “You got a cabin full of women here to help out, after all. I expect between us we’ll see to Miss Lily.”

“You needn’t coddle me, you know,” Elizabeth called. But Curiosity simply flapped her hand behind her as she left the bedroom.

Daniel blinked up at her and cooed, all earnest concentration. Elizabeth answered in kind, and he waved his arms enthusiastically, settling in for a good long talk. Of course Curiosity was right: his eyes would be green, just as Mathilde’s would be blue. “Blue as the flaglily in May,” Curiosity had declared, and thus she had become Lily to one and all. Elizabeth’s own solemn gray and Nathaniel’s hazel had somehow gotten lost between the two children, but their father was stamped on each of them nonetheless, from the curve of their ear-lobes to the shape of their toenails. Of herself Elizabeth saw very little in the babies, with the exception of the curls that framed their faces.

Elizabeth yelped as Blue-Jay tugged hard at her plait. Daniel was examining his own hands, as if to ask them how such a task might be undertaken. In the other room Lily had settled down, probably strapped into a cradleboard on Falling-Day’s back, where all of the babies seemed most content. Elizabeth studied the faces before her and blew softly to ruffle their hair, earning crows of delight from both of them.

Nathaniel had not yet seen the twins smile. He had not seen them since they were three days old.

It was against the rule she had set for herself, but Elizabeth could not help counting the days since he had started north. Soon it would be eight weeks—far too long, much longer than he had anticipated. There was no way to know if he was on the road home, or had ever arrived in Montréal, but her faith in his ability to do what must be done was firm, just as he trusted her to see to their children’s welfare. And still, with every passing day she grew more unsettled, and recently she had begun to dream.

The babies slept now for longer periods in the night, and Elizabeth slept, too. She dreamt of snow. The Windigo of the endless forests visited her dreams, their pelts crackling white, stone men with eyes like wet raspberries. In her dreams there was always a winding ice road that gleamed silver and black, but no trace of Nathaniel. And that terrified her most of all.

Blue-Jay began to squirm, and she shook herself out of the daydream. He was working his face into the thoughtful expression that meant he wanted feeding. Elizabeth would have put him to her own breast—just as Many-Doves sometimes nursed Lily or Daniel so that Elizabeth could sleep for another hour—but the first real squawk brought his mother to the door.

He squeaked and chirped with impatience while she put aside the mending she had in her hands and settled on the edge of the bed with him.

“You are well named, my son.” Many-Doves spoke Kahnyen’kehàka, as she always did when English could be avoided. She gathered the boy closer to her and loosened her overblouse.

The two women sat in companionable silence for some time, listening to Blue-Jay’s contented gulping. There was the sound of new snow scouring the roof, and outside the thud of an axe. It reminded Elizabeth that there were still men on Hidden Wolf, although Falling-Day had banished Liam and Runs-from-Bears to the other cabin so that the women had complete reign in this one.

Daniel was looking decidedly sleepy, and Elizabeth shifted him to a more comfortable position, stifling a yawn of her own.

Doves stroked her son’s cheek thoughtfully. “Runs-from-Bears wants to start north,” she said, seeking out Elizabeth’s eye.

“Ah,” Elizabeth said, relief and fear fluttering together under her blouse. “What does Falling-Day think?”

“My mother dreams of the ice road, but there is no sign of our men on it.”

In another time, in the life she once lived, Elizabeth would have been unnerved by this news that she and Falling-Day were having such similar dreams. But in the past year she had learned that reason and logic had boundaries.

Many-Doves was watching her closely.

“When does Bears want to leave?”

“Soon,” Doves said. “Perhaps tomorrow.”

Just after dawn Elizabeth woke to the sound of a step on the porch and Falling-Day rising hastily from her sleeping platform under Hannah’s loft. Elizabeth’s heart gave a tremendous leap, and she ran, barefoot, her nightdress streaming behind her, into the other room.

In the open door stood Otter, healthy and whole, although his face was drawn and thin. Alone. Elizabeth pushed past him into the gray early morning, unable and unwilling to believe what her eyes told her. There was nothing but the March winter waiting for her, the snow burning cold under her bare feet.

Nathaniel’s rifle was slung across Otter’s back. She reached out to take the sling from his shoulder and he let it go without a word.

She would know it anywhere, even without the name carved in the stock. Deerkiller. How many times had she seen it in his hands? She herself had fired it once, and that simple act had sent her alone into the wilderness on a desperate race. Nathaniel would no more leave this rifle behind than he would give up his sight or hearing.

Otter was talking to her, but she could make no sense of it. Her blood was thundering in her ears. Elizabeth shook her head, forcing herself to focus. She needed to hear him; she wanted to run away.

He took her by the arm and drew her into the cabin. “I bring you word from your husband, my brother,” he said. “Listen to me. He is alive, he is well.”

“Grandfather?” asked Hannah, pulling on Otter’s arm. “What of my grandfather?”

“He is well, too, and sends his greetings.”

From the cradle in the other room came the howling of the twins, and with that Elizabeth found her voice. “Why are they not here with you? Why do you have Nathaniel’s rifle?” But even without the expression on his face, she could see for herself what must have happened. “He went to get you out of gaol, you and Hawkeye. It went wrong, didn’t it?”

Otter nodded.

“How long?”

“Somerville arrested them on the first night of the full moon.”

Three weeks. Elizabeth swallowed hard. Nathaniel had been sitting in the garrison gaol for three weeks; Hawkeye for much longer. They are alive, she reminded herself, rubbing her cheek on the cold metal of the rifle barrel. Nathaniel is alive.

Otter began to speak, but his mother interrupted him.

“First you will eat,” said Falling-Day. “And then you will talk.”

While Elizabeth and Many-Doves went about the business of seeing to the children’s needs, Otter submitted to his mother’s care. Falling-Day put a bowl of red corn soup in his hands and watched him eat until it was empty. Then she stood Otter before the hearth and stripped him down to the breechclout as if he were a boy of six rather than a well-grown man of seventeen. Her examination was thorough, less than gentle, and accompanied by detailed commentary on his behavior. Otter bore it all without protest, perhaps because he was in pain, or perhaps simply because he was glad to be home, at any price.

“Perhaps Giselle Somerville taught him more about women than he was ready to learn,” Elizabeth whispered to Lily as she nursed. The baby wrinkled her forehead in agreement, her small hand patting Elizabeth’s breast as if to comfort her.

Three of Otter’s fingers were badly frostbitten, and Hannah was set to rubbing them with a piece of flannel until they came howling back to life. But it was his feet that gave Falling-Day real pause. Liam was sent to fetch Curiosity, and after a long consultation, Runs-from-Bears sharpened a boning knife and they took off two small toes that were festering badly, and beyond their combined skills. Through all of this Otter made no sound at all, although there were beads of perspiration on his upper lip, and his hand shook when he pulled at Hannah’s plaits in an attempt to get her to smile.

Elizabeth knew without being told how fortunate Otter was. A late blizzard had kept him trapped in a snow cave for three full days; he was lucky to have survived at all. That he needed food, and medical care, and sleep after hard days on the trail—these things she understood completely, and still she struggled with the urge to shake the story out of him.

Finally, Curiosity withdrew to the other room with all three babies, firm in her belief that the discussion that was about to take place should not include her. Liam too was ready to slip away, when Elizabeth took his arm and directed him to the group around the hearth. He hunkered down, his hands dangling over knees that threatened to poke through homespun breeches, his gaze on the floor. He would not understand very much of what was said, but still she wanted him there.

Elizabeth had heard Otter tell stories many times; he had a strong voice and a way with his audience. But this tale he began in fits and starts, speaking directly to his mother, focusing on her face alone. He spoke of following Richard Todd to Montréal in the late summer, of Hawkeye’s arrival at the O’seronni New Year, their preparation to leave Montréal, and the first arrest by Somerville. He told it all without ever mentioning Giselle Somerville. But when all was said and done, none of the details mattered. The trouble at hand was more than enough: Hawkeye, Nathaniel, and Robbie sat in the garrison gaol in Montréal, and with them Angus Moncrieff.

By the time Otter finished, Elizabeth had broken out in a fine sweat.

“Somebody sent for Somerville,” Bears said, finally. “Some traitor.”

Otter raised one shoulder. “It looks that way.”

Elizabeth pressed her hands together in her lap. “They were charged with helping you escape?”

Otter’s gaze flickered away from her, as jumpy as the fire in the hearth. “And with spying.”

“Spying!” Hannah jumped up. Many-Doves pulled her back down. Liam shifted uneasily, his gaze roving from face to face.

“In peacetime?” Elizabeth asked, her voice crackling dry and unfamiliar in her throat.

Runs-from-Bears said, “The English are at war with France.”

“Then we are fortunate not to be French,” proposed Many-Doves, frowning at her husband as if he personally were responsible for the wars Europeans waged upon one another.

Otter said, “It is because the Americans stay out of the war with France that the English are suspicious.”

“We are not Americans, either,” Hannah said defiantly.

Falling-Day said, “The O’seronni look at Wolf-Running-Fast and Hawkeye and they see what they want to see. They do not know how to look deeper than the color of their skin.”

“Rab fought under Schuyler in the last war, and so did Nathaniel,” Runs-from-Bears pointed out.

“Nathaniel fought with our Kahnyen’kehàka warriors,” Falling-Day corrected him.

Elizabeth said, “In any case, the idea of Nathaniel as a spy for France is absurd, and I’m sure they are aware of that. It is only an excuse to hold them there.”

Hannah’s face crumpled. “They hang spies.”

“No,” Otter said quickly. “At least, not straight off. Iona says that Carleton himself is supposed to question them, but he won’t be in Montréal before May. So there’s enough time for Bears to get up there with the gold.” He cast an uneasy glance in Liam’s direction, but the boy was watching Hannah, and clearly had not understood.

Elizabeth held out an arm and Hannah came to her, her face a misery. “Squirrel,” Elizabeth said, using her Kahnyen’kehàka name. “Do you hear? There is time.” Pray God, she added to herself, her mind racing madly over the few facts she had, and a hundred questions that could not be answered.

Falling-Day turned to Bears. “You will start north tomorrow. Surely the gold will help.”

“The gold will do no earthly good at all,” said Elizabeth softly, smoothing Hannah’s hair. “Bears has no way to know whom to approach. Is that not true?”

Reluctantly, Runs-from-Bears nodded.

Hannah pulled on Elizabeth’s sleeve. “There must be a way.”

“There is a way,” said Elizabeth firmly. “But there is no time to waste. There is somebody in Albany who can help.”

Bears raised a brow. “Phillip Schuyler won’t be any use in Montréal. He and Somerville are old enemies.”

“Perhaps General Schuyler could not sway Somerville,” Elizabeth conceded. “But I doubt even Somerville would ignore the son and heir of the chief justice of the King’s Bench.”

At this switch to English, Liam sat up with a quizzical look. “By God,” he said. “Who would that be?”

“Cousin Amanda’s husband, Will Spencer, Viscount Durbeyfield,” said Hannah. “You remember, Liam. They came to visit with Elizabeth’s aunt in the summer. They haven’t gone back to England yet.”

“Spencer is in Albany?” Otter asked.

“Yes,” said Elizabeth. “I had a letter from them recently.”

“Well, then,” said Liam with a great sigh of relief. “Send Will Spencer to Montréal. He’s a lawyer, ain’t he? He’ll get them out of gaol.”

Falling-Day was watching Elizabeth closely, her head cocked to one side. “Bone-in-Her-Back,” she said quietly, using Elizabeth’s Kahnyen’kehàka name. “Would you send a man to do work that needs a woman’s understanding?”

Elizabeth swallowed hard. This was the question: would she have her cousin go to Montréal to try to achieve a political end to this situation, or would she take it in her own hands? The part of her that was still an English lady of good family could barely conceive of the idea that she might travel so far in the middle of winter on men’s business, but there was another part, a stronger voice in her now. And Falling-Day heard it, too, and understood that Elizabeth could not chance Nathaniel’s life, could not stand by while others fought for him.

It was unthinkable, and she would do it anyway.

“I would not,” Elizabeth said. “I cannot.”

“Thayeri,” said Falling-Day. It is proper so.

For the first time that day, Elizabeth felt she could breathe.

At the open bedroom door, Curiosity said, “You goin’ to take those babies into the wilderness?”

Elizabeth started, and came to her feet.

“How could you even think of such a thing? You always talkin’ about bein’ rational.”

“Curiosity,” Elizabeth said. “Let me tell you—”

“I heard enough. Don’t need to hear no more.” And Curiosity turned on her heel and disappeared back into the bedroom.

“She is the one you must convince,” said Falling-Day, reaching for her sewing. “She is the first step in this journey.”

In the bedroom, Curiosity was elbow deep in soapy water and dirty swaddling clothes.

“You don’t have to do that,” Elizabeth said.

Curiosity hummed her disagreement and never looked up.

Elizabeth said, “The way from Albany to Montréal is hardly the wilderness. It is almost as well traveled as the London Road.”

The steady rub and rush on the washboard did not falter. “Don’t talk to me about no London Road. You got a winter to contend with, here.”

“You just told me yesterday that the worst was over, didn’t you?”

Curiosity sat back on her heels and wiped her cheek with the back of a hand. “Well, I didn’t know you was getting set to go runnin’ off with them babies on your back, or I wouldn’t have.”

Elizabeth managed a smile at that. “They brought Blue-Jay through much rougher country six weeks ago, when the weather was worse. And I won’t be on foot.”

A long wheeze of impatience. “What, you intendin’ to spread your wings and fly? Oh, I see. You think the judge just goin’ to hand over his sleigh and team to get you as far as Albany, do you? He’ll try to tie you down, and you know it.”

“Oh, Curiosity. He’s tried that before, has he not?” With a sigh, Elizabeth sat on the edge of the bed where the twins lay, kicking and burbling to each other.

With a voice much steadier than she thought it ought to be, Elizabeth said, “If I do not go, they will try Nathaniel and Hawkeye and Robbie as spies, with no one there to speak for them. Would you expect me to sit here and wait for news that they have been hanged?”

A slight tremor moved Curiosity’s shoulders, but she said nothing.

“You would go, if it were one of your own.”

“You are like one of my own,” Curiosity said, calm now.

“Then help me,” Elizabeth said. “I need your help.”

A long silence was broken only by the gurgling of the babies. Elizabeth sat on the bed she had shared with her husband and wondered if he would ever walk through the door again, if she would ever hear his voice. There was a curious numbness in her, a burning in her eyes that felt like somebody else’s tears. She could have no part of that, not now. With or without Curiosity’s help she would do this. Perhaps the older woman saw all this on her face, for her own expression softened.

“I’ll talk the judge into it and get the sleigh, on one condition.”

“I will not leave my children behind.”

“No, missy, you won’t.” Curiosity tilted up her chin, the dark eyes snapping. “You won’t leave me behind, either.”

Elizabeth suddenly found herself trembling. She folded her hands in her lap. “You would come with us?”

Curiosity wiped her arms with her apron. “Somebody got to keep you out of trouble,” she said. “Let’s go see the judge about that sleigh, ’cause I ain’t about to walk.”

Hannah’s hands would not work properly. She dropped a bowl, the sewing basket, her horn tablet, everything she picked up. No one seemed to notice her sudden clumsiness. Her grandmother and aunt were sorting through clothing, wrapping dried venison in corn husks, mending snowshoes, getting ready to send Elizabeth and Runs-from-Bears on a long journey. Bears had gone off to the north face of the mountain to get the gold; Otter had been given willow-bark tea and sent to bed. Elizabeth and Curiosity were in the village.

From across the room Liam caught her gaze, and gestured with his eyes outside.

The stable was their place to talk. In warmer weather Hannah often shelled beans or ground corn here while Liam saw to his chores. Now it was empty, the horses boarded at the blacksmith’s for the winter; snow had drifted into every corner.

“Your father and grandfather will be home safe in another month,” Liam said. He sat on an upturned bucket, his face hatcheted with shadow.

“Yes,” Hannah said. She swallowed hard to banish the tears that swelled without warning.

“You’re going with her.” Liam pulled his hat from his head to examine the inside of it, as if the worn crown might tell him what he wanted to hear.

She nodded. “If she’ll let me.”

He laughed a little. “You’ll talk her into it. You’ve been wanting to go off ever since the summer.”

Last summer. She had been desperate with worry through those long weeks when her father and Elizabeth had been gone, on the run through the endless forests. Liam had still been living with his brother then, but he had always seemed to show up when she needed to talk. Now she barely knew what to say to him. If it was in her power she would leave him behind and go north with Elizabeth and Runs-from-Bears and Curiosity. He would stay here and split kindling and carry wood and water, clean possum and skin deer, lay traps. He would be more alone than she had been in the summer. She had had her grandmother and aunt and uncles.

“You will like Otter when you get to know him,” Hannah said. “He knows all the secret places on the mountain. He’ll show them to you.”

“Will he?” Liam’s voice was hoarse.

“You are one of us now. He will show you.”

“I’ve been thinking.” He never raised his eyes to her. “Maybe I should go stay with the McGarritys until you get back. The two women can manage with your uncle here.”

“No,” Hannah said, more forcefully than she meant to. “Don’t do that. You belong here.”

“So do you.”

She blinked. “She’ll need help with my sister and brother—”

His shoulders slumped in defeat. He nodded.

“You’ll stay?”

Liam would not meet her eye. “I’ll be the only white on Hidden Wolf when you go.”

It was like snow on the back of her neck; the chill ran down her spine to settle in her gut. She must have made some sound. His head came up and he studied her with eyes the blue of winter ice.

“I am not white.”

“To me you are,” he said.

The world blurred, the red-gold of Liam’s hair and the bright metal of the traps hung on the wall colliding in a rusty rainbow. Hannah pressed her hands to her eyes to stop it, to take away the look on his face. He thought he had paid her a compliment. I am the daughter of Sings-from-Books of the Kahnyen’kehàka people, she thought to say. I am the granddaughter of Falling-Day, great-granddaughter of Made-of-Bones, great-great-granddaughter of Hawk-Woman, who killed an O’seronni chief with her own hands and fed his heart to her sons. These names ran like a river through her veins, but they meant nothing to Liam. They were not the names of white women. She opened her mouth to say it again—I am not white—but at her shoulder was another grand mother. Cora Bonner, who had come here to the edge of the endless forests from across an ocean Hannah had never even seen. Granny Cora, with her fair skin and eyes of indigo blue and her gentle smile that hid a will as hard as flint. From her Scots grandmother Hannah had gifts she could not deny: a love of song, an appetite for words on the page, a talent for languages, the desire to roam. I am not white: it was only one part of the truth.

He was looking at her as he did sometimes, as Bears looked at Many-Doves or her father at Elizabeth. It was something she did not understand completely, and so she put it away, a kind of magic to be kept for later when she was older, woman enough to understand what it meant and strong enough to know what to do with it.

“Hannah!”

She paused at the door with her back to him.

“I’ll stay if you want me to.”

All her words had deserted her, and so she left him there in a pool of cold winter sunshine.

In the night, Runs-from-Bears came to Many-Doves. The sound of his step on the floorboards brought Elizabeth out of a light sleep. On the other side of the wall she heard Doves murmur in welcome. There were small creakings and sighs and a low laugh, suddenly hushed.

She would have gone outside, despite the cold and the late hour, but it would mean walking past them. Elizabeth rolled onto her side and buried her head in the covers, trying to banish the images that came to mind. She called up a different picture, one she had been pushing aside all day: Nathaniel in a gaol cell. It would not be the first time she had visited such a place. Her brother Julian had spent three months in the London debtors’ prison be fore Aunt Merriweather had paid his bills and seen him clear to get on the boat to New-York. He had left England only reluctantly. So much effort put into giving him a new start, and it had come to nothing. Julian was dead.

But Nathaniel was alive. Elizabeth wondered if they had blankets and a fire and decent food, if they were chained. Her breath caught hard at this thought. Nathaniel teased her about breaking Hawkeye out of gaol, but it was ridiculous to compare a pantry in the trading post secured with nothing more than a rusty lock to the military garrison in Montréal. She must trust that Will could speak persuasively for them, and if he could not, that he would know better than she how to effectively use the gold to bribe the right men. Together with Falling-Day she had sewed two hundred gold coins into sacks that could be worn next to the skin. She and Bears would carry it, but once in Montréal she would hand it over to Will Spencer if he had need of it.

But if Will should fail … It was a phrase that ran through her mind like a dirge. If Will should fail; if Somerville were intent on hanging these men he must see as nothing more than backwoodsmen, troublemakers, wayward colonists. Americans.

She would burn their garrison to the ground with her own hands before she let them take Nathaniel to the gallows. She had done worse for his sake, in the heat of summer. She remembered the weight of a strange rifle in her hands. Vous et nul autre. Shuddering, she pushed the memory away.

Many-Doves was murmuring, a soft sound. Leave-taking had its own rhythm, a song sung too often in this place on the edge of the endless forests. Bears would be gone from her and Blue-Jay for a month, at least.

Elizabeth was suddenly overwhelmed by sadness, and fear of what lay ahead, and a great loneliness. Journeys end in lovers meeting. How Nathaniel had smiled at that. She wanted him, and he could not come to her. “Very well, then,” she whispered to herself, alone in the dark. “I will come to you.”
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The Schuylers’ Albany estate was awash in children. A group of boys played snow-snake in the pasture next to the house, in the garden little girls made snow angels, and at the gate where Galileo brought the sleigh to a stop sat two toddlers with fire-red cheeks, wrapped in such a collection of coats and shawls that they resembled apple dumplings. Elizabeth paused at the door, trying to gather both her courage and her energies. General Schuyler and his wife were the kind of friends who would welcome her in time of need, bound as they were to the Bonners over the last thirty years, and to Nathaniel in particular. Their kindnesses were many, but she worried that this unannounced visit might be too much for even them.

Curiosity read her mind. “They put up with your aunt Merriweather visitin’ for weeks at a time,” she said. “This little call ain’t goin’ to put them out of joint. It’s cold, Elizabeth. Hurry up.”

A maid with a baby on her hip answered her knock.

“May I help you?” She had a Dutch accent and a weary air about her. She seemed not at all surprised to find more guests at the door with infants in cradleboards on their backs. Elizabeth asked for the general, which brought a flicker of interest and surprise to the young woman’s face.

“The general is in the city,” she said, peering at Elizabeth more closely. “I’ll get the missus.”

“Another house full of women and children,” grumbled Curiosity, pulling her mittens off in the warmth of the hall.

“Not quite,” said Will Spencer from the sitting room, closing a book with a snap. “I believe I counted two of the grown sons and a son-in-law among the masses at table today. And there’s myself, of course.”

Elizabeth turned quickly, finding herself able to smile sincerely for the first time in a day. Will was little changed from the summer—the same slender form, dressed as elegantly as ever. “Cousin. It is very good to see you. Where is Amanda?”

“I fear my lady wife has been caught yet again between Mrs. Schuyler and my mother-in-law. They will be here in no time at all, rest assured. Come, Lizzy, let me help you. And Hannah, how good to see you again. Mrs. Freeman, there’s a fire in the hearth here. I see that Mr. Freeman is busy with the team—is that Runs-from-Bears with him?”

Curiosity sniffed, but a grin escaped her as they followed Will into the sitting room.

“You’ve picked a difficult time to travel, cousin,” said Will. “Soon the roads will be very bad with the thaw. Unless you were planning on a longer stay? You realize your aunt will try to keep you here. Lady Crofton takes a very dim view of traveling in such weather, and with infants.”

Elizabeth grimaced. “I remember. But this visit will be a very short one.” She disengaged Daniel from the second cradleboard and handed him to Hannah. “In fact, it’s quite a relief to have you alone for a moment before the others come in—”

“Elizabeth!” Aunt Merriweather’s voice echoed through the hall.

“—if you bear me any love, cousin, you will pack your bags and be ready to set off for Montréal with us first thing in the morning.”

The smile faded from Will’s face. “As important as all that?”

“More important,” said Elizabeth, and turned to greet her aunt Augusta Merriweather, Lady Crofton.

She swept into the sitting room on a breeze of her own making, her widow’s bombazine and crepe crackling with every step, the fringe on a black silk shawl fluttering behind. Aunt Merriweather was followed by her daughter Amanda, who colored prettily at this unexpected visit. Mrs. Schuyler and two of her married daughters made up the rest of the party. Other daughters and servants came and went in waves with trays of tea, sandwiches, and slabs of butter cake. Elizabeth was very glad of the tea and the chaos; the first was bracing, and the second saved the necessity of answering the most difficult questions immediately. And after two days’ journey, she was very willing to sit quietly on Mrs. Schuyler’s sofa before the hearth while the ladies conducted their examination of her children.

“Very pretty,” Aunt declared at length. “Good constitutions and strong characters, but how could it be otherwise? Elizabeth, mark my words. This little girl will lead you on a fine chase, as you led me—and I shall laugh to see it! I fear she will have your hair, so excessively curly. You needn’t scowl at me, Amanda, your cousin knows her hair is too curly, see how it insists on rioting about her face. Most intractable hair. Mathilde—you call her Lily? How curious. Lily has something of your mother in her, which can only be to her benefit. And what a fine strong little man, the image of his father. How alert he is! I fancy he will tell me to mind my manners soon. Look at this boy’s eyes, as green as China tea. Not from our side of the family, certainly. Whatever are you swaddling them in? Oh, I see. How clever.” The babies were passed one by one around the circle of ladies, admired soundly by each in turn, and then handed over to nursery maids who were dispatched with firm instructions for warm bathing.

Out on the lawn Bears had been drawn into a game of snow-snake; a boy appeared at the door to invite Hannah to join them. Elizabeth waved her on with some relief; at least the child wouldn’t be subjected to what was about to come.

“You go, child. Work out some of the kinks,” agreed Curiosity. “I myself am going to see where our menfolk have got to.” Elizabeth did not protest Curiosity’s abandoning her, although she would have preferred to have her nearby. She was a valuable ally in any duel of wills. But tomorrow Galileo would start home for Paradise and Curiosity would not see him for some weeks; it was no wonder that she had little patience for this gathering of ladies.

Suddenly the room was again in motion; there was talk of children’s tea, baggage, rooms to be gotten ready, and the afternoon departure of various parties. When Mrs. Schuyler’s daughters had left them, Aunt Merriweather folded her hands in her lap, and turned her sharpest gaze on her only niece. “I am glad to see that you have fared so well, Elizabeth. Motherhood agrees with you, although you are grown quite angular. If you would allow me to locate a suitable wet nurse—I see that idea does not please you. Well, I expected as much. Ah, look, here is Aphrodite. Come greet Cousin Elizabeth, my lovely. It has been too long since you last saw her.”

Her hands spread in welcome and the cat jumped into her lap. The diamonds on the long fingers and Aphrodite’s eyes blinked in exactly the same shade of old yellow.

“You see, she is none the worse for having traveled the seas,” Aunt Merriweather observed. “But then I see to her diet myself. Elizabeth, my special tea will put some color back in your complexion—”

“Mother,” Amanda began gently. “Perhaps Elizabeth has other matters to talk to us about. She cannot have come so far for tea.”

“I expect that your daughter is right, Lady Crofton,” said Mrs. Schuyler. She was as round and soft as Aunt Merriweather was slender and angular, in figure and in voice. “Not that we aren’t delighted to have you, Elizabeth. Most especially glad. The last time I had the pleasure was in Saratoga, on your wedding day—almost exactly a year ago …” And her voice trailed away, just shy of an actual question.

“It will be a year in two weeks’ time,” Elizabeth confirmed. In all the worry and rush, she had not lost sight of this fact.

Looking about the company, Mrs. Schuyler said, “Then you must pardon my curiosity and impatience, Elizabeth. But where is Nathaniel, and why are you here without him?”

“Indeed,” agreed Aunt Merriweather, stroking Aphrodite thoughtfully. “There must be some extraordinary reason for a lady to travel so far with infants in this abominable weather—a snowstorm on the first of April! I’m quite sure we do very well with less snow in England.” She shook herself slightly. “Please enlighten us, Elizabeth, as to your motives.”

Will was leaning against the mantel, his arms crossed. Elizabeth caught his eye, and his encouraging nod.

“Nathaniel is in Montréal, with his father and two friends. We are on our way there,” said Elizabeth. “It is a matter of great urgency, and we must leave at first light.”

There was an astounded silence that lasted until Aunt Merriweather put her cat off her lap with uncharacteristic abruptness. “This is most irregular. You cannot be in earnest.”

“But I am indeed in earnest,” Elizabeth agreed, meeting her aunt’s eye with studied calm.

Mrs. Schuyler leaned over and squeezed Elizabeth’s folded hands. “Let’s have the whole story,” she said in an encouraging tone. “And then you will tell us how we may be of help.”

The whole story could not be told. Elizabeth was not so undone by worry that she would reveal what must not be known: she carried with her a part of a lost treasure claimed by both the British and the American governments. Her aunt might be trusted, but to risk any hint of the Tory gold in a household where she had just been introduced to the wife of the secretary of the treasury—the Schuylers’ eldest daughter, Betsy—would be foolhardy. Certainly there was no need to mention Moncrieff, or the Earl of Carryck. She told them no more than they needed to know: that Nathaniel had gone to Montréal to see to his father’s and Otter’s release from gaol, and that he had been arrested in the attempt. She anticipated her aunt’s disapproval, but Elizabeth counted also on Lady Crofton’s strong instinct to protect the family name. Such situations were not unfamiliar to her, for she had had a husband with more money than good sense or judgment, and she had a son who was made in his father’s image.

At the news that Nathaniel, Hawkeye, and Robbie had been charged with spying, Mrs. Schuyler flushed deeply. “This is an outrage.”

“A most unfortunate business,” agreed Aunt Merriweather, one finger tapping on an elaborately carved armrest. “Clearly something must be done, but it is a matter best left to the men. William must go, of course.” She barely glanced his way, and took no note at all of Amanda’s stunned expression.

“I would be very thankful to Will if he should agree to come with us,” Elizabeth agreed, trying to catch her cousin’s eye. “If Amanda can spare him. I would think that his experience before the bench would be very useful. But I will not stay behind, Aunt. I cannot.”

“I see.” But it was clear that she saw not at all, and that she was far from being convinced.

“Pardon me, Elizabeth,” said Mrs. Schuyler. “But while you and Lady Crofton talk, I will find General Schuyler and inform him of the situation. He will make suitable arrangements. I believe Captain Mudge is docked here, and there is no better man to see you to Montréal.”

“Really,” breathed Aunt Merriweather before Elizabeth could respond with surprise or thanks. “Pardon me, Mrs. Schuyler, but your kindness is premature. The matter is not settled. You must agree that there is no need for my niece to make this journey herself, if my son-in-law is willing to go. Runs-from-Bears will accompany him; he could not want a better guide.”

“I am afraid it is not so simple,” said Catherine Schuyler firmly. “If there is any chance that Elizabeth’s presence will be of use in bringing about a happy conclusion to this situation, then she should indeed go to Montréal with the viscount.”

One thin white eyebrow arched in disbelief. “But my dear Mrs. Schuyler, what possible use could Elizabeth be?”

Mrs. Schuyler’s placid expression and matronly demeanor were suddenly transformed, gone with a flash of her mild eyes. “Nathaniel is married to an Englishwoman with good connections, and they have two new infants. This cannot hurt his cause with Carleton—the governor is very family-minded. Beyond that, Lady Crofton, may I point out that there is more at stake than the freedom and lives of these good men. Perhaps you do not realize the potential repercussions.”

“Repercussions? Does she mean political repercussions? William, please explain.”

He cleared his throat. “Do you really want to concern yourself with the local politics, Lady Crofton?”

Aunt Merriweather tapped sharply with her cane. “I am not an idiot, young man. Politics, indeed. Simply explain.”

“Very well,” Will said, with a brief bow. “The lieutenant governor of Lower Canada—Somerville, you remember, is also an officer in His Majesty’s army—has arrested American citizens and charged them with spying in peacetime. It might be construed as an act of war.”

“Exactly,” said Mrs. Schuyler. “There are men in our government who would not hesitate to use it as an excuse to take up arms against Canada again—an event I do not like to contemplate. If the worst should happen, and if Somerville, idiotic man that he is, should actually hang one of them—I am sorry, Elizabeth, but we must consider—it would be a catastrophe of larger proportions than you imagine. General Schuyler must be informed at once. He may want to write to President Washington.”

Aunt Merriweather let out a small and awkward laugh. “Nathaniel Bonner a spy! He has not the slightest interest in politics!”

“Aunt,” said Elizabeth, overcome by a new kind of dread. “The point is that politics may have taken an interest in Nathaniel.”

Her first thought at the sound of howling infants was one of relief: better two hungry and angry babies than another half hour of gentle arguing with Aunt Merriweather. Elizabeth claimed the twins from a harried nursery maid and escaped upstairs to the room she was to share with Hannah. They settled down to nursing quite quickly, and Elizabeth was alone with her thoughts.

She was at least two weeks away from Montréal, two endless weeks of travel by water and land. The thaw was upon them; she could feel its touch in the air, in spite of the late snow. The world would turn to mud, a sea of mud between her and Nathaniel that she must navigate with three children. It might mean a longer route. The thought of leaving Nathaniel and Hawkeye in gaol for even one more day was unbearable. “What canna be changed maun be tholed,” Robbie would tell her if he were here.

Robbie had seen her through the hardest times in the summer, when Nathaniel’s life had hung in the balance and she feared she would lose her mind with worry. And now Robbie sat in the garrison gaol too.

A wave of exhaustion swept over Elizabeth, and her self-control burst like a seed pod. With both arms supporting the babies, she had not a free hand to wipe her face, and so she lay among the pillows and wept, furious with herself for tears that could serve no good purpose.

Some time later Curiosity came in to stand at the foot of the bed, her hands on her hips and a soft expression in her eyes. “My mama used to say that milk and tears flow from the same well. You showerin’ these children with both, looks like.”

She leaned over Lily, already asleep and dribbling milk, and dabbed at her with a handkerchief. Then she did the same for Daniel, and finally she took Elizabeth’s chin between her cool fingers and turned her face up to dry it. A frown twitched at the corner of the wide mouth, but her tone was as gentle as a lullaby as she wiped the wet cheeks.

“Don’ need to tell me, I heard all about it. They still at it down there. Spencer is trying to talk sense to her. The man don’t look like much, but he’s got a way about him.”

“He is perhaps the only person who can convince her,” Elizabeth agreed.

“What is that name that Chingachgook gave you?”

“Bone-in-Her-Back.” Elizabeth let out a wobbly laugh. “That seems very long ago.”

Curiosity turned her face from side to side and, satisfied with her handiwork, let her go with a small shake. “Look like backbone run in the family, all right.”

“Were you listening at the door?”

The damp handkerchief fluttered dismissively. “You know me better. That housekeeper, now, ain’t much she don’t know ’bout what goes on.”

“Ah, Mrs. Gerlach. She told stories about Nathaniel at our wedding party.”

“I don’t doubt it. Mighty fond of a tale, is Sally.” Curiosity eased the pillow that supported the sleeping babies off to the side and settled them comfortably.

Elizabeth said, “In case you are wondering, I intend to leave for Montréal in the morning, with or without Will Spencer. General Schuyler is arranging passage with a Captain Mudge.”

Curiosity nodded. “I expected as much. I don’t suppose Merriweather will throw herself in the road to stop us, but she won’t let you go easy, either.”

“Yes, well,” Elizabeth said wearily. “You forget that I grew up arguing with her.”

“She didn’t much hold with you leaving England, I reckon.”

“No, she didn’t.”

“And here you are anyway.”

“Yes,” whispered Elizabeth. “Here I am. She warned me that I would regret it, although at the time I did not realize she meant to come and see to it personally.” She managed a small smile. “I see your line of reasoning, Curiosity. You needn’t worry, her disapproval won’t stop me.”

“Didn’t think it would. Don’t see how an army could stop you now.” Curiosity wrung her handkerchief out in fresh water from the washstand, and then put it in Elizabeth’s hand.

The cool was welcome on her flushed cheeks. “You could turn back to Paradise with Galileo, if you wanted to. It isn’t too late.”

“No, child. I got my mind set on seeing this through, and that’s what I’ll do.”

“Good,” said Elizabeth. “It is very selfish of me, but I find that I cannot do without you.”

There was a soft scratching at the door.

“Looks like there’s folk here feel the same way about you.” Curiosity’s heels tapped briskly on her way to the door.

“That will be an emissary of my aunt’s,” said Elizabeth, putting her clothing to rights. “Sent to speak common sense to me.”

Amanda’s apologies for her mother began before she was in the room. On her way to Elizabeth she paused to embrace Curiosity, which took the older woman by surprise but left a pleased expression on her face.

Elizabeth held out her hands toward her cousin. “I am very glad to see you, Amanda, even if you come bearing disagreeable messages.”

Amanda was one of the few people she truly missed since leaving England; she had been closer to Elizabeth than to her sisters. The youngest of Aunt Merriweather’s three girls and the prettiest, she also suffered under what her mother called a nervous disposition—a vivid imagination and a demonstratively affectionate manner, both of which put her at a disadvantage in a household of strong-minded, pragmatic women. Now she came to stand by Elizabeth’s bedside, but her gaze was fixed on the sleeping infants.

“Come,” said Elizabeth, and patted the bed. When Amanda had settled, she put Lily in her arms and together they watched the baby stretch, her mouth working even in her sleep.

Amanda’s shoulders bent into a protective bow around the baby. “You know how very fortunate you are.”

“Oh, yes. I am very aware of my good fortune.”

A soft flush crept up Amanda’s neck. When she looked at Elizabeth, there was a nerve fluttering gently in her cheek. “Will is all I have. You will send him back to me as soon as possible?”

“Yes,” whispered Elizabeth. “Of course I will.”

While Elizabeth visited with Amanda and Aunt Merriweather continued negotiations with Will, Mrs. Schuyler performed a miracle and reduced the population of her sitting room drastically, seeing her visiting children, their families and servants off to their own homes. Even the Hamiltons departed for the first leg of their journey down the Hudson to their estate in New-York City. Elizabeth watched them take leave from her window, vaguely curious about Betsy’s husband, the famous Alexander Hamilton. She mentioned his Federalist Papers to Curiosity and found that she had read them, as she read everything that came into the judge’s possession, and was little impressed by them or their author.

“Look at him,” she snorted. “Fought in the Revolution all right, but there’s a man in love with the old ways. Making up to your aunt as if she was wearin’ a crown. Don’t he put you in mind of one of them yappy ginger-haired dogs, always worrying at a woman’s heels?” At Elizabeth’s shocked expression, Curiosity sniffed. “The man famous for more than his writing. Cain’t resist a lady with a title, and always lookin’ to get his belly scratched. And I’ll wager it’s freckled, too.”

Elizabeth might have choked, if not for Curiosity’s vigorous thumping between her shoulder blades. “Look at him hard, now, and tell me you don’t feel sorry for Betsy.”

“I shan’t argue with your superior knowledge of his reputation,” Elizabeth said when she had regained her composure. She picked up her brushes in a last attempt to tame her hair. “But right now General Schuyler is downstairs waiting to discuss details of the journey with us, and I think it is not very wise to be criticizing his son-in-law behind his back.”

Curiosity laughed loudly at that. “Elizabeth, you wait and see the look on Nathaniel’s face the day that Lily bring home a husband. Ain’t nobody more critical of a woman’s choice than her daddy.”

She picked up the gray watered silk, the only formal gown Elizabeth had packed, and smoothed the lace. “You go on and have your set-down with the general. He won’t need me there.”

Elizabeth looked up in surprise from the unfastening of her traveling gown. “But I need you. I depend upon your judgment. Runs-from-Bears will be there, too.”

“Bears is something special, they’ve known him since he was a boy. But they ain’t going to set a place for your daddy’s housekeeper at their table, Elizabeth, and don’t you get no ideas about teaching them different. You just go see to getting us to Montréal as quick as possible and I’ll see to the children.”

“I can hardly believe it is almost a year ago since I saw them last,” said Elizabeth. “To think that I might have forgot my own first wedding anniversary—” And her voice cracked as she stopped herself.

Curiosity’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t you lose hope, now. No reason to believe that you won’t see Nathaniel before your anniversary come around. And this time there won’t be Richard Todd interfering.”

“True enough. But there is the small matter of George Somerville.”

With a flick of her fingers, Curiosity dismissed the lieutenant governor. Elizabeth hoped it would be so simple.

General Schuyler’s study smelled of old paper and strong ink, tobacco and ashes in the cold hearth. Hannah’s breath hung milky in the air, but it was quiet here and there was a deep chair by a window that looked toward the river. She stood there a moment to watch the last of the afternoon sunshine spark rainbows from fingers of ice that hung from the eaves. One crackled suddenly and fell to the softening snow.

A man rode up on a bay gelding and stopped at the gate. Another visitor, this one dressed in a greatcoat, striped breeches, and a slouch hat with a drooping turkey feather. So many callers. At Lake in the Clouds they could go a month without a visitor.

Voices on the stairs; the general was coming this way. Hannah cast a regretful glance over the worn leather volumes that lined the bookshelves, and slipped out into the hall.

Wherever she might go there would be grown-ups talking about their journey. The children she had played with in the afternoon were gone now, away home with their parents. She wondered if they all lived in houses like this, filled with crystal and silver and wood polished until you could see your face in it. Every window was glass, every dish was porcelain, and beeswax candles burned in sconces of silver and brass. No one here wore buckskin and the only linsey-woolsey to be seen was on the backs of the stableboys. The grown-ups were kind enough and more than generous with what they had, but this was a strange silken world and it made Hannah uncomfortable in her skin.

Redskin, one of the older boys had called her during the game of snow-snake; pimple-faced, he bared his buck teeth when he smiled. He had waited until Runs-from-Bears was out of earshot to do it. Dirty redskin, and then he yanked hard on her plaits.

He was big and clumsy and she tripped him without a moment’s hesitation and left him bloody-nosed in the snow. Then Hannah ran back to the game, showing them all what a red-skinned girl could do, sending the wooden snake slithering so far on the ice track that they lost sight of it and the boys gave up, muttering among themselves.

There was an unlit stairway at the back of the hall for the servants’ use. Hannah found her way there and sat, her knees up under her chin, listening to the house. In the kitchen, maids argued in Dutch until the housekeeper sent them off to set the table. Upstairs a baby wailed and then was quieted. In the front hall the overseer, a huge barrel of a man with an old wig that kept slipping off his head, was talking to the visitor. From behind the closed door of the sitting room came the regular rise and fall of women’s voices: Aunt Merriweather, as steady as the tide; Elizabeth’s gentle voice in counterpoint. Hannah wished suddenly to be with Elizabeth, who understood this strange place. She had given up a life like this to come to them on Hidden Wolf.

“May I join you?”

Hannah was startled out of her daydream. Will Spencer stood before her at the foot of the stairs. Everything about him shone in the dimness: brass buttons and silver buckles, gleaming white linen at his neck, even the thinning pale hair. He was middle sized, slight of build. Hannah had the urge to take one of his hands and examine it, to see if it was as soft as it looked. His only calluses came from holding a quill, his only scars were drawn in ink.

She pressed over to one side to make room for him.

“Very clever of you to find a peaceful spot. They are few and hard to come by in this household.”

“Is this your private hiding place?” Hannah asked.

“Certainly not. There’s room enough for both of us.” He flipped up his coattails neatly before sitting, took off his spectacles and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket.

In Hannah’s experience, white men had three ways of dealing with her: most would ignore her, a few might feel an obligation to question her on the fine points of her education or parentage, and some would ask her silly or insulting questions about the Kahnyen’kehàka way of life. He seemed to lean toward none of these, which was a great relief.

“Are you coming with us?” she asked finally.

“Of course.” He tucked his handkerchief into his sleeve. “Elizabeth needs my help. Perhaps I can be of some assistance to your father and grandfather.”

It was hard to imagine how this quiet man in his silk hose and striped waistcoat could be of help, but Hannah nodded politely.

“You are very worried,” he said.

“Shouldn’t I be?”

He thought while he adjusted his spectacles over his ears. “Your stepmother is a very determined and resourceful person. She has one of the finest minds I have ever encountered and she certainly does not lack for courage. If I were sitting in a garrison gaol I would breathe much easier knowing that she was working for my release.”

“That’s not what I asked you.”

Will Spencer inclined his head. “There is cause for concern. But I think that together we may well manage to see a happy end to all of this. We have the law on our side.”

And the Tory gold, thought Hannah. “The gaol key would be enough,” she said aloud.

He smiled then, the first broad smile she had ever seen from him. “The Canadians will be sorry that they ever took on the Bonners.”

“I think the Schuylers already are.”

He laughed softly. “General and Mrs. Schuyler seem to thrive on such adventures, and I am sure that their interest and concern for your father and stepmother are sincere. Nathaniel once did them a good turn that they have never forgot. You must know the story of how he saved their eldest son.”

“Oh, yes,” said Hannah. “But I was thinking more of one of the grandsons. I gave him a bloody nose this afternoon.”

“I see,” said Will. “The one with the unfortunate teeth, and manners to match?”

She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “He called me a name.”

“That seems in character.”

“You aren’t going to tell me I should not have tripped him?”

One corner of the pale mouth turned downward. “I suppose I should tell you just that. But I should have done exactly the same thing, and it would be hypocritical to pretend otherwise.” He looked her directly in the eye. “I expect that it is not the last time you shall have to deal with such ignorance.”

Hannah nodded. “That is just what my grandmother said before I left Hidden Wolf. She said that I would have to use my head rather than my fists.”

“A wise woman.”

“It is harder to do than to say.”

“How true. I would suggest that you begin by observing your stepmother; she has learned the way of it. For the moment, however, I believe we are expected at the table.”

The man in the striped breeches turned out to be a Captain Grievous Mudge. He had the biggest hands that Hannah had ever seen, a great waterfall of gray chin whiskers, and a mustache that twitched when he talked, which he did so forcefully and so fast that even Elizabeth’s aunt had no opportunity to interrupt. The old lady seemed both fascinated and repelled as she watched the captain inhale peppery white soup, pheasant stuffed with prunes and raisins, ham, creamed potatoes, corn preserves and pickled snap beans—and exhale the story of his life on the waterways.

“I been transporting all manner of goods from Albany to Montréal for thirty year or more now,” he concluded. He poked his silver fork toward the travelers. “I can transport you, too.”

“Are you originally from New-York, Captain?” asked Amanda.

“I’m a Yorker born and raised,” said Mudge, sawing at a hunk of ham with obvious pleasure. “But my mama was a Connecticut Allen, and I’m blood kin to Ethan and the Green Mountain Boys. Nobody knows the big water better.” He glanced at Runs-from-Bears, who had been having a quiet conversation with Will Spencer at the far end of the table. “Well, almost nobody. There’s the Mohawk, of course. Glad to have you along, Bears. Be like the old days when you tagged along with your daddy.”

“I did not realize that you were acquainted,” said Elizabeth, looking as surprised as Hannah felt. “Where did you meet?”

Runs-from-Bears looked up from his plate. “Ticonderoga.”

The name was enough to set off nods of acknowledgment around the table. In New-York State, there was barely a body breathing who did not know the story of the battle for the fort in every detail. Hannah would have liked to hear it again, but the old aunt thumped the floor with her cane.

“Not another war story! What a bellicose young nation you are. No dinner party seems complete without a discussion of one revolution or another.” Her hand made a long corkscrew in the air. “A most untidy business.”

“It is the age we live in, Lady Crofton,” said General Schuyler. “The world is changing all around us, and for the better, on the whole.”

She clucked her tongue at him. “Poppycock. Now and then ladies are taken with the urge to rearrange their sitting rooms. Men do the same with their governments. Thus it has always been, and thus it will always be.”

Hannah hid her smile in her serviette, not so much at Aunt Merriweather, but at these white people who did not know how to cope with a strong-minded woman whose tongue had been loosened by age. Amanda was almost humming her embarrassment, Mrs. Schuyler was examining her wine glasses, and the men made gruff or conciliatory noises. Even Will Spencer, who seemed to Hannah a reasonable man, was staring at his plate, his brow creased hard. Only Elizabeth and Bears were smiling openly.

“Captain Mudge will deliver you safely,” General Schuyler said, moving the conversation back toward safer topics. “He’s the man to deal with smugglers and ice floes.”

“Smugglers!” Amanda flushed, and put a small hand on her husband’s arm.

“Fur runners from Lower Canada,” explained Runs-from-Bears. “Coming down with the winter’s takings. They don’t bother folks who stay out of their way.”

Will Spencer leaned toward Hannah. “It sounds like high adventure. Are you ready for it?”

“Of course she is not,” said Aunt Merriweather, turning a watery eye on Hannah. “Such a sensible girl. She will stay behind with me, will you not, child?”

“No, ma’am,” Hannah answered politely.

The captain laughed heartily at Aunt Merriweather’s pinched expression. “She’s Nathaniel’s girl, right enough, missus. Can’t hold her back.” He turned to Elizabeth. “Folks say you had some adventures of your own last summer, Mrs. Bonner. I’d like to hear the story. I knew Lingo, the old polecat.”

Elizabeth’s expression went suddenly very still. Hannah felt her own face coloring in apprehension; the subject of Jack Lingo was one best avoided, but all around the table heads were turning. Mrs. Schuyler’s curious expression, wondering how Elizabeth would meet this challenge; Amanda’s slightly confused one. The old aunt, looking annoyed at having less information than she believed was her due. Hannah doubted that she would credit it even if she were told the story of what had passed between Jack Lingo and her niece.

“What’s this?” the old lady sputtered. “Who is this Lingo? A friend of yours, Elizabeth?”

“No, Aunt,” Elizabeth said hoarsely. She touched the base of her throat where a silver chain disappeared into her bodice. “No friend of mine.”

General Schuyler coughed softly. “He was just an old courier du bois, Lady Crofton.”

“A Frenchman?” asked Aunt Merriweather, in the same tone she might have said heathen.

The general inclined his head. “I believe he was French born, yes. But more important, he was a thief, and a scoundrel of the highest order. It is not a tale for polite company.”

“Hmmpf!” commented the captain around a forkful of ham. His eyes flashed in Elizabeth’s direction, but he swallowed down his curiosity.

“I think the travelers are more concerned about the condition of the portages,” said Mrs. Schuyler, neatly cutting off the aunt’s response.

“Yes,” said Elizabeth, more calmly. “I had been wondering about the portages.”

The captain swallowed, the mustache twitching with a life of its own. “There’s only one thing to do when you’ve got to cross those carries in April,” he said, reaching for the potatoes.

Aunt Merriweather put down her glass with a thump. “Well, man, what is to be done then? Speak up!”

“Pray for a frost, missus,” said the captain, meeting her glare with perfect Yorker calm. “Pray mighty hard.”

•  •  •

Late in the evening, much later than she would have wished, Elizabeth found her way to her room. Hannah was already deeply asleep on a camp bed near the banked hearth, the twins in their cot within her reach. Elizabeth knew that Hannah would wake at the twins’ first stirring, and that they might even settle at the sound of her voice. She had a sure and loving touch far beyond her years.

Elizabeth reached down to smooth a strand of hair away from the little girl’s brow. Such a serious child, and so dear. She should have left her behind at Lake in the Clouds where she would be safe, but she had given in. As a girl, her own curiosity about the world had been thwarted so often; she could not do the same to Hannah, not with so much at stake. She was young, and still there was so much of Nathaniel in her.

With a last check on the twins, Elizabeth went to the window to look beyond the winter-barren trees to the river. A rustling below her window, and a woman’s shape moved away from the house, a long cape sweeping out behind her in a dark arc against the moonlit snow. Her hood fell away and Elizabeth saw blond hair. One of the daughters, then. And slipping away in the night, perhaps to meet a lover.

Elizabeth rubbed her eyes, and tried to focus. What she knew was very simple: Nathaniel and Hawkeye and Robbie slept in a cold gaol far to the north; without intervention they might well hang. There was no time to waste and no energy to spare, and certainly she could let this young woman go on her way. She was forsaking a warm bed and risking the favor of friends and family to go to her lover; Elizabeth could not chide her for that. It seemed not so very long ago that she had gone to Nathaniel in the dead of night. Of her own free will she had gone to him, a backwoodsman in buckskin with an eagle feather in his hair, a man with nothing to recommend him to the world but his honesty, his skill with a rifle, and an affinity for the wilder ness. A widower with a dark-skinned daughter. Anything but a gentleman. She had married him on the run, turning her back on her family, their view of the proper order of things, and their expectations, and she regretted none of it.


8

Elizabeth woke on a spring morning to find herself alone in the small cabin of Grievous Mudge’s schooner, the Washington. Beside her was an empty makeshift cradle and a pile of neatly folded blankets. Blinking in the shifting sunlight, Elizabeth lay for a moment and listened to the steady beat of waves on the hull, the familiar rhythm of men’s voices as they called to each other, a hiccup of a cry, and Curiosity’s comforting hush in response. With a yawn, Elizabeth walked the two steps to push back the shutters that opened onto the main deck.

Pale blue sky, cloudless and mild. One of the crew whistled by, his shirtsleeves rolled high. How strange, to dread warm weather. But she managed a smile for Curiosity, who sat on a coil of rope rocking the babies in the cradle of her skirt.

“We was just about to come callin’,” said Curiosity, catching sight of her. With a practiced dip, she passed a wriggling Daniel down and through the window. Lily followed in short order, and Elizabeth settled back down on the narrow bunk to see to their needs. She longed to get out of the cabin, which smelled of tobacco and sweat and wet winding cloths; she might have nursed the babies in the sunshine with a shawl draped over herself and no one would have been the wiser, but she feared offending the sailors. The dozen who manned this schooner seemed to be good sorts, but like all seamen they were full of superstitions about women, and she would do nothing to jeopardize their progress toward Montréal.

In short order Curiosity was at the door with a plate of corn bread and venison stew. Somewhat better fare than they might have expected on a schooner stripped down to the bone for the short-run, fast transport of high-value goods, but then the captain was fond of his food.

“Mighty pretty morning,” she announced, holding out a tin cup of weak tea. “Nothing like a clear day on the water with the mountains all around.”

“Yes,” Elizabeth agreed, reaching for the cup over the pillow that supported the babies. “It is pretty here. Where is Hannah?”

“Talking to Mudge.”

From the corner of her eye, Elizabeth observed Curiosity’s pinched expression. “Captain Mudge has a few stories to tell.”

“Some seem to think so.”

Elizabeth smiled to herself. More than a week of muddy portages, cold rain, cramped living quarters, and poor food seemed of less concern to Curiosity than the fact that Grievous Mudge was a good storyteller. Elizabeth shifted a bit, and considered.

“You must miss Galileo a good deal.”

Curiosity looked up, her dark eyes narrowed. “Of course I miss Galileo. Ain’t I been wakin’ up next to the man for some thirty year now? We been apart now and then, but it ain’t ever easy. Miss my babies, too.”

Elizabeth had to laugh, thinking of the size and width of Curiosity’s son and of her grown daughters, the most competent of women. Then she shook her head apologetically.

“I am sorry. Please forgive me. I do appreciate you leaving your family behind to come with us, you know.”

“I ain’t looking for no apologies,” Curiosity said briskly, running a hand along the swaddling clothes that had been hung to dry on a string across the cabin. “Came along of my own free will.”

“Yes,” said Elizabeth. “So you did. I will always be in your debt.”

With a grunt Curiosity sat down on the edge of the bunk and, untangling Lily from Elizabeth’s lap, began to change her.

“Seem to me there ain’t any call for such talk between us. I know you don’t like to be reminded, but you made my Polly a happy woman and I won’t ever forget it.”

“What did Elizabeth do for Polly?” asked Hannah, leaning in the open shutters on her elbows.

“Nothing,” said Elizabeth. “At least, nothing to discuss right now. Is that fresh water you’ve got there?”

Curiosity raised a brow in Elizabeth’s direction but addressed Hannah, who passed a bucket through the window.

“Your stepmama bought Benjamin and his brother free from the Gloves, is what she done, so as my Polly could marry a freed man. Got that Quaker cousin of hers from Baltimore to handle the money, but it come from her and Nathaniel. And look at her, blushing to hear the truth told plain.”

“Not at all,” said Elizabeth, somewhat less than truthfully. “It’s just that Hannah’s sleeve is covered with blood.”

“It isn’t mine,” Hannah said. “Mr. Little took some salmon this morning, and I helped with the cleaning. We’ll have a good dinner today.”

“Is that so?” snorted Curiosity softly, tickling Lily under the chin until she got a smile. She traded her for Daniel, who yawned in her face. “Know as much about cookin’ as they do about storytellin’. No tellin’ what injury that Little might do to a good salmon.”

“Oh, Curiosity,” said Hannah brightly. “Mr. Little asked if you’d come along and have a look at Elijah’s foot. It isn’t healing the way he thought it would. I think it might need to be opened up.”

“You see?” asked Curiosity, as if an infected foot told all that needed to be told about Mr. Little’s merits as cook, doctor, and human being. “I’ll be along as soon as I’ve wiped your little brother’s hindside. And don’t you start tending that foot without me, child. You hear?”

Hannah grinned, and disappeared into the sunshine.

“It’s good to see her in high spirits,” said Elizabeth. “We should reach Chambly tomorrow, and things will not be so cheery once we do.”

Curiosity pressed her lips together firmly. “I expect Canada mud wash off just like any other,” she said. “You want to come along, have a look at this foot?”

“I think not.” Elizabeth pulled her clothing to rights. “You go ahead, and I’ll take these two for some sun while it lasts.”

She strapped the babies to her chest to go up on deck, where they mouthed their fists and stared wide-eyed at the great expanses of snapping white sail. There was a sailor at the helm, two mending rope near the aft mast, and another swabbing the main deck; she supposed the rest of the crew was below, crowded together around Curiosity and her patient. On the quarterdeck she saw that Will and Runs-from-Bears were in deep conversation, their backs to her. Elizabeth made no attempt to get their attention, glad of a few minutes of rare near-solitude in the open air.

The wind was high, whipping the water into cats’-paws. In the distance the mountains of the endless forests were still dusted with snow, dappled with shadow and early light. Elizabeth studied the east coast, trying to catch sight of some familiar landmark—she had traveled down that very shore in the previous summer by canoe—but it was a blur of cottonwood and maple, willow and black ash, showing only the vaguest tinge of new green here and there.

Overhead a crowd of ring-billed gulls screeched, pin-wheeling with the wind. The babies blinked up at them thoughtfully, their round cheeks sharp pink in the fresh air.

A spit of land off a small bay capped by a tumble of boulders sparked some vague memory that she could not quite grasp. Nathaniel could put English, Mahican, and Kahnyen’kehàka names to every corner of the lake; perhaps he had told her a story about this place.

A sailor swung by, long arms roped with muscle. He had a face like a pickled walnut and a thin mouth bracketed by crusty corners; a carved pipe swayed there with every step he took. Elizabeth beckoned to him and he paused and touched his cap.

“Pardon me, but could you please tell me what that bay is called?” She pointed with her chin.

The bristled jaw worked. He spoke around the pipe in clipped Yankee rhythms. “That there’s Button Bay, or so we calls it,” he said.

“Button Bay?”

“Ayuh, it’s a strange thing, missus. Walk along the shore there and you’ll find that all the stones have got holes in ’em, you see, like buttons. Young’uns like to string ’em together.” Eyes like polished pebbles fixed on the babies. “It’ll be a while afore these two get up to such games. A lad and a maid, ain’t that so?”

Elizabeth nodded, and he leaned in to peer into Daniel’s face.

“Look at ’em eyes,” said the sailor, his grin showing off teeth like oak pegs. “Green as the sea when she’s feeling feisty. Make a sailor one day, he will.”

Daniel suddenly let out a great chuckle, the small nose crinkling and bare gums showing pink. Elizabeth started, for while the babies smiled often, neither of them had yet produced real laughter. Lily looked at her brother with some puzzlement.

“You see!” said the sailor. “He knows the truth when he hears it, don’ he now? There’s no stoppin’ a lad born to the sea.”

“Did you go to sea as a boy?” asked Elizabeth, charmed by his grin and his admiration of her children.

“Ayuh, so I did.” He pulled the pipe from his mouth and cocked his head over the side to spit, never taking his eyes from her. “The Cards of Port Ann was all born for the sea, every last one of us. Why, I saw China when I was no more than fourteen. Believe it or not, missus, when I were seventeen we took a merchant bound home for Bristol. Crippled in a storm north of Cuba, near broke in half. We took her neat and simple before she went down and my good captain sent me home with forty pound of fancy spice, a whole ton of sugar, fifty gallons o’ rum, and near a thousand dollar—me! Tim Card as you sees before you, not a respectable whisker on my face that day I walked into me mam’s kitchen and thumped down the coin. Gave it all to her, too, every bit of it. Except the rum, of course. She was a bible-reader, was my mam. Had no use for rum.” Another flash of the teeth.

“You’ve always sailed on privateers, then?” asked Elizabeth, a bit unnerved. She had first come to New-York on a British packet, and during that long journey she had heard many stories from the captain, a former Royal Navy officer who detested privateers as much as he feared them. But Tim Card carried on, eager to tell his story.

“Oh, ayuh. Lobster pots left me cold, you see. And I ne’er was what you’d call the military type. The merchants, now—what’s in it for a lad, I ask you? Two brothers before me went out on a merchantman and wound up pressed into a Tory frigate. And that’s the last we saw of Harry and Jim. Not for me, says I to my mam and off I went to find my fortune. Sailed ten year with Captain Parker on the Nancy and longer still with Captain Haraden. P’rhaps you heard tell of him, how we took the Golden Eagle in the Bay of Biscay. Not long after that I come up here to crew on the spider catchers.”

“This must be very tame, after your earlier adventures.”

The sharp gaze moved over the water. “Don’ let the looks of her deceive you, missus. She’s got her tricks, and you’d best not forget it.” He rubbed his cheek with horny nails so that the stubble rasped.

“Yes,” Elizabeth said. “You may not believe it to see me as I am dressed now, Mr. Card, but I am not unfamiliar with these waterways. Last summer I traveled the full length of this lake with my husband, by canoe.”

That brought the old sailor up short. He narrowed one eye at her, his head cocked, sparrowlike.

“Is that so?” he said thoughtfully. His gaze took in her good gray traveling gown, the lace at her neck and wrists, the heavy shawl, and then he shrugged. “If you traveled these waters with Nathaniel Bonner you were in good hands, then.”

“Do you know my husband?” Elizabeth asked, surprised and pleased and eager for any word of him.

“Ain’t many in this part of the world who don’t know of Hawkeye and his boy Nathaniel,” grinned the old sailor. “I’ve laid eyes on him once or twice. He would’ve made a fine sailor.” The bright gaze was drawn back to the lake. “Ayuh, I never felt the need to go back to the sea after I been on this water. And privateering is a younger man’s game, truth be told.” He peered at her. “You’ve heard tales of the privateers, I suppose. Little better than pirates.”

“I’ve heard a few stories,” Elizabeth admitted.

He grunted, clamping down anew on the stem of his pipe so that it bobbed up and down. “Sailin’ this part of the world I heard a few tales of the Mohawk,” he said thoughtfully. “Torturin’ women, eatin’ white babies, all that. But I expect you know different, livin’ together with them the way you do. Got that girl of Nathaniel’s, don’ you. Likely maid, that one. Keen eyed, sharp.”

Elizabeth observed him closely but she could see nothing untoward in his expression. “I suppose you mean to tell me I shouldn’t believe the tales I’ve heard of American privateers?”

He shrugged, shifting the coil of rope on his shoulder. “Wouldn’t go that far, missus. There’s some vicious sorts runnin’ the seas and not all of ’em fly the Jolly Roger open like. I knowed a few who would as soon toss these young’uns overboard as look at ’em—”

Elizabeth’s arms tightened around the twins, who squirmed in protest.

“—but I ain’t one o’ them,” he finished. “And I ne’er sailed with any such. Most is just merchants, missus. Interested in the profit, is all. What ain’t profitable goes over the side, you see.”

“I’ll remember that,” Elizabeth said, her voice cracking a bit as she tried to smile.

“Button Bay, we calls her,” said Tim Card, his eyes moving over the shore. He touched his cap as he turned away.

If good fortune had been with them, they might have left the Washington at Fort Chambly and reached Montréal by sleigh in less than a day’s time on the ice road. But all Elizabeth’s prayers for a late freeze went unheard: they managed to portage around the Richelieu rapids to find a world made of mud and water. On the marshes the ice was porous and would no longer support the weight of a sleigh of any size. This left the summer route, difficult even in the driest weather but impossible in the spring thaw. Captain Mudge summarized the problem with his usual directness.

“Enough mud for a world of pigs,” he said. There was a long and involved story that Elizabeth only half heard, of an ox mired to the shoulders and left to bellow itself to death after a day of fruitless efforts to shift it. The story seemed to distract Hannah, which was a useful thing.

There was no help for it: they must take the longer route, which meant more portages, a transfer to whale-boats that would take them over whitewater to Sorel, and finally the seeking out of another schooner to take them on the last leg from Sorel upriver to Montréal. It had sounded to Elizabeth like a dirge as the captain intoned each step of the journey. To hide her frustration took all of her self-control; for the first time she found herself consciously wishing that she could have left all three of the children safely in Paradise. Without them she would have taken on the more direct route to Montréal, mud and all.

It was Curiosity and Runs-from-Bears who put their heads together and came up with a plan that seemed ideal on its surface, and then occasioned the first disagreement Elizabeth had had with Will Spencer since they were children. To the suggestion that Will travel ahead on the shorter route, he responded first with a thoughtful silence and then with the acknowledgment that he did not like to leave Elizabeth alone for the rest of the journey.

“But I am not alone,” she said to him, quite confused at his hesitation. They were on the quarterdeck, wrapped in cloaks and shawls against an unpleasantly cold but not quite freezing drizzle. They had left the fine weather behind them on the great lake; ahead of them Fort Chambly’s great hulk shone in the dense fog like a castle in a fairy tale.

“Mrs. Freeman is an excellent traveling companion,” Will agreed. “Her good common sense has served us well already. But to travel without sufficient male protection is something I cannot countenance, cousin.”

Elizabeth bit back a laugh. “Runs-from-Bears is more than sufficient protection,” she pointed out. “He guided you and my aunt from Albany to Paradise last fall, and me through the endless forests in much more difficult circumstances. And for that matter, I have traveled the wilderness here alone for days at a time. Under the circumstances, cousin, your concern is a luxury that I cannot afford. My first thought is for Nathaniel and his father. I hope you will make them your first concern, as well.”

His pale, good-natured face shone with the rain, or perhaps with perspiration; she could see how uneasy it made him to think of leaving her to travel ahead. But for all his quiet ways, Will was no coward. He met her eye directly.

“If you are certain, Elizabeth. I will trust your judgment.”

Now she did smile. “I am certain. You serve me best by leaving me now.” She glanced around them, and certain that they were unobserved, Elizabeth pressed a small but very heavy sack into his hand. “You may well have need of this.”

He tested the weight with a surprised expression, but before he could ask any of the logical and reasonable questions that must immediately come to him, she grasped his sleeve. And in a whispered rush: “Please don’t ask, not right now. Sometime I will tell you the whole story, but for the moment I must ask you to think of this gold as your own, and having nothing to do with me or with Nathaniel. You can use it, Will, but I cannot, not without occasioning questions that will bring us into greater difficulties. Spend it all, if it will help in Nathaniel’s cause.”

One pale brow rose in a surprised arch. “It seems you have been up to some high adventure, Lizzy. I will want that story in every detail once we are reunited in Montréal.”

“You shall have it,” Elizabeth said, full of gratitude and relief.

And still Elizabeth found it very hard to watch her cousin set off from the fort in the company of a guide Runs-from-Bears had found for him. She must content herself with the idea that he might be in Montréal in two days’ time. Perhaps Nathaniel and the others would be free when she finally arrived with the children. If Will Spencer could manage that feat, Elizabeth would tell him anything he wanted to know, although she feared he would not take the story well. He might be her trusted friend, but he was also an Englishmen of a certain class.

Hannah’s warm hand on her arm brought her out of her thoughts.

“Your cousin is not much like other Englishmen,” she said, offering her highest compliment. She spoke Kahnyen’kehàka, as they usually did when they were alone.

Elizabeth laughed. “I was just thinking the very opposite. What strikes you as less than English about Will?”

Hannah’s expression was earnest. “There is no greed in him,” she said finally. “He makes no fist.”

Struck silent by the truth of this, Elizabeth turned again to catch some sight of her cousin, but he had disappeared into fog.
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The butcher was snoring again in deep, wet roars that hauled Nathaniel out of an uneasy doze. There was a scuffle and a dull thud as the young pig farmer’s clog connected with flesh. Denier’s snoring hitched and trailed away with a mutter.

Nathaniel’s stomach gave a loud rumble, and he rolled onto one hip on the wooden cot that he shared with his father, the sparse layer of straw crackling. Hunger focused the mind, he reminded himself. And on a Tuesday morning near dawn, with Thompson alone on guard duty, there was good reason to be focused. They were all awake, and waiting. All except Denier, whose snoring was rising again like a tide.

One by one the men got up to use the overflowing bucket in the corner: Moncrieff shuffling and yawning, Robbie with a groan, Hawkeye tense and silent. Pépin’s hobnailed clogs struck blue sparks on the cobblestones. Nathaniel took his turn last, closing his mind to the stench.

The door swung open with a scrape, bringing a wave of fresher air and the tang of burning tallow. Thompson filled the narrow frame, candlelight outlining a huge jaw. Slack-jawed, yellow of complexion, he sought out Hawkeye’s gaze.

“Fifteen minutes,” he mouthed. He stuck the candle on the shelf next to the door and turned away as if the women waiting behind him were invisible, which Nathaniel supposed was true. A coin of large enough denomination could make a man like Thompson blind to almost anything. Luckily Nathaniel had left most of his silver with Iona, who knew how to put it to good use.

The women slipped in quietly, their arms straining at the weight of the split-oak baskets. Pépin’s mother, her face hidden by a deep hood, and the serving woman from the inn. Nathaniel saw Adele’s eyes flitting through the dark cell to fix on Moncrieff and flit away again.

Pépin embraced his mother, and she pulled his head down into the curve of her cloak where she could talk to him, a hushed whisper in a country French that only Denier would have understood, had he been awake. Adele busied herself with unpacking the food onto the old board that served as a table. There were meat pies, bacon, sausage, cheese wrapped in brine-soaked cloth, two massive loaves of dark bread and a smaller corn cake still warm from the oven, a crock of beans, and a small keg of ale. To men living on gruel and dry bread, it looked a feast, but it would be a week at least before there would be any more. If other plans did not come to fruition first.

Adele had come to the bottom of the baskets: a bit of soap, some tobacco, and a half-dozen fat tallow candles. She straightened and caught Nathaniel’s eye.

“The king of spades,” she whispered, and pushed a small packet toward him. Without a backward glance she disappeared toward the shadowy corner where Moncrieff waited for her.

Nathaniel unwound the packet from its paper casing quickly, Robbie and Hawkeye leaning in close to watch. A deck of cards. The round, bland face of the king of spades was circled with neat, careful handwriting. The dark ink seemed to shiver and jump in the guttering candlelight.

Robbie squinted hard. “Iona’s hand,” he whispered. There was enough sunlight from the small, high window now to see him clearly. He was filthy, tangle-haired, his lower face lost in a snarl of beard.

Nathaniel’s heart gave a leap. If Iona would risk sending such a note things must be coming to a head.

Hawkeye made a sound in his throat and Nathaniel tucked the card into his shirt just as Thompson appeared at the door again, chewing on bread so that the crumbs fell in a wet shower over his jacket. He jerked his head over his shoulder. With last murmured words, the women pulled down their hoods and slipped out as quietly as they had come. The guard thumped out after them, his key rasping as it turned in the lock.

Denier woke and came sniffing around the pile of food. The knife cut on his cheek had finally closed, but it still wept an angry yellow-red. His appetite was intact; he retired to his cot with a meat pie and his share of the sausage.

They ate silently, concentrating at first on the meat and on slick white cheese they washed down with Adele’s ale in a tin cup that circled once and then again. Nathaniel wished, as he did every day, for water. For all of his life he had begun every day spent at home by diving into the cold pool under the falls at Lake in the Clouds; now he daydreamed of drinking until he had his fill, and more.

“Well?” Moncrieff’s voice was thick. He had been sick with a fever for almost a week, and he was still prone to coughing fits.

They waited another five minutes until they could hear Thompson talking out in the courtyard above the normal noise of the garrison. Nathaniel read Iona’s note in the light from the little window, and then he pressed his forehead against the cold, damp stone for a moment. When he came back to them, he could see the cautious hope on his father’s face.

“Tonight,” he said, his voice cracking with the effort and with relief. “When the seminary clock strikes ten. There’ll be a diversion in the barracks and we should be ready to run.” The little he knew of the plan worked out between Pépin’s brothers and Iona didn’t take long to relate.

There was a tense silence when Nathaniel finished, each of them alone with their own thoughts. Denier had stopped eating, and was tugging at one huge ear in a thoughtful way. He muttered a question in Pépin’s direction and got a brief word in reply. The escape plans seemed to have brought about an uneasy truce between them, but Nathaniel intended to keep a sharp eye on the butcher.

“Any sign of Runs-from-Bears?” asked Robbie, putting voice to the question that kept Nathaniel awake night after night. They could not even know for sure if Otter had made it out of Montréal.

“Not yet,” said Nathaniel, passing the card to his father.

Hawkeye took the king of spades and held it to the guttering candle flame until it was nothing but ash. Then he reached for the corn bread. “Eat up, boys,” he said, new energy in his voice. “No sense letting good food go to waste.”

Moncrieff was looking between Nathaniel and Pépin. “But what of weapons?”

Although the young farmer’s English was spotty, he had followed most of the conversation. Still gnawing on a bit of sausage, he picked up a candle from the pile and handed it to Moncrieff. “From ma mere,” he said.

Moncrieff raised an eyebrow at the weight of the candle. Then he tested the narrow end with his thumb and jerked in surprise. A bead of blood appeared, bright on his grimy skin.

“It’s a wise woman wha’ kens the worth o’ a guid strong candle,” said Robbie grimly as he tore off another chunk of bread. “An’ should we meet wi’ Pink George on the way oot o’ his filthy gaol, I’ll demonstrate the truth o’ that tae him wi’ great pleasure.” He narrowed an eye at Moncrieff. “Did Adele ha’ any news o’ Somerville?”

Nathaniel caught his father’s eye. Robbie was determined to pay Pink George back for the shooting of his dog. If all went well he would never have the chance, but there was no good reason to point that out.

“Aye,” said Moncrieff, filling the tin cup again. “Giselle is to be married.”

There was a moment of surprised silence.

Hawkeye grunted, his gaze fixed on the food before him. “He’ll have a struggle on his hands, whoever he is.”

“Perhaps,” said Moncrieff. “But Horace Pickering is no man’s fool.”

Robbie sputtered a mist of ale. “The fish-faced seadog is tae marry Giselle?”

Moncrieff inclined his head. “She might ha’ done far worse. Now she’ll be free o’ her faither, and awa’ fra’ here. I think it will serve her weel.”

“Aye,” said Hawkeye lightly. “A husband gone to sea nine months out of twelve may suit her just fine.” He stared for a moment at Nathaniel, and then grinned as if he knew full well what his son must be feeling: surprise, some curiosity he would not indulge with questions, and relief. He need think on Giselle Somerville no more.

“Perhaps he’ll take her home,” Moncrieff said thoughtfully. “He has a house outside o’ Edinburgh. Have I told ye about the countryside around Edinburgh?”

The others snorted. Angus Moncrieff had asked the Bonners for a single hour to present his case for Scotland and Carryck and had had their attention, day and night, for a good month. He had paid a high price for the opportunity—for a day at least, Nathaniel had wondered if the cold in his chest might kill him—but he made good use of it. And his easy way with a story was welcome in the long dark days of March when boredom and desperation vied for the upper hand.

Moncrieff’s histories were told in a long, comfortable ramble. He spoke of kidnapped kings, land grants and treaties, treacheries and lost opportunities, brave men with weak allies, traitorous Norman nobles. There were complicated tales of English perfidy, clan rivalries and border wars, banking disasters, famines and clearings. Moncrieff gave them such a vivid picture of his homeland and its people that Nathaniel sometimes daydreamed of places he knew only by name and would never see: Stirling and Bannockburn, Falkirk, Holyrood.

Nathaniel had heard many of the same stories from his mother, but Moncrieff told them with the voice and vision of the men who had fought the battles. He was so skilled at spinning tales that it was some good time before Nathaniel noticed those subjects he avoided. He never told his own story in any detail, said almost nothing of his own family or his unshakable allegiance to the Carryck line; and in all his recounting of tangled politics and divided loyalties, he spoke of religion in only the most passing way. Stranger still, while they heard of every battle fought with England for independence since Robert the Bruce, Moncrieff never spoke of the most recent and disastrous, the Rising of ’45, although he sang of it now and then. When the mood was on him, Moncrieff would throw back his head and sing in a profound, clear baritone so that even the guards playing dice in the courtyard quieted to listen.


The folks with plaids, the folks with plaids,
The folks with plaids of scarlet,
And folks with checkered plaids of green
Are going off with Charlie.
Were I m’self sixteen years old,
Were I as I would fain be,
Were I m’self sixteen years old
I’d go m’self with Charlie.



Nathaniel thought Moncrieff might be unwilling to talk of the Rising out of sensitivity to Robbie, who had fought for the exiled Catholic king and escaped to the Colonies in a complicated set of circumstances. For his part, Robbie seemed content to let Moncrieff’s stories lead where they would go without comment. More than once Nathaniel had wished for privacy in which he could ask some very pointed questions out of Moncrieff’s hearing.

Most of all, Moncrieff talked about Carryck. Sometimes Nathaniel fell asleep at night listening to the stories, only to escape in his dreams in the opposite direction, to Elizabeth and Lake in the Clouds, to their children, and to the Kahnyen’kehàka, who were truer family to him than any earl in a stone castle could ever be. They had had no word of Otter and no way of knowing if he had made it home, but deep in his bones Nathaniel was certain that he had. He could almost see Runs-from-Bears on the path. He was on his way here, or he was dead.

Nathaniel knew Moncrieff was probably right, that he was a Scot through and through; but it made no difference. None of it—not the farms or fields or mines or titles—had any claim on his heart or mind. He would go home to Lake in the Clouds and never leave the mountain again. Nathaniel could see the same thought on his father’s face now.

“You’ll be off home to Scotland,” Hawkeye said to Moncrieff. “Glad to see the last of Canada, I’ll wager. You came a long way and stayed a long time to be goin’ home empty-handed. I’m sorry for it, man, but I can’t help you.”

The narrow shoulders lifted in a shrug. “It was worth the chance,” he said. “I would ha’ gone twice the distance to save Carryck. It will ne’er be the same again.”

“Nothing ever is,” said Hawkeye, but his tone was kind. He understood what it meant to lose home lands to an invading army that never seemed to lessen, or tire.

“I saw Carryck when I was no’ but a lad,” said Robbie, almost to himself. “I was on the road tae Glasgow. A summer nicht, and the midges were nippin’ aye fierce, but the sicht o’ the castle lit up wi’ torches was a gey wonder tae behold. It seemed tae me tae be filled wi’ a thousand fine folk.”

“The hospitality o’ the auld earl was well kennt,” agreed Moncrieff. “Men came from as far as Paris and London to hunt wi’ him—and he welcomed them all. Even Pink George came to Carryck, back in forty-four. I remember it weel.”

“You must have been a boy yourself,” said Nathaniel, truly surprised. “That’s fifty years ago.”

“I was thirteen,” said Moncrieff. “And in training under my faither, who was the earl’s factor before me. Pink George was no more than twenty himself. I recall that hunting party weel, for the banquet was my first and my faither’s last. He died the following year.” Moncrieff cleared his throat again, rubbing a hand over his face. “It was that very banquet where our fine host, George Somerville, Lord Bainbridge, earned the name Pink George.”

Robbie’s head snapped up. “Ye’ve been sittin’ here wi’ us in this stinkin’ hole for weeks, Angus, and no’ tolt the tale? I’ve lang wondered aboot that name.”

“I was saving it for a rainy day.”

“The sun is shining,” said Hawkeye. “But tomorrow will be too late if luck is with us.”

But Nathaniel could not sit still, not even for a well-told story. He got up to pace the room. The warmth of the spring morning touched his face with a tenderness that would have made him despair, if it weren’t for his faith that tomorrow they would be away. He would never turn back, of that much he was certain, should the whole city burn to the ground.

“… more than fifty rode out wi’ the hounds that day, Bainbridge among them. He came back empty-handed, lopsided wi’ drink, and in an amorous frame o’ mind. Kitchen lassie or duchess, he wasna particular. Bainbridge’s appetite for women was the talk o’ the land.”

“Much like yer own,” noted Robbie with a wink, but Moncrieff only raised a dignified brow in his direction, and refused to be drawn into a discussion of his own habits.

“The trouble began when he caught sight o’ wee Barbara Cameron, a servin’ maid. Just fifteen, with eyes o’ lavender, and hair like the moonlight itself. A bonnie lass was Barbara, virtuous, but canty. She was serving drink that evening, and had the poor fortune to come across Bainbridge, who thought he would dispense wi’ the niceties and get right to lifting her skirts. But whisky made him slow, and she was quick. She left him wi’ nothing but her scent in his nose and a ribbon he snatched from her hair as she slipped awa’.”

Moncrieff paused to take another deep swallow. The telling of a story seemed to give him a thirst.

“Now, he was no’ so bad to look at himself as a young man, was our Bainbridge. There were other bonnie faces in the hall that night who might’ve made him forget wee Barbara, if it werena for the fact that she had shunned him in front o’ all the other men at his table. ‘Oho,’ says one o’ the stupider Drummonds—just a month later his horse did us all the favor o’ throwing him on his heid—‘have ye lost your touch, Bainbridge, or is the wild rose of Scotland too thorny for a soft English hand?’ ”

There was a guffaw from Robbie, who was bent over in a bow, his hands folded between his knees and head cocked.

“From the little ye’ve seen o’ the man, you know verra well that Pink George is the kind that canna thole laughter at his own expense. And so he made a wager wi’ softheided Geordie Drummond. He would have Barbara Cameron in his bed before the dawn, plow the field, and leave a bit more of England putting down roots in Scottish soil when he gaed awa’ hame.”

Moncrieff shrugged as if to disavow responsibility for what had happened so long ago.

“That was his mistake. Ye see, he drew the auld earl’s attention on himself, chasing after a serving maid all evening, for he decided in his drunken state that once she kennt him weel, she couldna withstan’ his charms. In the end, his lairdship sent my faither off to get to the bottom o’ the matter. And when he came back wi’ the whole tale, the earl got a particular light in his eye.

“He was a wily one, the auld earl, sharp as they come and wi’ a wicked sense o’ humor. Young Bainbridge was an opportunity he couldna let pass. So he goes after the lad—no’ to tell him to leave the lass alone, for what game is there in that? No, he asks if there’s anything the viscount desires to make his stay more comfortable!”

Pépin had inched a bit closer and was listening hard, although Nathaniel thought he was probably not getting more than half of the story. Denier had gone back to sleep.

“Bainbridge is too deep in his cups to see the strangeness of it, that the Earl o’ Carryck should be asking after his wishes personally, and him no’ but a lad. But his blood is up now—watching Barbara move through the room, her skirts swinging and her cheeks aa bright wi’ color—and he doesna see what is plain to every other man. And the ladies, too, Scotch and English alike, laughing behind their hands.

“Aye, the lass is on his mind and he’s blind to all o’ it, is George. He winks and nods, and winks again, and presses wee Barbara’s hair ribbon into the earl’s broad palm. ‘What a lovely pink it is,’ says he, winking in Barbara’s direction. ‘I am quite taken with it.’”

In the shadows of the gaol cell they all smiled broadly, for Moncrieff was a mean mimic and had got Pink George down exactly.

“Now, the earl can barely keep a sober expression, but he nods. ‘Aye,’ says he. And ‘Certainly.’ As if it were a weighty matter between men o’ the world. He sends Bainbridge off to his room. ‘Guid things come tae him wha’ waits,’ says the earl.”

Robbie sat up straighter. “Tell me that Carryck didna send the lass in tae Somerville, or I’ll lose ma mind.”

Moncrieff raised a finger. “If there’s anything to ken about the auld earl it is this: he could turn almost any quirk o’ fate to his own advantage or amusement, and he never gave awa’ what was his.

“So. Off Bainbridge stumbles to his bed, and awa’ marches the earl in the other direction wi’ most of the party behind him. My faither and I gaed along, too, carrying torches. So lang I live I willna forget the sight o’ it—the ladies and gentlemen in their fine clothes, high-stepping through the muck and mud, slipping an’ sliding in shite and laughing like boobies on their way tae the barn. More than a few o’ them gaed astray in the hayricks, for the moon was full and Bainbridge wasna the only man wi’ an eye for the lassies.”

Moncrieff stopped to scratch his thinly sprouted beard, extracting a louse that he examined closely before crushing it. Then he looked around the circle of faces, meeting each man’s eye.

“And while the laird was seeing to things in the barn, the drink got the better o’ Bainbridge and he fell to sleep waiting. But he woke in the morning to find the earl was so guid as his word, for he wasna alone under the kivvers.”

“No’ wee Barbara in bed wi’ him!” whispered Robbie.

“No’ Barbara,” agreed Moncrieff. “The viscount woke wi’ his arms about a fine Scotch sow—twenty stone o’ pig—tranked wi’ grog to keep her sleepy. A lovely pink she was, wi’ a hair ribbon to match tied in a bow around her neck. Bainbridge’s cursing could be heard throughout the castle, and all the way to the Solway Firth, forbye. And from that day to this, he’s been known as Pink George. No’ to his face, o’ course.”

When they had stopped laughing, Robbie wiped his eyes. “And what o’ Barbara?” he asked. “What became o’ her?”

Moncrieff turned away to help himself to more of the sausage. “That winter she sailed off to France in the service of a rich merchant’s wife. I believe she married there, and raised a family.”

“I for one ain’t surprised,” said Hawkeye. “Men don’t change much in their lifetimes, after all. Unless it’s for the worse.”

“Pink George,” said Robbie, almost singing it to himself. “I wad verra much enjoy oinkin’ and snortin’ in his face.”

From the hall there was a shuffling and Thompson appeared at the grid in the door. “Jones!” he hissed. In a rush what was left of the food was hidden away under the cot in the farthest corner; by the time Ronald Jones had come through the door, they were gathered around a game of cards.

The sergeant stood for a moment watching them, his arms crossed over his paunch. He sucked noisily on the stem of his pipe so that smoke circled the greasy red head. One blue eye narrowed, he took in the cell from corner to corner with a practiced sweep, finally settling on the snoring Denier.

A look of pure disgust passed over his face as he leaned down to bellow in the butcher’s ear. “Wake up, you great sack of Frog lard! The sun’s long up, innit? Wake up!” A single shove landed Denier on the floor, where he sputtered his way awake while Jones aimed kicks at his legs. He glanced over his shoulder at Pépin, who was watching with a wary expression over his fan of cards.

“If it was up to me I’d let you rot in gaol, the both of youse Frogs. But he says to let you go, and that’s what I’ll have to do.” He spat, barely missing Denier.

Pépin leaped to his feet. “Go?” He shot an astonished glance at Nathaniel and Hawkeye. “Go?”

“Are youse deef as well as stupid?” bellowed Jones, his color flushing to a deeper shade of red. He made a great sweeping gesture toward the door with one arm. “Released! Free! You’ve served your time! Go on now, before I find a reason to keep you here!” He gave the young farmer a push.

Denier scrambled out, but Pépin paused in the doorway, tolerating Jones’s shoves and kicks without flinching.

“We will meet again,” he said. And he was gone, hurried off by Thompson.

Jones lounged in the doorway, suddenly at ease. He grinned, his teeth showing greenish-yellow in the dim light. “He’ll see youse again, all right. On the gallows, and in short order.”

Hawkeye stood. Jones took a step backward, one pasty hand moving to the hilt of his short sword, stubby fingers fluttering.

“Go on, then,” he said. “I’d be glad to save the hangman some work. What, is that a surprise? Don’t tell me you didn’t hear them out there, hammering away?”

There was something going on in the courtyard, a persistent sawing and hammering that Nathaniel had not paid much mind to. Now he wanted to go hoist himself up to the window and have a better look, but he would not give Jones the satisfaction.

It was Moncrieff who spoke first. “Even Pink George wouldna dare hang us without a trial.” His voice had gone hoarse again and he coughed once.

Jones grinned, but his hand stayed on his weapon and his gaze fixed on Hawkeye. “He won’t have to. The governor comes in tomorrow. I expect you’ll swing the day after.”

“I dinna believe it,” muttered Moncrieff.

“Oh, not for you. There’s something else on for you, Moncrieff. Word come in with the post this morning, you’re wanted in Québec. A Crown matter, no less. Luck is with you, innit?”

Moncrieff rose to his feet with some uncertainty, glancing first at Nathaniel and then at Hawkeye, whose impassive expression did not shift in the slightest. Nathaniel had the urge to say something, but before he could Moncrieff had already been herded out the door.

“I wonder what that’s all about,” Nathaniel said, after a long silence.

Hawkeye shrugged, his uneasiness sitting clear on his face. “I expect Carleton finally figured out the connection between Moncrieff and the Earl of Carryck.”

Robbie moved to the window, pulling himself up on the bars with ease, in spite of his size. There he stayed for three long heartbeats. “Holy Mary,” he whispered, and dropped back down to the floor with a thud.

The cell seemed overlarge with three of their number gone so suddenly. They might each have had a cot to themselves, but instead they paced, winding around each other, from the window to the table to the door, and back again. They could not safely discuss the night to come, with Thompson never far away; they had no patience for cards; and the workmen out in the courtyard did not bear watching for very long. Nathaniel reminded himself that Iona was a resourceful woman a hundred times, and a hundred more. With or without Pépin, she would see the plan through tonight.

Robbie was sleeping when a new guard brought them watery soup and stale bread. He was all long arms and hands, not in his full growth yet, with a dusting of dark blond hair on his upper lip. Generally the guards were a talkative lot, but this one just watched them for a few minutes, sharp eyed and curious for all his silence, and then slipped away without a word.

They roused Robbie and ate without talking, stomachs roiling and clenching in protest. When the sun set, Hawkeye lay down, put an arm over his face, and went to sleep. Robbie tried to follow his example, but Nathaniel could tell by his breathing that he was awake, and uneasy. Outside the small window the sky blazed red and gold with the last of the sun.

Vaguely he was aware of the seminary clock striking the hour. At seven the courtyard was mostly quiet; the men who passed through spoke of their suppers and the weather. At eight it was full dark and a light rain had begun to fall. At nine Hawkeye was awake again, his expression as calm and resolute as Nathaniel had ever seen it. They sat in the dark and damp cold of the spring night, testing the weight of Pépin’s candles in their palms, getting a sense of the thin blades inside the wax.

Nathaniel sat on the edge of the cot, facing the door; Robbie stood below the window. Hawkeye took up pacing again, all his consciousness thrown outward into the night. Listening.

The seminary clock struck ten. Nathaniel could hear the rhythm of his own heart, the pulse beating in each fingertip.

The sentry raised his voice in a sleepy challenge at the courtyard gate. A carter with a load of hay. The horse had a loose shoe, clattering over the cobblestones with a hitch.

A minute passed; another. Ten minutes. The carter was telling a story to the guard in a combination of English and country French. In one part of his mind, Nathaniel heard the rise and fall of his voice, but he might have been speaking Latin, for all the sense it made. He was watching his father, as he had watched his father for all his life; just now Hawkeye had the look that came over him when they were on the trail of a deer, when a single false movement would mean going home empty-handed.

Just a few minutes ago there had been total dark, but now Nathaniel realized that Hawkeye’s face was bathed in a flickering light. On the other side of the courtyard, the garrison was on fire.

“Jesus wept,” whispered Robbie, rising to his feet.

The garrison erupted like an anthill as the sentry sounded the alarm. The seminary bells began to ring almost immediately, and across the city others joined in. There was nothing like a blaze to wake up a town built of wood. Soon half of Montréal would come pouring in.

Over the noise they could just hear running footsteps in the hall, buttons and weapons and keys jangling. A new guard appeared at the door, his face as white as his shirtfront as he worked at the lock, a musket in one hand. No more than eighteen, but tall and well built. His gaze flitted again and again to the glow of fire in the small window.

“It would be easier if you put down the gun, son,” said Hawkeye in an easy way. “We won’t rush you.”

With a soft curse the boy dropped the musket and used both hands to turn the key. The door swung open. His Adam’s apple rode the length of his neck as he met their eyes, one by one.

“Iona sends word. You’re to follow me.”

“Luke,” said Robbie, squinting at the boy. “I should ha’ reconized ye.” He made a feeble gesture with his hand, as if to present the boy to Nathaniel and Hawkeye.

“Who is this, Rab?” Nathaniel had never heard of this boy, and there was something strange in Robbie’s expression.

The boy spoke up. “Iona is my grandmother,” he said, and Nathaniel saw Robbie’s mouth twitch. But there was no time to be surprised and less to ask questions.

“We are damned glad to see you, lad,” Hawkeye said. “But where’s the other guard?”

The boy shrugged, calmer now as he picked up the dropped musket. “He felt the sudden need to take a nap. We’ve got to make tracks, there’s no more than ten minutes.”

“Until what?” asked Nathaniel.

“Until they put the fire out or it reaches the gunpowder stores,” said Luke. “If anybody asks, I’m taking you to the lieutenant governor.” He pointed down the dim hall with his musket, and they set off.

They ran with the boy at the rear, his musket pointed at their backs, down stairs that echoed with a hundred shouting voices. In the doorway they hesitated at the sight of the fire, creeping along the north wing of the garrison like a blind animal looking for food. The courtyard was full of smoke and rushing men, dodging the gallows in a ragged bucket line. The hangman’s noose twirled in the wind. Thompson and Jones were on the other side of the courtyard, in the line with most of the guards, some of them in nightshirts.

High time to be away.

In the chaos of so many rushing bodies it took a full minute to get to the side gate and push through. Luke led now. He ran into the city, ducking into a maze of narrow back alleys. Without breaking his stride, the boy stripped off his uniform jacket and the white shirt underneath it to reveal homespun and a leather jerkin. Finally he dodged into a barnyard and pressed himself into the shadows behind a shed.

The place smelled of burning charcoal and roast meat, new manure and earth recently turned for planting. Opposite them the little farmhouse was dark. There was a slight movement at the only unshuttered window: a hand raised in greeting and then nothing. Pépin. The men stood pressed close together, listening.

Five more minutes, and no explosion.

“They managed it, then,” said the boy, with considerable relief. He wiped the sweat from his face.

Hawkeye put a hand on his shoulder. “You took a chance, Luke. Thank you.”

“I wasn’t alone,” he said, barely able to meet his eye. “But you’re welcome.”

Nathaniel said, “Tell Iona thank you, too. We’re in her debt.”

“Most are, one way or the other,” he said. “But you can tell her yourself.”

Iona had appeared at the open door of the barn. She was wrapped in a cloak and carried a small lantern. She gestured to them silently and they slipped inside.

“Iona,” said Hawkeye, when they stood in a circle around her.

“Hawkeye.” Her tone was as cool and easy as always. “Nathaniel, Robbie. I am so very glad to see you well.”

Robbie drew in a sharp breath. “What a daft thing tae do, woman. Ye should ha’ stayed awa’.” In the meager light of the lantern his expression was haggard with outrage and fear.

She looked at him as she might have looked at a raging child, half affection and half impatience. “I have news that couldn’t wait.”

They followed her farther into the barn where the air was damp with the heavy, sweet smells of fresh milk and hay. Two cows shifted in their standing sleep. On the far wall there was a rustling from the pigpen. Nathaniel thought of Pink George, who probably already knew they were gone. He said, “We know about Carleton.”

The brown eyes met his own. “Of course. But do you know about William Spencer?”

Nathaniel thought he must have misunderstood. Prayed that he had misunderstood. “Will Spencer? Here?”

“Who the hell is Will Spencer?” asked Hawkeye, looking between them.

“Viscount Durbeyfield,” supplied Iona. “A man of some importance in England, as I understand it.”

Nathaniel said, “He’s the one married to Elizabeth’s cousin Amanda. A lawyer.” He spoke to his father, but his gaze was fixed on Iona. “Otter was supposed to send Runs-from-Bears, not Will Spencer. What is he doing here?”

“I don’t know exactly,” said Iona. “He didn’t come to me. He went to Somerville and the magistrates to plead your case.”

“Sassenach gentry wi’ their heids tegither,” muttered Robbie. “Lord ha’ mercy.”

“If we’re gone there ain’t any case to plead,” said Hawkeye.

“Listen to me.” Iona’s voice dropped to a hoarse whisper, her gaze drawing them all in. “The scout who brought this Will Spencer to Montréal from Chambly says that he got off a schooner that came up Champlain. There were other passengers. A white woman traveling with a black woman and children, and a Mohawk.”

Nathaniel’s heart leaped into an erratic rhythm. “Christ above. Elizabeth.”

“And Runs-from-Bears,” whispered Robbie.

Hawkeye grinned. “By God, she’s come up here with Curiosity to break us out of gaol. I don’t doubt they would’ve done it, too, if Iona hadn’t beat them to it.”

“I should have known,” said Nathaniel. “I should have known she wouldn’t stay behind.” And realized suddenly that he had been expecting this news for weeks now. She had crossed the endless forests for him once before.

“They aren’t in Montréal yet,” said Iona. “I’m sure of that much.”

“They’ll be traveling up the Richelieu to Sorel,” said Nathaniel. He glanced into the barnyard, where Luke was keeping watch. He could not see the boy, but he could sense him there in the shadows. “If Will just got in today, they won’t be on the big river yet, not at this time of year. We’ll have to head them off.”

Iona nodded. “There’s a boat waiting for you. Luke will show you the way. No doubt Somerville realizes you’re gone already, so you’d best be off.”

“We’re in your debt,” said Hawkeye, touching her shoulder.

She smiled in the lantern light. “So you are, Dan’l Bonner. I will call that debt home someday.”

“I’m worried that Somerville will come after you,” Nathaniel said, and saw how at the door Luke’s back stiffened. Robbie had a strange look about him, too. But Iona only pressed Nathaniel’s arm.

“Somerville is no threat to me,” she said calmly. “Rest assured. Now you had best change and be on your way.”

“Aye,” said Robbie. “But north instead o’ south. I fear we may nivver see the end o’ Canada.”

To Nathaniel’s surprise, Iona stepped up to Robbie, and although she was half his size he started. She reached up to take his face between her hands. “Don’t talk such rubbish, Rab MacLachlan.” Her voice gentled suddenly, touched now with soft Gaelic rhythms. “Keep your eyes and ears open, mo charaid, or Canada will see the end of you.”

It was good to run again. Luke set a steady pace, weaving through the shadows. They slipped out of the city, circling north to the river, away from the docks where the watch would be alert and edgy after the fire. By now there would be patrols out looking for them. Time and time again Nathaniel put his hands on the weapons Iona had provided, testing the weight of a borrowed rifle, the worn grip of a well-sharpened knife.

With every indrawn breath of the cool night air he felt himself come more alive, his senses waking from a long, unwilling sleep. He would run all night and all day without complaint, run anywhere that took him toward Elizabeth and away from Montréal.

The spring moon was waning, its light further checked by cloud cover, but Luke never hesitated in his course, not until the smell of river water brought them up short. He signaled for them to wait, and then slipped away through a stand of trees toward the shore. Nathaniel calculated the time by the beat of his own heart. If Iona had managed to find them a decent canoe instead of the clumsy bateaux that filled the river, and if the tides were with them, they could be in Sorel tomorrow. He peered into the darkness for some sign of Luke.

A low whistle and they moved, one by one, down to the riverside.

Luke stood on the bank next to a small boat. Behind him was the shadowy outline of a schooner at anchor in the middle of the river.

“Holy God,” breathed Robbie.

“And I thought the best she could do would be a canoe,” said Nathaniel.

Hawkeye gave a rough laugh. “I’d like to know how she managed it.”

Luke pushed his hair out of his face. “It’s the Nancy. She’s waiting for you.”

“Who does she belong to?” Nathaniel asked, wanting to be away but wary of such unexpected good fortune.

“Horace Pickering is her captain.”

All three of them pulled up short. Robbie snorted. “Horace Pickering? The Englishman set tae marry Giselle?”

“That’s the one,” agreed Luke. “I don’t think Somerville’s search parties will bother you on the Nancy.”

The three men exchanged glances, and then Hawkeye stepped into the skiff and picked up an oar. “We ain’t got much choice,” he said. “But I wish she had told us what she had in mind.”

Their combined weight pushed the little skiff deep into the icy water of the St. Lawrence. Luke sat in the stern, listening to the river with his face turned away, every muscle in him tensed. For all his youth there was a calm about him now, a quiet competence and the sense of a good man in the making. In these few moments of waiting, Nathaniel had time to wonder at it: Iona with a grandson, when there had never been any talk he had heard about her children.

When they had reached the Nancy, Nathaniel shook his hand. “You know where to come looking for us if we can ever be of help.”

“You’re welcome anytime,” added Hawkeye.

The boy looked between them, his expression blank. “I’ll remember that.”

Robbie’s hand closed on his shoulder. “Take care on the road hame, laddie.” He had more to say, but two figures had appeared above them on deck, and from upriver came the sound of oars at work, and men’s voices. With a nod to Luke they slipped onto the Nancy.
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The village that the French called Sorel and the British called William Henry turned out to be nothing more than a weary spot at the mouth of the Richelieu, a maze of busy wharves and busier taverns, all stinking of rotting fish, mildewed sails, hot tar, and brewing ale. But the sight of the St. Lawrence was so welcome and such a great relief that Elizabeth could forgive the little town almost anything.

The good news was that Captain Mudge’s party had arrived just two days after the ice had broken up and there was a great amount of traffic on the river in both directions, but there was little else to be thankful for. To the captain’s displeasure and Elizabeth’s despair, the schooner that should have been waiting for them, ready to sail, had instead been hauled out of the river for repairs to her hull. Elizabeth listened with only half an ear to the captain’s agent, who told a complicated story of a collision with a whaleboat full of drunken voyageurs; she had already turned her mind to finding another way to Montréal, and that without delay.

In a small place so crowded with sailors and every kind of vessel, she reasoned out loud to Curiosity, this should not be an impossible task. Most certainly they could have found safe passage with one of the Royal Navy vessels—she saw two sloops and a brig—but she could not chance the questions any British officer would ask. Instead she fixed her attention on the Nell, which was unloading a shipment of pitch and turpentine. Elizabeth rejected out of hand the possibility that the Nell might be set to sail in the opposite direction, to Québec: they had had enough bad fortune, and could afford no more. Tomorrow they would be in Montréal, if she had to take up oars herself.

Captain Mudge traced the owner of the Nell to a public house near the docks, only to find that he would not deal with women or Indians, but was willing to spare Grievous Mudge a few minutes. Runs-from-Bears shrugged off this slight and went off in search of whatever news was to be had of their party in Montréal, leaving Elizabeth and Curiosity to wait with the children in a crowded common room that smelled strongly of fermenting yeast and spruce beer. Somewhere in another part of the house the captains were in negotiations, no doubt over generous portions of whisky.

A silver coin got them a table near the hearth. The innkeeper’s wife, harried and immune to the miseries that travelers brought to her door, had at least provided a table large enough for them to accommodate the cradleboards. The twins were content to stay strapped and swaddled, as long as they were propped up and could survey the room. There were bowls of steaming beef broth, a loaf of new bread, a dish of baked leeks and onions, and a leg of spring lamb that even Curiosity pronounced well turned. Thus they sat in relative comfort, waiting for word.

A young sailor in the bright blue coat of the Royal Navy caught Elizabeth’s eye. He had ginger hair much like Liam’s and he inched by their table, sending them a sliding, sideways glance that hesitated on Hannah, and finally jerked away. Elizabeth realized now that while she had seen many Indians on the docks and in the streets, Hannah was the only one in this public house. Suddenly the high cost of the table took on new meaning, which made her distinctly uneasy and vaguely angry.

“I don’t like Sorel,” said Hannah, calmly dismembering an onion layer by layer. She said it once in English, for Curiosity, and then again in Kahnyen’kehàka, for herself.

“There’s a bright child,” said Curiosity, stabbing at her meat.

“Further evidence of her good sense,” agreed Elizabeth. “But we shall make the best of Sorel, nevertheless. I believe there are rooms for rent here, perhaps even a tub and hot water.”

Curiosity eyed the innkeeper’s wife and snorted softly. “For the right price, maybe.”

Hannah finished her onion and leaned over to wipe a line of dribble from Lily’s chin. “I’d like to clean up,” she conceded. “If there’s time.”

“There may well be,” said Elizabeth. “Here comes Captain Mudge and I’m afraid it doesn’t look like good news.”

In fact the news was not good. The captain and owner of the Nell was uneasy transporting women and children under normal circumstances, and no amount of coin could move him to do so on his first run of the season. Elizabeth sat, digesting this latest setback, in silence. With one finger she touched the spot between her breasts where she wore a single five-guinea gold piece on a long chain, along with her other treasures. No amount of coin, she thought. I wonder.

Relieved of his bad news, the captain lit his pipe and leaned back on the settle.

“There’s another boat,” he said in a gruff but apologetic tone. “I know the captain, and he’d take you, for the right price. But it ain’t exactly ladylike on board, Mrs. Bonner.”

“It is not a very long journey,” Elizabeth said, cast ing a glance at the twins, who blinked back at her. “When does he sail?”

Captain Mudge gnawed thoughtfully on his pipe. “Sooner rather than later.”

Elizabeth caught Curiosity’s eye.

“Seem like there ain’t much choice,” said the older woman.

“Hannah?”

She nodded. “We might as well move on.”

“Well, then,” said Elizabeth. “Perhaps we should go talk to this captain—”

“Stoker. An Irishman,” said Grievous Mudge. With a creak and a groan he pushed himself up from the table, reaching for his tricorn. “You’d best wait here,” he said. “If he don’t want to be found I could be a while putting my hands on him.” He cast a look over his shoulder at the innkeeper’s wife, leaned forward and whispered. “You’ll need a room. There’s one upstairs, she’d give it to you until the morning for a reasonable price. It has a door and a stairway of its own, you see.”

“This Irishman ain’t exactly made hisself popular, I take it,” said Curiosity, with little regard for whispering.

The captain raised one grizzled eyebrow in salute of her quick understanding. “It would be a sight easier,” he agreed.

“What about Runs-from-Bears?” asked Elizabeth.

The broad mouth turned down at one corner. “No need to hand over a list of visitors.” Another quick peek over his shoulder and then back again to Elizabeth. “No need at all.”

She might have rested, for the feather beds were freshly made with clean linen, and there had been hot water enough for all of them. The babies, bathed and fed, were sleeping deeply, and so was Hannah, twitching slightly in her dreams. After some urging, Curiosity had even put up her feet and gone to sleep, a worry line etched firmly between her brows.

But she could not rest, and so Elizabeth sat in a chair by the window, drowsing now and then but mostly staring out at the town and river. There were still some ice floes in the St. Lawrence, poking up here and there like rotting teeth. She counted sails and pennants for a while, stark white and dirty gray, blues and yellows and reds against a fitful sky. A bateau headed upriver with a hump of barrels lashed to its deck, courting a reluctant wind with a single sail. Finally oars went into the water to help it along.

On the street below, a carter cursed at his ox, his whip flashing. A boy darted out of a shop with a basket of fish, his bare feet kicking up a mist of muddy water that spattered two Royal Navy officers from heel to the brim of their great boatlike hats. They shook their fists at him, but he never looked back. Elizabeth thought of her schoolchildren in Paradise, many of the boys much like the ones on the street below. For a long moment she fought with tears of frustration and doubt and a simple and overwhelming homesickness for familiar things.

The sight of Runs-from-Bears on the street was welcome. He came around a corner with Captain Mudge, who whirled one arm vigorously in the telling of a story. With the other hand he plucked his pipe from his mouth to point it up the street toward the docks. Then he raised his head and pointed to the window, and catching sight of Elizabeth, bowed, clearly flustered. But it was the expression on Bears’ face that got her attention. More trouble. Elizabeth thought of waking Curiosity, but then she simply picked up her damp cloak and let herself quietly out of the room. At least one of them should be rested. Whatever new trouble there was, she would handle it on her own.

•  •  •

“Gallows?” she repeated, as if she had never heard the word before and could put no meaning to it.

Runs-from-Bears nodded. “Built yesterday morning.”

“It don’t mean much,” said Captain Mudge. “The Tories like to hang a thief now and then.” But he would not meet her eye.

“Bears,” Elizabeth said evenly. “This Kahnyen’kehàka you spoke to, did he see the gallows himself?”

“Hen’en.” Yes.

She searched for her handkerchief, and touched it to her forehead. For a long moment she studied the toes of her boots: her sturdiest pair, mud stained, worn now across the toes in a way she would have never tolerated when she was still Miss Middleton of Oakmere. It seemed very long ago.

“Well, then,” she said, struggling for a confident tone. “We’d best be on our way. Captain Mudge, have you located Mr. Stoker?”

“I have.” He contemplated the public house for a moment, rocking back on his heels. “I tried to talk him into coming here but he’s a difficult man, is Mac Stoker. He’s waiting for you aboard the Jackdaw. Wants to talk about money.”

“By all means,” Elizabeth said. “But might I have a word with Runs-from-Bears first?”

When the captain had stepped away to examine a bay mare tied up outside the blacksmithy, Elizabeth said, “Curiosity will worry. Will you go sit with them? But avoid the innkeeper if you can.”

He nodded. “And you watch yourself with the Irishman. In Stone-Splitter’s village he is called Grabs-Fast.”

“I’m afraid that comes as no surprise at all,” Elizabeth muttered. She wished for some quiet place to talk to Bears out of public view, but there was no time. “I will be careful,” she agreed. “But deal with him I must. We have to get to Montréal today.”

“We will get there,” said Bears. “But not at any cost.”

Of course not, she thought, but again she found herself touching the gold coin hidden beneath her bodice. She had sent a hundred similar coins to Montréal with Will—perhaps he was spending it today, to good end. Curiosity had a hundred more in a leather bag she wore next to her skin. It was a tremendous amount of money for any common sailor; it would even buy a small boat and man it. But for the moment the coins were worthless to her. There was no way to melt them down, and they could not spend a single one of them. Not here with half of the king’s navy on the docks and the river, and a good many redcoat officers in the streets and public houses. They might never get out of Canada if a five-guinea gold piece with the profile of George II came to the attention of the Crown’s agents.

Bears was watching her face, reading her line of thought as if she had spoken out loud. “Bone-in-Her-Back,” he said, and put a hand on her wrist. “To put the smell of gold in the Irishman’s nose would not make things easier. Use the silver, there is enough of it.”

Elizabeth blinked hard, embarrassed by her own desperation. “Yes, of course you’re right.”

“Pardon me.” A young man had stopped to stare openly at Runs-from-Bears. Elizabeth forgot at times how fierce Bears must look to others: the keen dark eyes, a face pitted with pox scars, a tattoo that stretched from temple to temple like the tracks of the bear whose teeth he wore on a leather thong around his neck. An egret feather dangled from his side braid, and from his belt hung a collection of weapons with well-worn handles.

“Do you require assistance, madam?” Arched brows, and a knowing expression in the gray eyes. She was a lady in intimate conversation with a red-skinned man on a public street; he was an Englishman, sure of his view of the world and his right to intercede. She stared back at him until he began to fluster.

“Not your assistance, sir,” she said coolly.

He flushed, bowed stiffly from the shoulders, and walked off.

“Why are you grinning?” she asked Bears, suddenly very cross with him, but not quite sure why she should be.

“It’s good to hear you sounding more like yourself.”

“It is the only way to deal with such presumption and insolence,” Elizabeth said primly.

“Thayeri,” said Runs-from-Bears. It is proper so.

Mac Stoker was a big man in his prime, barrel chested and black haired, with blue-gray eyes and a chipped front tooth that glimmered when he smiled. A wide scar circled his neck, twisting white and pink like a lady’s ribbon against the tanned skin. He was the kind of man that women felt compelled to look at when he came their way, the kind who crooked a finger in return and expected to be obliged. He was known from Halifax to the Huron as Sweet Mac Stoker, and once he would have made Elizabeth uneasy to the bone. But no longer.

She stood with Captain Mudge, watching as Stoker worked alongside his crew, unloading bales of raw wool from the Jackdaw. He liked an audience, that was clear, for while the others wore work shirts of homespun or coarse linen, he worked stripped to a pair of overtight breeches, the muscles in the broad back and arms shining with sweat. Elizabeth was not outraged, as her aunt Merriweather would have expected her to be, and neither was she intrigued; she simply appreciated the opportunity to observe him from a distance and get some sense of him. By the time Stoker came rambling down the gangplank, wiping his neck with a discarded shirt, she had taken his measure and felt composed enough. If he really was the only way to get to Montréal quickly—and in this she had no choice but to trust Captain Mudge’s judgment—she must deal with this Mr. Stoker, regardless of what she thought of him, or how he presented himself to the world.

Captain Mudge began the introductions, and launched from there into a rambling story of the journey from Albany. Elizabeth kept her eyes fixed on the ragged eelskin that secured Mac Stoker’s queue. He too seemed content to let the older man talk, engaged as he was in close scrutiny of Elizabeth’s person.

Captain Mudge had worked himself into high voice about the final portage and the capsizing of one of the cargo barges, when he was interrupted by a shouting and waving of arms from the other end of the dock.

“That’s Mr. Little,” said Elizabeth. She had not seen the captain’s first mate since they had left the bateaux on the Richelieu. Now he stood between a tower of boxes and two taller men; Elizabeth could hear his voice crackling with indignation.

“A-yuh. And excisemen,” agreed the captain, yanking on his chin whiskers with a scowl.

Stoker grunted. “That’s Wiggins and Montague, the greedy bastards. They’ll be after havin’ your man Little for breakfast.”

As if to prove Stoker right, Mr. Little let out a yelp of distress, and they lost all sight of him.

“Perhaps you had better see what he needs,” said Elizabeth. “Mr. Stoker and I can carry on.”

“Ain’t got much choice.” Captain Mudge started off with a thump, and then seemed to remember what he was about.

“Stoker,” he said, one eye narrowed down to a slit. “Take unfair advantage of this lady and I’ll see to it you never run goods down Albany way again.”

Mac Stoker nodded, touching his forehead with one blunt and grimy finger. When Captain Mudge was gone, he winked at her, the chipped tooth flashing. “You’re lookin’ for passage to Montréal.”

“I am,” said Elizabeth. “If the cost is right, and the accommodations will serve.”

He barked out a surprised laugh. “English, all right. Yous’re all the same.”

The thought of the gallows at the Montréal garrison made it possible for her to keep her composure and her temper. “I don’t see that my country of birth is relevant to our negotiations, Mr. Stoker.”

With one thumbnail he raked the bristle on his cheek. “All business, eh? I’m told you tried your luck with the Nell first. Don’t take it to heart that Smythe turned you down. He’s the sort what prefers pretty boys.”

Elizabeth met the blue gaze with a single raised brow. “We were discussing the price of passage to Montréal.”

He found her amusing. “You’re not easily shocked, I’ll say that for you. The frontier takes that out of a woman. You’ve been far, so I hear told.”

One of the crew swung by with a barrel on his shoulder: stale tobacco, sweaty clothes, fish oil, rum. The stuff of sailors everywhere. Elizabeth reminded herself that Mr. Stoker was just a man with a ship, and nothing more. Whatever rumors he had heard of her did not matter in the least.

“The fare, Mr. Stoker?”

The chipped tooth again in a grin calculated to irritate her. “You’re in a damn hurry to get where you’re goin’, and I’d wager that Jackdaw will suit just fine, rough as she is. Sure, and I’m willing to bet you’ve got the fare, too. Shall we step on board to discuss it?” The grin, daring her. He scratched the pelt of dark hair on his chest lazily.

“I believe we can conclude our discussions right here,” said Elizabeth.

His gaze wandered down the front of her cloak and up again. “I’m goin’ on board,” he said. “Stay here or come along. Suit yourself.”

Not at any cost, Bears had said, and this is what he meant.

“I will pay you fifty dollars, silver,” Elizabeth said to his retreating back, taking note of the scars: a long cut along the left ribs, a bullet wound at the shoulder, and the evidence that he had lived through more than one flogging.

When it was clear he was listening, she said it again. “Fifty dollars silver for three adults and three children. And we must have the use of your cabin for the trip.”

He glanced at her over his shoulder. “Fifty guineas,” said Stoker. “Gold.”

She managed a smile, even while her heart tripped into a quicker beat. “Gold guineas? But you’ve been listening to pirate tales, Mr. Stoker. I am willing to give you sixty dollars in silver if you’re enough of a sailor to get us to Montréal safely by morning.”

The expression in his eyes was all blue steel and bile.

“I’m enough of a sailor to take youse and the brats to China and beyond, darlin’. But Granny Stoker raised no fools, and I won’t take on the Royal Navy for a pretty smile alone.”

“Of course not,” agreed Elizabeth evenly. “I’ve offered you sixty dollars in silver for your trouble.”

He peered down at her, a muscle fluttering in his cheek. “So you’re telling me that you’ve got no gold. Next you’ll be claimin’ that you’re not the Englishwoman who gave Jack Lingo what he’s been askin’ for all these years.”

Elizabeth was aware of an ox bellowing nearby, gulls overhead, incessant hammering, men singing. She raised her chin and met his eye.

“Seventy-five dollars in silver, Mr. Stoker,” she said calmly. “Take it or leave it.”

“Jack owed me money,” he continued thoughtfully. “It seems only fair that you should take on his obligations, havin’ sent the whoreson to the hell he so richly deserved.”

Anger crept up her neck. She put a hand there, as if to stop it. “This is not the only ship in Sorel, Mr. Stoker.”

“Sure, and that’s true,” he said. He glanced over his shoulder at the Jackdaw with her much-mended sails. “But she’s damn fast, and maybe she’s the only one that’ll get you to Montréal in time to see some American spies swing for their troubles.”

Elizabeth took a single step backward. Perhaps Stoker saw that he had pushed her too far, because his own expression slipped suddenly from a knowing grin to a scowl.

“Mrs. Bonner?”

A stranger at her elbow, bent almost in half in a low bow. She spun around to him in her anger.

“Yes?” More sharply than she intended, but he did not flinch.

“Please pardon my intrusion, madam, but I understand you are in need of passage to Montréal.”

A gentleman, deferential of manner, with a kind smile and a face to make anyone gasp in horror. Elizabeth had never seen any person quite so ill-favored by nature, without a single normal or well-turned feature. But his accent marked him for a man of breeding and education, his etched silver buttons and Holland linen for a wealthy merchant with excellent taste, and there was a sharp intelligence in his mild eyes.

“Shove off!” barked Mac Stoker from the gangplank. “By what right d’you come stickin’ that ugly gob of yours in me business?”

Captain Stoker might have been invisible for all the attention the stranger paid. His respectful expression remained, his head bobbing deferentially to his sunken chest, hands wound together before him. Elizabeth followed his example, and inclined her head. “You have me at a disadvantage, sir.”

“I beg your indulgence for a moment, madam, and pray you will pardon the necessity of such an informal introduction. Horace Pickering at your service. I bring word from your cousin, Viscount Durbeyfield.”

Elizabeth felt herself flush with excitement. “From Will! Sir, this is good news indeed. What report does my cousin send?”

He lifted one shoulder in an apology. “He asked me to keep an eye out for you, and if I should see you here, to take you and your charges to meet him—in Montréal. Time is of the essence, as he put it to me. If I may point out the Nancy? You see we docked not a half hour ago.”

A great calm moved through Elizabeth: their luck had finally turned. “The Nancy is your vessel?”

Stoker snorted, but Pickering only bowed again. “I am her captain for the moment.” And at Elizabeth’s brow, raised in tacit request for more detail, he inclined his head. “The Nancy is available for my use while I conclude some business for my employer in Canada. The ship I command is at dock in Québec.”

If Stoker were not breathing down her back, Elizabeth might have been able to formulate the many questions that needed to be asked—foremost and most important, how this man knew Will, and why someone of such obvious position would take on this task. Will could not have told him of their business in Montréal, and so neither could she mention it to him. As it was, she did not have the luxury of a longer interview. “Your timing is excellent, sir. I am delighted to accept your kind offer of assistance.”

“We came to an agreement!” Stoker roared.

“Mr. Stoker,” Elizabeth said. “The cost of passage on the Jackdaw is too high.”

Stoker went suddenly silent, his face as icy cold as his tone. “You think passage on the Nancy will come any cheaper? There’s more than one kind of pirate on the St. Lawrence, me darlin’.”

Captain Pickering cleared his throat roughly, but Elizabeth held up her hand, wanting to settle her business with Mac Stoker on her own terms.

“Pirates are the least of my problems, Mr. Stoker.” She managed a polite nod. “Captain Pickering, I must return to my children momentarily—”

The captain produced a broad smile that showed off a row of tiny white teeth. “May I be of assistance?”

Elizabeth saw Stoker’s gaze on her. She wanted to ignore him but his expression, all knowing condescension, made it very difficult.

“Thank you, sir. But we will come to the Nancy as soon as we are able.”

He bowed, and over his back Mac Stoker winked at her.

Elizabeth ran up the stairs of the public house with her skirts held high, pulled forward by the angry howling of two hungry infants.

“Thank the Lord,” said Curiosity, thrusting Daniel toward her. “These children just about turnin’ themselves inside out.”

Hannah was at her elbow, tugging gently on her sleeve. “Is everything all right?”

“We have reliable passage to Montréal,” Elizabeth said. “On a fine ship called the Nancy. I believe you can see her colors from here. Ouch!” She shifted Daniel to a more comfortable position, and accepted Lily from Curiosity. When the twins had settled to their task, she looked up. Curiosity was studying her with a combination of worry and doubt.

“Thought you went to talk to that Stoker.”

“We could not come to terms,” Elizabeth said. “We are much better off on the Nancy, even so. It was my cousin Will who sent Captain Pickering to fetch us.”

“Hmmpf.” Curiosity picked up a clean but damp winding cloth and shook it out with a snap. “How did he manage that, I wonder?”

Elizabeth would have told Curiosity more, if it were not for Hannah. But she could not speak of the gallows in Montréal in front of the child, as much as it would ease her own burden to share the news. “Will would not have engaged Captain Pickering’s services if he were not sure of his reputation. He is wellborn, and a gentleman.”

“Richard Todd’s a gentleman, too,” Curiosity reminded her. “And he caused you enough grief.”

Hannah had been following the whole exchange with a sober expression. “Runs-from-Bears will be with us,” she said. “We will be safe.”

“Yes,” said Elizabeth. “Bears is waiting downstairs. As soon as we’re ready he’ll go down with you to the Nancy.”

“And where will you be, missy, while we’re doin’ that?” Curiosity was staring at her as if she were sixteen and bent on illicit escapades.

“I have some inquiries to make,” said Elizabeth. “There is still the matter of getting out of Montréal again when our business is done there. I will not be an hour, I promise. We sail at sunset.”

Hannah’s cool hand on her shoulder, all her worry flowing clear as a cold spring down Elizabeth’s spine. She turned her head and kissed the smooth copper skin. “All is well, Squirrel,” she said in Kahnyen’kehàka. “I promise you.”

Gallows at the garrison gaol, whispered another voice inside her. Elizabeth rubbed her cheek against Hannah’s hand, and willed the voice away.

She was only a hundred feet away from the Jackdaw when Runs-from-Bears caught her up; Elizabeth sensed him even before she turned around.

“I thought you were going to see the others to the Nancy,” she said, trying to strike a normal tone of voice and cursing the color that rose on her cheeks.

“An officer came from the ship for them,” he said. “I was more worried about you, Bone-in-Her-Back.”

Elizabeth straightened her shoulders. “You of all people know very well that I am able to take care of myself, Bears.”

He blinked at her, his face immobile, and Elizabeth knew that he would wait for her to tell him what he wanted to hear until the sunset. His patience was without end, she knew this from experience. Elizabeth let her shoulders roll forward. “This is something I must do on my own, Bears.”

“The Irishman is trouble,” he said. “We do not need him.”

Elizabeth glanced around herself, and lowered her voice. “But we do. How are we going to get away from Montréal, once the men are free? He has a ship, he knows the waters, and for the right money he will not ask difficult questions, as Pickering would most certainly do.”

Bears pursed his mouth. After a moment he said, “I do not like it.”

“Nor do I. I like none of this.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Let us go talk to him, then. There is not much time.”

She pushed out a heavy sigh. “Very well,” she said, wondering that she could be both relieved and ill at ease. Elizabeth smoothed her hair and then she met his gaze, full on. “Mr. Stoker knows about Jack Lingo.”

Runs-from-Bears grunted softly. “That is just why I am coming with you. Look, he is waiting.”

Sweet Mac Stoker stood on the deck of his ship, hands on hips, watching them. Elizabeth pulled herself up to her full height, and went to meet him.

“Mr. Stoker,” she began. “We were wondering if we might engage your services in another matter.”

He grinned. “For the right price, darlin’. For the right price. Come along, and we’ll talk.”

Elizabeth and Runs-from-Bears came to the Nancy just as the sun was about to set. Above their heads the first star showed itself in a sky that melted from blue to rose; on the horizon a group of willows and crab apples showed tender green sprinkled with white blossoms. Overhead, gulls turned and spun, calling to one another. Captain Pickering was at the rail to offer Elizabeth his arm as she stepped onto the shining oak deck, his poor face as bad as she had remembered it. But both the captain and his ship were in impeccable condition, so that for the first time in days Elizabeth was acutely aware of the shocking state of her traveling clothes. And still Pickering bent to her hand as if she were dressed for presentation at court; if he noticed that she was trembling he gave no sign of it.

“You honor us, madam. I trust your business has been favorably concluded?”

How strange and vaguely comforting to deal with Englishmen again, who needed so many words for so little purpose. But she was thankful to this man with his unfortunate face and his kind eyes, and so she nodded politely. “As well as can be expected, thank you.”

Elizabeth introduced Runs-from-Bears to the captain, the whole time observing how Hannah bounced impatiently on the balls of her feet as if she would fling herself into the heavens. Even Curiosity’s doubts had been laid to rest, if the expression on her face was any indication.

The captain was all condescension and good manners. “I will leave you to your family,” he said, bowing. “There is time enough to meet my officers and the … other passengers. I hope my cabin will be satisfactory, but if there is anything you desire …” And with a funny little smile he bowed and withdrew, leaving the question of Elizabeth’s desires unresolved.

“Well, I hope this will serve,” Elizabeth said grimly to a beaming Curiosity. “For otherwise we shall have to steal a dinghy and row to Montréal ourselves. Hannah, you are flushed. Have you had a look at the cabin?”

“Yes, we have,” answered Curiosity for them both. “And we like it fine. Don’t we, child?”

“Oh, yes,” said Hannah, almost laughing out loud. “We put the babies down, but maybe you should go check on them.”

Elizabeth looked between them. “What has got into you both?”

“Gettin’ closer to home, is all,” said Curiosity, putting a hand on Elizabeth’s arm and pivoting her toward the steps that would take her to Pickering’s cabin.

Elizabeth went, with a glance over her shoulder to Hannah, who was still grinning absurdly as she tugged on Bears’ arm, chattering at him in Kahnyen’kehàka. It had been a very long day, too long to pursue whatever was at the bottom of this strange behavior. Passage on the Nancy was certainly a piece of the best good luck, but it did not change what was to come: they had built gallows in Montréal. It was a sentence that jangled in her head like loose coin, there at every turn with no escape.

She passed through the narrow and dimly lit corridor to Pickering’s quarters, blinded now by the last of the sunlight that sifted through the shutters in flickering bars. Elizabeth made out the narrow bed, the table set with silver and linen for supper, a desk of gleaming mahogany, its cubbyholes spilling paper. And on the far side of the room, a man in a rough white linen shirt and dark breeches bent over the basket where the babies slept. A sharp shiver of fear slid up Elizabeth’s spine. She looked around herself for some kind of weapon, but he had already heard her.

His head came up as he turned, the long line of his back straightening.

Nathaniel. Elizabeth stepped backward, feeling the door at her shoulder, so solid and real. She blinked, and still he was there: Nathaniel. He touched the basket as if to steady himself and she recognized his hand as she would her own: the turn of his wrist, the long, strong fingers. The muscles worked along the column of his neck as he swallowed convulsively and swallowed again.

“Aren’t you going to talk to me?” he whispered from the other side of the cabin, ten feet and an eternity away.

Her hands were shaking so badly that she had to clasp them together, hard enough to make her wince. “Are you real?”

His smile was so familiar and full of joy that it burned her to look at him.

“Never doubt it, Boots.” Suddenly he was in front of her, his hands closing around her upper arms as her knees began to give way. He smelled of strong soap and of his sweet self, Nathaniel. He leaned down to her, his hair swinging forward to touch her cheek.

“I am real,” he said. “And by God, wife, so are you.”

She might have answered him but he cut her off. He was all a blur to her, for she would not close her eyes even as her mouth went soft and open and slack with want and need to meet him. Then Nathaniel broke away and wiped her wet cheeks with his fingers, crooning small comforting sounds. And he kissed her again, the taste of him sending small shocks into every corner of her being.

“Nathaniel!” she said finally, gasping for breath. “You are supposed to be in gaol! What are you doing here?”

He pulled her to sit beside him on the cot. “Rescuing you.”

“Rescuing me?”

“Didn’t they tell you on deck?”

“No,” Elizabeth said. “They most certainly did not, the rotters. I thought you were a pirate. Does Captain Pickering know you are on board?”

He laughed out loud at that. “Of course. Did you think we stowed away?”

“But how—”

He kissed her again, her grinning pirate of a husband. “We broke out night before last and headed straight here to keep you from going upriver. By God, Elizabeth, you had me scared out of my wits.”

“You were scared!” Indignant, she grasped his forearms as hard as she could. “Runs-from-Bears came to me this afternoon with the news that gallows have been built at the garrison gaol. I have never been so frightened.”

“It was close, that’s true. But we got away before they could try us—”

On the heels of relief a new kind of dread. Elizabeth tightened her grip on him. “The entire army must be looking for you. And what’s become of Will?”

“He’s on his way to Québec—probably there already.”

“This is a fine mess,” Elizabeth said. “Why is Will going to Québec? It makes no sense.”

“It does if you think about the way things look for him. He shows up to negotiate us out of gaol and the next thing you know, we escaped. Somerville asked Will to chaperone his daughter to Québec—testing him, is the way Pickering looks at it. So Will’s in the clear, Boots, and you’ll see him soon enough.”

“But how shall I see him if he is in Québec?” Elizabeth felt suddenly dizzy. “We are going to Québec? But I want to go home!” She was mortified by her own childish tone, and still more by the tear that spilled down her cheek. But he simply wiped it away and held her.

“God knows we all do, Boots, but Somerville’s got troops looking for us all over.”

“Nathaniel, Québec is in the wrong direction!”

He kissed the palm of her hand. “We can’t go overland with the babies, not with Somerville set on tracking us down. We’ve got no choice but to go north and look for a ship there that will take us home down the coast from Halifax. If it weren’t for Moncrieff and Pickering, we’d be in a worse scrape than we are already.”

Elizabeth struggled to order the hundreds of questions that came to mind. “I don’t understand why Pickering should go to such trouble for us.”

“He’s a friend of Moncrieff’s.”

“Moncrieff.” Elizabeth had all but forgotten the Scot and his mission to find her father-in-law. It seemed very unreal right now, and utterly unimportant. “This is very confusing, Nathaniel.”

He nodded, smoothing her hair. “I can’t tell you exactly how it came to pass, except that Iona got to Pickering through Moncrieff. And more than that, I can’t pretend I ain’t worried. We’d rather set off overland on our own, but it just ain’t safe.”

He met her eye but something flickered there, unsaid. It was absurd, the idea that the three of them should somehow be unable to get away—Hawkeye and Robbie and Nathaniel could slip into the forests and Somerville would never be able to put his hands on them. Because she could not deny the truth to him or herself, Elizabeth said what he would not. “I should not have come.”

Nathaniel caught her face between his palms. “Listen to me, Boots. I was never so glad to see anybody in my life as I was to see you on that dock.”

She laughed then, covering his hands with her own and touching her forehead to his. “But I’ve made things so much more difficult—”

“We’ve been in worse spots,” he said against her temple.

“Not by much,” she muttered.

“I knew you’d come.”

She frowned at him. “Did you now?”

“Boots,” said Nathaniel softly. “I never doubted you for a moment.”

She sighed then, and let herself collapse forward, her head finding the hollow of his shoulder. His arms came around her and she felt the knot of anxiety that had fueled her forward movement for all these weeks begin to unravel.

“We’ll manage,” Nathaniel whispered. “We can manage anything, you and me. Look at those babies, after all.”

As if she had heard her name called, Lily’s curly head rose over the edge of the basket. She blinked at them, and then the small button of a face began to collapse in on itself, tears springing into the blue eyes.

Nathaniel was across the room before Elizabeth could move, lifting Lily into the crook of his arm and crooning in the same tone she had had from him just moments ago. Elizabeth could not quite put a name to his expression, half worry and half relief. Her throat tightened with tears and she swallowed them down, determined not to weep.

An indignant squawk pulled her out of her trance. Nathaniel passed Lily to Elizabeth and scooped Daniel up, all flailing arms and legs and a furious expression that settled suddenly at the sight of this strange man. The two of them regarded each other for a long moment and then Daniel sputtered a hello in his father’s face.

There was a knock on the door, and a murmuring of familiar voices: Hannah, breathless and happy, Runs-from-Bears, Robbie and Hawkeye. She had last seen Hawkeye on a hot August night, walking away from Lake in the Clouds. Leaving his home and kin because he had come up against laws that made no sense to him, white laws that did not fit the world as he understood it, a world that for him would forever be red. She had feared that she would never see him again, but here he was. He seemed unchanged by his long months in Montréal’s gaol, standing tall in the open door, as lean as leather. Under the mane of hair his gaze was as keen as it had ever been. He had one arm around Hannah, and with the other he pulled Elizabeth to him and looked hard at her.

“I see you’ve brought me my grandchildren, daughter.” He kissed her cheek and bent down to look at Lily.

“Hello, little girl,” he said.

Then Nathaniel crossed the room and put Daniel in his grandfather’s arms, and Elizabeth watched Hawkeye change before her eyes.
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It was full dark, the night tempered only with the vague light of a reluctant moon. Coming up on deck, Elizabeth could just make out the pale shapes of the mainsails, and the outlines of human forms at the rail: Hawkeye, Runs-from-Bears, and Robbie, deep in hushed conversation. But before she could join them, Captain Pickering had appeared at her side.

“Madam. May I inquire, is all to your satisfaction?”

She nodded. “Yes, very much so, Captain.”

“It is a very small vessel for so many, but I hope it will still serve.”

Elizabeth assured him that it would serve very well.

Even in the kind light of the moon his face was not easy to look at, but his manner was sincere as he leaned toward her. “I hope you have forgiven me for my little performance on the dock at Sorel. I could not speak of your husband openly, but it did grieve me to deceive you. Your cousin the viscount did send his very best wishes for your safe delivery.”

She smiled. “Please, Captain Pickering. There is no need to speak of deception, or forgiveness. I admit that I have never been so surprised in all my life as when I found Nathaniel here, but nothing could have given me greater happiness. I am not sure what we have done to merit all the trouble you have taken for our sakes—”

He waved her thankfulness away with a gloved hand. “Had you heard that I am shortly to be married?”

Elizabeth did know; she had had the whole story of Giselle Somerville’s dinner party, and its repercussions, from Hawkeye and Robbie. It was a strange set of circumstances, but she wished Pickering joy as if there were nothing unusual at all in the way he had come to his bride, or the party games the bride had chosen to play with other men while she was unattached.

“I hope that we do not cause a rift between yourself and your new father-in-law,” she finished.

“The lieutenant governor does not concern me,” said Pickering. “I offered my assistance not to thwart him, but to serve justice and to please his daughter.” His tone was cool, and it reminded Elizabeth that he might be a gentleman of good breeding, but Pickering was also an accomplished merchant commander and highly successful in his business pursuits.

Elizabeth glanced at Hawkeye, but the men were still turned away from them and deep in conversation. “You surprise me, sir. I thought it was Mr. Moncrieff who had interceded to ask for your assistance.”

There was a slight hesitation. “It was Miss Somerville who brought Mr. Moncrieff’s concerns to me. And a bridegroom can rarely deny his bride when she asks a favor, especially one with such merit. I do not believe that these men are spies, Mrs. Bonner, and I should have been very sorry to see them hang.”

The words sent a small shower of gooseflesh up Elizabeth’s back. “Was there truly danger of that, sir?”

He glanced up into the riggings. “I fear so. If Somerville had had his way. He is a man of strong passions—” He hesitated again. “And not easily put off his course. He is the kind who might well start a new war simply to ease his own wounded pride.”

This was unsettling, and confirmed Elizabeth’s worst fears. “Then our debt to you and Miss Somerville can hardly be repaid.”

Pickering touched his hand to his hat, and bowed. “Please do not speak of it,” he said. “Now, I am sure you have matters to discuss with your family. If I may wish you good evening …”

Elizabeth stood for a moment, watching the line of his back until he had disappeared into the dark of the quarterdeck. Her mind was racing in strange directions, toward Montréal and the gallows that would go untested, and then onward to Québec, where Giselle Somerville waited for her bridegroom and Will Spencer waited for them all. She went to join her party at the rail, her mind preoccupied. As she approached, their conversation stopped.

“Am I interrupting?”

Robbie’s hand found her shoulder and squeezed lightly. “Yer bonnie face is verra welcome, lassie. But have ye tired o’ Nathaniel already?”

“Hannah needed some time alone with her father.”

“Aye, faithers and dauchters,” said Robbie. “Nathaniel is a verra fortunate man.”

Elizabeth felt Hawkeye’s gaze on her, and she realized how very much she had missed him, and what a comfort his calm silence could be. She touched his sleeve.

“I have learned something on this journey.”

He smiled. “And what’s that?”

“What a fortunate woman I am.” She wanted to say the rest of it, to tell all three of them how glad she was to have them around her, but she was still too much an Englishwoman for that kind of public sentiment. Instead, she said, “It seems that Giselle Somerville and her father have not parted on good terms. Pickering tells me that it was Giselle who engaged him to bring you away from Montréal.”

Runs-from-Bears’ head came up. “Ain’t she the one who held up Otter for so long?”

“Aye, she’s the one,” said Hawkeye.

“We are indebted to her,” said Elizabeth. “Whatever her history.” With my husband, she might have added, but even unspoken she thought it had been clearly heard.

“Ye mustna judge her too harshly, lass.” Robbie’s tone was almost apologetic.

Elizabeth turned to him in surprise. “I do not judge her at all, I assure you. Miss Somerville’s marriage and how she came to it is no business of mine. I am thankful for her part in getting the three of you out of Montréal. No more or less than that.” But it was not completely true; she was curious now more than ever about Giselle Somerville, and uneasy that they should be in her debt.

There was silence for a long minute. The rigging whistled and clanked with the wind; on the quarterdeck there were low voices, the hiss of flame set to wick, and the sharp smell of tobacco. They had spent a happy few hours crowded around Captain Pickering’s table, but now all of the cheerful high spirits of their reunion had been replaced with something more thoughtful. Elizabeth tried to catch Hawkeye’s eye, but he was looking out over the water.

“Is there something else wrong?” she asked.

Hawkeye shifted. “Bears wants to set off overland for Lake in the Clouds,” he said. “He could be there in two weeks, maybe less.”

Elizabeth searched out Runs-from-Bears’ face in the dark, but could make nothing of his expression. “You are worried for them.”

He nodded. “We’ve been away a long time.”

“Well, then,” Elizabeth said calmly. “When will you go?”

“I’ll wait until you find passage out of Québec.”

She drew up. “Passage? But I thought we had passage—” She gestured around herself feebly.

Robbie coughed into his hand. “We didna like tae talk o’ it before the bairns,” he said. “But Pickering canna take us aa the way hame, lass. The Isis will be waitin’ for him in Québec, and he mun sail wi’oot delay for Scotland.”

Elizabeth leaned on the rail. She was thankful for the dark, for she feared she could not keep her anxiety from her face.

“But they’ll be looking for us in Québec, too.”

“I expect that’s true,” Hawkeye said. “But there must be seventy or more boats in port there at this time of year. They won’t be too fussy about passengers as long as the fare’s right. Moncrieff has been there a whole day, he’ll be sniffing around already for us.”

“Moncrieff again,” said Elizabeth, pulling her shawl more tightly around her shoulders. “Is there no getting away from the man?”

Robbie snorted softly. “He’s aye hard tae avoid.”

Runs-from-Bears said, “It looks like he’s done you more than one good turn.”

“Oh, that he has.” Hawkeye nodded. “And I expect we’ll have to put up with a few more before he sails for home.”

“That the Earl of Carryck’s influence reaches so far surprises me,” said Elizabeth thoughtfully.

“Ye dinna trust the man, it’s clear.”

“I suppose that I do not,” Elizabeth admitted. “But I do not know him as you do, having spent so much time with him at close quarters.” She hesitated. “You’re not reconsidering the earl’s proposal?”

Hawkeye grunted. “Got no interest in anything but getting this family home to Lake in the Clouds as quick as we can manage.”

Elizabeth pushed out a sigh. “That is good to know,” she said. “The next task is to find Will Spencer and send him back to Amanda straightaway.”

There was the sound of a new step on deck, and Nathaniel appeared from Pickering’s quarters. He crooked a finger in her direction, and then disappeared again.

“Time enough to worry about this Will Spencer tomorrow,” said Hawkeye gruffly. “You’ve got a homecoming of your own to celebrate.”

Elizabeth was glad of the dark, for she knew very well that she was flushing, both with anticipation and embarrassment. “But where will you sleep?”

“The hammocks,” said Robbie.

“Under the stars.” Runs-from-Bears was grinning; she could hear it in his voice.

“But if it rains—”

Hawkeye pushed her gently toward Nathaniel. “Then we’ll bed down with Pickering and his crew. Go on now, he’s waiting for you.”

The first officer’s cabin was all they had, just off the captain’s quarters where Curiosity slept with the children. It smelled of raw sugar and coffee beans, and there was barely room for them to stand shoulder to shoulder without Nathaniel striking his head on the hanging lamp. But there was a small porthole left open for the breeze, a tiny washstand, and a cot. And a door with a lock on it.

Elizabeth turned her face up to him. He might have taken her expression for displeasure, if it weren’t for the trembling of her hand in his.

“You’re as nervous as a cat, Boots.”

“Or a bride,” she said, finally managing a smile, and blushing to the roots of her hair. It made his heart clench to see it.

“We were apart on our first wedding anniversary.”

“Aye, so we were,” he said gently. “We’re together now.”

There was a creaking overhead; the trill of the bosun’s whistle, men moving. In the other room Hannah was talking in her sleep.

“It ain’t exactly Paradise.” Nathaniel pulled her down to sit beside him on the cot. “But it will have to do.”

“Oh, it will do,” she said, not quite able to meet his eye. And then, in a rush: “It has been a very long time, Nathaniel.”

“So it has.” He slipped an arm around her shoulders. “You’ll have to remind me how to start.”

She laughed then, a low throaty laugh, the very laugh that he thought of as his alone. Under his fingers the skin of her neck was cool to the touch, and as soft as he remembered. He traced the outline of her ear and then her jaw, and then he lifted her face to his and kissed her. A quiet kiss, a coming home very different from those first frantic kisses of a few hours ago. She tasted sweet and tart all at once, and his head filled with the smell of her. But she wasn’t quite with him; he could feel the hum of her thoughts just below the surface, moving her in a different direction.

In one motion Nathaniel lifted her and settled her on his lap. The round weight of her, the touch of her breasts against his chest, was enough to make him forget everything, but he made an effort: put his forehead against hers so that she could not look away.

“Are you shy of the close quarters?”

Elizabeth turned to study the door as if she could look through wood to where the children slept. Then she spread her hand out on Nathaniel’s cheek. “No,” she said. “I expect we can … manage quietly. We’ve been in close quarters before, after all.” He could see her struggling for her composure, and he might have laughed out loud at the pleasure of seeing her flustered. But there was the worry line between her brows that he knew well.

“Then tell me what’s on your mind, Boots. What’s wrong?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You can’t be serious.”

Nathaniel kissed her, a hard stamp of his mouth. “I know you, Elizabeth. I know you as well as I know anybody pulling breath. There’s something else up, and it ain’t just getting out of Canada with our hides intact.”

Her fingers began to pull at the ties on his shirt. Elizabeth wiggled slightly on his lap, her color rising. “Is it really talking that you want to do right now, Nathaniel Bonner?” And she tilted her head and kissed him, a soft deep kiss that made the blood rush in his ears.

What he wanted was to lay her down on the narrow cot and to cover her, bury himself in her and stay there forever. Above all of that, what he wanted most in the world was to take away the worried look in her eyes.

But she would have her way; she hushed him, twisting out of her clothing piece by piece until she stood before him in her shift and stockings. Her hair had come undone, a tangle of curls around her face. He took the hem of her shift to lift it over her head, untied one garter and then the other to drag the stockings down over the white skin of her calves. She lifted her feet for him in turn and then stood in the vee of his legs covered in nothing but gooseflesh. Childbearing had changed her shape, marked her for a mother; her hands fluttered up as if to hide the tracings on her belly and he caught them, held them away.

“You know me better,” he murmured.

Her breasts were heavier now, her nipples darker, berries not quite ripe. She put her face in his hair, her breath harsh at his ear as he leaned forward. The touch of his tongue drew a single drop of milk and a sigh. He might have pulled away but her hand guided him back, offering freely what he hesitated to take. Nathaniel cupped her hips, pressed his fingers into rounded flesh while he suckled, wide mouthed, both of them convulsing with the sweetness of it. She trembled so that he thought she might fall, her knees buckling until she was on his lap again.

“There is a grave inequity here,” she muttered, plucking at his shirt. “Will you not undress?”

“There’s no hurry.” Nathaniel laughed against her mouth, because it was a lie; he had never been in such a hurry in his life, but still he would not be rushed.

“It is very strange to see you in breeches.” Cool fingers at his crotch, tracing him. “Leggings and a breechclout suit you better.”

He drew in a sharp breath and caught her hand up to bite her palm. Then he stood to pull his shirt over his head and stripped down.

There was too little room on the cot: they were all elbows and knees, awkward until he found her mouth again and they lay for a long time on their sides, kissing; the kind of kiss that had no end and doubled back on itself. Struggling to slow the rush of his blood, covered with sweat and the sweet stickiness of her milk, Nathaniel stroked her thighs, felt her quiver and quicken, sought out softly swollen flesh slippery to the touch.

“Are you still tender?” He touched her and she shivered.

“Yes. No. I am healed, but—”

“Do you want me to stop?”

“No!” She caught his hand, pressed it hard. “Don’t stop.” This against his neck, hardly more than a whisper. “Nathaniel?”

His fingers busier now, coaxing from her those words she found so hard to give. “What?”

She grabbed his face, dragged it to her own. Gentle suckling and then harder, showing him what she wanted, thrusting her tongue against his. He cupped the saddle of warm flesh between her legs. His own flesh leaped in response, barely under his control.

“I missed you.” She whispered against his mouth, harsh and gentle all at once. She was crying, dripping milk and tears and salty moisture over him, drawing him in like the sea. “I missed you.”

“God knows I missed you too, Boots. The thought of you like this kept me sane all those weeks.”

She wound her fingers in his hair, tugged hard. “Come to me now. Come to me. I want you, I want this.” Her legs sliding up and around him, living ropes: another kind of bondage, and one that he came to gladly.

Elizabeth drifted up out of a deep sleep, aware first of the weight of Nathaniel’s leg over her own, and the cool breeze from the porthole on damp flesh. Up on deck the watch was changing, but it was Curiosity’s voice that woke her. She was crooning to the twins. Elizabeth’s own body told her that they would soon need more than soft words.

She turned her head, hungry still for the sight of Nathaniel. In the vague light from the porthole she watched him sleep, resisting the strong urge to put her hands on him and convince herself that he was alive and well, that the tingling of her flesh was more than just a dream.

He cracked an eye at her. “I can hear you thinking, Boots.”

Caught out again. She felt herself blushing. “So you always claim.” And struck his roving hand away, pulling the blanket up around her shoulders.

Nathaniel came up on one arm to catch her wrist: his strong hands, broad and hard and warm and capable of the softest touch, enough to set her blood humming again. His eyes burning gold in the faint moonlight, the power of his wanting enough to turn her purpose and make her forget everything but the heat in her bones.

“Had enough of me already?”

From the other room, a hungry wail. “Never,” she said, her voice wavering. “But I’m afraid you’ll have to wait your turn. That is your son calling … and your younger daughter, too.”

He let her go to reach for his breeches, grinning at her over his shoulder as he pulled them on, her wolfish husband, teeth flashing white. “Wait here.”

“Curiosity will bring them,” Elizabeth protested, but he was already halfway out the door.

Alone for a moment, she tried to set the cot to rights, smoothing the rumpled covers and damp sheets. There was no telling what trouble this day might bring; she was tired and more than a little sore from the intensity of Nathaniel’s attentions; she could not remember being happier. Aunt Merriweather would not approve or even understand, but it was simple enough: she was in love with her husband, and she had him back again.

Nathaniel appeared at the door with two squirming babies firmly in arm. Elizabeth accepted them, murmuring calm words. She leaned back against the paneled wall and let the children settle down to nursing while Nathaniel busied himself lighting the lamp. Then he came to kneel next to the cot and watch, his chin on his hands and his face in shadow.

“You don’t get much sleep, I guess.”

Elizabeth looked up in surprise. “They have quieted a great deal this sennight past. Lily often sleeps through the night, now. Or at least until the dawn.”

Nathaniel touched one curly head and then the other. “I wondered if I’d ever see them again.”

“You’re not sorry I brought them so far?”

“No,” he said, moving in closer to study Daniel’s hand, kneading the white skin of her breast. “I ain’t in the least sorry.”

“Nathaniel,” Elizabeth began slowly. “There is something I need to talk to you about.”

He sent her a sliding glance. “I thought so. Well, come on out with it, Boots.”

Elizabeth pulled the blanket up tighter around the twins, cleared her throat, and then met his eye.

“Before I knew that you were on board the Nancy, I made arrangements to have another boat meet us this evening, just north of Montréal. I thought we should have to have some means of getting away, and I feared that Captain Pickering could not be trusted with the whole truth.”

“That makes sense,” said Nathaniel. “But how did you think to get us out of gaol to start with?”

She shrugged. “I was hoping that diplomacy might be enough, with Will’s help.” Daniel was paddling his feet against her abdomen, and she winced as she shifted him. “But Captain Pickering gives me to believe that Somerville would have hung you in any case.”

“Aye, well. Pink George is a fool. Carleton might have been more reasonable, but we’ll never know.” Nathaniel smoothed a curl away from her face. “So you found a boat with a willing captain …”

She nodded, her gaze fixed firmly on Lily, who was slipping off to sleep again. “Yes. And I paid him half, as a deposit. To be sure of his cooperation.”

“If that’s the case, then I don’t see that there’s much to worry about—we won’t show up, but he’s got money in his purse, and he’s no the worse for wear. Even if he wanted to go to Somerville with his story, he doesn’t know where to look for us. What’s his name?”

“Stoker.”

The focus of his gaze sharpened suddenly. “Stoker! Why Mac Stoker, of all people?”

“Captain Mudge introduced us.”

Nathaniel grunted. “I would have thought Grievous Mudge would have more good sense than that.”

Now she flushed with irritation, and was glad of this new kind of energy. “Until Pickering sought me out, the Jackdaw was the only hope we had to get to Montréal today. Time was of the essence. I did the best I could, Nathaniel.”

His expression cleared suddenly. “I know that, Boots. Christ, I know that.” And with a sideways glance: “Did he try to put his hands on you?”

“No!” Elizabeth’s head snapped up. “He was rude, but did me no harm. I went to see him just before we sailed. He took the money, and told me where we would find him tonight. And that’s all there was to it.”

“I’ll guess he drove a pretty hard bargain.”

Daniel gulped out of rhythm and coughed, sputtering milk. Lily, already asleep, began to twist her face into a knot at the sudden disturbance.

“Let me,” Nathaniel murmured, leaning in to gather Lily up close to his chest so that Elizabeth could deal with Daniel. When the babies were quiet, Nathaniel said: “Mac Stoker ain’t the kind to think of paying back money he hasn’t earned, and he’s not about to go calling on the Crown. He’ll spend the silver and forget all about it.” He turned to examine Lily’s sleeping face in the light of the hanging lantern.

Against the dark heart of the night, the porthole was as round as a coin. Silver coin; yes. A handful of silver coins paid for passage, and she had left the Jackdaw so proud of herself and how she managed Mac Stoker that she never even realized that the chain she wore around her neck was gone. Someone had cut the chain as neatly as any London pickpocket, and not even Runs-from-Bears had noticed.

But sooner or later Nathaniel would see that it was gone. If only she had listened to Bears and stayed away from Stoker; but she had let her fear get the best of her common sense. Perhaps men were right and women were not capable of rational thought; perhaps she knew herself not at all. Let Mac Stoker be satisfied with money for work never done and with a single gold coin. A strange prayer, and one she feared would not be heard. A man like Stoker was rarely satisfied once the smell of gold was in his nose.

“Elizabeth.” Curiosity was at the door, the long plaits running over her shoulders like dark rivers shot through with silver. “Let me put those babies down again,” she whispered. “So you two can get some sleep.” The keen brown gaze missed nothing, not the state of the bed or the flush that still mottled Elizabeth’s breast or the bite marks on Nathaniel’s shoulder, but she simply took the sleeping babies and slipped away.

When the door had closed behind Curiosity, Nathaniel put out the light and dropped his breeches. There was enough moonlight to show her the long flat muscles of his thighs and the intensity of his purpose; it was dark enough so that she could burn bright with the knowledge of her own reckless actions and he would take it for modesty, and for passion. At least that much was real; there was a stirring deep in her belly at the sight of him, as sharp and bright as the single silver earring that sparked against the dark column of his neck.

“So, Boots,” he said, one finger moving up the slope of her calf so that her toes curled tight. “Now that you’ve got that confession off your chest, tell me, is it sleep you’ve got on your mind, or the lack of it?”

It was midmorning before the Nancy sailed into the narrowing of the St. Lawrence that would take them into port at Québec. Even belowdecks the bosun’s raised voice could be heard as he sent the crew scrambling to shift sails.

Because they could not show their faces on deck in a port crowded with the king’s soldiers and excisemen, the Bonner party stood at the transom windows in Pickering’s quarters, watching the traffic on the river. More masts and sails than could be counted; barks and schooners, two frigates, sloops and cutters, merchantmen and whaleboats, private packets, bateaux and canoes, some of them big enough to seat twenty men. Many of them were Royal Navy vessels, which made Elizabeth glad of the heavy draperies that could be pulled shut; she did not like to look very long at the harbor, which had the feel of a carnival just barely in control.

Curiosity juggled Lily to a more suitable spot on her shoulder and shook her head at the sight of it. “I thought sailors was supposed to be tidy-minded.”

Hawkeye snorted softly. “You’ll see precious little tidy about Québec at the beginning of the season. The North West Company is just gearing up for the trek to Grand Portage—in another week they’ll be off for Lachine and this place will seem like a nunnery. Not that we’ll see it.”

“Look,” said Hannah, pointing to the long dock that seemed to be their destination. Boatworks and a storehouse of brick, all belonging to Forbes & Son Enterprises. The dock itself was dominated by a three-masted merchant ship, square-rigged, newly painted, carved and gilded on every surface. A merchantman, as bright and beautiful a ship as Elizabeth had ever seen.

Hannah said, “Isn’t that Captain Pickering’s ship? Do you see? The figurehead he told us about, the Lass in Green.”

“So it is,” said Nathaniel. “The Isis.” Elizabeth saw him send Hawkeye a look over the child’s head.

“What are all those little clapboard windows?” Hannah carried on.

“Gunports,” said Robbie. “She’s armed tae the teeth, is the Isis. Ye see, lass, she carries a valuable cargo but she doesna always sail in convoy as do most o’ the merchantmen. She’s broad bottomed for cargo, and square-rigged, too—that means that she canna run verra fast, and so she mun be able to protect hersel’, for there are privateers enough on the seas these days and a new war wi’ France, forbye.”

Overhead a great shuffling and Pickering’s voice raised in a series of quick orders, the groan of chains and a splash as the last anchors were dropped. A calling of voices from the wharf to the quarterdeck, and back again.

“Look, Elizabeth, your cousin Will.” Hannah tugged at her sleeve.

“Yes,” said Elizabeth, heaving a great sigh. “Thank heavens.” And then she saw that Will was not alone. A lady waited on the dock beside him. She wore a round gown of Mantua silk the color of green pippins, with a long emerald-green sash. A matching cape billowed in the wind, and with one gloved hand she held down a straw-colored gipsy hat tilted to expose coiled dark blond hair. It was tied under her chin with a silk handkerchief the same color as her sash. The cost of the silk alone would have paid a sailor for two years. Elizabeth could not make out the lady’s face, but the tension in Nathaniel’s hand on her shoulder told her what she already suspected.

Hannah tugged on Elizabeth’s sleeve. “Who is that?”

“That is Miss Somerville,” Elizabeth said calmly. She smiled at Nathaniel, wanting him to see that she was not worried, or even curious. At least the first was true, but she did not know if she could convince him of that. “Will accompanied her here to Québec as a favor to her father.”

“She looks a very fine sort of lady to be out among the boats,” said Hannah, taking Miss Somerville’s measure. Elizabeth wondered how much she had heard about Giselle’s history.

Curiosity clicked softly with her tongue. “You remember, child. Pickering told us about Miss Somerville. They’re set to marry, and soon.” A sliding glance to Elizabeth and her mouth turned down at one corner; Curiosity knew, if Hannah didn’t, but Curiosity was not the kind to judge a woman harshly on the strength of men’s stories.

“Will we get to meet her?” asked Hannah.

“I doubt it,” said Nathaniel. “She’ll have other things on her mind.”

And so will we, added Elizabeth to herself, for she had caught sight of a schooner, moving fast on the water. Not nearly so fine a vessel as the Isis, far smaller and in need of paint. On deck stood her captain with a long glass in his hand. The Jackdaw.

Runs-from-Bears caught Elizabeth’s eye, and raised a shoulder in a question she could not answer.
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My dearest Husband Galileo Freeman,

Runs-from-Bears leaves for home shortly and he will fetch this letter to you. God grant we follow, and not long after. We hope to sail tomorrow, in what ship we don’t know yet, to what port we ain’t yet sure, but Hawkeye and Nathaniel are firm in their faith that it can be managed. Bears will tell you the story of how we came to be in this frenchified place, as it is too long and tiresome a tale to put down on paper.

To the Judge word that his grandchildren are in rude good health. His daughter’s spirits have come up too since she has Nathaniel with her again. Little Hannah bids me tell you that the leather purse you worked for her does good service. She wishes you well as do all our friends here.

My loving greetings to our children. I trust our daughters have not forgot the lye barrel as it is high time to set soap. This year more pompkin and yellow onion should be put out, for last we ran short. Husband, remember your long underwear, for all that it itches. Otherwise the night damp will be sure to bring on your Miseries and I ask you, which is worse?

Your Loving Wife of these Many Years,
Curiosity Freeman
writ by her own hand this Fifth Day of May,
1794
Bas-Québec, on board the Nancy

Dearest Many-Doves,

Nathaniel and Hawkeye are now restored to us in good health, and so I understand very well your joy as your husband comes home to you after so long an absence. Runs-from-Bears will give you all the news that prudence prevents me from putting to paper, but know that we will be with you as soon as it is in our power.

The children thrive, for which we thank Providence and pray the same is true of young Blue-Jay. Hannah bids me tell you and her grandmother that she has learned to bind a sprained ankle and that she is very sorry to have missed the maple festival, and so are we all. I fear she misses you more than she will admit, although the twins are a comfort to her and she takes great interest in everything she sees.

I write to beg you to visit the schoolchildren, or send them word. Summer session will begin as soon as we are returned. To Liam, my fond regards and gentle reminders that he should not neglect his reading, writing, or ciphering while we are gone. I hope to see evidence of his industry and good progress.

Hawkeye, Robbie, and Nathaniel send their greetings and loving affection to you, your mother and brother, as do Curiosity, Hannah, and I. You are always in our thoughts. With deepest affection

Elizabeth Middleton Bonner
5th of May in the Year 1794
Québec

Dear Liam,

I have never writ a letter before but Elizabeth helps me write one now to you, to say that we are soon on our way home. Runs-from-Bears will tell you how it is that my Father and Grandfather and Robbie are free. It is a good story.

On the long carry to the big lake we passed a sawmill. There was a man strung up from a dead oak and his hands struck off, we could not ask for what crime. Robbie’s red dog Treenie is dead. A soldier shot her. It made Elizabeth gey sad, but this morning her cousin Will Spencer sought us out. That has been a relief to her, I think.

My little brother and sister are in health, and so are all of us, except Curiosity, who has caught a cold in her chest. She says it is Canada at fault, for no reasonable place should have such a cold, damp spring.

I wonder if you took that bear yet and if you hunt with my uncle Otter. If your leg is bothersome you might ask my Grandmother for a poultice. If I was there I would bind it for you.

We have met a man called Hakim, which means Doctor. He wrote his whole name down for me on a scrap of paper, it is Hakim Ibrahim Dehlavi ibn Abdul Rahman Balkhi. He comes from India where I think they must know very much about healing. He is a surgeon on a great ship called the Isis, which sails tomorrow for Scotland. His skin is not so brown as Curiosity’s and not so red as mine. I think my Grandmother would like to meet him. I wish that you could, too.

Your Friend Hannah Bonner,
also called Squirrel by the Kahnyen’kehàka of the Wolf Longhouse, her mother’s people
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Across the river from the cliffs that served as a natural palisade for Quebec’s upper city, the voyageurs and fur traders had established a town of their own, and it had an Indian heart. Even before Nathaniel and Hawkeye and Runs-from-Bears had managed to best the tide and the ice floes and get the canoe to shore, the sound of drums came across the water. For Hannah it was like a homecoming.

They beached the borrowed canoe on a grassy slope where fifty others like it dried in the afternoon sun. Hawkeye hired a Huron boy to watch over it and Hannah followed the men into the confusion, her hand firmly in her father’s and Runs-from-Bears walking behind her. Her attention shifted constantly, for there was a great lot to see, and she wanted to remember it all to tell to Elizabeth and Curiosity.

The North West Company was hiring for the Montréal brigade, looking for voyageurs to paddle their cargo canoes inward to the great lakes. There they would meet the trappers who came out of the northern forests with beaver and mink and fisher furs. Hannah wondered if someday she would see the great white north. She would not mind hard paddling, if it took her someplace worth seeing. But there were no women around the man in dirty nankeen breeches and a rusty leather jerkin who was doing the hiring. He was talking in a big voice to a crowd of Abenaki and Cree in a combination of English and French and Atirondaks; it was a language stripped to the bone, just enough to conduct business: money and distances to be covered, rations of pemmican and pea-and-pork soup. Hannah had never seen any Cree before, although she had heard stories. Her father tugged on her hand before she could make out very much about them beyond the earbobs of silver in large circular shapes.

They walked past men and women with wares spread out on blankets: breeches and leggings, shirts of red-checked cotton, dull homespun, butter-yellow deerskin; hard-tack, venison jerky, and cakes of maple sugar; dried sausages as wide around as a man’s wrist, but harder; bundled tobacco and stubby clay pipes to smoke it with. A woman of mixed blood with one eye as milky white as a wampum bead crouched before bowls of dried cranberries and blackberries, stringing them onto long threads.

Now and then someone would call out to them, raising an arm in greeting: long time no see, or by the Christ you’re far from home! But they did not stop to talk or even slow down. Hannah could feel her father’s urgency in the way he held on to her hand. So far they had seen one redcoat, but he had been arguing over the cost of a ragged bundle of second-grade beaver pelts and hadn’t taken any note of them. They were counting on the crowd, and on the voyageurs’ dislike of the English, to keep them out of trouble.

They passed an Abenaki camp where some boys not much older than Liam were roasting a dog over a smoky, spitting fire of green wood. One of them looked at her hard; he had a nose ring that shimmered against his upper lip and a panther tattoo on his forehead. She looked away and still felt his gaze like a stick prodding at her ribs.

Then Bears’ hand on her shoulder pointed her toward a small camp under an outcropping of cliff. And there they were, her mother’s people. Ten or twelve traders, all of them hunters but warriors, too, their scalps shaved clean around topknots shiny with bear grease. They were from Kayen’tiho, the village to the south of Montréal where Stone-Splitter was sachem; many of them were Wolf clan, and blood kin. Hannah felt completely safe for the first time since they had come to Sorel, and she wished that they hadn’t left the women and babies behind in the protection of Robbie and Will Spencer. Surely they would be better off here than they were in port. This morning Hannah had counted two redcoats for every five men out of uniform from her perch on the window seat in the transom.

They were given corn soup in hollow gourds. Hannah ate and listened while the men talked first of family, of the hunting season, the season’s trapping and how much money the furs were fetching, and whether it was worth the long trek to Albany for better prices. When those formalities were done, heads bent close together and newer stories were told, and nothing held back. All the men made a natural circle around her grandfather as he talked. Somerville, the gaol, the fire, the young man called Luke, butchers and farmers, Wee Iona … Hannah followed the flow of the story again and the comforting rhythm of her grandfather’s voice wove itself into a cradle that she could not resist. She fell asleep and woke with a start just a few minutes later to find the youngest son of Spotted-Fox standing over her.

He was gnawing on a knucklebone, his face glistening with fat. His belly had the last roundness of a younger child, but there was a quickness to his eyes. His nose wrinkled as if she smelled bad, and his eyes trailed over her dress of spotted calico.

“You look like one of the People, but you dress like an O’seronni,” he said in Kahnyen’kehàka, as if to test her.

In the same language she answered him, “My grandmother is Made-of-Bones who is Kanistenha of the Wolf longhouse where you were born. Don’t you remember me, Little-Kettle? I’m Squirrel. I wiped your nose for you more than once a few winters ago.”

He flushed. “Aya. You have your grandmother’s sharp tongue.” And then, after a look over his shoulder to the circle of men around the fire, he said, “Come. There are things to see.”

Hannah’s hesitation lasted only for a few heartbeats. For as long as it took for him to challenge her with his eyes: was she one of the Real People, or was she O’seronni?

She followed Little-Kettle into the crowds.

No one took note of them, two red-skinned children among so many. Neither of them had a coin to spend and so they skirted the cook fires where pinfeathers filled the hot air and hungry men bought corn bread and squash stew and blackened duck on long skewers, sprinkled with pepper and maple sugar. For a shilling a Cree woman in a curious cape and hood painted with designs in red and black would cut a hissing slice of venison from a spit, to be juggled from hand to hand and eaten hot enough to scorch the mouth.

On a trampled spot under a triangle of wild plum trees in first blossom people crowded around to watch a man with bloody fists take on all comers. Little-Kettle’s eyes grew, but the smell of cheap rum was heavy in the air and Hannah pulled him away, ill at ease. They stayed longer to watch the Huron playing Guskä’eh, polished peach-stones rolled in a wooden bowl: white, black, white, black. Four of either at once and coins shifted from one dusty pile to another. But here too the smell of liquor could not be ignored, and Hannah began to think of her father, and to look around herself for the quickest way back to the Kahnyen’kehàka camp.

Little-Kettle had wandered off to look at a man who sat on a shabby blanket.

“Moccasins,” the man called out to anyone who passed. “Fine buckskin moccasins. Cured ’em myself.”

“Look at him,” whispered Little-Kettle. “The Huron must have done that to him.”

Hannah looked. Clumps of dark hair streaked white and pulled back in an uneven queue, as if to show off his ears, or what remained of them. They had been notched hard, leaving behind nothing more than frayed strips. It was true that before the priests had got the best of the Huron they had been known to take ears and fingers and more from their war prisoners, but this man had a brand on his cheek, a crooked t faded to a bright pink against his graying stubble.

“Not the Huron,” she said.

He had the look of the wanderers about him, the ones who had never found a place to settle after the war, too much a colonist for England, too American for Canada, and not welcome anymore by Yankee or Yorker. She had heard the stories around the hearth in Anna’s trading post, how loyalists had been stripped of their property and turned out to make their way to the Crown’s protection in Canada, or starve. Tar and feathers, split noses and jugged ears and white-hot branding irons. Or worse, if you were a woman. They were soldier’s tales and never meant for little girls to hear, but Hannah always had a talent for making herself small and listening hard, and she forgot very little.

She looked at his ruined face and at his moccasins: lopsided, the leather poorly cured, uneven in color and pieced so badly that no woman would claim such work. He made her uneasy, but his moccasins made her sad.

“He’s a Tory,” she told Little-Kettle, already turning away. Hannah used the Kahnyen’kehàka word for Englishmen, Tyorhenhshàka.

But the man’s head snapped around toward her as if she had called his name. He squinted in the sunlight and his eyes were as brittle and shiny as rocks heated red hot again and again.

“Wahtahkwiyo,” he croaked. Good shoes. The hair rose on the nape of Hannah’s neck and all along her spine there was a sparking, but she could not walk away as she knew she must; he had used her language and pinned her to the ground with it.

He laughed, his tongue a pale pink snake among blackened stumps. “Come along, then, missy,” he hissed, in English now. “Don’t run away. Buckskin moccasins. Took the hides myself, down Barktown way. Your corner of the world, by the sound of you. Two big Mohawk bucks, oh yes. Maybe your kin, eh? One of ’em had a turtle tattoo on his cheek. He looked something like you, so he did.”

Little-Kettle had no English and he opened his mouth to ask her what it meant, the look on her face. But Hannah grabbed him by the shirt and dragged him away. The man’s laughter clung to them like smoke from an unholy fire.

It was late afternoon when they started back to the Nancy. Hannah slipped into the canoe between her father and Bears, and wrapped herself in the striped blanket they had bought for her, glad of its prickly warmth: the wind was coming up cold, setting the new leaves on the oaks that surrounded the Cree lodge to shivering.

The blanket was well woven, but still Hannah could not quite stop shaking. She wanted to talk to her father, but he was so far away from her and his worry so close to the surface. She didn’t know if she had the right words, anyway. Are men so cruel? she wanted to ask him, but she feared his answer. She hugged her knees to her chin and stared at her moccasins, worn thin now across the toes. Last fall she had helped her grand mother cure the hide, and then she had pieced and sewn them under Many-Doves’ careful eye. They were lined with the fell of a rabbit she had snared herself. The beadwork was uneven, but she had been very proud of them when they were done. Hannah tucked her feet harder under herself and took her lip between her teeth to keep them from chattering.

The Nancy and the Isis were docked side by side like a hen and chick. Hannah stared hard at the Nancy but could make out nothing behind the transom windows, where Elizabeth and Curiosity would most certainly be sitting with the babies. She wanted to climb onto a lap where she could be sure of a calm voice and a close ear and no one would remind her of her age or her color. Maybe words would come to her then, and she could let them go in a flood and wash the trouble out of her head.

In mid-river a boat—a ship, Hannah corrected herself—crossed their path. It had two masts, and was running slow with only some of the smaller sails up. This close, Hannah had a view of the Royal Navy that surprised her. Captain Pickering’s crew had been well dressed in neat jackets and breeches, but here were men in blue coats faced with scarlet and trimmed with gold braid, the late sun sparking off gilt buttons. Even a young sailor up in the rigging wore a gaudy red neckerchief, a blue jacket over a checked shirt, and loose, red-striped trousers. He reminded her of the juggler she had seen once at a fair in Johnstown, tossing balls in a circle in the air. It was almost enough to lift her spirits, if it hadn’t been for the officer—she thought he must be an officer, for his uniform was even frillier than the others, and there was a great deal of gold looping and lace on his hat—staring down at them from the quarterdeck.

Her grandfather made a clicking sound with his mouth and all three of the men lifted their paddles while they rode out the wake, the fragile canoe heaving beneath them. And the little officer with the silly hat still watched, his head craning around as the ship slid past. Behind her Hannah could feel her father’s tension spiral up and then fall off when the man finally looked away, blank-faced.

One of Hannah’s plaits had come undone, and the wind whipped her hair against her cheek. She glanced at her father over her shoulder and saw his expression, somber with worry. And just a few canoe lengths behind them, a whaleboat full of redcoats, rowing hard.

Hannah’s throat closed in fear. She turned farther and half rose from her crouch, one hand coming up to point out to her father what he must see for himself. His face came alive with surprise and he opened his mouth to shout—sit down!—but the wake from the ship was still strong and she had already lost her balance. The canoe rocked hard once and then again, water sloshing up. Hannah slipped over the side into the icy river without a cry.

He had her by the collar as soon as she came up, lifted her sputtering into the still-rocking canoe as if she weighed no more than a trout. Bears’ face like thunder, and her father angry, oh, he was angry: she knew the look although she had not seen it often. But she could do nothing but cough and cough and then she began to shake; she couldn’t remember ever being so cold. With some separate part of her mind she saw that her nails were tinged blue and understood what that meant. Her father was wrapping the blanket around her, his anger softening into more worry. She heard her grandfather’s voice but could make no sense of the words.

But she heard the redcoats. They were laughing, round hats bobbing as they rowed by.

“Good fishing, eh?” shouted one of them.

“A tasty morsel, that!” And a roar of laughter.

Hannah put her head down on her knees and willed her tears away.

•  •  •

“If I have understood you correctly, cousin,” said Will Spencer, closely examining Daniel’s sleeping face, “you have two ways of quitting Québec immediately. The first is to travel by canoe with the Mohawk, if that can be arranged. The second is to sail on to Halifax with the Isis and look for passage to Boston or New-York from there.”

Elizabeth had been pacing up and down with Lily, who was finally settling after a difficult day, but she stopped and considered her cousin. Will was intelligent and rational and completely worthy of her trust. He had come far for their benefit and risked much. His good name and negotiation skills had never been put to the test, but his journey to Montréal had taken a good end anyway: Somerville had proven too politically astute—or too cowardly—to accuse a fellow peer of complicity in a gaol break. And if Will had the misfortune to be distantly related to a backwoods American fugitive, he was also the only son of the chief justice of the King’s Bench. Somerville had not only sent him on his way, he had also asked Will to chaperone his daughter on the first leg of her journey to her new life.

The sight of her cousin’s husband in good health was the best that the day had afforded thus far; Elizabeth was inclined not to burden him with more of their difficulties, and simply to send him to join Amanda. But she also knew that Will would be satisfied with nothing but candor.

“There is also the possibility that Mr. Moncrieff will arrange passage for us,” she said, bringing up a name that they had not yet discussed. “A friend of Pickering’s. He was arrested with our three and released the morning of the day that they … got out of Montréal. Pickering tells us that he is hard at work at it, although we have not yet seen him.”

Will looked up from his examination of Daniel. “But I have. Seen Moncrieff, I should say. He came to Québec on the Portsmouth with me.” Something flickered across his face, and then it steadied. “And Miss Somerville, of course.”

“Oh, Will,” said Elizabeth with a little rush of air. “Do not tell me that you too have fallen under Miss Somerville’s spell. Perhaps she is fey, and not quite human at all.”

He gave a great hiccup of surprise. “Elizabeth!”

“Don’t Elizabeth me, Will. Every man who comes in contact with her sacrifices some part of his good common sense—and his heart.”

“Is that so?” said Will, one eyebrow arched. “Every man?”

Elizabeth narrowed an eye at him. “Are you infatuated with Giselle Somerville?”

“Of course not.” Will laughed. “She could never engage my interests, Elizabeth. Surely you know me that well.”

With a sigh of relief, Elizabeth began to pace again. “Well, I am glad to hear it. Now, more important than Giselle Somerville—what did you think of Mr. Moncrieff? Did you trust him?”

With a shrug Will said, “He is Carryck’s man, and will have considerable connections here.”

From the first officer’s cabin where Curiosity had gone to rest there was a fit of coughing. Elizabeth turned in that direction and waited until it had passed. When she was sure that Curiosity did not need her help, she resumed her pacing, which seemed now to have some good effect on Lily. The baby yawned so widely that Elizabeth might have laughed, if she were not trying so hard to get her to settle.

“I did not ask about Carryck, Will. I asked if you mistrusted Moncrieff.”

He sighed. “You are not changed at all, Elizabeth. Very well, then, I had only a day with the man. He is not a retiring character.”

Lily had finally fallen into a real sleep and Elizabeth eased her gently into the basket, so that it was a moment before she could turn to her cousin. “Ah. I take it then that his talkativeness set you on guard. He told you then about his theories regarding Hawkeye’s parentage?”

Will brought Daniel to her so he could be put down next to his sister. “Yes, he did. He was just out of gaol that morning and highly agitated by the report of the fire and the escape—as was I, of course. I expect that otherwise he would not have been so indiscreet.” With one finger he rubbed a scar on his chin that dated from a particularly rousing game of archery when they had been no more than twelve. Elizabeth was taken by a sudden and unexpected swell of homesickness for a time when life had been simpler. Now when she looked at Will he glanced away, as if he had more bad news and did not know where to start.

He said, “You seem very unconcerned by the fact that you may have married into one of the richest lines in Scotland. Carryck is a major shareholder in the East India Company. His personal fleet alone brings in a fortune season by season.”

In her relief, Elizabeth laughed out loud. “Is that all? I thought you were about to tell me that Moncrieff was an agent of the king’s and on his way here to arrest us all.”

“Ah. Then you do not think that Hawkeye is Carryck’s heir.”

“I did not say that. I think he very well may be. But even so, Hawkeye has not the slightest interest in the connection. And Nathaniel feels as his father does.”

That calm gaze was designed to uncover the slightest inconsistency in an opponent’s story, and he leveled it at her now. “But what of you, Elizabeth? It would be a far easier life than this one, to be the wife of Carryck’s heir. And your son’s birthright, as well—I should think it hard to overlook that. Do not look so surprised. This must have occurred to you.”

Elizabeth sat down. “But you have surprised me, Will. I may yearn for simplicity, but an easy life has never been my goal. You of all people know that. And as far as my son is concerned—” She looked toward the sleeping children. “He has no need of what Carryck can offer. We Bonners do not put a great deal of value on worldly goods, in case you had not noticed.”

“Hmm.” Will’s gaze flickered toward the bag that he had returned to Elizabeth and Nathaniel earlier in the day. It sat in the clutter of Pickering’s desk and might have been full of pebbles, for all the concern that had been shown about it. Elizabeth reached over and took it up, weighed it in her hand.

“I promised to tell you about the gold,” she said. “It is a long and quite complicated story.”

“Your stories often are, since you came to the Americas.”

There was a knock at the door, and Robbie’s glowing white hair appeared. In front of him, a head shorter and half his width, was Angus Moncrieff. The dark eyes were sharp in the long, angular face; he cocked his head and put Elizabeth in mind of a magpie on the prowl for shiny things to line its nest.

She slipped the bag of gold into the basket at the babies’ feet and tucked the blanket over it.

“Madam,” said the Scotsman with a deep bow that made her almost regret her uncharitable thoughts. “It is my verra great honor. I am sorry not to find your guidman and his father with you.”

There was a great rush of footsteps from the deck.

Elizabeth said, “Your timing is very good, Mr. Moncrieff. I believe that must be them now.”

But it was Captain Pickering, who came with news of a mishap with the canoe. He had seen it from the quarterdeck, where he had been in conversation with his first officer. In a sparse few sentences he let them know what had happened. His tone was calm, but Elizabeth saw considerable alarm in his expression.

“The cabin boy is on his way with more blankets,” he said. “Shall I send for my surgeon?”

“Perhaps an apothecary,” Will suggested.

“Ginger tea,” said Robbie. “Ma mither claimed there was nowt better for a sudden chill.”

“A hot toddy,” suggested Moncrieff.

Curiosity announced her presence at the door with a rap of her knuckles on the paneled wall.

“Men,” she summarized with a throaty croak. “Fallin’ all over each other on account of a little cold water. The child’ll need dry clothes and a warm bed to start with. Mr. Spencer, you free to show your face—be so kind as to go over to the Isis and ask that Hakim fellow for any willow bark he can spare, and chamomile, if he got it.” She punctuated these orders with a cough smothered in her handkerchief.

Moncrieff and Pickering hesitated, until Curiosity fixed them with her hardest stare.

“Don’ you two got talkin’ to do somewhere else?”

Moncrieff colored slightly, but the captain only bowed politely.

“Yes, of course. We’ll be down one deck, Mrs. Bonner, if anyone should need us.”

“There’s some news that will be o’ interest to your menfolk,” Moncrieff added.

Suddenly Curiosity and Elizabeth were alone with the sleeping babies. With a small sigh of relief Elizabeth said, “You think it cannot be so bad?”

Curiosity raised both hands, palms up. “She young, and strong. It ain’t exactly good luck, though. Be so kind as to move them things off the bed, Elizabeth, I hear them now.”

There were more hurried steps and then Nathaniel and Hawkeye and Runs-from-Bears were filling the cabin. Hannah was in Nathaniel’s arms, looking woeful. Her wet hair left a trail of water on the polished floor.

“She’s chilled through.” He put her down on the bed where she looked suddenly small and very young.

“I’m sorry …” Hannah began, but before Elizabeth could say a word Curiosity had sat on the edge of the bed to put a hand on her forehead.

“Now what you got to be sorry about, child? Did you leap out of that canoe on purpose?”

Hannah shook her head and a single tear rolled down her cheek. “It was clumsy of me.”

Elizabeth crouched down beside the cot. “Hannah,” she said softly. “If you are clumsy then there is no hope for the rest of us. A more graceful child has never been put on this earth.” But the dark brown gaze that met her own was so sorrowful Elizabeth wondered if the girl even heard what she had said.

“I’m tired,” said Hannah. “And cold.”

“We’ll get you warm, child. Never fear.” Curiosity’s voice had the crooning tone she used with any hurt thing.

Hannah’s face began to crumple in relief or embarrassment and she turned away to the wall.

Hawkeye raised an eyebrow at Curiosity, as if to ask what he could do, and she fluttered her hands at them all. “Go,” she said softly. “Leave her to us.”

“Yes, do go,” said Elizabeth. “Moncrieff is here.”

All three men’s heads came up as if she had announced the outbreak of a war. Robbie was grinning broadly. “Wee Angus, aye. Now things will happen.”

Nathaniel hesitated after Hawkeye and Robbie had gone. “You’ll come find me right away if she asks for me?”

“Of course we will.” And then, a hand on his arm to stay him: “What news from the Kahnyen’kehàka?”

He shook his head. “We can’t travel with them, Boots. It’s too dangerous.”

She glanced over her shoulder at Curiosity and Hannah, and then followed Nathaniel out into the narrow passageway. In a low voice that gave away more of her fear than she would have liked, Elizabeth said, “It is just as dangerous to spend another night in this port.”

“Not according to Spotted-Fox. Things are quieter here than they are upriver.”

She forced herself to meet his gaze. “Nathaniel, I had thought … perhaps you and Hawkeye should travel south with the Kahnyen’kehàka, and Curiosity and I should take the children home by way of—”

“No.”

“But—”

“No. I will not leave you.”

She put a hand on his arm, pressed hard. “Nathaniel, they could show up here any moment and take you away!”

“Listen to me, Elizabeth. It won’t do us any good to rush into more trouble. Tomorrow we’ll be gone one way or the other—Moncrieff’s got something up his sleeve or he wouldn’t be here.”

“I do not like this delay, Nathaniel. It makes me uneasy.”

He ran a hand over her hair. “It makes us all uneasy. Can you trust me a little longer?”

Her tension deflated suddenly, and she leaned forward to put her forehead against his shoulder, still damp with river water. “I’ll trust you until my dying day, Nathaniel. But I cannot help but feel that this is all my fault.”

“Stop,” he said firmly, his mouth against her ear. “Stop it now, I won’t hear it. You just hold tight for a little longer, and let us see to business.”

She nodded against his shoulder, suddenly very sleepy. “I miss home.”

His arms tightened around her. “I’ll get you there as soon as I can, Boots. Let me go talk to Moncrieff, eh? And later I’ll come see if I can figure some way to distract you from your homesickness.”

“You are incorrigible.” She turned to the door but Nathaniel swung her back to him.

“Nathaniel. Let me go to Hannah.”

“First tell me what that means, incorrigible.”

That look of his would be the undoing of her, his eyes half-hooded and his wanting so clear; with all the trouble and worry he could still manage to make her blood rush. Elizabeth said, “It means you are the most stubborn man ever put on the face of the earth.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“And the dearest,” Elizabeth amended.

“Tell the truth and shame the devil,” said Nathaniel, and he let her go with a kiss.

The insides of the Nancy were a maze that Nathaniel had only just started to figure out after a day, but after a few tries he managed to find his way down the right hatch and to the long room where the crew took their meals. There his father and Robbie sat across from Moncrieff, who was hunched over a plate of beef.

“How is the lassie?” asked Robbie.

Nathaniel pulled up a chair. “More scared than hurt. Moncrieff, it’s good to see you in one piece.”

“Angus has just been telling us of his escapades,” Hawkeye said, rubbing his eyes.

“Aye, well, there’s no shortage of them. We’ve had a few of our own,” said Nathaniel. “I reckon I missed the story of what deprived us of your company in Montréal, so sudden like.”

“No mystery there.” Moncrieff put down his tankard with a thump. “The Pembroke came into port a few days ago with a letter for the Governor from Carryck. The two are well acquaint’, ye see. As soon as he learned that the earl has an interest in my welfare, the governor ordered my release,” said Moncrieff. “And no’ a minute too early.”

“He’s got a mighty long reach, your Earl of Carryck,” said Nathaniel.

Robbie snorted into his tankard. “No’ lang enough. The laird might ha’ put in a word for us while he was at it.”

Moncrieff narrowed one eye and leaned across the table. “Aye, Rab. And so he would have, but he didna ken, did he? And it’s no’ like I left ye there to hang, is it?”

“It was Iona wha got us out,” said Rob.

“But it was I wha sent Pickering your way.”

Rab’s jaw worked thoughtfully. “For that, we’re endebted tae ye, Angus.”

“So we are,” agreed Hawkeye.

“Weel, then.” Moncrieff grinned at the Bonners over the edge of his tankard. “Perhaps ye’ll change your minds and sail hame wi’ me to Carryck.”

Hawkeye laughed. “You never give up, I’ll grant you that, Moncrieff. But your business is done and so is ours. We’ll be going home to Lake in the Clouds as fast as we can.”

“Amen!” Robbie slapped the table with the flat of his hand. “Speak up, Angus, do ye ken a ship for us, or no?”

Moncrieff tugged on a long ear. “I do,” he said. “Listen and I’ll tell ye.”

Nathaniel found Elizabeth sitting under the transom windows with Squirrel’s head bedded in her lap. His daughter was deeply asleep, looking so much like the infant that she once had been that Nathaniel stopped in surprise. She smelled of herbs unfamiliar to him, but bitter and clean. When he touched her face she drew a hitching breath in her sleep and turned her head away. Nathaniel picked her up and settled her on the captain’s bed, pausing to draw the blanket over her.

“She worries me,” Elizabeth said softly behind him.

“Fever?” Nathaniel put a hand on his daughter’s cheek.

“No,” Elizabeth said. “It’s not that.”

“More adventure than she counted on. High time to get her home.” With a sigh Nathaniel sat down next to Elizabeth and put an arm around her. “Where is Curiosity?”

“Sleeping. She worries me, too.”

He tugged on the long plait that hung over Elizabeth’s shoulder. “Curiosity is strong,” he said, but got only a reluctant nod in return.

“Should we send for Pickering’s surgeon after all?”

“No,” Elizabeth said. And then, more thoughtfully, “Not yet.”

“Bears could slip over to the Isis and have him here in ten minutes.”

“Runs-from-Bears isn’t here. He’s gone back across the river to the Indian camps.”

“What?” Hannah stirred and Nathaniel lowered his voice. “Why would he do that?”

Elizabeth was studying the shape of her own hands; it was a sign he knew well. “I’m not sure.”

“But you’ve got an idea, Boots. I can see that without being told.”

She met his gaze. “Hannah asked him to go.”

He stared at her hard, and she only stared back.

“I don’t know what errand she sent him on, Nathaniel, or I would tell you. Will went with him, that is all I can say.”

Nathaniel stood to get a better view of the river. The sun was almost down, sending a cloak of reds and yellows over the water. On the other shore cook fires flickered in the dusk. Runs-from-Bears had gone off without a word. He could feel the shape of some new trouble, but he could not put a name to it.

“Maybe I should go after them.”

“He said to tell you not to worry.”

There was a stirring from the babies’ basket. Nathaniel walked to the other side of the room and watched as the twins woke, Lily quite quickly and Daniel with less urgency. Their smells were a comfort: the sweetness of their sweat, milky breath, the tang of wet winding clothes. For as long as he lived they would need his care and guidance, and he would do his best to give it. He lifted Lily up to tuck her into the crook of his arm, and she stretched and turned against him. Hannah had once been a child like this, her wants simple and predictable; she had come to him when she needed something.

“The best you can do for Hannah right now is to get us on a boat home.”

Surprised, he turned toward Elizabeth. “And you accuse me of reading your mind.”

She lifted one shoulder, a reluctant smile flickering. “Perhaps it’s a talent that can be learned.”

He said, “There’s a packet sailing tomorrow for Boston.”

The look of pure joy and relief on her face was worth whatever the passage would cost.

“You’re pleased.” He sat down beside her.

“Oh, yes,” Elizabeth said, holding out her arms for Lily. “I am very pleased, indeed. An American ship?”

Nathaniel passed the baby over as he told her the little he knew of the Providence and its captain.

“Good,” she said, producing the first really broad smile he had seen from her in Canada. “Very good news.”

“Boots,” Nathaniel said, watching her closely. “The Jackdaw is hanging around port, and I’m wondering if you have any idea why that might be.”

Her smile was gone as suddenly as it came. She busied herself with Lily for a moment, and then she looked up at him, her expression torn between distress and irritation.

“Has he approached you?”

“Mac Stoker? No. Will he?”

“I fear so, yes.”

Nathaniel considered for a moment. “I can’t help if you don’t tell me what’s going on, Boots.”

A squawk from Daniel, which went ignored for the moment while he let Elizabeth stare at him, a tremor at the corner of her mouth and her eyes narrowed. Color crept up her neck and cheeks. She said, “Very well, if you must know. Stoker knows about the Tory gold. At least, he thinks he knows—he has one of the five-guinea pieces.”

He didn’t know what he had been expecting, but she had managed to surprise him. “You paid Stoker with gold coin?”

“I am not an idiot, Nathaniel.” She was struggling for her composure, and not quite able to meet his eye. “I paid him silver. But as we were coming off the Jackdaw one of his men dropped a barrel, there was a lot of confusion … I was pushed. I felt nothing at the time, but later I realized that my chain was gone.” She touched her throat as if to convince herself that the long silver chain she usually wore hidden inside her bodice was really no longer there. She had worn three things on it: a silver-and-pearl pendant that had once belonged to Nathaniel’s mother, a panther tooth, and a single five-guinea piece.

“You needn’t say anything, I know very well that I should not have gone to see him, even with Bears. That was bad enough, but to let that gold piece fall into Mac Stoker’s hands—”

In one movement she was away with Lily clutched to her breast; Nathaniel caught her by the skirt and pulled her up short. Daniel began to cry in earnest and Lily joined him; Elizabeth rounded on Nathaniel with a furious look. “Let me go!”

But he pulled Elizabeth down next to him, trusting that she would put Lily’s needs and distress above her own. Then he retrieved Daniel and held him until Elizabeth could handle both infants, suffering her thunderous expression without comment.

When the babies were settled she said, “Aren’t you ever going to say anything?”

“You told me not to.”

A twitching at the corner of her mouth. “I have never known you to be so compliant.”

“I’m just biding my time,” Nathaniel said.

“Until I come to my senses.” She was wound so tight that the muscles in her jaw jumped and all her bones seemed to come up close to the skin.

“Until you get the better of your hurt pride.”

She shuddered then, her expression turning from anger to grief with such suddenness that for a moment Nathaniel could see what she might look like as an old woman, with a will as contentious and sharp as a new blade, her heart as tender and strong as ever.

“Of course my pride is hurt. It was a damnably stupid thing to do.” Her eyes sparked a warning, daring him to contradict her. Elizabeth rocked the nursing children tighter against her and narrowed her eyes up at him, waiting.

And she was right, it had been a mistake. She had not intended it, but she had given Mac Stoker some power over them. He knew they had at least some of the Tory gold, he knew they were on the run, and he knew exactly where they were.

“It was bad luck,” he said quietly.

She laughed hoarsely and then caught herself up suddenly, blinking hard, and turned her face away. “You are kinder than I deserve.”

“Christ, Boots. I couldn’t be any harder on you than you are on yourself.”

She drew in a deep breath. “All day I have been expecting some word from Stoker and wondering how to handle him.”

“He’ll be nosing around soon enough, that’s true. But there’s nothing he can do if he can’t find us.”

Elizabeth’s head came up, her expression much brighter. “Shall we go to the Providence straightaway, then?”

He looked out at the shape of the Isis in the growing dark, the vaguely shimmering face of the Lass in Green, ivory and gold and ebony. Candlelight glowed from the Great Cabin, and he could just make out movement there.

“What did you think of Pickering’s surgeon when he came by?”

She creased her brow at him. “He seemed knowledgeable, and a gentleman. He spoke kindly to Hannah, and he had a conversation with Curiosity. But he was only here for a short time, Nathaniel, so I really could not say more. Why is it relevant?”

“There’s more than Stoker to worry about, Boots.”

She waited, one brow raised.

Nathaniel said, “Don’t it strike you as strange that Somerville’s got every redcoat he can muster looking for us upriver, while things are so quiet around here?”

She let out a harsh laugh. “You are not looking for more trouble?”

“Not exactly on the lookout, no. But expecting more than we’ve run into. There was a whaleboat full of soldiers on the river—that’s what startled Hannah into falling out of the canoe—and they never even looked hard at us.”

A thoughtful look came over her. “Well, you were traveling with a child. And you have changed your clothes since you left Montréal.”

“You think a change of clothes could hide Robbie MacLachlan in a crowd? Or my father, or me, either? If they’re looking for us, they ain’t looking very hard. It just don’t feel right.”

Elizabeth was more herself now that he had given her something to puzzle through. He could almost see the thoughts flying behind her eyes. “Wouldn’t Pickering or Moncrieff have heard if the search had been called off?”

“I don’t know. The thing is, we can’t walk into the garrison and ask if they’re looking for us.”

“But Will could inquire,” Elizabeth said, glancing out of the windows. “If only he would come back.”

“Aye, well. In the meantime I was thinking that it’s time Pickering’s surgeon took a look at Curiosity,” said Nathaniel. “See what he can do for that cough of hers. We’ll all go.”

“But surely the Providence would be safer? Perhaps the captain could be persuaded to sail this evening …”

Nathaniel shook his head. “I ain’t comfortable taking you to the Providence until we’ve had a close look at her. Seems to me that the Isis’s our only choice for tonight.”

Elizabeth closed her eyes for a moment, and then she nodded. “I’ll talk to Curiosity and get the children ready. You’ll arrange it with Pickering?”

He nodded. “There’s no time to lose, Boots.”

“There never is.” She cast him a sidelong glance, her color rising again. “There’s an old acquaintance of yours on board the Isis. We saw her arrive today, with all her baggage.”

Nathaniel raised an eyebrow. “There’s nobody on the Isis who interests me, Boots. It’s just a place to spend the night, is all. With you.”

“Good,” said Elizabeth, her eyes snapping a silver-gray warning at him in spite of her smile. “I am so very glad to hear it.”
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Hawkeye carried Hannah to the Isis, but when Robbie offered the same service to Curiosity, she chased him away from her sickbed with a croaking laugh.

“My legs is working just fine,” she told him. “It’s my chest that ain’t cooperating.” And she walked down the gangplank straight backed, her basket over one arm and a handkerchief pressed firmly to her mouth. Moncrieff popped up beside her as if to offer his assistance and she sent him scuttling with a single sharp glance.

On any of Quebec’s streets they would surely have drawn attention to themselves for they made a strange, straggling procession. But the boatyards of Forbes & Sons Enterprises were private, and they had no audience beyond a great yellow slug of moon and the watchmen whose lanterns bobbed around the perimeter of the warehouse like fairy lights. And still the short journey seemed very long indeed, so that against Elizabeth’s shoulder Lily might have suddenly doubled in weight.

The Isis herself was almost completely dark. Elizabeth was the last to step on board, just behind Nathaniel. Pickering was there to meet them with a few hushed words of welcome; before she could make out much about the ship at all they had been hurried down a companionway. Elizabeth did take note of this: no simple ladder for the Isis, but a proper staircase in a graceful curve. Under her hand the banister was as smooth and cool as marble, dark wood polished to a high gloss, inlaid with ivory in an intricate geometric pattern.

It turned out that their destination was not the Great Cabin, which was in the possession of Miss Somerville. In a whisper Pickering informed them that she had already retired for the evening; Elizabeth tried not to look relieved to hear this news as she assured the captain that she did not mind at all. A servant boy waited for them in a puddle of candlelight. He wore a flat cap with Isis embroidered on the rim in scarlet, and he opened a door with a bob that was meant to be a bow.

At first Elizabeth could not quite believe that this would be the Isis’s second-best living quarters. Even Nathaniel let out a grunt of surprise and Robbie whistled softly under his breath.

“The stateroom,” said Pickering. “It serves as a sitting area. There are cabins at each corner, as you see.”

Curiosity pivoted on her heel, taking in silk cushions on built-in sofas, a rosewood spinet, a dining table and sideboard of highly polished cherrywood. A dozen candles in silver sconces reflected in the mahogany paneling and a broad expanse of casement windows that opened onto a gallery. Curiosity fingered the draperies of damask and brocade, and ran her hand over the matching bolsters and cushions on the window seat. “A hard life these sailors lead,” she muttered.

But Pickering seemed not at all insulted. “The Isis often transports persons of some importance, and for extended periods,” he explained. “There is an obligation to make them feel at home. When we had the honor of escorting the Duchess Dalyrimple to join the duke in Bengal she had the Great Cabin, of course—but these were her daughter’s rooms.”

“Then I guess it’s about good enough for my grandchildren,” Hawkeye said dryly. “I don’t suppose those Dalypimple girls slept on the floor, did they?”

Robbie laughed out loud and in response Hannah began to stir on Hawkeye’s arm. There were a few moments of hushed activity as they moved the children into one of the corner cabins. Hannah disappeared into a feather bed piled high with counterpanes, and there was even an ornately carved cradle large enough for the twins, made up with linen that smelled faintly of lavender.

When Elizabeth came into the main sitting area, Curiosity was sitting on an elegant bow-backed chair covered in striped silk, studying the stateroom and the cabin boys who had appeared to lay out platters of breads and cold meats. She had little to say but produced a steady wheezing cough that Elizabeth liked not at all. Moncrieff and Robbie had put their heads together in front of a painting of a pack of hunting dogs, but she managed to catch Captain Pickering’s eye and direct his attention toward Curiosity.

He cleared his throat. “Mrs. Freeman,” he began. “My surgeon sends his regrets that he could not be here to greet you personally, but he has a difficult case that requires all his attention.”

Curiosity narrowed one eye suspiciously. “Does he now.” The long dark fingers fluttered, as if to indicate that more information would not be unwelcome.

“One of the midshipmen with a splinter lodged in the flesh of his upper arm. It was some days before he thought to seek out attention and I fear it is come away badly infected. Hakim Ibrahim would be very thankful for your consultation on the wound—if it is not too much of an imposition.”

“I believe he was planning to drain it this evening,” added Moncrieff, studying a point on the wall well above Curiosity’s head.

She scanned their faces one by one. “I don’ know, I truly don’t. Do I look so simpleminded? Everybody so eager to send me off to see the Hakim, makin’ up stories for me to swallow whole.”

Pickering flustered visibly, but Hawkeye laughed.

“Well, Christ, woman,” he said. “We could just tie you down to let the doctor have a look at you. Though I expect you’d give us a tussle.”

To Elizabeth’s relief, Curiosity produced a reluctant smile. “You hardly one to talk, Dan’l Bonner. I remember Cora threatening you with a rope more than once when you was fevered.”

“Och, aye,” said Robbie, glancing between the two of them. “Ye’re gey stubborn, the baith o’ ye. P’rhaps ye could open a school for mules once ye’re hame agin safe. But today, Curiosity ma dear, ye’re fair wabblin’ wi’ fever. Will ye no’ take aid and solace when it’s offered in friendship?”

“I do wish you would,” added Elizabeth softly. “I am quite worried about you.”

Curiosity pushed out a ragged breath and then raised one shoulder in defeat. “All right, then. If it’ll set your mind at ease. I suppose it won’t hurt me to drink his fever teas though I ain’t ever yet seen a doctor who knew anything worth knowing about herbals…. Lord knows I’m willing to be surprised. Captain, you’ll have to show me the way to this Hakim fellow of yours. Elizabeth, I expect you’ll cope without me.”

“I’ll do my best,” Elizabeth agreed, suddenly aware of Nathaniel at her back and his breath on her hair.

“Have ye any objection tae company along the way?” Robbie asked Pickering. “She’s a bonnie ship, and I expect we’ll ne’er see the like agin.”

To Elizabeth’s amazement, both Hawkeye and Nathaniel seemed just as interested in the prospect of exploring the ship. She caught Nathaniel by the sleeve. “You won’t go off to the Providence, will you—”

“Not until Bears comes back,” he promised. The look in his eyes was as warm as his touch. He whispered, then, “Don’t go to bed without me.” And they were off, leaving her suddenly alone in the splendid cabin.

For a while she simply sat, overwhelmed by fatigue. In another life she might have examined the violin laid to rest in its case on the top of the spinet, the coat of arms above it, or the portraits that lined one wall. A young man in brown velvet with an elaborately curled wig seemed almost to be scowling at her in the flickering of the candlelight. And why not? What was she doing here?

Elizabeth got up and took a turn around the room, her feet sinking into the deep Turkish carpet. There was a long shelf of books on the wall with the predictable treatises on weather and navigation, but there were other volumes, too. Novels with well-worn spines, The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling; Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded; The History of the Adventures of Joseph Andrews; The Castle of Otranto. Equally well thumbed were the Shakespeare tragedies and what seemed to be a full set of Molière in the original French. There was much more: Aristotle, Dante, Cervantes, Machiavelli, Newton, Bacon, and Galileo. Elizabeth was intrigued in spite of herself, and newly curious about the captain.

With a sigh, she turned her mind to more practical matters: she ate some dried fruit from the platter on the sideboard, checked on the twins once and then again, sat for a little while by Hannah’s bedside simply watching her sleep, sorted through their baskets, folded clothing, and made ready for a hasty departure should that prove necessary. After a moment’s hesitation she rang for the cabin boy and requested hot water. This he produced in very short order, along with a message.

“Ma’am. Hakim Ibrahim sends word that Mrs. Freeman is sleeping and he wants to know may he call on you in the morning?” It came out in an earnest tumble.

“Please thank the Hakim,” Elizabeth said. “I will look forward to his call.”

She was almost sorry to send the boy on his way, but there was the hot water and it was growing late. Elizabeth found that she did not have the energy to take on laundry; that would have to wait until they were safely on board the Providence. Instead she had a quick bathe, changed into her nightdress, and brushed out her hair. By the casement clock she saw that Nathaniel had been gone forty minutes. It was a mystery to her that even sensible and rational men seemed to find gun decks and cannons endlessly interesting.

A deep settee with an abundance of pillows was inviting, but her nerves were strung tight and she could not relax: Runs-from-Bears and Will had been gone three hours.

With her shawl around her shoulders Elizabeth went to the long wall of draperies that had been pulled closed before the transom windows. They put her in mind of Aunt Merriweather’s morning room at Oakmere; she might pull them apart and find a lawn that sloped down to the rose gardens, and beyond them, a sea churning in shades of emerald and evergreen. But when she slipped between the panels Elizabeth found only the river, caught up in the moonlight. A hundred masts poked into the night sky, a web of bony fingers out to snare a moon riding just out of reach. A shimmering of candlelight came through the draperies so that she could make out her own vague reflection in the glass, too pale and the unruly mass of her hair crackling around her head. “Our very own Medusa,” Aunt Merriweather had often declared, convinced that Elizabeth’s hair was the result of willful extravagance. But it pleased Nathaniel, and so she left it.

A wide bench ran the length of the windows, piled with velvet bolsters, faded to ivory and plum and indigo in the half-light. It was a comfortable spot; she could rest a little, until Nathaniel came. He had plans for her. And she had plans for him, too—they presented themselves in bright, disjointed images. Her own appetites still surprised and unsettled her, although they had been together for more than a year now.

The splash of oars brought her up out of a half-doze, heart pounding. A bateau or a whaleboat, for a canoe would not make so much noise. She heard men’s voices, but could not make out the language and so she put her face closer to the glass. The boat had already moved on out of sight. On the other shore cook fires sputtered like random coals in a cold hearth.

Behind her a door opened. There was a murmuring of voices: Moncrieff, and Nathaniel. Elizabeth stilled, tucking her bare feet up under herself; she had no wish to entertain Angus Moncrieff in her nightdress. After a moment the door opened and closed again.

She waited, and heard nothing. Just when she thought it might be safe to slip out, Nathaniel’s voice came to her, not five inches away.

“Boots,” he said. “You’d make a godawful spy.”

Elizabeth yelped in surprise and tried to rise from the cushions, only to find it was suddenly impossible to negotiate her feet out from underneath herself. But it was too late: Nathaniel had already come inside, the draperies falling to a close. They were almost eye to eye, for she was kneeling on the high bench in front of him. The gentle twitching at the corner of his mouth pleased her not at all.

“Why would I make such a terrible spy?” she demanded.

“Because your shawl was hanging out there for all the world to see. That’s why Moncrieff took off so quick.”

She pulled the end of the offending garment free of the drapery and wrapped it more securely around herself. “It is just as well, Nathaniel. I am not dressed to receive visitors.”

“So I see.” He lowered his voice and leaned forward as if to tell her a secret. “I dinna think he wad ha’ minded, ava. He’s got a verra keen e’e for the lasses, does oor Angus. And ye’re lookin’ aye fine this evenin’, Mrs. Bonner, wi’ yer hair aa soft an’ curled aboot yer bonnie face.”

Elizabeth let out a high hoot of laughter. “I had no idea you were such a good mimic.”

One brow shot up. “Ah larned guid Scots at ma mither’s knee, woman, an’ Ah’ll thank ye no’ tae forgit it.”

She choked back a laugh. “Is that so? And what other talents have you been hiding from me, then?”

He blinked at her thoughtfully as one finger began to skate down the front of her nightdress. “Talents?” His own voice now, as strong and purposeful as the flick of a finger that opened first one button, and then another. “I can’t think of any, offhand. Except maybe this knack I’ve got for making you blush.” Three more buttons, and the white linen gaped open from neck to waist.

“See?”

He was tugging at her shawl. She tugged back, but without effect. “Nathaniel! Perhaps this demonstration should wait—”

But he cut her off neatly, catching her up against him, his arm like a vise at her waist so that she could feel him from knee to shoulder. A flush started in the pit of her stomach and curled up like smoke. Oh yes, he had that knack. If she let him start, she would not be able to stop him—or herself.

She turned her head so that his mouth caught her cheek. “It grieves me to say this, Nathaniel, but this is not the time nor the place.”

“And why not?” His fingers were tangled in her hair where it fell to the small of her back, jerking every nerve into near painful wakefulness.

“Your father and Robbie—”

“Hip-deep in Pickering’s gun collection and not about to come back here, Boots. I’ll have to fetch them when Bears shows up.”

“Yes, exactly. Runs-from-Bears and Will should be back any moment.”

“If that’s all you’re worried about,” Nathaniel said hoarsely, “then don’t. We’ll be the first to see the canoe from here.”

She struggled harder. “Yes, and they will see us! The whole river can see us here.” With a wiggle she was out of his arms. She turned, putting her hands against the casement to steady herself. “Look!”

The river was empty. Ships rocked gently at docks for as far as they could see, and not a light burned in any of them.

“Aye, Boots. I’m looking.”

His hands were everywhere. She tried to turn back to him but he held her still with his body, his mouth at her ear. “Tell me you don’t want me.”

“I don’t want you.”

“Liar.” His hand slipped inside her nightdress, fingers moving restlessly.

“Yes, yes, yes. I am a liar,” she said, struggling against him in vain. “But oh, Nathaniel, the windows—”

“Damn the windows,” he muttered. In one motion he pulled the open nightdress down over her shoulders, pressing her forward, bare breasts to the cold glass so that she jerked with the shock of it. Then he let her go and stripped before she could gather her thoughts—did she want this? Dear God, yes, but the windows!—and then he was there again.

He crowded up behind her and put his mouth to her neck, breathing a slow litany of promises into her ear while his hands moved over her, folding the hem of her nightdress up around her waist. The words held her in a trance, startling, powerful words. He could coax water from stone with this voice of his, but she was not stone, nothing like stone. Against the cleft of her buttocks his cock was proof enough of that. His hands insistent on her thighs; all was lost.

“The windows,” she muttered. To be cursed both with mind and heart. And with eyes: for there they were, faint reflections in the window glass, coupling for themselves and for all the world.

“We mustn’t.”

He paused, his mouth hovering over her shoulder. “Don’t you want me, Elizabeth?”

“I want you, yes,” she hissed. Because she could not lie to him, or herself. “But I can’t, I can’t.”

“Oh, but you can, darlin’.” And so he showed her, bent her to his will, and to her own. Covered her and filled her, his mouth on her neck, one arm like a pillar, supporting both of them. The other arm was around her waist, pulling her up and back to meet him. And even the world gave in, retreated and left nothing behind but Nathaniel, the long muscles of his thighs tensed behind her, the heat and the heft of him, his body deep in hers and all around her and still he struggled, they struggled together to bring him closer.

And in the window glass she watched it all, saw their faces torn apart with furious need and stitched back together thrust by thrust. His cheek pressed against her temple and his eyes flashing with the beat of her heart, ready to burst for him. She watched it happen. She would remember it as long as she lived.

An hour later Nathaniel woke Elizabeth with the news that the first mate had sighted Runs-from-Bears and Will from the quarterdeck. She had barely enough time to dress and tame her hair into a plait before they were on board. With the exception of Curiosity, all of the party assembled around the cherrywood table with its covered silver platters, porcelain dishes, and crystal goblets, finery never meant for rough hands. To all this Bears added a bundle wrapped in buckskin and tied with a length of spruce root.

“That’s a mighty small parcel to keep you away such a long time.” Nathaniel spoke English, because Will and Moncrieff were with them still.

Bears shrugged and reached for the cold beef. “You want the whole story now?”

Hawkeye cast a sidelong glance in Moncrieff’s direction. “I expect we’re all curious, but it’ll have to wait. Lots going on while you were away.”

Beside Elizabeth, Will put down his glass. “I should say so. It did give me a start to see the Nancy so dark and deserted.”

Nathaniel said, “We’re better off here for the moment.”

Elizabeth was much relieved that he didn’t feel it necessary to raise the topic of Mac Stoker. Her pride was still too raw, and Angus Moncrieff was still too much of a stranger to be trusted with such a confession.

Hawkeye explained what there was to know about the Providence in a few sentences. Will’s expression brightened even before he finished.

“Well, then, you’re off now to have a talk with her captain, I take it? Can I be of any assistance?”

“I dinna think it would be wise,” Moncrieff said. “The man lost a leg at Lexington, and he’s been nane too fond o’ Englishmen ever since. He didna care overmuch for me, either, so p’rhaps it’d be best if I stayed clear of Henry Parker.”

Robbie’s head came up with a snap. “Wad that be Henry Parker o’ Boston?”

Moncrieff scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Aye, I believe he is from Boston. A wee mannie, with a fringe o’ hair the color of straw and stare like a new-sharpened bayonet.”

“That could weel be him,” said Robbie with a grin. “I served wi’ a Henry Parker for five years under Isaac Putnam. Hawkeye, d’ye remember him? He was always whittlin’ awa’ at birds.”

Hawkeye stretched and pushed back his chair. “I do remember him. I suppose we better get along and see if it’s the same man. Don’t forget the coin, Nathaniel—as I remember, Henry Parker drives a Yankee bargain.”

In no time at all Nathaniel, Hawkeye, and Robbie had directions to the spot farther downriver where the Providence was at dock, collected their weapons and got themselves ready to go. Elizabeth wished for a moment alone with Nathaniel but had to be satisfied with slipping the strap of his carry bag over his shoulder and taking the chance to touch his cheek.

“Don’t be long,” she said quietly. He caught her hand and pressed a kiss to her palm.

“You’d best be ready to go right quick,” said Hawkeye, squeezing her shoulder on his way out. “It may happen all at once.”

Moncrieff went up on deck to make sure they reached their destination, and they were gone with just a nod and a smile.

“It’s time I was away to my lodgings,” Will said.

“Oh, no,” said Elizabeth, drawing him down to sit on the chaise longue next to her. “You and Runs-from-Bears have some explaining to do. You had me very worried.”

Bears plucked up the bundle from the table and tossed it to Elizabeth without comment. Inside were some large pieces of cured doeskin of very high quality, a smaller piece of heavier buckskin, a bone needle and a paper of three steel needles, a bowl of loose beads with a fitted lid, and a small basket of spooled threads.

Elizabeth ran her palm over the doeskin. “Hannah asked for these things?”

He shook his head. “She wanted Kahnyen’kehàka clothing, but there was none to be had. It was the best I could do.”

“But I don’t understand. Why would you go off on such an errand?”

He blinked at her. “Squirrel asked me.” He spoke English, which took her by surprise. Then she saw Will’s expression and she knew two things: whatever had happened on the other side of the river, they had acted together, and were of one mind; and more, neither of them wanted her to know too much about it. More trouble. Elizabeth had a good chance of arguing them into divulging whatever it was, but right now it was all she could do to keep her mind on the night ahead.

Will cleared his throat softly. “I’m sorry we worried you, cousin.”

“You are as mysterious as you ever were,” Elizabeth said, getting up to put the bundle on the desk. “But it is too late to interrogate you now. Tomorrow you must find passage. My aunt and Amanda will be waiting for you.”

A flickering in Will’s normally placid expression and then he turned away from her.

Elizabeth said, “Perhaps it would be better not to trouble my aunt with the details. I expect that otherwise she might make things rather difficult for you.”

He laughed softly. “You cannot begrudge Amanda and me the bit of drama and adventure Lady Crofton brings into our quiet lives. Leave my mother-in-law to me, can you?”

“I have little choice,” Elizabeth agreed. And then, more soberly: “I will miss you, Will.”

With an abrupt movement he turned back to her. “You are not the only one with a confession to make, Elizabeth. Since we left Albany I have been at a loss on how to introduce a rather … difficult topic, but I see time has run out on me.”

Elizabeth let out an awkward laugh. “So dramatic, cousin? You have me worried.”

He shook his head. “You needn’t worry for me. At least, not so long as I stay out of England, you need not worry for me. You have heard perhaps of the London Corresponding Society?”

Because she could not trust her voice, Elizabeth merely nodded.

“Your expression is priceless, Lizzy.”

“Will,” Elizabeth said. “Are you telling me that you are one of the gentlemen charged with advocating revolution on the French model?”

He flushed. “Revolution? But of course not, Elizabeth. The society prefers the term ‘reform.’” He rubbed his forehead and allowed himself a small smile, just a glimpse of the old Will she knew so well. “I suppose I should not be surprised that you are familiar with all of this.”

“How could I not be? Every newspaper is full of Lord Braxton and his charges.” Elizabeth felt slightly dizzy, and she pinched the web of skin between her thumb and first finger until she was more sure of herself.

“I think it would be best if you stayed out of England, after all.”

He laughed. “You and your aunt are of one mind, then. Had you not thought it strange that she would come to New-York so suddenly?”

“Is it as bad as all that?”

Will lifted a shoulder. “The worst that has happened thus far is unexpected change of abode. My friend Hardy is worse off—he has just been arrested; I expect they will send him off to Australia.”

Elizabeth felt herself growing pale. “Transported!” She thought of Amanda and understood Aunt Merriweather’s rush to get Will away from trouble.

“Unfortunately, the situation has gone from bad to worse and I cannot return home. I had hoped to settle here in Canada, but even that seems improbable given recent events. We may well make our home in Albany, or perhaps in New-York City.”

“Oh, Will.” Elizabeth sat down heavily. “You have kept this from Amanda.” It was not a question, but his expression gave her an answer in any case.

“We did not see the need to alarm her before the situation was fully known,” he said.

After a long moment, Elizabeth raised her head. “I think it most cruel of you to keep this from her, Will. And unnecessary. She will not break under the truth, after all. But, now. Where do you go? Back to Albany? Was all this talk of meeting in Halifax pretense?”

“No,” said Will quietly. “We do meet in Halifax. But your aunt will sail for home, and Amanda and I will turn back to New-York. I had thought that perhaps I could appeal to the captain of the Providence for berth space. Unless you are too disgusted with me to sail on the same ship.”

“Will,” Elizabeth said, crossly now. “Do not talk such nonsense.” She got up and brushed a hand over his shoulder. “I cannot deny that you surprise me—the Corresponding Society! But I admire you for it, truly I do. And I shall not mind having my family nearby. By all means, you must come along with us to the Providence and speak to the captain. You do know that I will want all the particulars of this business?”

“If you will tell me the story of the Tory gold, Elizabeth, I will give you the details of the London Corresponding Society. I don’t doubt whose story will be more interesting.” He gave her a half-smile. “It is a relief to have this out in the open, cousin. But now I must away to bed.”

“Will we see you tomorrow at the Providence?”

“You may count on it,” said Will. “I would not miss it for the world.”

As tired as she was—and it was the kind of weariness that ached deep in the bone—Elizabeth knew that she would not rest easy until they were safely on board the Providence and out of Canada. She would have been glad of Runs-from-Bears’ company while she waited for the men to return, but he went off yawning to one of the side cabins. With some irritation, Elizabeth sat down on the feather bed to see if it would serve, and promptly fell asleep without putting up any struggle at all.

Dreams plagued her. On a forest path a red dog ran ahead to disappear into a vast marsh of dead trees hung with moss like ruined bridal veils. Elizabeth called and called, Treenie, Treenie!, but the dog was gone out of hearing. And then, without any warning, she was paddling a raft as it bumped and careened down the Richelieu. People crowded in: Tim Card wearing a necklace of stones, Hannah wrapped in a striped blanket like the one on the bed at home, Miss Thompson who had taught her to read so long ago in the Oakmere nursery. The raft rocked wildly and the wood began to melt like ice under their feet.

Elizabeth struggled up from sleep as the casement clock struck midnight, and slipped back into an uneasy rest at the twelfth chime.

Rain, pounding and pounding. She pulled the pillow across her face but it was still there: rain on the river, yes. But something else, too. The sound of men moving in quick march, heavy boots, the jangle of weapons. Moncrieff’s voice at the door, now. It was no dream.

From its spot on the poop deck, the round-house on the Isis looked out over the boatyard and docks. Elizabeth followed Moncrieff there, still fastening the buttons on her bodice, her hair lashing around her in the wet wind. Runs-from-Bears followed her, his expression closed and watchful. Pickering and his officers stood aside for them. There was no time for pleasantries, given the scene spread out before them.

Redcoats everywhere. Forbes & Sons was sealed off, and from their vantage point on the Isis they could see it all: the dock around the Nancy was surrounded, her decks crawling with soldiers. Some part of Elizabeth’s mind insisted on taking count: a chain of twelve men at the gates; thirty-six men on foot on the dock, two officers on horseback, and another pacing so that his cloak flared around him. Foot soldiers carried lanterns on long poles and the light reflected on the muzzles of their guns, brass buttons, silver spurs.

“The King’s Own,” said Pickering behind her. “And the sixtieth, too, by God.”

Elizabeth rounded on him. “You had no warning?”

“Of course not,” he said hoarsely. “None at all.”

Moncrieff touched her elbow. “Perhaps you should go below, Mrs. Bonner.”

A group of the soldiers had broken off and were headed toward them. A tall man led them, the one in the cloak. She saw now that he wore no uniform. “Who is that?”

“Sir Guy,” said Pickering, picking up his hat. “The governor himself. I must go and meet him.” There was a tremor in his hand that Elizabeth did not like to see.

“He’ll want to search this ship,” she said more to herself than to him.

“He wouldna dare!” Moncrieff’s tone brought Elizabeth around in surprise.

“Let him,” said Runs-from-Bears calmly, his gaze locked on the men moving toward them.

“What?” Moncrieff snapped. “Are ye daft, man?”

Elizabeth put her hand on Moncrieff’s forearm and felt the tension leaping there.

“Runs-from-Bears is right,” she said quickly. “If you refuse the governor, he will know for certain what he only suspects.”

“Can ye lie tae the man’s face, then? D’ye ha’ any idea wha’ a bluidy bastard he can be?”

Elizabeth felt all her concentration shifting down to a fine point. By the pricking of my thumbs, she thought, and she smiled.

“I’ve dealt with a bloody bastard or two in my time,” she said, and turned to Bears. “You must get word to Nathaniel and Hawkeye.”

He shook his head. “They’d have me followed.”

“Lord Dorchester requests permission to come aboard!” called a midshipman.

Elizabeth picked up her skirts and ran with Runs-from-Bears close behind.

Hannah stood in the middle of the cabin. In the candlelight her eyes were very large.

“Are they coming for us?”

Elizabeth clutched the girl to her chest, hugged her hard. Then she tilted up her chin to look directly into her eyes. “Listen to me, Squirrel. Your father and grandfather and Robbie are safe on another ship. There are some soldiers come on board the Isis to look for them. We mustn’t look frightened or guilty. Do you understand?”

The vacant expression in Hannah’s eyes shifted away like sand, and she nodded. She went to her uncle Runs-from-Bears, and he put a hand on her head.

“Dress now, quickly,” Elizabeth said, even as she went in search of her shoes. But it was too late, there was a sharp rap at the door and it opened without her bidding. The captain, with a crowd of men behind him. Elizabeth drew in a deep breath, folded her shawl across her bodice, and drew Hannah in to her side to put an arm around her shoulders. Now that it had come to this, she was perfectly calm. She put her mouth to Hannah’s ear. “They are only men,” she whispered. Hannah’s head bobbed, but she said nothing.

“Captain Pickering,” Elizabeth said firmly. “What is the meaning of this disturbance?”

Pickering cleared his throat, his expression woeful. “Lord Dorchester, may I present Mrs. Bonner. And Mr. Runs-from-Bears.”

He was tall, with a high sloping forehead and a prim mouth, in his sixties or perhaps even older. The cool gaze took in every detail of her person, from her bare feet and wrinkled skirt to the wild flow of her hair. He was waiting for her curtsy; she could see it in the set of his thin mouth.

Elizabeth nodded. “Sir.”

“Mrs. Bonner. Good evening.” By his voice she knew him: plummy tones polished to a sheen in the company of great men. But not born to the very highest places, not quite; there was Ulster Irish there just beneath the surface. He meant not to let it show. He was a typical third son, dedicated to the army, advancing only as quickly as his talents, good luck, and connections allowed. Elizabeth had the sense that there was more of luck and connections here than talent, but she might be wrong; she would reserve judgment.

She held up her head and met his gaze while he took her measure. It did not last long. All he would see was an Englishwoman of good birth gone to waste. Run away to marry an American backwoodsman. To him she was at best a simpleton, at worst a whore, but Elizabeth had cut her teeth on the disdain of men who were not her equal. She smiled because he expected it of her. It would pacify him, and she would keep her advantage.

“How may I be of service at this late hour, sir?”

A restless shifting behind him. A little man with a face like an underdone pudding cleared his throat.

“You will give Lord Dorchester his rank,” he piped.

Elizabeth inclined her head. “Of course. I am too long away. How may I be of service to you, my lord?”

“We will have your menfolk,” said Sir Guy. “Tell me where they are.”

Elizabeth raised a hand, palm up. “I would ask you the same question, sir. I came to Canada to plead their case, and found instead that they were already fled.”

“They are not on board this ship?”

“They are not, sir. I hope that they are well on their way home.”

“Then you will consent to a search of these cabins.”

Elizabeth inclined her head. “As you wish. My lord.”

His gaze the color of claret, sweeping over the stateroom now. Hannah seemed to be invisible to him, but Runs-from-Bears was not.

“You.” He waved a hand. “You are Mohawk?”

Bears nodded.

“A white man was found murdered this evening in the Indian camps. A peddler but a subject of the Crown, after all. His throat was cut. Major Johnson will look at your weapons.”

Elizabeth felt a flush of cold all along her spine. With every bit of her willpower she controlled her expression. Runs-from-Bears seemed neither worried nor intimidated, but simply slipped his knife from the beaded sheath on his belt and held it out. The governor flicked a finger in that direction and Johnson hurried forward to examine the knife.

“No blood, my lord.”

“Ah.” Carleton tapped one prominent tooth thoughtfully. “Well, then. I would speak to you privately in my offices. Tomorrow morning, at ten. See that you are not late.”

Runs-from-Bears said, “I won’t be late. I won’t be there at all.”

The governor’s mouth narrowed to a blade.

Elizabeth said, “He cannot oblige you, my lord, because he is bound to accompany us. We sail tomorrow for home.” She willed her tone cool and her anger in check.

His gaze came back to her with a jerk. “Do you, indeed? For England?”

She met him without flinching. “My home is in New-York State.” And then, weary of the whole game, she asked him a direct question. “Sir, is it your intention to arrest me?”

Hannah tensed, and Elizabeth squeezed her shoulder gently.

“I had not thought of it,” said the governor. “But on the other hand you have not proved especially helpful. I have it on good authority, madam, that the escaped prisoners are indeed in Québec.”

“Sir,” said Elizabeth. “As you can see, they are not here. But if my word does not satisfy you, perhaps we should send for my cousin, Viscount Durbeyfield. Runs-from-Bears could fetch him in just a few moments’ time.”

“I think not,” said Sir Guy. “The Mohawk will stay on board the Isis. We have no need of your cousin the Viscount, Mrs. Bonner.”

The flush of anger was on her; she could feel it and she knew he could see it. “Are your inquiries concluded then, sir?”

The governor shook his head. “We are not even begun, Mrs. Bonner. But I always conduct these … discussions at the Château St. Louis. You needn’t worry for your reputation. It is not the gaol, but my residence. My lady wife is present.”

Behind the governor, Captain Pickering blanched visibly, but that was a luxury that Elizabeth could not afford. To show this man panic or even the simplest shred of fear would be to surrender.

Pickering said, “My lord, surely you do not wish to take two infants and a young girl out into such weather, and in the dead of night.”

“Of course I do not,” said the governor, never looking at the captain. “You know me better, Pickering. I have no need for wailing babies. They will stay here in the care of the Mohawk. I will not keep her long.”

Elizabeth let her expression go as soft and blank as she could make it, but her mind scrambled frantically. The man thought to shock her into a confession, hoping that she would fumble and send her men to the gallows in the first flush of fear for her children. He could not keep her long away; Will would see to it.

She squared her shoulders and spoke to Bears in Kahnyen’kehàka.

“I will be back by sunrise. See if you can get word to Will.”

Hannah made no sound but a single tear, scalding hot, fell on Elizabeth’s hand.

Elizabeth met the governor’s hooded eyes. “You will permit me to dress, my lord?”

He inclined his head, all generosity now; he thought she would give in.

In the corner cabin where the babies slept peacefully, Elizabeth took Hannah by the shoulders. “I will deal with them and then I will return. Nothing could keep me away.”

Hannah nodded, wiping her face with the back of her hand. “I will take good care of the babies until you get back.”

Elizabeth ran a hand over the smooth dark head. “I know that you will.”

There was a shuffling in the main cabin, men’s voices raised and then a run of notes on the spinet. It made her flush with a fine, hot anger. After a moment’s hesitation, she went to the twins’ carry basket and rummaged under the covers at one end until she came up with the sack of gold coin that Will had returned to them this morning. She would have preferred a musket or a knife, but money was the only weapon available to her.

Québec had disappeared into a fog. Elizabeth could tell nothing of the city except that it was at the top of some cliffs; the coach wound its way up in a corkscrewlike fashion, jolting and shuddering in the winds and the mudholes. Alone in the coach, she kept the heavy leather curtains closed, for she did not like the mounted escort so close by. By the time they had reached the Château St. Louis she had reduced her handkerchief to a shredded mass, but her face was composed.

The governor had arrived first, on horseback. A great number of soldiers waited in the courtyard, clearly discomfited by the cold rain. Elizabeth was chilled to the bone, too, but she could feel no sympathy for them. If things were to go badly here, these men would be dispatched to arrest Nathaniel, Hawkeye, and Robbie. The thought could not be borne, and so she thrust it away from herself.

Elizabeth waited for the governor in his drafty front hall, low of ceiling and with a stone floor that radiated a chill even through the thick carpet. There was only a banked fire in the hearth, and no sign of a servant. Major Johnson of the King’s Own stood off to one side with his hands crossed at the small of his back, rocking to and fro on his heels. He smelled of onions and frying liver, his teeth were ivory or perhaps the bone of some animal, and his distaste for this guard duty was as clear as the dark stubble on his cheeks.

Elizabeth pulled her muddied cloak closer around herself and returned his stare. “You are impertinent, sir.”

“And you are a turncoat, Mrs. Bonner.”

“Pardon me, Major Johnson. I mistook you for a gentleman.”

He had the good grace to flush, but before he could put words to his contempt, the double doors at the far end of the hall opened, and a small silver-haired lady floated through with Sir Guy just behind her. She was perfectly dressed and groomed at four in the morning—for so proclaimed the mantel clock. Elizabeth supposed she must be used to drama at all hours of the night.

“Mrs. Bonner, my dear.” Her tone was contained and carefully modulated, with the breathy quality of those women who never quite got over a presentation at court. She had never been a beauty, her face too round and her complexion too rough for it, but her eyes snapped with curiosity and intelligence that might be very good or very bad news for Elizabeth. If Lady Dorchester were to take over the questioning, she would have a much harder time of it than she would have with the governor.

Her first words put Elizabeth’s concerns to rest.

“Mrs. Bonner. Welcome to the Château St. Louis, and please may I beg your pardon for the abominable treatment you’ve received at my husband’s hands. I am Lady Dorchester. What an outrageous affair, there are no words. No words. Most disconcerting. I hardly know what to say.”

“My dear—” Sir Guy began, and she turned on him in a cold fury.

“This is Mrs. Elizabeth Middleton Bonner, Lord Dorchester. Do you hear? Of Oakmere. Lady Crofton’s niece, the one she spoke to me about last spring when we met in Montréal. And you have dragged her out of her bed, and away from her children—did he not, my dear? And for what purpose?”

“We are looking for her husband and his father,” said Sir Guy, struggling for his dignity and not quite succeeding. “You know very well that it is standard procedure to question suspects alone.”

Lady Dorchester gave a very unladylike snort. “She is a suspect?”

“Her husband is.”

Elizabeth was so relieved at this unexpected ally that she might have laughed out loud to see the governor’s plans so neatly turned on ear.

“Exactly!” Lady Dorchester advanced a step toward the governor. “Her husband. She has not committed any crime.” Her gaze dared him to contradict her.

She took Elizabeth by the arm. “My dear, we must have patience with them, for they are merely men, after all. Most excellent men, it is true, but men nonetheless. We will send you back to the Isis, my dear, but first you must have dry boots, and this cloak—you must be chilled through.”

“Lady Dorchester,” Elizabeth began. “Please, a little damp does not bother me. I am worried about my children.”

The tiny woman drew up in amazement. “Of course you are, my dear. But this damp is not to be trifled with. It would do no good to send you back as you are to the Isis; you will surely take a chill and then how shall I explain myself to Lady Crofton? No, you must have dry things. You are of a size with my elder daughter; I am sure it can be managed quickly.” The bright eyes moved to her face. “You have twins, I understand? When do you expect they will need your attention? Surely another hour can be spared.”

Elizabeth considered Lady Dorchester’s resolute expression, and sighed. She did not wonder that she had made so fast a friendship with her aunt Merriweather; they were fashioned of the same strong stuff.

“An hour, Lady Dorchester. But no more.”

The governor was making distressed noises, little chirps that came up from his chest.

“Sir Guy, do speak up if you have something to say.” Lady Dorchester’s tone was more solicitous now that she had secured Elizabeth’s promise.

He scowled. “I have not had a chance to question this lady! There is a serious matter at stake here. You have no consideration for my sense of duty, madam!”

Pale fingers fluttered dismissively around her face. “On the contrary, I am well acquainted with your sense of duty, Sir Guy. I have been at truce with it now for these many years. Very well, ask your questions, if you must. I shall return shortly.” She disappeared into the back hallway, calling for servants in a staccato French that must have carried through the house.

Elizabeth was left alone with the governor and Major Johnson. She had feared that Sir Guy would be angry at this complete failure of his scheme to frighten her into a confession, but there was a thoughtful look about him, as if he were weighing his options.

“Mrs. Bonner, I should not have brought you here if I had had your cooperation.”

It was as close as he would come to an apology. Elizabeth said, “I am happy to tell you what you most need to know, sir. And that is this: these men you are looking for are not spies. They have no interest in politics of any kind.”

Major Johnson narrowed his eyes at her. “And what of their activities during the war?”

Elizabeth managed a cool smile. “We are not at war now, sir, and they serve no army of any nation.”

“It is true that we are not at war. At the moment,” conceded Sir Guy. “But in my experience, madam, ladies do not always know their husbands’ business.”

“Perhaps that is true in some cases,” Elizabeth said. “But not in my own. May I ask you a question, my lord?”

“If I may ask you one first and get a truthful answer.”

She had put herself in the trap; she could do nothing more than agree.

Sir Guy said, “You have never heard your husband, father-in-law, or this Robert MacLachlan plotting to take part in a new attempt to invade Canada?”

Elizabeth suppressed her smile and thanked the heavens that his imagination had taken him in the one direction that she could counter with complete honesty. “My lord, I give you my oath that I have never heard them mention such an invasion at all, much less their part in it.”

“I have reason to believe that they are encouraging the Mohawk to move back to New-York and support the American government against the Crown.”

Elizabeth might have pointed out that this was a second question, but she simply said, “From this it is clear to me that you know very little about the Mohawk and nothing about my husband and his father.”

Major Johnson grunted, but the governor maintained his thoughtful expression.

“Are you an expert on the Mohawk, madam?”

She shook her head. “That would be a fine conceit, indeed. No, I am not.”

“But you understand them. You speak their language.”

She shrugged. “Imperfectly.”

The governor said, “You are an English lady of good family. Will you not make your home here in British Canada? If your husband is truly as disinterested in politics as you claim, then he might as well be on this side of the border, and take up the cause of his wife’s homeland. I would be glad of his assistance with the Indians.”

Elizabeth had been lulled into a sense of relief by Lady Dorchester’s intervention in her dilemma, but now she saw that she had let down her guard too far.

“Sir Guy, I cannot enter into any such agreement, just as Lady Dorchester would not make arrangements for your removal from Canada without consulting you.”

Something flickered in his eyes. “But you are mistaken, Mrs. Bonner. I would be immensely grateful to anyone who would arrange my removal home. The day I am recalled cannot come soon enough.”

There was a tone she could not quite put a name to: certainly disgust and some good measure of disappointment, but also a deep weariness.

Lady Dorchester’s quicksilver step sounded close by.

“You promised me a question, my lord.”

He put out a hand, palm up.

“How did you know that I came here on the Nancy?”

A vague look of discomfort passed over the smooth features. Then he drew a folded piece of paper from his breast pocket and, after a moment’s hesitation, handed it to Elizabeth.

The paper was very fine and scented with musk. An elegant feminine hand but firm, the black ink in strong lines:


Sir—

It may interest you to know that Mrs. Elizabeth Bonner is come to Québec aboard the Nancy. She does not travel alone.

Giselle Somerville



Elizabeth had never fainted in her life, but she thought now she might. Confusion and fear made her knees buckle until she found herself sitting on the hall bench, her whole body covered in a fine sweat. Why would Giselle Somerville do such a thing?

“Are you unwell, madam?”

She shook her head and closed her eyes to concentrate, the note clasped hard in her hand. Saw in her mind the closed door of the captain’s quarters, and heard Pickering tell them again that Miss Somerville had already retired for the night. Giselle Somerville sent the note to the governor and then she had gone to bed. She wanted Elizabeth arrested, but why? Out of simple maliciousness? Had she heard of the plan to bring Elizabeth on board the Isis and decided that such a thing was not to be borne? Giselle—or someone close to Giselle—wanted Elizabeth away from the Isis. But why? What was to be gained by Elizabeth’s absence?

What had she left behind on the Isis that Giselle wanted?

A great flush of fear began in a trickle at the back of her neck. Elizabeth shot up from the bench, a hand at her throat to keep herself from crying out, just as Lady Dorchester appeared with her arms full of clothing.

“I am sorry, Lady Dorchester, but I must go back to the ship. Immediately. Please, please will you lend me a horse?”

The little woman looked with surprise from Elizabeth to Sir Guy. “But your clothing—”

Elizabeth grabbed Lady Dorchester by the shoulders; she was as small and frail as a bird. As a child. “You must see, I cannot delay. My children. She—someone wanted me away from the ship, that’s why they sent the note.”

Sir Guy was making small sounds of disbelief. “Surely you cannot think—”

“Sir!” Elizabeth cut him off. “My children are in danger, I can feel that in my bones. If you have any mercy you will not keep me here one moment longer.”

Lady Dorchester tapped her foot. “Major Johnson, a horse for Mrs. Bonner, and without delay. Do you hear me, man? Without delay. And ride with her.”

Elizabeth took a precious moment to send a look of gratitude to the lady, and then she flew out the door.

The Isis was gone.

Elizabeth stood on the dock, her hands pressed to her mouth, and stared. Major Johnson was asking questions, but she could make no sense of them. Her children were gone. She let out one keening sob and then bit down hard enough to taste blood.

A nightwatchman slid up behind her. “Pardon, are you Mrs. Bonner?”

She rounded on him, grabbed him by the grubby blanket coat. The horses danced away in alarm, their hooves striking sparks on the cobblestones. The man looked at her as if she might eat him whole.

And well I might, she thought. “The Isis.” He tried to jerk away, and she dug in her fingers. “Where is she?”

He jumped, his eyes round with fear. “Sailed, ma’am. Sailed not an hour ago for home.”

“For where? Where is home? Tell me, man, where is that ship bound!”

He let out a cry of pain and yanked free of her grip. “Scotland! She’s bound for the Solway Firth.”

The Solway Firth! On the southern shore of Dumfrieshire. Where Carryck had his seat.

“Tell me,” she said hollowly. “Who owns the Isis? Would it be the Earl of Carryck, by any chance?”

Major Johnson made a humming noise, his head nodding. “Yes, that’s right. These are Carryck’s boatyards, too—I thought you would have known that.”

The Isis belonged to the Earl of Carryck. This was Moncrieff’s doing, all of it, perhaps from the very beginning. Elizabeth’s hands went suddenly numb, and she thought she might swoon. But the watchman was talking, and she forced herself to concentrate and listen to him.

“There’s a man asking for you,” he was saying, still rubbing his arm.

“A man? Where, what man?”

He jerked with his chin toward the warehouse. “We carried him over there. A big Indian, with a bump on his head the size of a cabbage.”

But Elizabeth was already off at a dead run, falling once on the wet wood of the dock and then up again before anyone could reach her.

They had propped Runs-from-Bears up against the wall. Blood trailed in spider’s legs down his temple, but he blinked up at her. Alive. Alive.

She went down on her knees. “Tell me.”

He held up his fist. In it, a letter smeared with dirt and his own blood. Elizabeth’s hands shook so that she could barely manage to break the seal. In the light of a single lantern the penstrokes leaped crazily.


My dear Mrs. Bonner:

Permit me to reassure you that Mrs. Freeman and your children are in perfect health and will enjoy every comfort and protection that the Isis can offer. I had not planned to sail without you, but the governor saw fit to take you away at a most inopportune moment. Fortunately, the first officer’s guidwife is on board and will serve as an excellent wet nurse.

All three children will want for nothing but your company, a lack which will be soon remedied: I have arranged passage for yourself, your husband, and father-in-law with Captain Morris of the Osiris, who will present himself to you tomorrow. It is his first and most important obligation to deliver you with all haste to the Solway Firth. With good luck the westerlies will have you there in less than thirty days.

I regret the necessity of such a drastic step, but your father-in-law denied me every other more reasonable alternative. In anticipation of the day on which you will be reunited not with one family, but two, I remain



Your willing servant
Angus Moncrieff



Major Johnson walked up close, his curiosity crawling on his face like lice. “What does it say?”

Elizabeth crumpled the letter against her bodice. “He has stolen my children,” she said dully. “My children are gone.”

Runs-from-Bears put a bloody hand on her wrist. In Kahnyen’kehàka he said, “You must find Wolf-Running-Fast.”

“Your husband,” said Johnson, not realizing that he echoed Bears. “Where is your husband? You need him now.” He was trying not to grin, but his expression was sharp and eager in the lantern light.

Contempt filled Elizabeth’s mouth with bitterness. He thought anger would cripple her, that grief would rob her of purpose. How little men knew of women; how little this one knew of anything at all.

“I’m going to find them now,” she said to Bears in Kahnyen’kehàka. “Tell Will what has happened. And then go home. Go home and tell them that we will be there when we have my children back.”

He blinked at her. “Bring Moncrieff’s scalp with you.”

“With pleasure,” said Elizabeth. She put both hands on his face and then she did something she had never done before; she leaned forward and kissed Runs-from-Bears on the cheek. His skin was cold to the touch, but the arm that came up around her was strong.

“Farewell, my friend,” she said. She got to her feet, raised her chin, and met the major’s eager gaze. “Major Johnson.”

“Yes, Mrs. Bonner?”

“I find myself somewhat faint …” With a vague movement of her hand she indicated a pile of crates against the far wall of the warehouse. “My cousin the viscount is in rooms in the Rue St. Gabriel. Will you fetch him?”

Johnson snapped to action, marching off to bark orders at the soldiers still milling around the Nancy. She had pleased him with this sudden transformation into what he wanted and expected of her: a woman in need.

Bears reached out to squeeze her hand. Elizabeth squeezed back with all her strength, and then she slipped into the shadows.

She made her way quietly, feeling with her mind, throwing her senses out into the dark. How many times had Nathaniel spoken to her of this, the skill of moving through the night. You feel shapes even when you cannot see them. In English it sounded strange but in Kahnyen’kehàka it made perfect sense. Now she whittled down all her senses and moved fast, swallowing the sound of her own breathing and the hollow rattle of her heart. As she came around the far end of the warehouse a watchman passed with a lantern swinging on his pole; she pulled back until he was gone. Hoofbeats on the cobblestones; a man’s voice raised in question. She held her breath and then she ran.

It was very near morning, the sky lightening. She knew only that the Providence was farther downriver, and so she moved north, slipping in and out of the lanes that radiated off the docks. From a window overhead a baby’s cry sounded to her like a trumpet blast; her breasts throbbed with it. She dashed away her tears with an impatient hand and concentrated on the river.

More men were in the lanes, many of them carpenters and workmen headed toward a large boatworks, their tools hung about them. Someone must know where the Providence docked. Elizabeth pulled her cloak closer around herself and the hood lower over her face. In French she asked once, and then again and again; but there were too many ships in port at this time of year and all she got was curious glances, shrugs, grins. One of them offered her some of his breakfast, another asked a rough question she did not really understand. But what did she care for the laughter of these men, or what they thought of her? Her children were gone and she must get them back.

When the waterfront was crowded with laborers and seamen she moved out in the open. A merchant in a fine linen coat that might well have been cut in Paris or London turned away from her when she tried to speak to him, would not listen to her in French or English.

A young boy was at her heels; he had been there for some time before she realized. She stopped and turned to him. He stared back at her.

“Do you know of a ship called the Providence?”

He blinked.

Elizabeth swallowed down her desperation. “An American captain who whittles birds from wood?”

A spark of recognition: did she imagine it? She repeated herself in French.

“Oui,” said the boy, and thrust out his hand.

She took a coin from the sack still tied around her waist and pressed it into his palm; gold. But what difference did it make now?

He ran like the river. It took all of the last of her energy to keep up with him as he wound in and out of warehouse yards, through alleys where pigs rooted in filth, past row houses where women were hanging out steaming wash. “Is it far?” she asked him again and again. But he didn’t hear her, or didn’t care to answer. There was a brand on his cheek. He had limp blond hair and her children would never look anything like him, and still his dirty neck above a frayed blanket coat made her want to scream.

Another alley, closer to the waterfront again and reeking of tarpots and rotting fish. She could just see the masts of a single ship at the dock, and the sight made her heart leap into her throat.

At the last second she saw the man from the corner of her eye, the shape of him darting out of the doorway; she ducked too late. He had her by the cloak, spun her around to him. And she fell, still, tangled in her skirts, aware as she went of the jolt to her arm and hip and of the man himself: Mac Stoker. Of course, she thought, as consciousness flickered and threatened to vanish. What else?

She said, “If you try to stop me now I will kill you.”

One black brow shot up high. “Sure and you’re in no position to be making threats, Mrs. Bonner.”

She struggled, but he held her where she was with little effort. The truth was, she had no weapons but money and her wits; she would try the latter first.

“Let me go now, Stoker. I have no time for your games.”

He ignored her and spoke to the boy, who had pressed himself against the wall to watch, his eyes alight with excitement. “Away wit’ ye, boyo, you’ve done your job.”

Elizabeth’s gorge rose in her throat in a blazing rush: she had walked into this without thought. I am most certainly the stupidest creature Providence ever put on this earth.

Stoker got a better hold on her to haul her to her feet. “I did warn you, did I not, that there’s more than one kind of pirate on the St. Lawrence? And now your babbies are gone. Don’t worry yerself, I’m not after yer virtue or your coin. There’s a better profit in it if I deliver you safe and sound.”

Elizabeth jerked around to him. “Deliver me? Where? To whom? The governor?”

Stoker’s laugh had an edge. “Sure and you must have noted that I’m not overeager to do business wit’ the Crown, or I might well have turned you in two days ago for the reward. No, we’re off to the Jackdaw, me darlin’. My ship turns out to be of some use after all, it seems. Or so think your menfolk.”



PART II
___________
The Lass in Green

Love is swift of foot

Love’s a man of war

and can shoot,

and can hit from far.

—George Herbert, 1633
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Just after sunrise Moncrieff came to tell Hannah what she had already figured out for herself. In tones meant to soothe and deceive he spoke of troops searching every ship, confusion on the docks, and a reunion in Scotland. He never used the word captive, but he didn’t need to. Hannah knew her people: they would shed blood before they saw their children sail off to a strange land alone. Perhaps they had.

And still Moncrieff stood in the middle of the stateroom and met her eye. He had to raise his voice above the twins’ shrieking. It unnerved him, and Hannah was glad, although she let him see none of it, not her anger or the many questions that she would not ask without giving him an advantage over her. Moncrieff talked and talked, but Hannah barely heard him, preoccupied as she was with a simple, bone-deep fear. She held it as she would hold any wild, clawed animal: tightly bound and close, lest it tear free and draw her blood.

When Moncrieff had run out of promises Hannah simply picked up her brother and sister, one on each hip, and waited for him to step aside so she could pass through the door.

“You needna go. You’re welcome to keep the use o’ these cabins,” he said. “I’ll send for Mrs. Freeman, as well.”

But she only stared at him, her silence marking him for the liar he was.

He flushed then. Gave in and let her leave. There was only so far she could go, anyway.

There was no sign of Hakim Ibrahim, but Hannah found Curiosity just waking in the small sleeping cabin off the surgeon’s quarters, where she had spent the night. She was clear-eyed and finally free of fever, but she made Hannah repeat her story three times before it seemed to take root. They were at sea, not headed for home, and alone.

While they pieced together the few bits of information they had, Curiosity simply rocked the babies. They had settled into a new, softer wailing. Hannah looked away, afraid to be drawn into their web of misery and despair.

“Ain’t this a woeful mess.” Curiosity’s voice was still a little hoarse, and she cleared her throat more than once. “Elizabeth will be out of her head with worry. Not to mention the folks at home.” And her voice creaked and broke.

Hannah found she must ask, or let the question choke her. “Do you think they’re dead?”

“No.” Curiosity’s dark eyes met her own, full-on. “It’s Hawkeye and your daddy that Moncrieff wants. You and these babies, you nothing but a way to get to them. Your folks all alive and well, and not a day behind us—I’d wager my good right hand on it. Do you hear me?”

Hannah nodded. “There’s a wet nurse, Moncrieff says.”

“I figured. He wouldn’t want to deliver these children half dead to his earl, would he. The devil ain’t pure dumb, after all.”

“Do you think she had something to do with it?”

Curiosity turned as if she could look through the length of the ship to the bed where Giselle Somerville was most certainly still fast asleep.

“Wouldn’t be surprised,” was all she said. And she rocked the twins all the harder.

A scratching at the door began a procession of cabin boys with platters of food, water, and a note from the captain. This Curiosity did not even unfold before she dropped it into the chamber pot. To the startled cabin boy she said only, “Tell him we don’ need no apologies and no excuses. What we need is that wet nurse.”

The captain brought the woman to the door himself. Curiosity met him with an expression so dark and seething that Hannah felt the hair rising on her own nape. Pickering dropped his gaze, and withdrew backward.

The wet nurse was called Margreit MacKay. She was the wife of the first officer, delivered of a dead child in Québec; she had a face as bitter as arrowroot and dun-brown hair and eyes like a smear of slugs.

Lily and Daniel met the offered breasts with all the fury they could muster. Lily gave in and suckled only when hunger had grown stronger than her anger, falling into an exhausted sleep after a quarter of an hour, and before she had her fill. Daniel held out longer. Finally he nursed in a frenzy, working his fists and feet against the pasty, slack flesh, winding his fingers in a hank of loose hair until tears sprang into the woman’s eyes. When he had taken all Margreit MacKay had to offer, Hannah lifted him up against her shoulder and he collapsed into an indignant sleep, shuddering with every breath.

Mrs. MacKay rubbed her scalp and said, “Soor dooks, the baith o’ them. Spoilt wi’ gettin’ their own road.”

Curiosity had Lily in her arms, but she moved so quickly that Hannah could hardly follow it: she grabbed Margreit MacKay by the elbow and pushed her, bare breasts swaying, to the door.

“Three hours,” Curiosity said. “And don’ be late, or I’ll teach you what you don’ know about spoiled.” And she shut the door before the astonished Mrs. MacKay could protest.

But when Curiosity turned back her anger was already gone, replaced by a trembling in her hands that Hannah didn’t like to see.

Curiosity went to bed with the twins, thinking that her familiar smells and nearness might help them rest. Hannah, agitated and ill at ease, wandered into the middle cabin of the surgeon’s quarters, where Hakim Ibrahim examined and treated the sick and injured.

There was still no sign of the doctor. Hannah was both disappointed—she had a strong urge to see him, and to know what part he had played in all of this—and relieved to have some time alone in this cabin that was so pleasing to her. There were no carpets or velvet cushions here, just the clutter that she associated with healers. Folded bandages, baskets of roots, a huge medicine cabinet that took up an entire wall. Overhead dried herbs hung in bunches as they did at home, but here they swung with the rhythm of the hull against the waves.

Hannah made herself breathe in and out slowly, taking in smells strange and familiar: cinnamon, coriander, thyme, little-man root, mint and vinegar, cedar and sandalwood, camphor and rose oil. On her first visit here—she could hardly credit that it was only the day before yesterday—the Hakim had opened jars and bottles and named the powders and oils first in English and then in the musical, winding sounds of his own language, throaty and soft all at once. She had feared he would find her curiosity unseemly, but there was nothing of irritation or impatience in his manner.

Yesterday this medicine cabinet had seemed a wondrous thing, with its cubbyholes to keep jars safe from the rocking of the ship, dark glass bottles stoppered with cork, small drawers labeled with a strange, flowing script she could not read. When she had first come here with Runs-from-Bears, Hannah had wanted nothing more than time to explore this little room and all its treasures. She had wished for it. Perhaps she had called all of this down upon their heads with that wish.

There was a whispering of sound and Hakim Ibrahim came through the door, in his arms a wide, flat basket filled with bread and what seemed to be fruit. He was not so tall as the men of her family, but taller than Moncrieff or the captain, and the way he held his head put her in mind of a Kahnyen’kehàka elder. He did not have the age to be a sachem—she thought he was probably not much older than her father—but he had that way of looking, sharp but not cruel; his gaze cut but drew no blood. He was looking at her that way now, and the welcoming smile on his face faded.

“Are you unwell?” he asked.

Hannah knew that she must find out if this man was enemy or friend. If he was an enemy, they would have no one to trust on the ship. Her voice trembled because she could not help it. “Hakim, did you know about this?” She gestured with one hand to the porthole and the sea beyond.

Puzzlement showed on his face in a line that ran down between his eyebrows. “Did I know that we were to sail? Yes.”

“Did you know that we were to sail without my parents or grandfather?”

A ripple of surprise and disquiet moved across the even features. “I did not,” he said. “Perhaps you would like to tell me what has happened.”

While Hannah talked—in halting words at first and then more quickly, pouring out what she knew and what she only guessed—he stood listening, the high brow under the neatly folded red turban creased.

Hakim Ibrahim said, “Your stepmother was to sail with us to Scotland, as I understood it.”

Hannah’s head came up with a jerk. “We never agreed to sail to Scotland! We just wanted to go home to New-York.”

For a moment the Hakim considered the basket in his arms.

“Perhaps there is some reasonable explanation. I shall make inquiries. But first I should like to talk to you about how best to care for your brother and sister until your mother is restored to them. Perhaps you will share my breakfast with me while we talk.”

It might have been the steadiness of his hands, or the calm expression in his eyes, or perhaps it was just that he gave her a problem to work through, but Hannah felt some relief, a loosening of the knot in her belly. She nodded.

There were small dark fruits in the basket that he called dates, smooth-shelled nuts, and shiny, coarse-skinned globes of a deep orange color that Hannah associated with falling leaves. The Hakim held one out to her: a small sun caught in a web of fingers the color of earth mixed with ash. Hannah made a bowl of her hands and took it. It was heavy and dense, smooth to the touch, warm. She sat down with it, and resisted the urge to rub it against her face. But he was waiting for her to speak.

“They sent in a woman to nurse the twins,” she said. “Mrs. MacKay.” She did not care to speak Moncrieff’s name out loud ever again, and was glad to see that it was not necessary.

“Ah.” He pushed his thumb into one of the orange fruits, and the scent of it burst through the room in a shower, light and still faintly sharp. “She is not yet healed from her loss, either in mind or body.”

“My sister and brother do not like her,” said Hannah, not wanting to hear about the Scotswoman’s problems. And then, in a rush: “I think her milk must be as bitter and mean as she is.”

Her grandmother would have chided her for her lack of charity, but the Hakim merely blinked. He tore the golden globe apart with a simple twist of his hands, and then he held out half of it to her, dripping with juice that ran in a river over the strong brown wrist. “Then we must find a better way. But first I must check on Mrs. Freeman, and you must eat.”

To Hannah’s surprise, there was livestock on board, some of the animals now on the open deck in pens and others in the hold. She did not see them, for she refused to leave Curiosity and the babies, but the Hakim sent the cabin boy away and he came back with eggs still warm from the nest and a jug of fresh goat’s milk. On the small stove where he made his decoctions and teas and cooked his own food, Hakim Ibrahim boiled two eggs until the whites had set, mixed them with a little coarse salt and some soft cheese, and gave them to Curiosity with his curious flat bread. He made a new tea while she ate, this one of horehound, bayberry, valerian, and little-man root. Hannah was given a cup of the goat’s milk and more of the bread.

“Never thought I’d be so glad of a nanny goat,” said Curiosity. She had Lily in her lap, simply because the baby would not let her go, just as Daniel clung to Hannah, touching her face with both hands, patting her cheeks as if to hold her there with him. Both of them were agitated, as unsettled as they had been as newborns although Hannah reckoned them to be a full sixteen weeks old.

Hakim Ibrahim worked the goat’s milk into the finely mashed rice until it was a smooth gruel. He looked up from the bowl at Lily and she stared back, round eyed.

“She ain’t in a flirting kind of mood,” observed Curiosity.

“But she is hungry,” said the Hakim. He murmured to the baby in his own language and her brow creased, whether in fear or at the novelty of it, they could not tell. On Hannah’s lap, Daniel fidgeted and yanked at her plaits.

Curiosity said, “Let’s see, then.” She dipped her finger in the warm gruel and touched Lily’s full lower lip with it. Lily took the finger after a moment, sucked once, and her face crumpled in dismay. She let out a squeak.

“Try again,” said Hannah, shifting Daniel. He was watching the whole undertaking closely as he mouthed his fists.

This time Lily took Curiosity’s finger with less hesitation, and her expression turned from dismay to cautious interest.

“I have added a very little cooked honey and a bit of weak fennel water,” said Hakim Ibrahim. “To quiet them and help them digest.”

“My grandmother would give them a little tea of parsnip root, and maybe blueberry.” Hannah was watching him out of the corner of her eye.

Hakim Ibrahim smiled. “I hope you will tell me more of your grandmother’s medicines.”

“Now you in for it,” muttered Curiosity, but she hid a smile against the crown of Lily’s head.

With a small flattish spoon Curiosity began to feed Lily, and to Hannah’s surprise the baby was swallowing most of what she took in. As if to remind them all that he also had an empty stomach, Daniel thumped Hannah’s chest, his expression darkening rapidly. She blew air gently into his face and he stopped, looking both hopeful and confused, for this was something Elizabeth did to get his attention when he was out of sorts.

“Try some of this, little brother,” Hannah said to him in Kahnyen’kehàka, dipping her finger in the gruel.

He sucked hard enough to make her wince. Then his mouth popped open in invitation for more.

“Look!” Hannah felt herself flush with relief and pleasure.

“Hunger is the best sauce, so they say.” Curiosity sniffed a little. “Thank the Lord.”

There was a scratching at the door.

“That will be Mrs. MacKay,” said Hakim Ibrahim.

“I don’t think we’ll need her anymore. Not as long as those goats don’t decide to go for a swim,” said Curiosity.

Hannah did not particularly want to see Mrs. MacKay again and so she kept her attention on Daniel, who clasped her wrist with both hands as if to guide the spoon toward his mouth. But she could still hear the rise and fall of Hakim Ibrahim’s voice, and Mrs. MacKay’s response: soft, hesitant, and in a tone that wavered between defiance and breaking. Hannah looked at Curiosity, who only raised a brow in surprise.

The Hakim came back into the room but went straight to his medicine cabinet, where he plucked a small bottle out of an intricate carved stand. Hannah watched him take a bit of some soft material from a jar, and then he spoke a word to Mrs. MacKay.

She closed the door behind her but stood looking past them as if they did not exist. Her eyes were red rimmed and her color was very bad, even for a white woman. There were wet spots on her bodice, and for the first time it occurred to Hannah that Elizabeth was in much the same situation. Except Elizabeth would get her children back—Hannah knew in her heart that this was true—and this woman had no hope of such a reunion. She might have said something to Mrs. MacKay, a word of thanks or even apology, but the Scotswoman refused to meet her gaze.

The Hakim said, “Tilt your head to the left, please.”

With a turn of his wrist he touched the material to the lip of the small bottle and a new scent flooded the room, sharp but not unpleasant. Then Hakim Ibrahim touched the soaked cloth to the inner shell of Mrs. MacKay’s exposed right ear and held it there for a moment, murmuring something under his breath that Hannah could not quite make out. Finally he stepped back and bowed from the shoulders.

Mrs. MacKay said, “I’ve a few shillings.” But she seemed relieved when the Hakim would not take her money, and slipped away without another glance in their direction.

Hannah said, “What did you give her?”

“There is no medicine for grief,” said Hakim Ibrahim, taking up his mortar and pestle again. “But sandalwood oil will quiet her womb.”

Curiosity pushed out a sigh. “There’s women who never get over a stillbirth.”

Hannah had heard this before. Listening to birthing stories was a chore a girl couldn’t escape: the spinning and the washing and the garden hoe would always be there, and so would the idea that someday she would find herself in childbed and have to struggle to come out of it alive. Once you had started down the road you could no more walk away from your fate than they could walk away from this ship on foot.

Her own mother had failed at it. When Hannah closed her eyes she could see her still. In death one corner of her mouth had turned down a little as it often did when she was irritated. She left the world angry, but at whom? The women who failed to stop her bleeding? Maybe it was the waxen-faced child they had folded so lovingly into the cold cradle of her arms. Or maybe she had been angry with herself, and her failure. Hannah had often wondered at it.

Daniel yanked hard at her plait and she roused herself out of her daydream to scoop more gruel into his mouth. She said, “I wish I had been kinder to her.”

With a hushing sound Curiosity said, “There’s enough on your shoulders, child. You cain’t take on the woes of the world, too.”

But the Hakim said nothing, and only looked at her with a thoughtful expression.

By midday Hannah could hardly contain her need to be up on the quarterdeck, where she could scan the horizon for sails that might mean a quick rescue. But Curiosity would not go where she might see Moncrieff, and Hannah was not so desperate that she would leave her alone with the babies. Work might have distracted her, but there was little to do: every possible need was attended to. The cabin boy had even taken away a basket of dirty swaddling clothes to wash.

“Don’ look so surprised,” said Curiosity. “I suppose a little poop ain’t the worst of what those boys have to put up with.” She had found the bundle that Runs-from-Bears brought from the voyageurs’ camp, and now she stood over the Hakim’s table where she had spread out the deerskin. Sewing would have been a distraction, if Hannah could only make herself concentrate.

The cabin boy preoccupied her. His name was Charlie, and he seemed to her a very ordinary sort of boy, a little younger than Liam but older than she was. She knew nothing about him except that he was from Scotland, had been at sea for three years already, and that his hands—red knuckled and work hardened—were cleaner than her own. When he brought fresh water she asked him about this.

“The Hakim says that the devil hides beneath the fingernails, miss.” Hannah could hear him trying to swallow his Scots and sound like the doctor. It made her curious about him, even though she knew that it would not be a good idea to be too friendly; he might be reporting everything to Moncrieff or the captain. And still she was inclined to like him, for his competence and quickness, and perhaps just because they had too few allies on the Isis to take him for granted.

“I ain’t sure it’s the best idea for you to be up on deck anyway,” said Curiosity, angling borrowed scissors down the length of the deerskin, her brow creased in concentration. “What you need is sleep.”

Hannah nodded, because she could not find the energy to disagree.

In the drowsy confusion of a warm, dim place, Hannah woke disoriented and with an aching head. For a moment she lay listening to the counterpoint of the babies’ quiet breathing interwoven with women’s voices: Curiosity and Elizabeth together at the hearth, waiting for her to join them and take up her part of the work and the conversation.

Then all around her the timber box that was the ship creaked and shifted, and she knew where she was—but the voices were there still. Hannah sat up with a little cry, rolled out of her hammock, and was at the door in two steps.

But it wasn’t Elizabeth who looked around at her. Nor was it Mrs. MacKay, who might have come back in the end for the company of her own kind. Across from Curiosity sat Miss Giselle Somerville.

She seemed to have sprouted up out of the earthy colors of the surgery. Her gown glowed in the pale green of new grass, touched here and there with a pattern of winding roses; in the sunlight her hair was the gold of old cornsilk. This close Hannah could see the softening line of her jaw and the web of soft lines at the corners of her eyes that gave away her age, but she held herself like a much younger woman. For a long moment Hannah stared at Giselle Somerville and she looked back, neither smiling nor frowning. As if it were the most normal thing in the world for her to be here, come to call to pass the long afternoon with old friends. Hannah felt herself flushing with surprise and something else that made her fingers twitch.

“Come and say good day.” Curiosity’s voice had an unfamiliar tone: guarded, and grating faintly with the effort. Hannah might have turned back to the other cabin, to stay there in the warm dark where her little brother and sister slept. But Curiosity’s expression said that she wanted Hannah here, and Hannah could not disobey her; she would not shame her before this woman.

Giselle Somerville said, “I suppose you have heard of me from your father. He and I were once good friends.” Her tone was not warm, but there was a hidden kind of eagerness in her eyes.

She wants to win me over, thought Hannah. I am nothing more than another prize to her.

Hannah swallowed. “I don’t think you could have ever been my father’s friend.”

Curiosity blinked, but Miss Somerville smiled.

“It was a long time ago. We were both very young.”

It was a peace offering of a kind, but Hannah was not in the mood for peace. “You kept my uncle Otter in Montréal so that my grandfather had to come after him,” she said. “If it weren’t for you, none of this would have happened and we would be at home where we belong.” She flushed with the power of speaking the truth to this white woman, and saw from the corner of her eye how Curiosity’s back had straightened, whether in pride or alarm she could not tell.

But Giselle Somerville only raised one thin eyebrow in a surprised arch.

“I see little of your father in your face, but you are very much like him.”

“She ain’t much of a one for games, that’s true,” said Curiosity. “Maybe you better just tell us what you got on your mind.”

“Very well.” Giselle inspected an embroidered rose on her sleeve. When she raised her head she was all cool determination again. “I intend to slip away. If you like, you can join me.”

In her surprise, Hannah looked to Curiosity, but the older woman’s attention was focused on Giselle Somerville.

“Well, now,” she said. “If you know Nathaniel Bonner as well as you say you do, then you’ll know that he ain’t far behind us—and his father and wife with him. No need for us to run off on our own.”

A smile slid across the even features and then was gone. “Nathaniel and his father—yes, I suppose they will try to follow. And his wife, of course. What is the name that Otter had for her? Bone-in-Her-Back, I believe. From what I saw of her, a very determined type if not very pretty.”

Curiosity put a cool hand on Hannah’s wrist, as if to steady her, or quiet her. Hannah bit down hard and willed herself to stay calm.

Giselle smiled. “But there is little chance of it, after all. They have no ship and no prospects of finding one for such a long journey.”

Because she could not stop herself, Hannah said, “Moncrieff says they are on their way.”

Giselle had a way of blinking that put Hannah in mind of the white owl that sat in the rafters of the barn at Lake in the Clouds, always watching for those small creatures who put hunger or curiosity above caution. “Moncrieff is devious, is he not? Any lie to meet his end. But surely you must realize that his only task is to deliver an heir to Carryck. The child will be less trouble, and the same end will be achieved—the title and the estate will be safe from the Campbells and the Crown. That is all any of them care about—they are Scots, after all, and cannot be trusted to be reasonable. If the Bonners are alive at all, it is certain that they are not on the Osiris.”

Curiosity’s hand on Hannah’s arm tightened like a vise. She smiled, quite broadly. “Ain’t nobody said a word about the Osiris.”

There was a slight tensing around Giselle’s mouth, and it made Hannah’s breath come easier to see this, the first sign that she could not stand up to Curiosity. Few women could, after all, but for a moment she had been worried that this one with her jewels and silks and a knife blade of a smile might be as dangerous as she wanted to seem.

“It only makes sense that Moncrieff would have promised such a thing,” Giselle said, utterly calm now. “What else might he say to keep you in your place, and acquiescent? You are, after all, nothing to him but a way to keep the boy in good health until he can turn him over to the earl. And of course Moncrieff likes to think of himself as irresistible.”

“He ain’t alone in that, now is he?” said Curiosity.

Giselle rose suddenly, her bracelets tinkling. “I was offering you a way to save these children from being delivered to Carryck. I see my concern is not welcome. I will bid you good day.”

Curiosity held out her hand, fingers curling in an easy invitation. “Now hold on. You ain’t afraid of a little straight talk, are you?”

Giselle slitted her eyes, but she sat again. Her back was as straight as a rifle, her head cocked at an angle.

They watched each other for a moment, and then Curiosity leaned forward as if she had a secret to tell. “You don’ talk much to womenfolk, do you? Don’ like dealing with your own kind if you can avoid it. Well, never mind, we won’ keep you long. Now, this is what I see. Your daddy marrying you off to the captain to get shut of you. You just as glad to get away from him, and so off you go to Scotland. Ain’t nothing unusual in any of it—women been trading one man for another as long as we been putting children in this world. But the captain don’ suit you—maybe he ain’t pretty enough, or maybe he too tame for you, or maybe you just don’ want the vexation. So you set to run off from him before he can tie you down, legal like. Seen that happen before, too, and not so long ago. Sometimes women got to take things in they own hands, after all. Now, I can see you ain’t slow-witted, so I expect you got a plan.”

She paused, and because the younger woman did not correct her, she continued.

“I imagine you got some men bribed to look the other way when the time come. A boat, or a horse, or some way to put some distance betwixt yourself and the captain. Got your valuables tied up in a sack, ready to go, and you’ll leave the rest behind, travel light and fast. Now, why would you want to drag a contentious old black woman and three little ones along when you on the run, and so much at stake? We cain’t travel fast, and if you’re interested in layin’ low, why, we’ll stick out like that old sore thumb folks always talking about. So I’m asking myself here, are you offering something, or are you looking for something?”

“How very clever of you,” said Giselle Somerville in a chilly tone. “And what is your conclusion?”

Curiosity shrugged. “Money come to mind first. There’s some gold around here someplace, and you’ll have heard tell about that. Gold might be useful to you, even if we ain’t.”

Giselle smiled thinly. “As perceptive as you seem to be, you must have recognized already that money is of little concern to me.”

Curiosity shrugged. “You ain’t never been hungry, neither. But that day could come, and you don’t seem the kind to jump without looking. And then agin maybe you don’ care so much about gold as you do about gettin’ your way when it comes to men. Showin’ them for the fools they can be. Ain’ that so?”

There was a glimmer of something in Giselle’s eyes: satisfaction, or disdain. Curiosity nodded as though she had spoken out loud.

“I know, truly I do. Now, maybe it’s just your daddy you want to get even with—but I’m wondering if there’s something else. Maybe you got an eye on Nathaniel, ready to make him pay for what went on all those years ago. Maybe Otter was a part of that plan, and maybe this a part of it, too. Revenge is right tasty cold, after all.

“So you tell me, Miss Somerville, if I’m just a stupid old woman too scairt to think straight, or if you ain’t tolt us the real story yet.”

Giselle Somerville’s gaze flickered toward Hannah and back again to Curiosity, even as she rose with a graceful swing of her skirt. “I have some things to consider before we continue our conversation,” she said. “I bid you good day.”

When she had closed the door behind herself, Curiosity turned to Hannah to grasp her hard by both hands. “Was the Osiris the ship that Moncrieff told you about?”

Hannah jerked in surprise. “Yes. I’m sure it was.”

Curiosity smiled grimly. “And did Elizabeth take the gold with her when she went to see the governor?”

“One of the sacks, yes. She took it from the carry basket at the last minute.”

“And the other sack? When did you see that last?”

Curiosity’s expression was almost more upsetting to Hannah than Giselle Somerville’s claims, but she tried to gather her thoughts.

“My grandfather had it. Why?”

Curiosity rose to pace the cabin, her arms crossed hard under her breasts and her chin tucked down in concentration. Then she stopped, and looked Hannah in the eye. “We ain’t got nothing more than a little silver, then. But listen to me, child, we got to let her think that we got the gold here with us. Do you hear me?”

Hannah nodded, confused and distracted. “You don’t believe her, do you? You don’t think that Moncrieff—” She hesitated, because she could not say out loud what she feared might be true, that they might be alone not just on this wide sea, but that her father and grandfather and Elizabeth were nowhere to be found in the world at all.

Curiosity shook her head hard. “No. I don’ believe her. That old earl wanted Hawkeye, and Moncrieff will deliver him if he can. But she’s after something else, and I ain’t sure what, yet. She gave away the game, you see, telling us that she’s going to bolt.”

“Maybe she won’t,” Hannah said. “Bolt, I mean. Maybe she just wanted to see how we’d react.”

“Helping out Moncrieff, you mean? Spying for him?”

Confused, Hannah shook her head. “No, I suppose not. She doesn’t like him much, does she?”

Curiosity said, “She ain’t easy to read, but there’s one thing for sure—what Pickering has to offer ain’t what she got in mind.”

“Because of his face?”

“No, child. ’Cause of his heart.”

From the other room came the humming sounds that meant Lily was struggling up from sleep. In a moment she would realize that the one person in the world she must have was not with her, and in her despair she would wake Daniel and then the process of soothing them would begin all over again.

“She wants Elizabeth,” Hannah said, feeling that truth in her own belly.

Curiosity let out a sigh and she pulled Hannah to her, hugged her hard. She smelled as she always did, of lye soap and lavender and of herself, honest Curiosity, strong minded and gentle hearted. Hannah was loath to let her go, and Curiosity seemed to know that. She cupped Hannah’s cheek in her palm and wobbled her head gently from side to side. “Don’ you lose faith now, you hear me?”

Hannah said, “Do you think Miss Somerville will come back?”

“Before sunset,” said Curiosity. “What do you want to wager?”

Through the afternoon they waited. While they ground rice and mixed it with goat’s milk and fed the twins, they waited. The Hakim came and went on his daily business, but by unspoken agreement they said nothing of Giselle Somerville; they did not know how far his loyalties reached, and neither of them cared to test him. He made Curiosity more of his medicine, and then went out once again to take tea with the captain.

Curiosity could not sit without some work in her hands and so they took up the sewing, listening all the while for the sound of a soft step at the door. Hannah pieced together leggings and tried to remember why it seemed so important just a day ago to put aside calico and linsey-woolsey for Kahnyen’kehàka dress. The old Tory with his ragged ears seemed like a dream, or a story she had heard once at the hearth when elders told tales of the days before the O’seronni came.

Charlie brought tea and polite inquiries from the captain. They were feeding the babies goat’s milk from a bowl, and he stopped to touch Lily’s sticky cheek with one light finger, smiling in pleasure when she grabbed at his work-hardened hand.

“Tell me,” Curiosity said to him in a casual tone that made Hannah’s ears prick up. “Is this here Isis the only boat the earl calls his own?”

Charlie bristled, surprised and offended, and began a long inventory of the ships owned by the Earl of Carryck. He spoke of merchantmen and sloops and cutters as if they belonged to him personally, and Hannah realized that in a way they were his—the company was his family, and this ship might be his home for as long as he lived. It made her sad for him, and vaguely curious, too.

Curiosity seemed less impressed.

“Uh-huh.” She interrupted him casually, all her attention on the chore of extracting the feeding spoon from Daniel’s fist. “I’m fond of stories myself. But I don’ suppose you ever seen one of them ships, now, have you?”

He stared at her. “But I have, and no’ two days past. The Osiris came intae Québec just as we set sail.” As he grew more agitated his careful imitation of the Hakim’s English gave way and his own Scots came bubbling to the surface.

“The Osiris?” Curiosity snorted softly. “That big East Indiaman you told us about? What would that ship be doing over in Canada?”

Charlie flushed such a deep color that Hannah almost felt sorry for him, a poor confused mouse to Curiosity’s cat.

“But it was the Osiris! I would ken her anywhere. The earl is always sending ships on errands—did we no’ sail oot o’ our way tae Martinique for his cursed ti-nain plants, and hasna the Hakim been slaving e’er since tae see that they thrive? He’ll ha’ sent the Osiris tae Québec tae fetch a bird he fancies, or the pelt of some strange beast that canna be bred in Scotland, or some such wastefulness. Is that no’ the way o’ rich men?”

“I suppose it is.” Curiosity had a particular smile that she saved for her menfolk when they had pleased her. Hannah had seen even Judge Middleton duck his head in pleasure at it, just the way Charlie did now, his ears tinged an earnest red.

“It was the Osiris, Mrs. Freeman, and she’s headed hame for the Firth, too. You’ll see her there.”

“I expect you must be right,” Curiosity said, shifting Daniel to a more convenient spot on her lap. “Cain’t claim to know too much about ships, anyway, can I?”

Hannah could barely keep her surprise or her admiration to herself. Curiosity had put so little work into finding out what she wanted to know, and Charlie was none the worse for it, and even pleased to have been of service to her. The Osiris was headed this way, and probably not far behind. A great shudder of relief moved down her spine. Hannah put her nose to Lily’s neck and took a settling breath.

Charlie was at the door when Curiosity called one more question after him. “Oh, and child, tell me this. Who are these Campbells I hear tell about now and then? Do you know of them?”

His expression darkened with surprise. “Oh, aye. Who doesna ken the Campbells?”

“Friends of the earl’s, are they?”

The question agitated the boy, for he flushed again to the tips of his ears. “The Campbells friends to Carryck? They’re naught but treacherous hounds, all widdershins tae honest men.”

Curiosity turned to Hannah as the door fell shut behind him. “I figure that ain’t exactly a compliment.”

Hannah had to smile. “Granny Cora used to tell stories of the clan wars. The sachem called their men ‘hounds.’” She closed her eyes and reached for the familiar rhythms of her grandmother’s voice. “ ‘Sons o’ the hounds, come and eat flesh’—it’s how they were called to battle.”

“And they call your kind barbarians.” Curiosity grunted softly. “Now I wonder what Miss Priss meant about the Campbells being a worry to Carryck.” She stood, lifting Daniel onto her hip, and looked out the window to the rolling sea.

Sunset, and the sea tugged the light out of the day. With a sleeping Lily in her arms, Hannah leaned against the wall to watch seabirds wheeling white against a sky of bruised blue and scarlet. Through the wall of the surgery she could hear the Hakim as he sang his prayers: he had a hoarse voice and a tin ear and still his chant wound softly around her like a silk veil. Hannah understood nothing of his language or of his god, except that they were a comfort to him, so far away from home. She leaned harder against the wall, held in place by Lily’s sleeping weight, her breath damp and sweet. Behind lids the color of seashells the baby’s eyes darted: even in her sleep she looked for her mother.

Curiosity’s humming stopped, and Hannah roused herself. Over Daniel’s sleeping head she saw Curiosity’s face creased in concentration. “Listen,” she whispered.

Hannah cocked her head and closed her eyes, but she could hear only the sea and the creaking of the ship around her. Nothing of Giselle Somerville. Nothing yet, she corrected herself.

“What is it?”

Curiosity flapped a hand. “Listen!”

Hannah closed her eyes. Overhead, men were moving, as they did so often to change the watch, shift sails, wash down the deck, haul rope, or look to the hundreds of other chores that divided the day into its parts. But the ship had her own voice, too, and it came to Hannah softly, a faint shudder and then a sighing, as a woman sighs at the end of a long day.

“Are we slowing?”

Curiosity spread out a hand, palm up, as if to weigh the question.

From the doorway Hakim Ibrahim said, “We are heaving-to.”

“Stopping?” Curiosity drew in her breath on a hiss.

The smooth brow under the Hakim’s turban creased. “Not quite, but almost. Perhaps we have lost a sail.” And in response to Curiosity’s expression of disbelief: “Such a loss is not unknown, Mrs. Freeman.”

Hannah touched his sleeve. “Are we near land?”

The Hakim took a rolled parchment from a cubbyhole in his desk and spread it out for her to see. Hannah shifted Lily across her chest and brushed the baby’s curls out of her face, leaning forward to look.

“We are not within sight of a port, if that is your question.” One strong brown finger made an arc across the map. “This whole area is called the Grand Banks—shoal reefs. Fishermen come from as far away as Portugal.” From another cubby in the desk he took stones to anchor the curling parchment, and then he stood looking at it, one corner of his mouth turned down. “I will go to the captain and see what is to be learned. If you will excuse me.”

When he was gone, Curiosity smiled at Hannah over Daniel’s head.

“What?” Hannah asked. “What?”

“Sail, my foot,” said Curiosity. “We been moving fast since we left Canada behind, and all of a sudden we ain’t. Heaving-to, he say. Maybe we’re waitin’ for somebody to catch up.”

Hannah’s heart fluttered, and in perfect imitation of its rhythm came a tripping knock at the door. She jumped, and Lily frowned in her sleep.

Curiosity pointed with her chin to the sleeping cabin. “Keep out of sight,” she whispered.

“Give me Daniel.”

“No,” said Curiosity. “I need him here.”

“I see you ain’t finished with us, after all,” said Curiosity. “Come on in and set, then. I cain’t get up with this child so sound asleep.”

In the darkened sleeping cabin Hannah put Lily down in the cradle and covered her carefully. Then she inched back to stand in the shadows near the door. She had left it standing slightly open, so that from this angle she could see only a bit of Curiosity’s back and half of Giselle Somerville.

“I waited until the doctor came up on deck,” Giselle said.

“You don’ trust him, then.”

A surprised laugh. “Do you?”

Hannah wished to see Curiosity’s face, but then her long silence told quite a lot on its own.

Giselle’s expression was calm, too, as if they were discussing nothing more than the possibility of a summer’s outing. When she spoke her voice was very cool.

“You must pardon my confusion,” she said. “It was my impression that you were on this voyage against your will.”

Curiosity laughed, but there was nothing cheerful in the sound. “Oh, you got it right. I never did think to cross this sea. Never even cared to lay eyes on it. My mama crossed it in chains when she weren’t much older than Nathaniel’s Hannah. Made a slave of her, and she died a slave.”

Hannah hugged her arms closer around herself, afraid to breathe lest she miss even a word. From Giselle Somerville there was no sound at all, but Curiosity seemed not to notice.

“Now, I been free some thirty years,” she continued. “My children were born free. I s’pose somewhere deep inside I had ‘free’ mixed up with ‘safe.’ For a woman most especially it ain’t the same thing, though, is it?”

A flush was rising on Giselle’s neck. “No,” she said. “It is not.” She lowered her gaze and then raised it again, so that Hannah realized suddenly what a strange color her eyes were, violetlike in the very white face. She said, “I am offering you an opportunity to get away.”

Curiosity leaned forward without any warning and simply thrust the sleeping Daniel into Giselle’s arms. Giselle let out a startled sound, and for the first time real surprise showed on her face.

“Look at that child,” said Curiosity. “Pretty, ain’t he? But he’s made of blood and bone. Look hard and think about this: if harm come to any of these children I will have to answer to Nathaniel and Elizabeth, just as sure as one day I will have to answer to my God.”

“Take him back,” said Giselle, her voice trembling with outrage. “Take him back”

When Curiosity had done just that, Giselle said, “That was a very silly thing to do.” Her eyes blazed now, all her calm indifference gone. Her gaze flitted back to Daniel and her color rose another notch. “Am I a young girl to lose my wits over an infant? Did you think I would offer up some great secret with a child in my arms?”

“My,” said Curiosity softly. “What a fuss over a little baby. As if you ain’t never held one before.”

Giselle Somerville froze, her face suddenly very still. “What do you mean by that?”

“Why, nothing at all,” said Curiosity. “What did you think I meant?”

After a moment Giselle smiled. “I understand that the safety of the children is paramount. Listen now and I’ll tell you what opportunity I can offer, and you may take it or leave it as you wish. It might be as much as a day from now, but sooner or later a small ship will anchor nearby flying a particular signal flag. When that ship is in sight, I will create a diversion on board and slip away to meet it. It will all have to happen very quickly, for when this vessel shows itself the Osiris will be very close at hand.”

Curiosity let out a little laugh. “So, we are stopped to wait for the Osiris after all.”

“Yes. Of course.” Giselle was not in the least embarrassed to have been caught in a lie.

“Well then, missy, tell me this. Why would we want to run off, just when our people about to catch us up?”

Giselle sighed. “You mustn’t forget what you know of Moncrieff. He will wait for the Osiris, of course, but he is not enough of a fool to let Nathaniel Bonner get within rifle range. No, the minute we see the Osiris within reasonable distance, we will sail off again for Scotland.”

“Now, wait a minute,” Curiosity said. “Seems to me you and Moncrieff been workin’ together for some time now. How does he fit into your little plan?”

Giselle’s mouth pursed with irritation. “I should say rather that Moncrieff was working for me, although he did not realize it. It suited me to let him think that it was all his plan, when in fact—well.” She pushed out a small breath. “I had business to see to, and it suited me to use him.”

Curiosity might have spoken, but Giselle held up a hand to stop her. “If you leave the Isis with me we can signal the Osiris to stop and take you on board. Given the fact that Carryck wants the child, there is no doubt that they would do so.”

“And we’d still be on our way to Scotland,” said Curiosity.

Giselle spread out her hands on her lap. “Yes,” she said simply. “But with Nathaniel and Hawkeye watching over you, Moncrieff would not dare approach the Osiris to get you back, and thus you would all be together. Which seems to be the thing you want most.” She said this as if it were a mystery to her, and vaguely amusing. She looked at Daniel.

“He’s very dark haired, isn’t he?”

Curiosity shrugged. “It ain’t a surprise, looking at his folks.”

Giselle looked away suddenly. “If you do not care to come away with me, then a word of warning.”

“We cain’t pay you for your advice, Miz Somerville.”

The younger woman looked more annoyed than disappointed at this interruption. A frown line etched its way down the pale brow. “Carryck wants this boy badly,” she said. “And there are others who will want him, too.”

“Those Campbells, I suppose,” said Curiosity.

“I pity the man who underestimates you.” Giselle laughed. “Yes, the Campbells. It suits them best that Carryck is without a male heir, and they will do what they must to keep things that way. Do I make myself clear?”

Curiosity said, “You do. And now let me speak plain, miss.”

“I don’t suppose I could stop you,” said Giselle with a half-smile that was meant to disarm.

“I’m wondering about you, how desperate you are. Who this man is you’re running off with, and what he’s got in mind for these children. After all, they are worth something to Carryck, or to those Campbells.”

Giselle rose slowly. She walked to the window and stood for a long minute watching the sky. With her back still to Curiosity she said, “I could tell you any number of stories that might satisfy you. Perhaps I should tell them all, and leave you to sort out the truth. But in the end there is only one thing that matters: you can take these children and get off this ship and away from Moncrieff, if you care to.”

“Is that so. And I suppose you ain’t ever heard tell about folks jumping out of a frying pan right into the fire.” Curiosity was rocking quietly now, one hand stroking Daniel’s back in a small circle.

Giselle turned from the window. “You have no reason to trust me. Just the opposite. But let me tell you something about myself, and perhaps it will change your mind.” She crossed her arms below her breasts and dropped her gaze to the floor. When she raised her head, there was a glittering in her eye. “My mother was French, of good family but modest resources. My father regretted the union. He speaks of it as unfortunate and untimely, an indiscretion. He divorced my mother under English law and sent her home to France. I have not seen her since. I do not even know her real name, or if she is alive. Perhaps she has not survived the Terror in France. But I do intend to find out, and the man I am meeting will take me there. It was my one condition.”

Curiosity made a sound, but Giselle Somerville held her off with a raised hand.

“Please. I would much prefer your silence to your sympathy. Now, you can take that story and make of it what you will. I will send word when the time comes. It may be quite soon, or it may not be until tomorrow night. You will act according to your best judgment.”

When she was gone, Curiosity said, “Come on out here, child, and talk to me. What did you think of that little story of hers?”

Hannah said, “She never met your eye. I think she was lying.”

Curiosity grunted softly. “Maybe. Even if she weren’t, it still don’t sit right, none of it.”

“I don’t think we should go with her,” said Hannah. “At least, not unless we get a good look at the ship.”

Curiosity got up with a groan, and shifted Daniel to her shoulder. “That’s just what we’ll do,” she said. “But pack the basket, just in case.”

At dusk Hannah could stand it no longer, and she went up on deck. She found a spot at the rail where she thought she might not be in the way. The sailors ignored her; after a while she began to relax, to take some pleasure in the fresh air and the wind. There were fishing boats in the distance, and she wondered what kind of life it would be to live on the water and to learn to read it as her people could read the sky and the mountains.

“The Indian,” said a man’s voice. “Come to worship the settin’ sun, are ye?”

The first officer stood, hands folded behind him and his chin pressed to his chest. Mr. MacKay was a big man, heavily built with a seaman’s squint, a great shelf of a jaw, a high sloping forehead, and a nose so short and mean it looked like it was trying to burrow back into his skull. But it was his eyes that worried her, alive with a moody curiosity that made her sorry to have come up on deck.

And no one else about, and no way to get past him unless he let her go.

“Sir?”

“Have ye been baptized in Christ?” He spoke so softly that she had to strain to hear him.

It was a simple question, and she did not want to answer it. But by his expression she knew that she had no choice. “I was baptized, sir.”

His eyes narrowed. “Is that so? And wha guid man came among the savages to save ye from eternal damnation?”

Hannah pressed her back harder into the rail. “I don’t remember him, sir. I was very small. A Jesuit, I think.”

The long face flushed such a deep shade of red, and that so quickly, that Hannah’s unease was pushed aside with the thought that Mr. MacKay might be suffering a stroke before her eyes.

His mouth twisted with disgust. “Papists among the savages. Aye, and I heard tell o’ sic travesties. And the puir wee babbies, have they been damned wi’ ye?”

Hannah looked about hoping for a friendly face, but the sailor at the helm was watching the horizon. Mr. MacKay was waiting for her answer, and so she shook her head.

“They are not yet baptized, in any faith.”

“Ach. There’s hope, then. Now you listen to me,” Mr. MacKay began, in a more kindly fashion. “‘The angels shall come forth, and take out the wicked from among the righteous, and will cast them into the furnace of fire; there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’” He thrust his face forward, within inches of her own. “It’s no’ in your nature tae understan’ the Holy Scripture—savage and female, ava—but it’s my duty tae tell the truth and shame the de’il. Lass, ye’re bound for hellfire should ye no’ see the error o’ yer ways.”

“I must go,” Hannah said, and her voice cracked. “I must go back to the Hakim now.”

“The Hakim. Anither infidel.” Mr. MacKay shook his head. “Innocent babes among the heathens. Can a guid Christian stand by and watch?”

Hannah’s blood beat heavy in her ears, but she made herself speak up. She said, “Stay away from us. Stay away from us all, or I’ll tell Captain Pickering.”

Mr. MacKay sucked in his lower lip and pushed it out again. “And does it matter, wha ye tell? The Almighty kens aa, and sees aa, and ye canna run fra’ him tae yer Captain Pickering. ‘His wrath is poured out like fire, and in the end ye will burn.’”

He rocked back and forth on his heels, his mouth pursed thoughtfully. “Noo, tell me, lass. Will ye be saved fra’ yer infidel ways, ye and the wee ones wi’ ye?”

“Mr. MacKay, sir!” the bosun called. “The helmsman needs a word wi’ ye, sir!”

“Hear me now,” he said, peering closely at her. “It’s up tae ye whether the babbies burn in hell. We’ll talk agin.”

Hannah forced herself to breathe in and out as he walked away. When she could make her legs obey her, she went below. And wondered if she would ever come back on deck again.
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The Jackdaw was seventy-five feet of hard-worn oak and peeling black paint, but as the St. Lawrence widened toward the open sea something became clear to Nathaniel: the schooner might have seen better days, but she still loved the wind and the wind loved her back. It was true that they were twelve hours behind the Isis, but there were other truths, too, and he didn’t have to reach far for them: they had an able captain who would stop at nothing to earn his prize, and while the Isis idled along like a fat cow for home, the Jackdaw was a cougar of a ship, fast and lean, carrying no cargo beyond provisions for a skeleton crew of thirty, ammunition, and the monumental force of the Bonners’ combined fury.

Nathaniel could see the full strength of it now in Elizabeth’s face as she paced the deck, her arms wound around herself. Once before he had seen her this close to broken, but that battle had left the kind of bruises that healed. This time there would be no healing for either of them until they had the children and Curiosity back.

The Jackdaw was only eighteen feet at the beam; Nathaniel could almost reach out and touch his wife as she paced by. But she looked to the horizon for comfort, and seemed not to take note of him at all. Since she had come on board and spilled out the whole story of what had passed she had barely spoken a word.

“It ain’t her fault,” said Hawkeye when she had passed them once again. “You need to make her understand that.”

“If there’s anyone tae blame, it must be me,” said Robbie hoarsely. “I was a fool tae trust Moncrieff. I tried tae tell her so, but she wouldna listen.”

Nathaniel said, “It’ll take more than words to set her right.”

Hawkeye grunted, for it was the simple truth. But Robbie’s troubled expression settled on Nathaniel.

“Aye, but words are a start, lad. Dinna let her grieve alone.” He put a hand on Nathaniel’s shoulder, but it was the weight of the word, the idea of grieving, that brought him to his feet.

He scanned the length of the ship, from the forecastle where Stoker was deep in conversation with his first mate, to the bow.

“She’s gone below,” said Hawkeye, his unease showing clear. He had been raised among strong-minded women and had had another one to wife. His daughter-in-law was made in the same mold, and he liked and admired her; it wouldn’t occur to him to forbid Elizabeth to go anywhere. But Stoker’s crew was a rough lot—Americans and Irishmen, and a handful of the kind who claim no home and want none. Nathaniel saw the worry in his father’s face, and thought his own expression probably gave away just as much. He went after her.

At the bottom of the companionway Nathaniel stopped to clear his head of the sound of the sea. What he heard took him by surprise: an old woman’s voice, and Elizabeth’s quiet tones in reply. Alone for a moment on a ship where there would be precious little privacy, too tall to stand in the cramped space, Nathaniel crouched down to listen. His head ached, and he was tired, and he wondered if he would ever be able to sleep again. Even in sleep he could not escape the fact that his children had been taken from him without a struggle, and by a man he had given his trust. I regret the necessity of such a drastic step, but your father-in-law denied me every other more reasonable alternative. That single sentence echoed in his head, carved deep in the very bones of his skull. If this ship should go down now and kill him outright Nathaniel knew that he would walk the sea floor to get to them. And to Angus Moncrieff, who would be taught the meaning of reason, and regret.

The sound of throaty laughter from the cabin startled him out of his daydream. Elizabeth’s voice again, in reply. He thought of joining them, but then he had spent much of his life in the company of women and he knew the sound of a conversation where men were not welcome. And the truth was, he had little comfort to offer.

He went back up on deck to ask again after their speed and to find some work to do. For the moment hard labor was the only thing that would keep him sane.

She was old, so old that time had reversed its path: the hair under the tightly knotted kerchief was baby-fine and only two teeth were left in the wide, thin-lipped mouth. These were on the right side, and served as the anchor for a pipe that wobbled and waved over a sunken breast covered with a mass of chains and baubles. But there was nothing childlike about the woman’s mind, and she squinted at Elizabeth from a fog of tobacco smoke with a bright and inquisitive expression, plucking her pipe from her mouth to point at a tea chest.

“Sit!”

Elizabeth hesitated, but the pipe tapped smartly on the arm of the chair and she seemed to have little choice but to comply.

“I had no intention of disturbing you,” she said, resting very uncomfortably on the edge of the chest, and trying not to stare around herself at the crowded cabin, nor to inhale too deeply the mingled smells of stale tobacco, rank clothing, and fish oil. “I was just looking for a quiet spot.”

The old woman let out a hoot of laughter. “Cor, a quiet spot on the Jackdaw. Now, there’s a pretty notion.”

The reedy, wobbling voice was London with an overlay of Ireland and other places Elizabeth could not quite put a name to. Here was a mystery that would have intrigued at any other time, but Elizabeth was so tired she could not focus on the most obvious things. Nor could she quite bring herself to do what she wanted to do, which was to give in to her low spirits and simply walk away.

“Please permit me to introduce myself—”

“I know who you are,” said the old woman. “Saw you when you come with that bloody great Indian to talk to Mac, though I expect you didn’t see me. Annie is my name, but most call me Granny Stoker. Mac is the youngest son of me youngest son.”

“Ah,” said Elizabeth. “I recall that he mentioned you the first time I spoke to him.”

“Eh? And what did he say?”

“He did not say that you sail with him. I’m glad not to be the only woman on board, but I am somewhat surprised to find you here.”

The old lady’s mouth worked around the stem of the pipe. “Don’t be. Women been on the water since the first raft was pushed off, even if some don’t like to admit it. Now me, I don’t go on land unless I’m dragged. First shipped out when I was just fifteen. That was seventy-seven years ago. I’ll wager you’ve heard of me. I went by Anne Bonney back then, when I ran with Calico Jack.”

Elizabeth thought it might be bad policy to admit she had not heard either name, but to her relief, the old woman’s attention had already shifted. She fumbled for a cane at her knee and with it she poked at Elizabeth’s skirts.

“You need breeches,” she said, in the unapologetic tones of the very old when they had made a personal decision for someone younger. “Skirts tie you down on board. In breeks you’d move freer, and fight better when the time comes. But I expect you’ll tell me it isn’t your way. You’re that type.”

Elizabeth found herself bristling. “I’m not sure what type you mean, but the fact is, I have worn leggings. All of last summer I wore them, when I was—” She hesitated. “On the New-York frontier.”

The brown eyes snapped at her under a creased brow. “So I hear tell. Jack Lingo was a tough one, weren’t he?”

Elizabeth rubbed her forehead. “I suppose your grandson told you.”

“I keep my ears open,” said Annie Stoker. “And my eyes.”

Wearily, Elizabeth said, “And what do you see?”

The knotty hands gripped the arms of the chair as the old woman leaned forward, her beads and chains making a soft clinking sound. “I see a woman et up with anger, and no place to go with it. You won’t weep, not in front of me. Maybe not in front of anybody. That Scot don’t know what kind of trouble he’s called down on his head with you. Took your babbies, and left you with more than one kind of pain. I expect if I put a finger to your breast it might feel ready to burst about now.”

Elizabeth composed her expression. “It’s not so bad.”

The old lady had a whoop of a laugh with very little of amusement in it. “Maybe you can make your menfolk believe that, but you look at me again, girl, and see what you’re looking at. Ten children I’ve brought into this world, the first one when I was sixteen years old. The last one was Mac’s da, when I was forty-five. But when I look at you I’m put in mind of my second. My only girl, and they took her away from me before I could give her a name.” She picked up the cane again and pointed it at Elizabeth’s bodice with two quick jabbing motions. “They ache like two bad teeth. Ain’t that so?”

Elizabeth folded her arms across herself and tried not to flinch as her breasts, rock-hard, pulsed and leaked in response. But the old lady had already turned away to begin rummaging around in an open chest at the side of her chair. Her pipe worked furiously up and down as she clawed through a jumble of fabrics: old-fashioned waistcoats and pelisses of yellowed brocade, petticoats and skirts dangling torn flounces.

“There we are,” she said, hooking something dull brown to deposit it onto Elizabeth’s lap. “And these. Make good use of them.”

There were breeches and a loose-cut shirt. “This is very kind of you,” Elizabeth said, resisting the urge to examine them for lice in front of the old lady.

Annie Stoker waved a hand dismissively. She pointed with her cane to another chest. “In that box there you’ll find linen for binding. You wrap your chest up tight as ever you can stand it, that will help some. You can do it now. But if the pain gets to be too much anyway, you have that man of yours give you some ease.”

“Ease,” Elizabeth echoed. What right do I have to ease? And she saw with some distant surprise how her own tears fell to darken the rough homespun of the breeches. Her bodice was full wet now, but she did not have the strength to hide this from the old woman.

She said, “Why did they take your daughter from you?”

A shrug of the bony shoulders. “I was headed for the gallows at the time. You may not credit it to see me now, respectable old lady that I am, but I was a terror back then, and I near swung for it. Until Paddy Stoker got a better idea and took me away to Ireland. We left the girl behind. I never knew what became of her.” The old woman leaned forward to grasp Elizabeth by the wrist. Her skin was dry and warm, and her grip was unforgiving. “A bellyful of anger ain’t the worst thing, right now,” she said.

The last of the evening light shifted from the window to lay its warmth on Anne Stoker’s face. Tears were swelling in Elizabeth’s throat and she blinked hard as the old woman doubled in her vision. The blur of color around her neck glimmered and took on sudden clarity: a blue-tinted diamond the size of a woman’s thumbnail. A string of square-cut sapphires, and a pendant of amber and worked silver. Coins of all sizes and lands. And half hidden in the folds of the faded calico shirt another coin, larger and heavier, on a chain of its own. A five-guinea gold piece, with old King George in profile.

Elizabeth touched the spot between her own breasts where that very coin had rested for almost a year, and then her gaze traveled up the length of the chain to Anne Stoker’s face.

The old lady showed her empty red gums and two dimples carved new grooves on the lined cheeks. Then she reached into a crewel-worked pocket tied to her waist over a pair of leather breeches and drew out a pendant: a single pearl in a clutch of silver petals and curling leaves. She held it up so that the pearl twisted in the scattered light, and then she tossed it.

“Lookin’ for that, are you?”

Elizabeth caught it with one hand. The metal was cold against her palm, but there was a warmth in the pearl that she had first noted when Nathaniel had put the chain around her neck as a wedding present. How it had hurt her pride to have this taken from her. Now it seemed a very small thing, and unimportant.

She sent Anne Stoker a sidelong glance. “I must have dropped it when I came on board at Sorel.”

“Must have.”

Her innocent tone was at odds with the satisfied expression in those bright eyes. A respectable old lady, indeed. Knowing that she flushed, and that her high color gave away something, Elizabeth said, “There was a panther’s tooth, too.”

“Was there now? And how did you come by such a thing as that?”

“It is a very long story.”

“Aye, and what better way to pass the time than wit’ a good, long story?”

Elizabeth considered for a moment. “I don’t suppose you have a toothbrush in that trunk of yours? And a hairbrush?”

“I might do,” said the old lady, her fingers winding through silver chains. “Why do you ask?”

“Stories do not come cheap,” said Elizabeth.

The old woman’s face lit up. “Oooh,” she said. “Intend to haggle wit’ me, do you?”

Whatever Elizabeth might have said to Anne Stoker was interrupted by the sound of running feet on deck and a call from the crow’s nest: “Ship ahoy!” She started up from her seat, but the old woman never moved.

“Not the one you’re looking for,” she said evenly. “Not yet.”

“Do you think we’ll catch the Isis up, then?” It was the most important question, and Elizabeth feared the answer so much that she had not been able to ask the men outright.

Granny Stoker laughed, the tobacco-stained fingers threading through the lifetime’s plunder hung around her neck. “Have you watched children playin’ at tag, me dear?”

Elizabeth nodded. “I have.” Once I was a schoolteacher, she might have said. But it seemed so long ago, and she would not think of home. Not now.

“Well, then, you’ll recall as how little boys like the chase, but for little girls all fun is in the getting caught. And she’s no different at heart. Just a little girl running away to get caught.”

“Who is no different?” asked Elizabeth, vaguely confused.

“Why,” said Annie Stoker. “The Lass in Green, of course.”

Though the Jackdaw was not a large ship, Mac Stoker managed to keep clear of Elizabeth. She supposed that his sudden deference had more to do with a healthy fear of the Bonner men than with some newfound consideration, but she did not mind the isolation from Stoker.

He sent her messages through his crew. It was Jacques, the boy who had lured her to the ship, who brought word that Granny Stoker was willing to have Elizabeth sleep in the captain’s quarters with her. It was a kind offer, and Elizabeth was relieved to have recourse to the cabin throughout the day when she wanted privacy to see to her own needs, but she could not bear the idea of long hours without Nathaniel. Neither was she willing to share the crew’s berth, as Hawkeye and Robbie were. This left only the open deck, and hammocks.

It was not the worst solution. Over the mizzenmast the stars turned in endless wheels, and Elizabeth could raise her head to look for the glimmer of sails on the horizon. It was something she did quite often, for even tightly bound the throbbing in her breasts was bad enough to keep her from a real sleep. Nathaniel was not better off; she could hear him constantly turning and shifting.

The hammocks were narrow and would never hold the both of them, but what she wanted, what she needed, was to sleep beside him, tucked into his side with his arm around her. With the sound of Nathaniel’s heartbeat in her ear she might be able to find some peace for a few hours. But Elizabeth found that more than her children had been taken from her: she no longer knew how to talk to her husband. How could she speak of her own discomfort when all of this was her fault? And if she said that to him, if she put the truth out in a line of words, one after the other, what would he do? She tasted salt on her skin and could not tell if it was sea spray, or her own tears.

“Boots,” he called softly.

“Yes?”

His feet thumped on the deck, and then he was leaning over her. She could not make out his expression in the dark, but she could feel the sweet warmth of him.

“If you don’t get some sleep you’ll fall ill.”

“You’re not sleeping either, Nathaniel.”

“I would if I could hold you.”

What help was there for her then? She collapsed slowly inward, sorrow raking through the last of her self-control. The hammock shook with her sobs so that she could hardly breathe, aware only dimly of the milk that flowed from her breasts now, finally, as she wept. And then Nathaniel simply tipped the canvas sling toward him and she slid into the cradle of his arms.

He took the full force of her misery without protest, although there was a trembling in him. With her face pressed to his neck she wept herself into a quieter, duller place, and then Nathaniel turned and walked with her to the longboat that took up the center of the main deck. He set her on her feet to throw back the canvas cover and then he climbed in, and reached down to lift her over the side.

The cover made a cave of the boat once it was pulled back over their heads. Inside it was damp and close and it smelled of mildew and spilled ale, but it was quiet out of the wind and there was a tarpaulin to serve as a makeshift mattress and blanket both. There was just enough room between two benches to lie in a half-recline, side by side. Elizabeth settled against him carefully. Her whole body felt hollow and distant, a poor quaking thing, but Nathaniel was solid and warm and immediately comforting. Last summer on the run in the endless forests they had slept like this sometimes, under an outcropping of cliff.

“A year ago,” she said out loud.

“I been thinking about that too,” Nathaniel said. “Solid ground under our feet and Richard Todd on our tails. And the day Joe died.” His fingers traced the side of her face. “On the island, do you remember?”

Elizabeth rubbed her face on the rough linen of his shirt. “If I live to be a hundred I will remember that island.”

“I suppose a woman likes to think of the day she gets with child for the first time.”

Elizabeth jerked a little in surprise.

“You can’t know that. It could have happened any time, we were … quite busy with each other.”

Nathaniel pressed his mouth to the top of her head; she could feel him trying to smile.

“You’ve forgot your words,” he said. “And I went to such trouble to teach them to you.”

Elizabeth shook him lightly. “Don’t change the subject, you know I can’t be distracted so easily. Why are you so sure that I fell pregnant at that particular time?”

He shrugged. “Because I know. Because I felt it happen. And you did too, if you’ll think about it and trust your gut.”

“It is very strange how these conversations always come down to my inner workings,” Elizabeth said, and she heard the tone of her voice, and regretted it. She wound her fingers in Nathaniel’s shirt and squeezed his arm as hard as she could. “I trust you, that is enough. Right now, it’s all that I have.”

He whispered into her hair, his tone solemn now and nothing of teasing in him. “The world will be right again, Boots. Tomorrow or the day after we’ll catch up with the Isis, but now we’ll sleep. Sleep’s the thing.” He shifted her slightly against him and the pain in her over filled breasts flared hot, so that she had to stifle a cry against his chest.

Nathaniel jerked up, holding her so that he could peer into her face. “You’re hurting,” he said, his cool hands on her skin under the borrowed homespun shirt, full wet with tears and lost milk. “I didn’t know it was that bad. Can I help you?”

“No,” she said, trying to turn away in the narrow space, mortified and undone. “There are some hurts that even you cannot mend, Nathaniel.”

“And some I can. Let me help you.” His voice broke, and with it her resolve. And so she let him have his way, let him take what was meant for her children—their children—and tried not to imagine their sweet faces at a strange woman’s breast as she wound her fingers in Nathaniel’s hair hard enough to make him gasp. In time he brought her to a place where she could offer him some comfort in turn, and then she fell away shuddering still with his touch, and this newest burden of relief.

They woke to the sound of raised voices as the larboard watch came on deck, just as the first of the sun found its way through the seams on the canvas cover. Elizabeth blinked and rubbed her eyes, and then she heard the whisper she had missed at first: Robbie, standing at the side of the longboat.

“Are ye awake?”

Nathaniel stretched and reached out to toss back the cover. “We are.”

Elizabeth stood, wobbling a little in her disorientation. Robbie sent her a sidelong glance, and she marveled that in all the time they had spent with this man, he still blushed furiously at the sight of her, whether she was in her finest gown or at her worst, as she was now. Her hair was a tangled mass and her face still swollen with weeping; Granny Stoker’s borrowed shirt and breeches were too large and hung awkwardly, cinched at the waist with a rope that served as a makeshift belt. And she itched, so that she could barely keep from scratching.

Robbie held out his arm and she took it, landing on deck with a thump. With both hands she swiped at herself in an attempt to dislodge the grit of the longboat, but her gaze moved out over the sea. It was a beautiful morning, and she had slept deeply. Nothing could lessen the ache and anger at the heart of this journey, and she was still in considerable—and renewed—discomfort, but she was heartened by the sun and the hum of the winds in the sails; her resolve was still firm, but despair had loosened its grip.

“Today,” she said to Robbie. And saw what she had not thought to notice, that he was in need of a kind word, too.

He nodded. “It canna be too soon.”

Nathaniel clapped Robbie on the back. “I’ll bet you’ve already been down to the galley.”

Robbie grimaced slightly. “Aye, that I have. But I wadna recommend it for Elizabeth—it’s a wee rough. I’ll bring ye what there is tae eat, but first there’s word.”

Elizabeth and Nathaniel turned to him in one movement.

“Hawkeye and Stoker are waitin’ for the baith o’ ye on the quarterdeck.”

Elizabeth would have started off in that direction immediately, but Nathaniel caught her by the arm. “What’s this about, Rab?”

“The Osiris.”

“What of the Osiris?” asked Elizabeth, seeing how Nathaniel’s expression darkened. He seemed as angry about Moncrieff’s arrangements for them to be chaperoned to Scotland on the Osiris as he was about the kidnapping itself.

“She’s been sighted, five miles off,” said Robbie. He looked toward the western horizon, where Elizabeth could see only a smudge of haze. She thought of climbing the rigging, and put the idea reluctantly aside, as light-headed as she was.

“The Osiris is following us?”

Nathaniel grunted softly. “Her captain can’t much like the idea of explaining to Carryck why we aren’t on board.”

Her disquiet growing rapidly, Elizabeth said, “The Osiris must outgun us.”

“Aye, that she does,” said Robbie. “I saw her in Québec. Thirty-two guns, and near two hundred men. The equal o’ the Isis, I’d say.”

Elizabeth took in this information in silence. Throughout her girlhood she had been fed facts about the Royal Navy with her breakfast, for her uncle Merriweather had always wanted to go to sea, and lived the life vicariously—and volubly—with the aid of newspaper reports. She knew very well what it meant for the Osiris to carry thirty-two guns. With four twelve-pounder carronades to a side, the Jackdaw was better armed than most schooners of her size, but she was undercrewed and in a battle she would never prevail. She wasn’t made to fight, but to run: that’s what smugglers did.

She squared her shoulders and met Nathaniel’s eyes. “Moncrieff wants you and Hawkeye, after all. The Osiris wouldn’t take the risk of firing on us.”

“I suppose that’s true enough, Boots,” said Nathaniel quietly.

“What is it that you fear, then? Do you think she might try to board us?”

The men exchanged glances over her head.

“It wadna be easy for her tae get alangside a schooner,” said Rob. “But I expect she’ll try, and then she’ll see us come on board, at the end of a muzzle, if necessary.”

With a glance around them to make sure that they could not be overheard, Elizabeth said, “Does it not strike you as odd that the Earl of Carryck should risk two valuable merchantmen in this pursuit? To have them cross the Atlantic without the protection of a convoy—it is remarkable to the extreme. I think we are missing something in all of this, and it may be quite important.”

In a disgusted tone, Robbie said, “Carryck’s naucht but a bluidy stubborn man, wha’ will ha’ his way, and gin it means he must strangle the heavens for it.”

“No,” said Elizabeth, her gaze still focused on Nathaniel. “It is more than tenacity. It is desperation.”

All day they ran before the wind, with the Osiris behind them like a knot in the tail of a kite. Elizabeth borrowed a spyglass to have a look at her now and then, but she could make out nothing but the fact that the ship seemed to have a great many sails unfurled. Too many, according to Connor, Stoker’s first mate, who stood at the wheel muttering loudly. “And they call us reckless. She’ll snap a mast and then we’ll laugh, won’t we.”

“Not if they catch us up first,” Elizabeth said. It was a mistake, for he refused to lend her the spyglass again.

With each passing hour the tension on deck grew. Stoker alternated between climbing the rigging to hang there for long periods, conferring with Connor about speed and sails, and pacing the deck. He would not be drawn into conversation with his passengers, although Robbie tried more than once.

Finally Robbie gave up and settled down near the longboat where the Bonners had claimed a spot for themselves out of the crew’s way. For a while they watched a pod of whales that was running along with them in great leaping dives, as sleek and fast and mysterious as lightning in a darkening sky. But none of them could concentrate on the sight for long, as beautiful as it was.

The Bonners had too little experience on board a ship the size of the Jackdaw to be of any real help, and so they found other things to occupy themselves. Nathaniel cleaned the muskets and the rifle while Hawkeye sharpened their knives with a whetstone borrowed from the galley. Robbie had found the sailmaker’s kit and set himself to mending a rent in his shirt, while Elizabeth sorted through the few belongings that the men had had with them when they came so unexpectedly on board.

She was put in mind of her aunt Merriweather, who never traveled with less than six trunks, no matter how short the journey. They were four and they had among them a single carry sack with the gown and cape she had been wearing yesterday, two extra shirts and one pair of breeches, a half-horn of powder, some shot and a patch box, the bag of silver coin they had taken away from the Isis (Hawkeye wore both sacks of gold on leather thongs slung across his chest), a straight razor, and more curiously, a deck of cards and a few thick tallow candles wrapped in a piece of homespun.

She held one up, surprised at its weight although she knew very well that it held a blade at its center.

“From your friend the pig farmer in Montréal?”

Hawkeye inclined his head. “You never know when you’ll have need of a little light.” His gaze scanned the horizon; Elizabeth knew what he was looking for.

“Hawkeye,” she said. “Do you intend to kill Moncrieff?”

She felt Nathaniel’s eyes on her, but she kept her gaze on her father-in-law. She had not often seen Hawkeye openly angry, and even now she could not call the expression she saw in his face so much anger as resolve.

“I intend to get my grandchildren back safe and sound,” he said. “If no harm has come to them, and if nobody stands in my way, why then, nobody will get hurt. Unless you’re wanting to see the man dead, that is. I could find my way to oblige you without too much trouble.”

Elizabeth pulled her folded legs up and pressed her forehead to her knees, rocking slightly. She did not like this razor-sharp edge of herself: all emotion, and no reason at all. For she would gladly see Moncrieff dead; even to think his name filled her mouth with a bitterness she could barely swallow. And these three good men would take a life to appease the burning inside her. They were capable of that, for all their kindness and care; and so was she, now. A man that studieth revenge keeps his own wounds green. She might have said it aloud; she feared she had, for she felt Nathaniel’s hand on her back.

“I want my children back,” she said, able now to raise her head and meet his gaze. “Whatever the cost.”

“Christ on the cross, ye useless bilge rat!” Stoker’s voice carried the length of the ship, so that they turned just in time to see young Jacques scoot out of the way of his captain’s swinging arm. Elizabeth drew in a sharp breath, but Stoker had already given up the chase, and the boy was safe.

“There’s a mannie in a black mood,” said Robbie.

Hawkeye nodded. “His reputation has caught up with him. He never thought they’d give chase, and now he’s got to show us what he’s worth.” He looked at Elizabeth, his gaze narrowed and thoughtful. “The Osiris is gaining on us, anybody can see that plain. If push comes to shove, then you go belowdecks and sit tight.”

“But we cannot take on a ship the size of the Osiris. That would be madness.” Elizabeth looked at each of them, and got only dark expressions in return.

“It ain’t up to us,” said Nathaniel, wiping down the barrel of the musket. “It’s Stoker’s ship.”

“Maybe not,” said Hawkeye, and he pointed with his chin.

The first mate had appeared on deck carrying Granny Stoker in his arms. In the bright afternoon sunlight the old lady’s complexion was a papery yellow and she seemed as frail as dried grass, but her voice could still carry.

“You useless sons o’ whores,” she screeched. “Standin’ about wit’ your thumbs up your sorry arses! Connor, you damn idiot, put me down or I’ll skin your ugly back me-self, and wit’ a dull knife.”

The first mate did as she asked with a stony face, settling her into a sling chair hung from an arm low on the foremast.

Stoker came marching down the deck, his expression enough to make Elizabeth draw back into the circle of her menfolk.

“Mac, have you gone blind as well as daft?” His grandmother waved her cane in Stoker’s direction as if she would gladly box his ears with it. “More sail, boyo, more sail! Put some muscle in it!”

Stoker bent his dark head down to hers and bellowed, “I’m the captain of this ship, you stinkin’ old trout, and I’ll sail her as I see fit!”

“Old trout, is it? And have ye had a sniff at your high-and-mighty self lately?” She swiped at him with the cane and he sidestepped.

“Go back to your hidey-hole, Granny. I’ve no need of you here.”

“Is that so? And did I sign over this beauty of a ship to you to see her mishandled? She needs more sail to do her work, unless you’re after havin’ a great bloody merchantman slide up your skinny arse.”

Elizabeth drew in a hiccup of surprise, but the men grinned into their hands.

“If I was a betting man, I’d put some coin on the old woman,” said Hawkeye.

“I havena heard sic language since I left the army,” said Robbie, his color rising a shade with every exchange between Stoker and his grandmother.

Elizabeth knew that she should be shocked, but at the moment she was more interested in what the argument revealed about their fate.

“Anne Bonney,” said Hawkeye, studying the old woman with one eye squeezed shut against the sun. “I wouldn’t have believed it.”

Elizabeth said, “I wonder that I have never heard of her before, as she is known to all of you.”

Robbie threw her a sidelong glance. “I expect the tales canna be tolt in polite company. Most folks believe she hung long ago, doon Jamaica way. A bonnie lass, wi’ the heart o’ a lion and the habits o’ a crow—she’d snatch up any shiny bauble tha’ took her eye. And in a battle, when things turned tae the worse and men began tae flee for their lives, she cursed them aa for cowards, and foucht on. So goes the tale o’ the pirate Anne Bonney.”

“Pirate?” Elizabeth’s head came up in surprise.

“Och, aye,” said Robbie. “A marauder o’ the first rank, was Anne Bonney. Ye’ll nivver see anither like her.”

“Let’s hope not,” grunted Hawkeye.

Around them the sailors were spreading more sail in response to Stoker’s shouted commands.

“Ye see,” said Robbie. “She’s no’ the kind tae give in.”

As if she had heard them talking about her, the kerchiefed head swiveled and the old lady fixed Elizabeth with a stare. The mass of jewels and coins hung around her neck sparkled in the sunlight.

With a reluctant glance at Nathaniel, Elizabeth left the men to go forward.

“There you are,” said Granny Stoker. “I thought you and me had some trading to do.”

Elizabeth was keenly aware of the captain standing there. He seemed to be watching the sails of the Osiris on the horizon, but she knew that he was listening. She answered, “I would like to talk to you about that toothbrush”—and saw him snort to himself in disgust.

Annie’s cane came flashing out to poke him in the ribs, so that he jumped and turned on her, wild-eyed.

“Sweet bleedin’ Jesus, Granny! And what was that for?”

“Gawping. Connor needs talking to and there you stand, sniffin’ about a skirt.”

Stoker scowled. “And why would I be botherin’ wit’ the likes of her? Don’t grouse, old woman. I’ll leave youse to your bloody hen party.” And he leaped, with dexterity born of practice, out of the reach of the cane.

“You just see to your own business, boyo,” called Anne Stoker, waving it after him. “And let us see to ours.”

Elizabeth said, “You remind me of someone I know. She enjoys goading the people she loves best, too.”

“Oh, so you think you’ve seen through me right to my soft heart, eh?” The old lady thumped her chest with a knotty fist. “Let me tell you, dearie, that if I ever had one it ran down long ago. Now, there’s a story or two you’ve to tell me, is there not?”

“Tell me first about the ship that’s following us,” said Elizabeth.

The old lady narrowed an eye. “What is it you want to know?”

“I assume she can outgun us, but can she outrun us? She can’t be more than a few miles off at this point.”

“She’s trying her damnedest, but it ain’t time to break out the powder yet.” The old lady’s gaze wandered along the deck to where Nathaniel stood with Hawkeye, examining a carronade. “That must be your man, there.” She pointed with her chin, a faint smile turning up one corner of her mouth. “No trouble on the eyes, that one. You get on well?”

“Yes,” said Elizabeth. “We get on very well.”

“Does he raise a hand to you when you’re surly?”

Elizabeth fairly jumped with indignation, but she managed to keep her tone in check. “If I were surly, he would not.”

This earned her a burst of those incongruous dimples. “Looks the lively type, he does. The kind to keep a woman warm at night. Long of bone, big hands, muscled hard. Reminds me of a sweetheart I had once, in Monterey Bay. Soon as we docked he’d come striding up the gangplank bellowing so’s the whole world could hear him: ‘Anne Bonney! Take a hard look at the floorboards, lass, for ye’ll be seein’ naught but the ceiling ower ma bed for a guid while!’ Aye, those were grand days. He was a Scot, like that man of yours.”

“Nathaniel is American born and raised.”

The old woman shrugged. “He ain’t red-skinned, is he? His folks come from somewhere else, and he’s a Scot if I ever saw one. The full-grown kind, up to trouble and with a keen eye for women. Now, about that man of yours, tell me this—”

Elizabeth held her breath.

“—has he taught you how to use a gun?”

It took some effort to bite back her smile, but Elizabeth managed to nod. “Yes. A musket and a rifle, as well.”

“And have you ever shot a man?”

She slipped in that question so easily, as if it meant nothing more than idle talk of lovers long gone. Elizabeth looked out over the water. “I don’t think the Osiris will attack.”

A hoarse laugh. “Don’t you, now? But that’s not what I asked.”

With a sigh, Elizabeth said: “I didn’t shoot Jack Lingo, if that’s what you’re wondering about. Did you think you could get the story out of me so cheaply?” But she felt her color rising, and she knew that this fact did not escape Anne Stoker.

“There’s more than one story, then. How you dealt with that bastard Lingo. And who it was you shot.”

Elizabeth said, “For the first story at least I’ll need that toothbrush, among other things. You said something of a hairbrush and a comb.”

The old lady fumbled in her shirt and pulled out her pipe. “Did I?”

“Yes, I am sure you did,” said Elizabeth firmly. “And I should think some soap, as well. If there is any to be had on board.”

The soft white hair on Anne Stoker’s chin was working up and down furiously as she sucked at her cold pipe, but her eyes never left Elizabeth.

“Is Jack Lingo worth all that?”

“You’ll have to hear the story and decide for yourself,” said Elizabeth.

From overhead came a cry as loud and harsh as any gull’s. “Frigate on the starboard bow! Flying French colors!”

The old lady’s head came around with a jerk. “Oh now, there’s some good luck!”

Stoker shouted up into the rigging: “Can you make her out, Tommy?”

“Aye, Capting! I believe that’s the Avignon.”

“Has she seen us?”

“That she has! And she’s running out her guns!”

“Guns?” asked Elizabeth, more mystified than frightened. “But France is not at war with the United States. We are flying American colors.”

“Not for us, Boots,” said Nathaniel, coming up behind her. “She’ll have her eye on the Osiris. Ain’t that so?” This question was directed to Granny Stoker.

“Oh, aye,” agreed the old lady, pulling a telescope from her pocket. “The French fleet’s been prowling the main shipping lanes ever since the Tory blockade shut ’em out of their home ports. That frigate will be in a foul mood. The Osiris will suit her just fine about now.”

In a few blasts of Connor’s whistle the other half of the crew had been called up from their berths, and all hands fell into a routine as practiced as a quadrille at a country ball.

“Helm’s a-lee!” boomed Stoker from the forecastle.

“Look at the grin on him,” said Nathaniel. “You’d think he was going to take the prize himself.”

Robbie and Hawkeye came up the deck, dodging sailors until they stood in a circle around Granny Stoker, whose sling chair was rocking hard with the motion of the ship. She pointed her cane at Robbie. “You, Scotsman! Hold me steady!”

When he had caught up the sling, she fixed her glass on the horizon. And then: “Aye, there she is! God’s bones, ain’t she a pretty sight!”

“Mainsail haul!” bellowed Stoker. “Cheerly now, boys!”

The Jackdaw began to tack toward the Avignon, the beat of the waves on the bow picking up in time with Elizabeth’s heartbeat. Nathaniel must have felt it, for he slipped an arm around her waist, as firm and steady an anchor as she could ask for on a deck pitched like a houseroof.

“We’re headed for that frigate like a cat with a mad dog on her tail,” said Hawkeye, looking hard.

“Aye,” agreed Granny Stoker. “No better place to run than into the arms of a Frenchman when you’ve got a great fat East Indiaman tweakin’ your arse.”

And indeed it seemed as if the Jackdaw were of no interest at all to the Avignon. She swept forward at an angle that could be read without quadrant or compass: a confrontation with the Osiris seemed certain, and quick, unless the East Indiaman could change course immediately.

Elizabeth turned to Nathaniel. “But surely the Osiris will run?”

A warning shot echoed over the sea, and with it Elizabeth’s stomach rose to her throat.

“Too late,” breathed Nathaniel. “They’re in for it now.”

One of the crew was calling down from the rigging again.

“Capting! The ’Siris is signaling! Hold a minute!”

Elizabeth crossed her arms across her chest and bowed her head, waiting.

“What is it, Tommy?” shouted Stoker.

“It’s one of them bible signals, sir! Hold a minute!”

“A bible signal!” Granny Stoker’s disgust was plain. “Bloody hell. Plain English ain’t good enough for them.”

“Here it is, Capting! Revelation, chapter three, verse eleven, it says.”

Hawkeye and Nathaniel turned to Elizabeth together.

“I don’t have the whole bible memorized, you know,” she said with considerable irritation.

“Dinna fash yersel’, lass,” said Robbie. He raised his voice so that Stoker could hear him. “‘Behold, I come quickly: hold that fast which thou hast, that no man take thy crown.’ ”

There was a whoop of dry laughter from Anne Stoker. “Now, that’s rich. The Osiris warning us away from the Frenchman when every one of her own men is saying his prayers this very minute. Poor sods.”

Elizabeth blanched and Hawkeye put his hand on her shoulder. “The frigate ain’t about to sink the Osiris.”

“Sink a merchantman?” Granny Stoker’s kerchiefed head bobbed as she laughed. “She may be French and waspish, but she ain’t mad. Sink a prize like that! D’you hear those warning shots? If she wanted to sink the ’Siris she’d yaw and let heave wit’ her broadside.”

“The Osiris is well armed,” Elizabeth said hoarsely.

The old lady fixed her with a stare. “Mark my words—they’ll rake each other bloody but in the end the Avignon will board her in the smoke.”

“Then may God have mercy,” whispered Elizabeth.

Granny Stoker’s head swung away suddenly, the beetle-black eyes darting from the sails to her grandson. “Mac!” The thin high voice rose and cracked like a whip. “She’s falling off too fast!”

Stoker jumped, the black hair lashing around his shoulders.

“’Vast bracing!” he bellowed, running down the deck, passing close enough to spray them with his sweat. “Goddamn it! Helm’s a-lee! Move sharp, now!”

There were a few minutes of tense silence as the Jackdaw’s speed picked up again, and then Granny Stoker turned back to Elizabeth.

“Still a Tory at heart, eh? Don’t suit you to see the Frenchies with the upper hand. Damn the toothbrush, dearie—do you care to put a hundred pound on your countrymen?”

“I need not be English to regret the loss of life,” snapped Elizabeth. The deck pitched, and her stomach rose again like a fist in her throat. She pulled suddenly away from Nathaniel and pushed past Hawkeye and Robbie to lurch toward the rail. Bracing herself with both hands, she leaned forward to get the full force of the spray in her face, wanting the sting of it and the cold. She heard Nathaniel behind her, but louder still was the memory of old Tim Card, and his talk of privateers.

“Most is just merchants, missus. Interested in the profit, is all. What ain’t profitable goes over the side.”

Before her eyes the Avignon was headed for a rare prize, but all Elizabeth could see was the Isis. What would a French privateer make of a cargo of three children? All they had between them and whatever might come was Curiosity. Elizabeth’s stomach turned and heaved.

“Steady on, Boots.” Nathaniel’s hands were cool, bracing her neck and forehead while she retched and retched, until she brought up only bile. When she could breathe again, she pressed her face against his chest, and said aloud those words that came to her unbidden:

What though the sea be calm? Trust to the shore;

Ships have been drown’d, where late they danced before.

•  •  •

Before them the Osiris was in mortal danger, and the same could be true of the Isis. Now, or tomorrow, or the day after.

The frigate took that moment to fire another shot, stealing whatever calm words Nathaniel might have been thinking to offer.
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Hannah slept badly, rising up from ragged dreams again and again to listen for a scratching at the door that might mean word of an approaching ship, or Mr. MacKay come to save them from his Christian hell. She woke for good at dawn, cocooned in a shift damp with sweat and the scent of her own fear. She woke overwhelmed and undone with wanting her grandmother’s voice, her father’s smile, the pine tree with the crooked top that stood outside her window at Lake in the Clouds. Hannah woke and wished she hadn’t. She feared what the day would bring, and what it might not.

She rose quietly so as not to disturb the babies, dragged her spotted calico dress over her head and stumbled out into the other cabin.

Curiosity had fallen asleep at the workbench, her lap full of sewing and her breath rattling faintly with the last of the cold in her chest. Her head wrap had come undone and a thick braid fell to her shoulder, the colors of tarnished silver and rich loam. In his own cabin the Hakim was singing his prayers again. The ship rolled gently, a bird with clipped wings pinned to this patch of water between familiar worlds and strange ones.

With a small murmuring, Curiosity woke and rubbed at an eye with one knuckle. Then she looked at Hannah and closed her eyes again. “Squirrel,” she said, smiling. “Ain’t you a pretty sight to wake to. Do you think you could fetch me some of that spruce beer? Then we better see to those babies, I hear them stirring now.”

Hannah might have cried in her frustration and disappointment. Instead she said, “I thought there would be word of the Osiris.”

Curiosity held out a long hand, and curled her fingers upward. “Nothing yet.”

“I think we should go with Miss Somerville,” Hannah blurted out. “I think we should get away from this ship.”

Curiosity gave her a sharp look, and then pulled her closer to smooth a hand over her hair. “I know, child. I surely do. And maybe we will. But we got to wait and see. But you hold tight, now. You’ll need all your wits about you soon enough.”

But she could not hold tight; at every creak of the boards she jumped, and when Charlie came with tea and goat’s milk she could barely speak a civil word. His shy smile cut her because she could find none in herself to return to him. Things leaped out of her hands to roll across the floor and escape into dark corners; she slipped and knocked her hip on the writing desk, upsetting papers and quills. Curiosity saw how it was with her and let her be.

The Hakim came to share his breakfast of bread and fruit and cheese with them and he watched her just as quietly, until Lily began to fuss in Hannah’s arms.

“Permit me,” he said gently. “It is so seldom I have the chance to hold such a small child. May I feed her?”

Hannah flushed in embarrassment and clutched Lily tighter to her. The baby squeaked, the round blue eyes widening in surprise and distress. Then she thumped a small fist on Hannah’s cheekbone and the tears did come in a hot rush. She handed the baby to the Hakim and dashed them away furiously with the back of her hand.

Without looking up from Daniel, Curiosity said, “Don’ you want to try on these things? The sewin’s all done save the beadwork. Finished the moccasins, too.”

That brought Hannah up short. Curiosity must have sewn all night while she slept, unaware. Hannah hid her face in the bundle and went into the privacy of the little sleeping cabin, and in a few minutes she came back, more slowly and feeling very ashamed of herself.

“That’s better,” said Curiosity with a smile. “You look like our Squirrel again.”

It was all she could do to keep from wailing, and so Hannah nodded, fingering the fringe on her sleeve. The soft doeskin whispered as she bent over to touch her cheek to Curiosity’s.

“Go on up on deck,” said the older woman gently, patting her back. “Get some fresh air.”

“No,” Hannah said firmly. “No.”

Curiosity cocked her head in surprise. “You don’ like it up on deck in the fresh air?”

“Let me stay here,” Hannah said, near tears again.

The Hakim said, “Has something frightened you on deck?”

She met his gaze. “No,” she said, and did not know why she lied. “Nothing. Sir, I am grateful for your kindness.” It was less than she wanted to say, and he seemed to see this.

“And if I should ask you to join me? I am going to tend to the ti-nain trees, and I would enjoy your company.”

Hannah hesitated, feeling Curiosity’s gaze on her, and the Hakim waiting.

“Yes,” she said finally. “I will go with you on deck.”

He smiled. “Very kind of you, Miss Hannah. I am reminded of something a good man once said to me. ‘ ’Tis not too late tomorrow to be brave.’”

“Now that’s the right advice for Squirrel,” said Curiosity with a grin. “Bound and determined to save us and the world all at once. Did that come from your holy book?”

The Hakim shook his head. “No. It was written by a surgeon I knew once. He was only an average poet, but a good doctor and a wise man.”

“From India, then,” said Hannah.

“From Scotland,” said the Hakim. “Does that surprise you? It should not. Our prophet teaches that we should seek knowledge wherever it might be.”

Curiosity snorted. “I suppose that’s why you took up with Pickering, eh?”

It was a personal question that Hannah would not have dared ask, but the Hakim seemed not to mind the question or the criticism of his captain.

He inclined his head. “I wish I could claim that my reasons were so simple and so noble, but it was something else.”

They waited while he murmured encouraging words to Lily, who took gruel from his spoon without ever removing her eyes from his face. When he raised his head, there was a smile there that turned him into a younger man, a little embarrassed perhaps at the confession he was about to make to them.

“Have you ever heard of a microscope, Miss Hannah?”

“My stepmother told me about it,” she said. “A thing made of metal and glass, she said, that helps the eye see more clearly.”

Curiosity sniffed. “Spectacles, you mean.”

“No.” Hannah shook her head. “Not worn on the face. An instrument, you look into it. Is that right?”

The Hakim wiped Lily’s cheek with the flat of his thumb. “Yes. The lens of the microscope is a wondrous thing. It is the key to learning what we do not yet understand about illness.”

“So you come all the way from India to get yourself one of these machines.” Curiosity lifted Daniel to smell his bottom, and then wrinkled her nose.

“That is how my association with Captain Pickering began, fifteen years ago,” he said. “The best instruments were to be had in Europe, you see. I would be happy to show you the microscope itself, if you like. I have some specimens that might interest you.”

Taken by surprise, Hannah had a hard time controlling her expression. It was a generous offer, and one she thought the Hakim would not make to many. But Hannah thought too of the Osiris, perhaps within sight now, and of Giselle Somerville. They might be gone from this ship in just a few hours; she hoped that they would be, if it would mean she would never see Mr. MacKay again. But the microscope was a sore temptation.

Curiosity cleared her throat. “First the child needs some sun,” she said. “Then there’s time for your microscope machine.”

But a fine misting rain met them, and skies the color of old pewter. Hannah helped Hakim Ibrahim with the trees, which were watered from the rain barrels on deck. And all the time she kept an eye out for Mr. MacKay, and studied the horizon.

There was no sign of another ship like the Isis. After this first disappointment a truth showed itself to her as she stood at the rail: she would like the sea if she had come to it of her own accord. In the sharp salt air something deep inside her fluttered open as surely as pennants and flags fluttered overhead. Hannah drew in all the air that she could hold, and felt her skin rise with the pleasure of it.

It was very still; the winds had come to rest to suit the Isis drifting so aimlessly in the smoky green-gray sea. The sky was full of birds: black-backed gulls, skuas calling to each other in scratchy voices, ha! ha! ha!, others that the Hakim did not recognize, all of them coasting broad-winged on the scant wind. She envied the birds, who would see the topsails of the Osiris first, even before the lookout high in his perch above their heads. She thought of climbing the rigging herself. It would not be very hard: the cliffs on the north face of Hidden Wolf were higher, with less to hold on to.

But the captain was watching her from the quarterdeck, so Hannah turned her attention out over the sea to the north where a small ship sat hove-to with dories scattered around it in an arc.

“Cod fishermen,” the Hakim explained.

There were four dories, narrowly built and sharply pointed at either end, just big enough for two fishermen and their catch between them. Over the water came the faint sound of singing from the dory nearest the Isis, in a language Hannah could not name by its rhythms. She watched as the two men stood, one after the other, the dory tipping up to flash its red-painted underside. They began to haul in a line, one of them flipping cod onto the growing mound with a back-handed jerk while the other coiled the emptied line into a great round tub. Hannah thought of her home waters where full-grown men wrestled with sturgeon and sometimes lost, waters full of wily trout and catfish with fins that could slice a finger to the bone. These saltwater cod had no fight in them, lining up to take the hook like schoolchildren waiting patiently to have their palms caned.

A voice behind them, and Hannah jumped in alarm. But it was Captain Pickering this time, and his expression was one of real concern.

“You would be more comfortable in the roundhouse,” he said. “Out of the rain.” He stood in the posture of all the officers, with his hands clasped at his back and his misshapen head tilted to one side, trying not to look at her clothing, the fringed overdress and close-fitting leggings, the new moccasins, all darkening now in the rain. His own face was shadowed by his tricorn. The Hakim moved farther along the deck, checking to make sure that each tree was still securely tied. Hannah wished he would come back.

“I like the rain,” she said.

The captain was the strangest kind of O’seronni, one of those who pretended not to see what was plain to see, as if to look at her and know her for who she was might cause them both to disappear. Elizabeth had tried to explain it to her many times: it was how they kept distance from one another in a world that had become too crowded, this seeing but not seeing.

He cleared his throat, once and then again. She knew very well that he was looking for some way to apologize to her.

Hannah said, “How long do you think it will be before the Osiris catches us up?” And waited to see if he could lie to her when she looked him in the eye.

The captain drew in his huge lower lip and let it out again. “I would expect her anytime. Midday, at the latest.”

Unless something has gone wrong. He did not say it, but she saw it in his expression. Hannah studied his ruined face. Of course it was hard for him to look at the world, because the world did not like to look at him. She wondered if he would be surprised when Giselle Somerville left him. Some of her anger slipped away, although she did not want to let it go.

“Miss Somerville thinks Moncrieff will not allow my people to come on board the Isis.”

“What a strange thing to say.” He blinked his surprise. “I am the captain of this vessel, after all.”

He did have a spine, then. “So they are on the Osiris, and you will allow them on board?”

He shifted his weight back on his heels, and then rocked forward again. “That was the intention, yes. I believe that is still the plan.”

Not much of a spine, Hannah corrected herself. “I wonder what Miss Somerville meant.”

The captain flushed. “I am afraid you will have to ask her yourself, but you must be patient. She does not rise before eleven and it is not even eight of the clock now.”

Hannah might have pushed a little harder, but a ship had appeared in the distance. For a moment she watched it over the captain’s shoulder as it bobbed in and out of sight on the gently heaving back of the horizon. A fisherman, perhaps; perhaps something more. She knew she should look away, but she could not, and the captain turned to follow her line of sight.

“Mr. Smythe, sir!” he called in a booming voice toward the quarterdeck. “What have we there off the stern quarter? A schooner, as I see it.”

“Aye, Captain. Don’t recognize her, but she’s flying American colors, and coming on fast. Perhaps a packet out of Boston. She’s just hoisted the white flag, sir!”

A small shiver ran up Hannah’s back, traveled down her arms to blossom in her fingertips. She sent the captain a sidelong glance.

“Ah, then,” he said lightly. “Nothing to be concerned about.” And still there was a worry line etched faintly between his brows; Hannah saw it, and she saw more: behind the captain’s back Giselle Somerville came up on deck in a blaze of green silk with a parasol tilted at a pretty angle over her dark blond head.

The drizzle picked up, enough to send Hannah back to the surgeon’s cabin to fetch a shawl and to tell Curiosity the little she knew: a ship was approaching, but it was not the Osiris. Whether or not it was the ship Giselle was waiting for was another matter.

“Maybe I should come up on deck,” Curiosity said.

Hannah shook her head. “There’s a cold rain.”

Curiosity flicked her fingers. “I ain’t lived through forty winters in the great north woods for nothing. A little wet won’ hurt me.” And she shooed Hannah away.

In the few minutes that Hannah had been away the sky had lowered still further and now a steady rain washed over the yellow planks of the deck to soak her new moccasins. Other things had changed, too: Mr. MacKay and Moncrieff were on the bridge with the captain. Hannah’s belly twisted at the sight of them, and for the first time she truly understood what she had heard her grandmother Falling-Day say many times, that true anger lives not in the mind or the heart, but in the gut. She wondered if Runs-from-Bears and Robbie would be with her father and grandfather. Hannah could imagine them around her, a circle of trees, a magic ring, a hoop of fire, and MacKay would have to pass through them.

He and the captain stood side by side, both with long glasses trained on the approaching schooner, just a few miles away now.

Hannah felt disdain, that they should have eyes so weak. She was proud of her own eyesight, as sharp as her father’s or grandfather’s. Even with the rain in her face she could see a lot about this schooner that had all their attention: it had triangular sails rather than square ones like the Isis, which turned out to be more than a matter of fashion.

Standing at the rail with her, Hakim Ibrahim explained it: men had to be sent up into the rigging to set or trim square sails, but those on the other schooner could be managed from the deck, and with fewer men. It had less of everything, it seemed to Hannah. Fewer sails, guns, decks, and none of the intricate paintwork and gilded decorations that sparkled on every surface of the Isis. It did not carry a figurehead before it, and the name on the hull was too faded for even Hannah’s eyes to make out. The most obvious thing about the schooner was that she moved fast under full sail even in such quiet conditions. The Jackdaw came at them like a bullet at a target. Hannah shifted a little with the thought.

At the other end of the Isis a warm yellow lantern light radiated out of the round-house, the little room that stuck up from the quarterdeck like a silly hat. Through the window in the door Giselle’s green cloak flashed peacock-bright. She stood watching. Maybe this schooner was the ship she was waiting for, after all.

Hannah pulled the shawl tighter over her head and around her shoulders, but it could not keep out the damp cold and she shivered.

“Perhaps you should go below,” said Hakim Ibrahim.

But the hatch clattered, and Curiosity appeared, blinking in the rain. From the depths of her great cloak of boiled wool four round eyes peeked out, sea green and blue. Daniel let out a shout at the sight of her, and wiggled a hand free of his swaddling to flap in his excitement. He was glad to be on deck, too, while Lily scowled out at the world.

Curiosity did not look very happy, either. Her face was a knot of concentration as she stared out at the schooner. “What ship is it? Can you make out her name?”

“It’s nothing, just a packet,” Hannah said, knowing this was not the whole truth but wary of saying too much in front of the Hakim. “You might as well go back where it’s dry.”

A muffled boom! stepped in on her last word. And before she could say another, a stuttering of guns: boom boom boom.

“Nothing, all right,” Curiosity said dryly. “A whole lot of it, too.”

All around them the sleepy Isis came to life like an anthill carelessly kicked. But the sailors were not running to the gunports, as Hannah thought they would.

“Signal shots,” said the Hakim. “She has some message for us.”

“By God!” thundered Pickering suddenly. “That’s Mac Stoker. The impudent puppy. I’ll show him to come running at me!”

But Mr. Smythe’s voice rose, cutting off his captain. “Sir! The Jackdaw signals that she brings news from the Osiris—and an injured survivor.”

Hannah felt Curiosity jerk as that single word—survivor—echoed down the length of the ship. In her own belly a fist closed hard, and forced its way into her throat. She looked for Moncrieff, but he had turned his back to them.

“How shall I respond, sir?”

“Tell her to come alongside,” said the captain. And then, raising his voice: “Mr. MacKay! Fenders, and be quick about it!”

Just then Giselle came out of the round-house, her hood up over her face so that Hannah could not see her expression. With one gloved hand she pushed her hood back and she turned, the line of her neck very long and white, to look at them. Her color was high, as if she had a fever.

Giselle met Hannah’s gaze and inclined her head slightly as if to say, You see how easily men are made to dance. Hannah might have approached her, but the crew had erupted into a commotion of movement. Some of the men were heaving large bags of sand over the side, where they came to rest with a series of heavy thumps.

Curiosity frowned. “The fool won’t run clean into us, will he?”

The Hakim narrowed his eyes at the schooner. “Not many would try it, and fewer would manage it. Let us hope this Mr. Stoker is the sailor he thinks he is. Hold fast.”

Hannah’s heart was galloping faster than she could think. She sidled closer to Curiosity as they watched the schooner come on. A tall man stood on the deck, straddle legged with his hands on his hips.

“Stoker!” roared the captain, leaning over the rail. “What is the meaning of this!”

The tall man touched his cap. “News of the Osiris and a wounded lad that belongs to you!”

“By God, man, that’s why you want to heave-to alongside? This is an outrage!”

As if he had not heard the captain, Stoker turned and gave a quick series of orders. There was a great deal of shouting from the Isis—Mr. Smythe was very red in the face, and Mr. MacKay had leaned so far over the rail that Hannah thought he might fall—but the other ship simply came on, her crew stepping up to the rail with grappling hooks like long crooked fingers.

When the Jackdaw was so close that Hannah began to really fear a collision, all the sails dropped at once as if somewhere a thread had been cut. The schooner changed direction slightly and then bumped up smartly against them once, and then again. Hakim Ibrahim steadied Curiosity as the Isis rocked hard.

Stoker was running toward them with something slung over his shoulder—a boy, struggling a little. From this angle they could see his face, rough boned and blond. A dirty bandage wrapped around his head and trailed down Stoker’s back.

Hakim Ibrahim’s face went slack with surprise and he drew in a sharp breath.

“Now what’s this?” Curiosity asked sharply. “Do you know that boy?”

“He is called Mungo,” said the Hakim. “Charlie’s brother.”

Hannah started. “Our Charlie? What would Charlie’s brother be doing on that ship?”

The Hakim wiped the rain from his eyes. “He is cabin boy to the captain of the Osiris,” he said. “I fear something has gone far wrong.”

Elizabeth crouched in the shadows below the open hatch and wondered to herself if a person could feel themselves go mad. If there would be any warning, some soft sound from the heart, a sigh as reason folded in on itself and went away, never to come back.

Perhaps she made this sound she imagined out loud, because Nathaniel squeezed her hand hard enough to grind the bones of her fingers; she could feel how every nerve in his body hummed. She forced herself to open her eyes.

“Soon,” he whispered. He was hunched forward, balanced on the balls of his feet. His breath touched her face and his gun was not five inches from her face; it seemed to be staring at her with its single eye.

Just behind her, Elizabeth could sense Robbie just as calm and still, crouched down with muskets crossed casually on his chest. He had spent all morning cleaning and checking them, again and again. When she turned to him she saw that his face was raised to the misting rain that came through the hatch. In that gentle light Robbie suddenly seemed his age, and more. There were deep circles under his eyes and a slackness to the flesh of his jaw, and it hurt her to see this evidence of Robbie’s fallibility and weariness.

Overhead men moved in the dance that would bring the ship to a standstill. Mac Stoker’s voice roared like a cannon and she shuddered with the sound.

“News of the Osiris and a wounded lad that belongs to you!”

From far above their heads came men’s voices in reply. Nathaniel blinked at her. Yes. This was right, this was good. If only Stoker could strike the right tone with the captain and put him at ease. Pickering might be weak and under Moncrieff’s control, but neither was he a fool, and he would remember Stoker from the dock at Sorel.

Voices back and forth; she strained to make them out but could not; the sea and the wind whipped them away too quickly. Only Stoker had a voice big enough to be heard distinctly.

Sails snapped and fluttered and came to rest. They thumped up against the Isis once, and again, and Elizabeth steadied herself by stemming her hand against the wall. The shouting above them was too confused to make out.

“The lad is in poor shape! Where is your surgeon?”

The boy. His name was Mungo; he had had a blow to the head and he was confused, still. Elizabeth had spent the morning with him and he didn’t seem to understand what had happened to him or his ship. No matter how many times he was told he could not remember that the Osiris had gone down. It was hard to credit, although Elizabeth had seen it happen herself. Mac Stoker had called that last and miscalculated volley of cannonfire a lucky shot and meant just the opposite: the French were better marksmen than they meant to be, and had destroyed what they meant to steal. The whole event had put Granny in a foul mood; she did not like it when her predictions went wrong and she had retired to her cabin like a spider to a dusty web. She was there now, chewing on her pipe stem and scowling into the shadows over the waste of the Osiris.

But the Isis was untouched. Nathaniel had roused Elizabeth at first light and handed her the long glass, and there she was: unharmed and whole and idling in fishing waters as if it were the safest place in the world and not a busy shipping lane, home to mercenaries and pirates and the displaced French Navy. The sight of her had filled Elizabeth with a terrible joy and a new flush of anger. That Moncrieff should take such chances with the lives of her children—it was another sin to lay at his doorstep.

From the corner of her eye Elizabeth saw Nathaniel’s hand curled tight around the musket, the line of tension running up his arm to his shoulder so that his whole frame hummed with it. She thought that if she touched him he might shatter. She knew that she was about to.

A long, unhappy cry from above them and Elizabeth clutched her arms to her throbbing breasts. Nathaniel grabbed her with his free arm. “A gull,” he whispered against her ear. “Just a gull.”

As if she would not know that sound anywhere on earth, or in hell itself. Her children were on that deck, and crying for her.

Mac Stoker’s dark head appeared over the rail as sleekly wet as a newborn’s. Hannah watched this strange, upward birthing and held her breath. They all did: the sailors, Moncrieff, the captain, even Miss Somerville, who stood completely still, one hand held to her throat as if to keep herself from speaking. Giselle’s expression might have been carved from stone, but the man who came up the rope net had the kind of face that told stories. His black eyes chased the length of the ship, skimmed over Hannah and Curiosity, and skidded back again to come to rest on Mr. Smythe, who stood next to the captain with a musket aimed and cocked.

“Not much of a welcome, Pickering.”

He was a big man, more than a head taller than any of the men on the Isis. Over one broad shoulder he carried the boy like a sack. Stoker set him on his feet and he stood wobbling, looking about himself uncertainly.

“Your reputation precedes you, Mr. Stoker. What are you doing in these waters, and how come you to this lad?”

Stoker clucked his tongue. “And what should I be doin’ in these waters, but pursuin’ me line of work? Here I am out of the goodness of me heart with news you’ll be needing. And the lad, of course, unless you’re not wanting him. He calls himself Mungo.”

Hannah could barely withstand the urge to rush forward to shake news out of the boy, who stood squinting in the rain, pulling on the shock of blond hair that fell over his brow. There was dried blood on his ear.

“Mungo,” said Captain Pickering. “What happened?” The boy tugged harder on his hair. His mouth worked, but nothing came out.

Moncrieff thrust himself in front of the captain. “Give us your news, lad! What o’ your ship?”

Mungo flinched away, holding an arm up to his face.

“Addled,” said Stoker. “He won’t be talking much this day.”

Hakim Ibrahim said, “He has had a blow to the head. I need to examine him.” And without waiting for the captain’s approval he took Mungo by the arm and led him away.

“That’s too bad, but never mind,” said Stoker. “I can tell you what happened to the Osiris.”

Moncrieff whirled around to him. “Speak up!”

Stoker sucked in a cheek as he considered the smaller man. “And who might you be?”

“Angus Moncrieff. Factor and secretary to Earl o’ Carryck, the owner of the Osiris.”

“Ah,” said Stoker. He scratched the corner of his mouth thoughtfully. “Well, then, it’s bad news, I’m afraid. The Osiris is at the bottom of the sea.”

Hannah’s stomach rose into her gullet, pushing all her breath before it. Vaguely she felt Curiosity’s hand on her arm, holding her up and steering her to rest against the rail. There was a rushing in her ears so that she could hardly hear. She pressed her cheek to the cold, wet oak of the rail and closed her eyes, waiting for the world to right itself.

“… the Avignon. The captain meant to board her and take the cargo, but the gun crews were too enthusiastic in their work. She went down quick.”

“How quick?” Captain Pickering’s voice was hoarse.

“Before they could get much of the cargo or crew, that’s for certain.”

Hannah opened her eyes. Below her was the Jackdaw, rising and falling on the waves, grinding and nudging up against them like a stray dog that wants petting. Peeling paint, and gobs of tar leaking like clotting blood from the joints. A dirty porthole. She blinked the rain out of her eyes and looked hard: a face at the glass. A woman’s face, very old, grinned up at her. Her great-grandmother Made-of-Bones had had a grin like this one.

“Sir.” Giselle’s voice. It was enough of a surprise to make Hannah turn. “It is the American passengers who are of interest. What of them?”

He smirked. “Are you talking to me, sweetings?”

“Watch yourself, Stoker,” said the captain, frowning.

“Watch meself? The lady spoke to me first, did she not? Oh, but look, she’s in a snit now.”

One eyebrow lifted in a scornful arch. Giselle said, “This person wants to be paid for his information.”

“And keen eyed, too. Sure, and I’ve gone to some trouble and I’ve earned a coin or two. But tell me, darlin’, are the rumors about you true, then? You’re off to be married, they say. The Montréal garrison will be in mournin’ for a year to lose your custom of a Saturday night.”

Hannah could barely follow what happened next, for it all seemed to happen at once. The captain had grabbed the musket from Mr. Smythe even while the others rushed forward. Stoker tossed Moncrieff aside with a casual flick of his arm and did the same for the two sailors who came to Moncrieff’s aid. There was a wild scrambling and then a musket shot sounded. On the quarterdeck a sailor screamed and grabbed his leg.

In the sudden silence, both babies began to cry. Curiosity grabbed Hannah’s shoulder in a pinching grip meant to keep her just where she was.

When the black powder cloud had cleared, Mac Stoker stood with his back to the rail with Giselle Somerville held tight against his chest, a long knife held to her throat. The huge fist looked very dark against the white skin of her jaw and neck. Hannah thought that Giselle had swooned, but then she saw the blue eyes blink.

Moncrieff and Captain Pickering stood empty-handed before them. The captain had lost his hat and his wig; his short gray stubble stood up in peaks on his head. His chest heaved convulsively.

“Don’t be a fool, man.” His voice cracked and broke in an effort to keep it in control. “We will pound you to dust.”

“And let your lovely bride go to hell with only me for company?” Stoker ran his open hand up the front of Giselle’s bodice to pull her in tighter. She said nothing, but her eyes were very wide.

All the blood drained from Pickering’s face. “Unhand her immediately, do you hear me? Unhand her!”

Stoker pursed his lips. “ ‘Tis a sad thing for a man to be in the power of a woman, is it not? Now, if you’ll pardon us, we’ll be takin’ our leave.”

“Wait!” Moncrieff shouted. “What of the passengers on the Osiris? Did you see them board the Avignon?”

Pickering wheeled around to him. “What does that matter now?” he roared.

“It’s all that matters!” Moncrieff tried to push past him. In that moment Stoker simply twisted his upper body over the rail and dragged Giselle with him, where she hung, feet swinging freely.

“Lord Jesus,” whispered Curiosity.

“Do I have your attention again, boys?” Stoker asked in a conversational tone.

“Damn your liver and your eyes, Stoker! Let her go!”

“That’s just what I’ve got in mind, Horace me lad.” He laughed, and pulled Giselle up closer. “When I let you go, sweetings, I suggest you push hard for the deck below you. The water is damned cold.”

“No!” Pickering lurched forward, but it was too late. Giselle was already flying through the air, a strange butterfly with wings of emerald-green silk. Stoker vaulted the rail in a single movement and followed her, the knife in his hand catching the light as he went. The drop was no more than fifteen feet, but it seemed to take forever. The entire crew of the Isis rushed to the rail just as two solid thumps sounded, one after the other.

The babies were still wailing, and behind them the injured sailor groaned, but Hannah barely heard any of it. She stood looking at Mac Stoker, who had gathered Giselle Somerville to him again. He grinned up at them, his face streaming with rain. Giselle’s eyes were closed and her body hung limp against him. No man on board the Isis would dare aim a musket at Stoker for fear of hitting her.

“Stoker!” Captain Pickering roared. “Stoker, I’ll hound you to the ends of the world!”

“Och, never worry about that,” Stoker called back. “I won’t be goin’ anywhere until we’ve got what we came for. And if you’re eyeing me masts, then I’ll remind you that I like me knives sharp.” To prove his point he flicked his wrist and a bead of blood appeared on Giselle’s jaw.

Pickering’s voice broke. “Name your price!”

Stoker looked at Giselle with a thoughtful expression and then squinted up at Pickering. “Not so fast. I haven’t sampled the merchandise yet, have I?”

The noises that came from the captain were not quite human, but Stoker only laughed. “All right, then, man. My price is very reasonable. This pretty morsel in me arms for them—” And he pivoted and pointed with his knife at Hannah and Curiosity.

Shocked, Hannah stepped back from the railing. Curiosity drew in her breath sharply through her teeth.

“Christ, Pickering. You look like you swallowed your tongue, man. It’s simple enough. I want the black woman and the three children. Hand them over and you can have this one back.”

Giselle moaned in his arms, twisting slightly.

Moncrieff let out a strangled laugh. “We will do no such thing!”

“No?” Stoker shrugged. “I’ll be sure to let the lady’s father know how well you protected and valued her.”

“I can pay you!” Pickering shouted. “What good are these children to you, Stoker?”

“No use at all.” From behind the longboat that took up a good portion of the main deck, a familiar voice. Hannah felt the jolt of it, even before she saw her grandfather’s long form unfolding. Hawkeye stood tall and straight, his hair fluttering in the rain and his rifle fixed on Moncrieff. “To him, at least. But I’m right fond of them. Surprised to see me, Angus?”

Moncrieff, struck dumb, took two steps back from the rail. Then he laughed. “Hell, yes. But come now, man. Even you couldn’t make that shot from a rolling deck.”

“Maybe not,” said Hawkeye. “But then I expect one of us might get lucky.”

And the hatch opened, and gave Hannah another surprise: her father, and just behind him, Elizabeth.

Elizabeth was trembling, frozen to the spot, terrified and overjoyed. She stood on the deck of the Jackdaw and looked up. Hannah. Curiosity. And the babies, both of them. Curiosity pulled open her cape so she could see them, blinking in the misting rain, curls floating around faces flushed pink in the cool air. Her vision blurred; she dashed the rain and the tears from her face. With some part of her mind she was aware of the others: Giselle Somerville struggling weakly in Stoker’s arms, Hawkeye with his rifle sights on Moncrieff, and Pickering beside him. They were arguing loudly.

Nathaniel shouted, “Send them down now and nothing will happen to Miss Somerville.”

Pickering began to give the order, but Moncrieff cut him off with a chop of his hand. “No. The earl’s instructions are clear.”

“Angus, it’s the daughter of the lieutenant governor he’s got there! How will you explain it if we arrive in Scotland without her?”

Moncrieff stood with both arms stemmed against the rail. His voice carried on the wind, clear as the air itself. “Do ye think Carryck cares aught for her, or for any of us, for that matter? It’s his heir that he wants. Think, man! If we sail on now, the Jackdaw will follow us anyway.”

“Maybe so,” interrupted Hawkeye. “But you won’t see that shore again yourself, Moncrieff. I’ve got you in my sights, and I ain’t about to let you make off with my grandchildren again.”

Moncrieff’s face was a mask, his tone as cold as the rain on their faces. “Go on and shoot me, if ye must. The Isis will still sail for Scotland wi’ the bairns and you’ll still follow. And that’s all that matters.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Hawkeye. “I’d wager that Pickering will hand them over for the woman. Once you’re dead, o’ course.”

Moncrieff’s mouth turned down at one corner. “A noble plan, Hawkeye. And it would work, no doubt, but you dinna ken Pickering’s situation. He can ill afford the earl’s wrath. Ask him yourself. Horace, and were I deid, would you hand over the bairns? Think carefully now, before you answer.”

The captain’s expression stilled suddenly. He looked at Giselle, at Curiosity where she stood with the babies, at Moncrieff. He began to speak, and then stopped.

“Do you see?” said Moncrieff. “Shoot me if you must, but the Isis sails for the Solway Firth, and your bairns wi’ her.”

Robbie had hung back belowdecks, but now he rose out of the hatch in a fury. “Angus Moncrieff, ye bluidy dog. Ye’ll beg tae die should I get ma hands on ye, man!”

Elizabeth saw something flutter across Moncrieff’s long face. Regret? Doubt? But it was gone as quickly as it came, and he only shrugged. “You o’ all people should understand what’s at stake, MacLachlan.”

“I understand weel enough. I understand that we sat in that hole o’ a gaol for weeks because ye arranged for it! Ye abused our trust and friendship, Moncrieff. Ye’re naught bu’ a bairn-snatcher, a common thief, and a damned liar.” Robbie spat over the rail in disgust.

Elizabeth drew in as much air as she could hold, and let it go in a rush. “Give me back my children!”

Moncrieff’s head swiveled toward her. “Mrs. Bonner, you may come to your children,” he said. “You alone. Sail on with us, in comfort.”

Nathaniel turned his head and met her eye, and in his expression was failure, and regret, and a deep, abiding fury. They had risked this, and lost. Giselle was not enough to move Moncrieff; his own life was not so important to him as this errand for Carryck.

He touched her face, and swallowed so that the column of muscles in his throat worked hard. “Go on.”

She caught his hand. “I will not go without you!” And she turned her face back up to Moncrieff. “All of us! All four of us must board!”

But Moncrieff was shaking his head. “I’m no’ so verra soft in the heid, Mrs. Bonner, as to invite three men on board who want nothing better than to slit my throat. Come and care for the bairns, and you’ll see your menfolk in Scotland.”

Hannah leaned into Curiosity, who rocked all three children against her.

“I give you my word that I won’t raise a hand to you!” Nathaniel shouted.

Moncrieff stood there, stone-faced. Pickering was talking in a low voice into his ear, but Moncrieff’s gaze was unfocused, set on something on the horizon that they could not see, or even imagine. Her children were nothing to him but a problem to be solved. Elizabeth flushed hot; she could feel the anger pushing at her, pushing her forward.

“Coward!” She screamed it, and the word spiraled up to him and hit him full in the face; she saw him flinch as if she had slapped him. Somehow Elizabeth had found the right weapon: she had shamed him by calling his courage into question.

He blinked. “Your husband can come on board, if he comes unarmed.”

“Done.” Nathaniel’s voice was hoarse with effort.

“The wind is picking up,” shouted Pickering. “There’s no time to lose!”

Elizabeth took leave of Robbie and Hawkeye, who stood grim faced, their weapons still at the ready. She touched her cheek to their bristled ones, but they spoke little. What was there to say, after all? They were bound for Scotland; Moncrieff would have his way. She might try to convince them to go home now, but she knew that it was no good: they would follow, and if Moncrieff led them to China. Hawkeye could no more turn away and leave his son and his son’s family to their fate than he could put a gun to Nathaniel’s head. And Moncrieff knew it. She could see that certainty on his face: he would keep Nathaniel and Daniel close by, and Hawkeye would follow.

Elizabeth left the Jackdaw without a backward glance. Nathaniel followed her up the rope net with the carry bag slung over his shoulder. Halfway between the two decks, she paused to look back at Hawkeye and Robbie.

Nathaniel read her mind, as he did so often. “We’re not beat yet,” he said quietly. “Don’t give up hope.”

She nodded, wiped her face against her sleeve, and went up to claim her children.

There was a knot in Nathaniel’s belly, a twist of pure anger and relief. The sight of his children whole and unharmed was one part of it; Moncrieff was another. He had given his word and he would do his best to keep it, but it wouldn’t be easy unless the man kept his distance.

The babies were howling in confusion or joy; he could not tell which. Even Squirrel wept openly. “We can’t leave Grandfather and Robbie,” she wailed in Kahnyen’kehàka. And then she said it again, yelled it down over the rail. Hawkeye raised a hand and touched his fingers to his mouth.

Nathaniel did not wipe her tears away; she had earned them, after all. But he put an arm around her and held her, felt the tension in her that matched his own.

“We will get through this, all of us.” It was the most he could offer her.

Elizabeth was caught in a tangle with Curiosity, the squirming babies held between them. Curiosity said, “We was expectin’ you on the Osiris,” she said, laughing and scowling all at once. “And here you show up on a pirate ship.”

“The captain of the Osiris didn’t like the idea, either,” Nathaniel said, reaching for Daniel. “He must have had a spy on our tails, because they set out after the Jackdaw as soon as we weighed anchor.”

Elizabeth shook her head in irritation. “This discussion must wait,” she said, her voice hoarse and tears running freely. “I want to get these children out of the rain.”

“Wait.” Curiosity twisted to look down at the deck of the Jackdaw. “We ain’t quite done yet.”

“Miss Somerville interests me not at all,” Elizabeth said sharply, her chin going up at that angle Nathaniel knew too well, when her anger had the better of her. “She may go to the devil, for all I care. I wish she would, if it meant she will no longer interfere in our affairs.”

“That’s one wish you may just get,” Curiosity said dryly.

“Will you hurry with those manropes!” barked Pickering.

“Never mind your manropes,” Stoker shouted, putting Giselle on her feet and patting her rear in a familiar way. “We’re pushing off. Move smart, lads! Jib aft!”

“Stoker!” roared Pickering. “What is the meaning of this!”

But it was Giselle who answered him. She stood there with a strange half-smile on her face, but her voice carried strong. “I am so sorry, Horace! But I should have made a very poor wife. We are both better off this way!”

Pickering stood, swaying slightly, like a man who takes a bullet but doesn’t have the sense to fall down. Below him, Giselle spread out her hands in a gesture that might have been regret.

Scattered around the deck, men stood frozen in place, their expressions divided between surprise and disgust. All except Moncrieff, who was watching the captain closely.

“Captain!” Mr. MacKay’s voice cracked like a boy’s. “Sir, give the order and we’ll demast her with a single volley!”

Pickering looked confused, as if his first officer spoke a language he had never before heard. Then he ran a hand over his eyes and finally turned and walked away, disappearing into the round-house to shut the door behind him.

Hannah said, “She was telling the truth. It was the Jackdaw she was waiting for.”

Elizabeth let out a little sound of surprise. “Miss Somerville is running off with Mac Stoker?” And she sought out Nathaniel’s gaze as if he might know more about this than she could. But it was Curiosity who answered.

“She had it planned all along. She didn’t reckon on you showing up with him, though. That took her by surprise. Us, too.” Curiosity’s dark eyes followed the smaller ship as it inched away, but Nathaniel was more concerned with Moncrieff, who came striding down the deck.

“Mr. MacKay!” The deep voice carried from one end of the ship to the other. “Carry on so long as the captain is indisposed. And mark me—no action is to be taken now or at any time against the Jackdaw.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Make sail, man. It’s time we were hame.”
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As a young woman Nathaniel’s mother had sailed from Scotland to join her father in New-York. When Nathaniel asked her about the journey, she had looked up in her thoughtful way, her eyes scanning the mountains, taking in ash and beech, birch and maple, endless stretches of white and red pine, blue spruce and hemlock: too many kinds of green to count.

“Imagine a world wi’oot trees, or a single growin’ thing,” she had said. “And should ye climb tae the highest point on the highest mast, there’s naught tae see but water and sky cleavin’ taegither.”

Even as a boy this idea of a world without trees had not interested him, as wild and curious as he had been. And now, more than three weeks out of Québec, it still took him by surprise. Waking at sunset, Nathaniel was first aware of the lingering light, the color of meat gone bad.

For a long time he kept completely still. The bosun’s whistle blew and the first watch started up from the lower decks. The ship wouldn’t settle down again until the men coming off the last dog watch had made their way below and hung their hammocks: she moaned and quaked, shuddered and whistled, groaned and murmured as she always did, a woman who knew her work and did it well but would not be quiet about it. Nathaniel had come to recognize all her voices, in storm and calm, and just now there was nothing to alarm him.

The sounds from the next room were just as unremarkable; Elizabeth and Curiosity were talking, their voices low. The twins hummed and burbled and crowed. Lily yawned and Daniel laughed as if he had never seen such a thing. And no sign of Hannah, who would be with the doctor, as was her habit at this time of evening.

In the wardroom just below them officers’ voices rose and ebbed, interrupted by the rattle of dice and an occasional curse or shout of laughter. Moncrieff was among them; Nathaniel had not seen the man since the day he left the Jackdaw, but he heard his voice every day.

Steps in the other room; he sat up just as Elizabeth opened the door.

She leaned against the frame, her hands busy at the nape of her neck as she plaited her hair. Nathaniel watched her wrists flex, supple and strong; her raised arms pulled the fabric of her gown tight against her breasts.

“You’re awake.” She came to sit on the edge of the bed. “Come to table, then. The food is here.”

Nathaniel ran a thumb over the line of her jaw. “You’ve got shadows under your eyes. Maybe you should come back to bed, instead.”

She took his hand and kissed his knuckles, and then she stood. “I will admit that I haven’t adjusted very well to this daytime sleeping and nighttime waking, but I am looking forward to walking on deck. Do come eat, Nathaniel.”

Curiosity had already dismantled the joint of beef when they sat down. Steam rose gently from bowls of cabbage and beets. It had taken a sharpish note from Elizabeth to the captain to get them plain food instead of the jellied eggs and partridge stuffed with sausage, as he had first sent to them.

Nathaniel tucked Lily into his left side and sat down to pour ale from the pitcher, keeping to himself his longing for venison, red corn soup, and water from the spring at Lake in the Clouds.

“Hannah?”

“I sent Charlie for her,” said Curiosity. “The child cain’t keep track of time when she all wound up with that microscope machine.” Her tone was a cross between irritation and something else Nathaniel couldn’t quite put a name to, something close to insult.

He could see Elizabeth thinking the same thing. She said, “We are very fortunate to have the Hakim’s support and friendship.”

Curiosity thumped her knife down. “Did I say we wasn’t?”

“No, of course—”

“Then don’t be puttin’ words in my mouth.”

There was a sudden silence while Elizabeth flushed, her chin up at an angle. Both babies began craning their necks between Elizabeth and Curiosity, more alarmed at this silence than they would have been at raised voices. Nathaniel put his free hand on his wife’s knee under the table.

Curiosity met his eye. “You got somethin’ to say to me, Nathaniel?”

“I suppose I do,” he said. “Maybe you should tell us what’s on your mind about Hannah.”

Elizabeth said, “I wish you would.”

There was a tic in Curiosity’s cheek. She tapped her spoon on the edge of her plate twice, and then she put it down.

“It don’t set right, this whole business. Now you two do me a favor, and don’ start tellin’ me again what kind of mess we’re in. I guess I know that well enough myself. It don’ mean I got to like sendin’ the child out to spy.”

“That is a very strong word,” said Elizabeth testily. “I should not call what Hannah does spying. She merely listens, and tells us what she hears.”

Curiosity snorted softly. “You call it what you want, but I’ll tell you this: I ain’t so sure as you that she safe on this ship, runnin’ around by herself. But it seem like you happy to look the other way. And I hope that child don’ have to pay the price.”

All the high color drained from Elizabeth’s face, leaving behind only the dark circles under her eyes.

“Has someone been bothering her?” she asked. “Is there some threat?”

Curiosity frowned. “I cain’t say there is, but I can say this: there’s something wrong. She don’t sleep well, and ain’t you ever took note that she won’t go up on deck without somebody go along? Charlie or Mungo or the Hakim, or one of us.”

Nathaniel said, “She’s never said anything to me about trouble.”

“O’ course she ain’t said nothing. She’s a child. It don’ take much to set her mind to workin’, somebody lookin’ at her too hard, or sayin’ something nasty about the color of her skin. That might give her bad dreams, but she ain’t goin’ to come runnin’ to you to say so, Nathaniel Bonner. She’s prideful.”

Nathaniel said, “I’ll talk to her.”

“Here she is,” said Curiosity as the door banged. “I’d like to hear you get someplace with her, I surely would.”

Hannah came flying into the room, one plait hanging half undone over her shoulder and her arms full of books, a covered basket, and a squirming bird. As she came to a halt the bird got the better of her and flapped away through the room to come to a standstill near the open transom windows. It stood upright to show off a white breast, its dark wings folded into its body. There was a broad white mask on its face with eyes almost human, and a large triangular beak banded in yellow, red, and blue.

“Lord above,” muttered Curiosity. “Do that creature call itself a bird?”

“It’s a puffin,” said Elizabeth, holding up Daniel so he could see it better.

“Puffed up, more like.” But Curiosity was grinning.

The bird gave them all an indignant stare, turned, and seeing the open windows in the transom, began to lift its wings.

“Oh, no!” Hannah cried, and lurched toward the bird, dropping her basket and going down in a tangle. Papers flew everywhere and the basket rolled, spitting out a collection of small corked bottles.

The twins broke out in deep belly laughs just as Curiosity got hold of the puffin. In the crook of Nathaniel’s arm Lily wiggled helplessly, her mouth spread wide to show her toothless gums as she laughed.

“Hannah,” Elizabeth said. “Where did you get a puffin, of all things?”

“Mr. Brown gave her to me to keep for a while,” she explained, picking up her papers. “He raised her from a chick. Her name is Sally.”

Daniel’s laughter had taken on a familiar note, one that meant his mood was about to turn for the worse. Elizabeth got up with him. “I’ll have to hear about Sally later,” she said, taking Lily from Nathaniel. “I fear it may take some time to settle these two for the night.”

“You ain’t finished your plate yet,” Curiosity called after her, but Elizabeth was already closing the door firmly behind her.

“Don’ nobody eat enough these days,” she said, eyeing the bird that sat placidly in her arms. “Maybe this Sally’ll come in handy, roasted crisp.”

Hannah frowned. “That would hurt Mr. Brown’s feelings, I think.”

Nathaniel picked a feather out of Hannah’s hair. “Who is this Mr. Brown? You haven’t told us about him yet.”

A wide smile broke across the girl’s face. “He grew up in Carryck. His father ran the farm for the earl, and now his older brother is the head gardener.”

“Ah,” said Nathaniel. “Now, that is good news.” Any source of information about Carryck was welcome.

Curiosity seemed less impressed. “At least he ain’t another one of them ‘mac’ kind of folk. Don’t these Scots got no imagination? MacIver, MacIntosh, MacLeish, MacKenzie, MacLachlan. Tell me, do he talk your ear off like that Mungo, or is he like old Jake MacGregor back home. The kind that cain’t spare a word unless his hair on fire and you the only one with a bucket.”

Nathaniel laughed, but Hannah seemed to consider carefully. “Once he found out I speak Scots, he got curious and he wanted to know all about Granny Cora. I think he’ll be talkative.”

Curiosity thrust the puffin toward Hannah. “Go tie it up out on the gallery, child. We don’t need the stink. Appetites poor enough as it is.”

The few hours after sunset were the best of the day, as far as Nathaniel was concerned. It was the time they all sat together before Hannah and Curiosity went off to bed and he and Elizabeth began their night watch.

Every day they were at sea they faced real dangers—storms, pirates, privateers, a hungry French Navy—but what worried him enough to keep him awake was Carryck. He had fought in more than one kind of war, but he had never walked into a battle blind, with women and children at his back. It wasn’t so much the lack of weapons that sat wrong—the ship was full of them, and he could put his hands on what he wanted without a lot of trouble.

What he needed most, and what was hardest to come by, was information.

Nathaniel stood at the transom windows. Somewhere behind them was the Jackdaw, and he scanned the darkened waters for a glimpse of her.

Curiosity came up beside him. Nathaniel was surprised, as he always was, at how slight she seemed when she was nearby, as if the sea were drawing the marrow from her bones.

“I saw them three times today,” she said. “A few miles off. No sign of trouble.”

The truth was, the Jackdaw had stayed close so far, but she might disappear without warning or explanation and never show herself again. And what Moncrieff would do then—if they would turn back to find her, or push on—that was a question Nathaniel didn’t want answered. But Curiosity knew this and so he kept his worries to himself.

“Three times?” Elizabeth opened the little journal she had sewn out of paper provided by the Hakim. It was divided into sections with colored threads, and she found the page headed “Jackdaw.” There were paragraphs about the ship, her crew and weapons, and Nathaniel’s drawings, as well as a column for sightings. She noted the date and Curiosity’s report and then she turned to another chart. Nathaniel leaned over her shoulder and read the last three entries.


Fraser, Peter. 45–50 years of age. Of Dumfries.

Navigator

His whole life in this service. Multiple times to the East and West Indies. A wife and two grown children at home. Fond of pippins. Called the best navigator in the company by his mates.

Hamilton, Alex. Of Dumfries. Captain’s cabin boy. In service on this ship since age 10. His father a textile merchant.

Jones, Ron. Of Cardiff. Ordinary seaman. Flogged for repeated drunkenness and an assault on another seaman. His wounds treated by Hakim Ibrahim.



“Now about Mr. Brown,” Elizabeth said.

Hannah’s brow creased in concentration. “I don’t know his first name. He is Curiosity’s age, I think.”

Curiosity said, “You cain’t tell with these sailors. Could be a hundred from the face on him.”

Elizabeth entered Carryck as his place of birth. The quill hesitated. “His work?”

“He keeps the chickens and such. They call him the duck-fucker.”

Nathaniel would have laughed out loud if it weren’t for Curiosity’s strangled cough and the color that flooded Elizabeth’s face.

Hannah looked directly at Nathaniel, raising a shoulder in confusion. “That’s what the men call him,” she insisted.

Elizabeth hiccuped. “I have never heard the term. I expect that you were not meant to hear it, either.”

“Oh,” said Hannah with an easy shrug. “The sailors talk freely around me.”

“So it seems,” said Curiosity. She gave Nathaniel a pointed look.

He said, “Call him the fowlkeeper, then. What else do you know of him?”

She knew quite a lot. Elizabeth’s quill scratched as Hannah told them what she had noticed of his work, his character, his likes and dislikes, and most important, the little she had learned about the brother who was Carryck’s head gardener.

“Let’s hope Brown likes to talk about home,” Nathaniel said when Elizabeth had put down her quill.

Hannah yawned. “I’ll go by and see him tomorrow. He’ll be butchering some capons and he said I could help.”

Elizabeth caught Nathaniel’s eye but she spoke to Hannah. “I haven’t seen capons on deck.”

“He keeps them below, in the pens.” And then seeing the doubtful look on her father’s face, she said: “The Hakim said Charlie could go with me.”

Nathaniel put a hand on her shoulder. “Make sure you watch yourself. Don’t get caught alone belowdecks with any of them, you hear me?”

She studied her thumbnail. “Except Hakim Ibrahim,” she said. “And Charlie and Mungo.”

“Even Charlie and Mungo,” said Curiosity. “I ain’t sure either of them could stand up to some of the rougher types I seen around here.”

Hannah dropped her gaze, and flushed. It was not like her at all, and it made Nathaniel uneasy.

He said, “It’s a dangerous game we’re playing, and there’s too many men on this ship to keep track of.”

She raised her face and he saw that Curiosity had been right: she was frightened, and trying to hide it.

“Come up on deck with me,” he said.

Hannah did not argue, did not even speak a word until they were at the rail. He waited, because he had no choice. If she was to tell him what was wrong, she would do it in her own way. There were times when he thought he could see some of his own mother in his daughter’s face and it was there now: that same reluctance to bend, a holding back that would bring her close to breaking.

She said, “Do you know about hell?”

He hid his surprise as best he could. “I know what the O’seronni believe about that place they call hell. I’ve heard enough church talk in my time, and so have you.”

She hesitated. “Granny Cora believed in the O’seronni hell.”

He had imagined all kinds of trouble on the short walk up to the deck—men who put hands on her, or tried to make her ashamed of the color of her skin—and this talk of damnation put him off balance. He said, “Do you think you’re headed for hell?”

She let out a great sigh. “Not for me. I am not true O’seronni.”

“Is it me you’re worried about, going to hell?”

That got a small smile. “Your skin is white, but you are not O’seronni, either. But some say—” She glanced around herself, and then stepped closer to him. “Some say that the babies might …”

Nathaniel drew in a breath, and waited.

She looked resolutely out over the water. “They might, if they are not baptized. Or if they are baptized papist.”

A slow flush began in Nathaniel’s belly and worked its way up to his chest. It was hard to draw a normal breath, but he fought to control his voice. He put a hand on her arm and turned her so he could look in her face.

“If there’s a Christian hell, then it’s for the kind who would fill your head with such lies. Do you hear me?”

Her face crumpled, and she collapsed forward to put her face against his chest. She was mumbling, and Nathaniel had to lean over to catch her meaning.

“… I thought he might try to take them, to save them from hell. But then you came back, and I thought they were safe.”

“They are safe. Squirrel, they are safe, and so are you. He will never come near any of you again, I swear it.”

She rubbed her wet cheeks with the back of her hand, and he thought his heart would break, with sorrow for her and with a terrible blind fury at the man who had brought her to these tears. She drew in a wavering sigh.

“But she watches.”

“Who watches?”

“His wife. Mrs. MacKay. She watches the babies whenever we bring them on deck, and there’s something in her eyes, like a cat that’s hurt bad and won’t come near to have her wounds tended. Maybe she thinks having the babies will fix whatever’s wrong inside her. I can almost see her thinking it. I think—I think her husband promised them to her.”

“The first mate?” Nathaniel asked, his voice sounding high and far away. “Adam MacKay?”

She nodded. “Mrs. MacKay watches and watches, and I’m worried that he might try to take them to save their souls. And to save her.”

Later, when Hannah had gone off to bed, Curiosity said what they had all been thinking.

“Strong willed, but she comes from a line of strong women, and it will serve her well, in the end.” She said this with a tired smile, and with a steady gaze in Elizabeth’s direction. “There’s worse faults for a woman.”

“Curiosity,” said Nathaniel. “Don’t back down now. You were right.”

Elizabeth sat up very straight, and put down her book. “Right about what, Nathaniel? Has someone been bothering Hannah?”

He told them, and watched their faces transform from surprise to anger.

“That black-hearted bastard,” said Curiosity. “Using God to scare a child. There ain’t nothing worse.”

Elizabeth was pale. “I should have paid more attention.”

Curiosity waved a hand in dismissal. “Never mind about that now. Go on and figure out what needs to get done to put things right.”

In the sky above the Isis, the constellations were as clear as Elizabeth had ever seen: Dragon and Plough, and to the east Cygnus, Lyra, and the Scorpion were rising. The very same stars they would sleep under on hot summer nights at Lake in the Clouds. How strange that they could be so far from home and still watch the same stars rise and set, night by night; how little comfort they provided.

Nathaniel put an arm around her. “What’re you looking for up there?”

“Some sense of order, I suppose. Something to explain Adam MacKay.”

The anger in him hummed; she could feel it in his arm, in his whole body.

“Can you let me take care of it?”

The truth was, she did not especially care what Adam MacKay’s fate might turn out to be at Nathaniel’s hands.

“I’m afraid I’m not quite so enlightened and rational as I once was,” she said. “You will do what you must.”

“And so will you.”

“Of course.”

She thought he would be angry at her refusal to agree to stay out of this trouble, but he slipped his arms around her from the back and kissed her jaw. His breath was warm at her ear, and deep in her belly there was a quick blossoming of nerves. She turned in his arms, and he came up tight against her.

“What have I done to bring this on so suddenly?”

His lips at her ear, and a shudder of gooseflesh rushed up along her spine.

“I like it when you bare your teeth and get ready to fight,” he said. “And then of course you’re breathing. That always does the trick, too.”

Elizabeth laughed, and he cut her off with a rough kiss, deep and immediate, his tongue touching hers. When he broke away she put her hands on his shoulders.

“I’m sure the bosun will find this all very enlightening, but—”

He pulled her into the shadows and kissed her again. Elizabeth felt all her objections slipping away when his hand grazed her breast. Then he stopped, and his eyes seemed very large to her, and his expression suddenly guarded.

“The watch.”

She hadn’t heard the footsteps, but the marine was upon them already. He walked on as if they were invisible; enough time for Elizabeth to gather her wits. She went back to the rail, and Nathaniel followed.

“So much uncertainty and trouble, and still you can make me lose my head. It is most unprincipled of me, given the circumstances.” She said it aloud—a confession of sorts, and one that sounded silly to her own ears.

Nathaniel laughed, a dry laugh without conviction. “Only you can feel guilty about not feeling miserable, Boots.”

She was not miserable, it was true. She had her children and her husband and Curiosity nearby, all in good health. Now that they knew what was bothering Hannah, that could be made right. There was every reason to believe that Hawkeye and Robbie were also well, if not as comfortable on the Jackdaw in the company of Giselle Somerville and Granny Stoker.

She was not miserable, because she knew with complete certainty that there was some way for them to get home, and Nathaniel would find it. She knew too that there was no way to say this to him. She might find some peace in the here and now, but Nathaniel would not be satisfied until he could act.

She put her cheek against his shoulder. “Do you remember The Tempest? We read it aloud last winter. One line stays with me these days: ‘Now would I give a thousand furlongs of sea for an acre of barren ground.’”

“Ah,” he said. “I know you’re feeling yourself when you start quoting.”

She pushed him playfully. “You once appreciated my quotes.”

“I still do, Boots.” There was something of his old teasing tone in his voice, something keen edged and welcome and she knew that he wanted to pick up where they had left off just a few minutes ago, but the hatch opened and he stepped away.

A shaggy blond head appeared above bony shoulders.

“Mungo,” said Elizabeth, letting out a small hiccup of relief. “Why are you up so late?”

The boy hesitated, looking around himself as if he expected the quartermaster to jump out and box his ears. When he was sure there was no danger he sought out Nathaniel’s gaze, as if to ask permission to come closer.

“Did you want to talk?” Nathaniel asked.

The boy nodded and came toward them, studying his feet with great interest. Mungo would go to great lengths to be in Elizabeth’s company—it was not the first time he had sought them out so late at night. He had attached himself to her when they took him aboard the Jackdaw.

“I’ve got a wee somethin’ for ye,” he said, and brought out his hand from behind his back. Elizabeth drew back in surprise, for he held some kind of blade there, dark of color, long and slender.

“The neb o’ a swordfish,” said Mungo, touching his own upturned nose to illustrate. “It’s gey sharp, missus. They swish it aboot tae kill squid and the like.”

Elizabeth glanced at Nathaniel and he lifted one brow at her, not quite concerned and a little intrigued.

“It is very kind of you, Mungo, to think of us.” He had wrapped the broader end in a piece of rawhide and she took it gingerly between two fingers. From the tip to the base it was as long as her arm.

“Did you catch the fish yourself?”

“Och, ne. A gey great monster, is a swordfish. The meat is richt tasty, forbye, bu’ they fight like the de’il.”

Nathaniel bent over to examine it more closely. “Where did you come by it?”

“A marine harpooned him. He gave the neb tae ma brother Charlie, and Charlie gave it tae me.”

Elizabeth handed the sword to Nathaniel and resisted the urge to wipe her hands on her handkerchief. “Are you sure you want to part with such a treasure?”

Even in the near dark the boy’s blush was clear to see. He sent her a sidelong glance. “Ye were kind tae me when I was injured, missus. I willna forget it.”

Nathaniel asked, “How’s that bump on your head today?”

The boy touched his forehead. “No’ sae bad.” He inched a little closer, still examining his own feet. Elizabeth sensed that he would roll over like a puppy if she patted his head.

“What’s that?” Nathaniel asked, turning sharply toward the west, where a rushing noise seemed to come from the darkened sea.

“Sweet Mary,” breathed Mungo. “A falling star.”

It arched across the sky, its tail undulating in a blaze of white and yellow. The whole of it sizzled as if the air around it were on fire, and it seemed to Elizabeth as wide as the sky itself and as bright as the sun.

“White panther in the sky,” said Nathaniel, his voice hoarse with excitement.

“Aye,” Mungo whispered. “He roars.”

It did roar, but more faintly as the star spun to the east. They watched, the three of them focused on the sight of it until the ferocious light disappeared into the sea.

Elizabeth said, “Do you think anyone else saw it?”

“No,” said Nathaniel, still staring at the spot where it had disappeared. “The sign was meant for us.”

He looked down at her, and for the first time in so many weeks he smiled, really smiled, his teeth sparkling white in the dark.

“A sign,” Elizabeth repeated. After more than a year with Nathaniel she was still sometimes taken by surprise by his faith in things she would have once dismissed summarily: unseen worlds; dreams that evoked truths beyond the ones that could be dissected by reason; a sky that opened itself to offer faith and speculation.

“Is it a good sign, then?”

“The best kind before battle,” Nathaniel said. He covered her hand and squeezed it hard.

Mungo glanced between them. “Battle? Surely ye canna mean ye want tae fight Carryck.”

Nathaniel nodded. “If that’s what it takes to get home.”

The boy licked his lips nervously, glanced up at the quiet sky and back to Nathaniel. He started to say something and then stopped.

“Mungo?” Elizabeth tried to catch his eye, but he would not look at her. “What is it?”

“I’m feart for ye.” He frowned, and ground a knuckle hard into his eye. “I’m feart for ye if ye stay and I’m feart for ye should ye slip awa’ and head for hame.”

Nathaniel’s expression hardened. “Say what you’ve got to say, Mungo.”

The boy’s face crumpled suddenly. “Carryck will come after ye, and he willna be alone. The earl wants ye alive, ye see, but John Campbell o’ Breadalbane wants ye daid.”

Nathaniel’s expression was almost one of relief, to hear finally what he had suspected. “Tell me what you know of this business.”

Mungo’s face drained of color until it was so white that it seemed to have soaked up the moonlight itself.

Elizabeth could hardly breathe. “Mungo, please. Think of the children. Please help us.”

“I owe ye my life, missus, I ken that weel enough.” He let out a whistling sigh and met Nathaniel’s gaze. “I can tell ye only what every man on this ship kens already. Some years syne, the earl’s dauchter Isabel ran off tae marry Walter Campbell o’ Loudoun.”

Nathaniel jerked back. “Carryck has a living daughter?”

Mungo’s voice shook. “He disowned her when she eloped wi’ a Campbell o’ the Breadalbane line. Wi’oot a male heir all Carryck falls intae John Campbell’s hands. That canna happen, ye mun understan’, and it willna happen, sae lang as there’s a man alive under Carryck tae fight.”

Nathaniel pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose. “Are you saying that all this—kidnapping women and children, the loss of a ship with two hundred men aboard, and devil knows what else—that it was all to keep his money away from his own daughter because she married into this Breadalbane clan?”

“No!” Mungo’s voice wavered and broke. “It’s got naethin’ tae do wi’ money. It’s the land. Can ye no’ understand? Carryck and every man who ever swore him an oath wad die tae keep the Scot territories free o’ the Campbells.”

Nathaniel’s brow creased. “What does it matter to the men who sweat in Carryck’s fields who owns the land?”

“Nathaniel,” Elizabeth said, as calmly and firmly as she could. “Surely you understand the concept of a blood feud. You have told me similar stories of the Hodenosaunee.”

“No,” Nathaniel said, his jaw set hard. “There’s something else going on here. I can smell it, and I’ll wager Mungo can tell us what it is.”

The boy’s shoulders rolled forward, and his gaze darted away into the shadows. When he looked at them again, he was calm. “If I had anythin’ tae tell ye that wad keep ye safe, I wadna keep it tae masel’. And that’s aye true.”

The bosun’s voice came to them, raised in conversation with the marine on watch. Mungo sent them a pleading look and slipped away silently.

When the watch had passed and they were alone again, Nathaniel put his arm around Elizabeth and pulled her close. “Boots,” he said, his voice ripe with satisfaction. “Our luck is turning.”

“I trust you are right. At least things are starting to make some sense now.”

He grunted, a low and comfortable sound. “You can’t fool me. You might believe in me, but you can’t believe in a sign out of the sky.”

She tugged on his sleeve. “What do you mean, Nathaniel Bonner, with ‘might.’ Of course I believe in you. I have never doubted you for a moment.”

With a little laugh, Nathaniel pulled her face up to his. “Slippery as ever. Listen, Boots. It’s time for you to go below.”

She ducked her head away. “For me to go below? And where will you be?”

“I’ve got business with MacKay,” he said.

He kissed her, a hard stamp of his mouth. His stubble raked her cheek and then he put his lips to her ear, nipping there so that a ripple ran down her spine to the small of her back. “I’ll be with you at sunrise. I swear it.”

Elizabeth lit every candle in the cabin and then she sat down to drum her fingers on the table. Directly in front of her the rosewood clock sat in its wall niche, and it gave her sorry news: just one o’clock in the morning, hours until sunrise. Hours in which irritation and worry would battle for the upper hand.

In front of her there was a small pile of books, Hannah’s basket with its bits and pieces, papers and notes, Mungo’s sword, paper, quill and ink, and a half-eaten orange. In any other setting these things would have been more than enough to pass the time until sunrise, but this evening Nathaniel was roaming the ship in search of Adam MacKay.

It is between Hannah and her father, Elizabeth told herself resolutely. And between Nathaniel and Adam MacKay. She picked up the orange and peeled off a section. It was parched and sour, but she swallowed resolutely. She would leave this to Nathaniel, as she had once left Billy Kirby to him.

Hannah’s journal lay before her, the page held open by a small bottle of pale yellow fluid. Tucked into the leaves were odd pieces of paper, some in the Hakim’s handwriting, others she did not recognize. On one page Hannah had begun to copy a letter addressed to Hakim Ibrahim from a Dr. Jenner of Barkeley.

Most of the journal was filled with Hannah’s drawings, circle after circle of what she had seen through the Hakim’s microscope, each carefully labeled: skin of an onion, human eyelash, chicken feather, codfish scale. And pages devoted to blood, the blood of every animal on board, and human blood, too. Elizabeth studied them for a good while and could decipher little beyond the notes that Hannah had already made in her small, neat hand: a sea of small oval shapes, and with an occasional larger, rounder shape among them. How strange that this unwanted journey should bring to Hannah an opportunity she would otherwise never have had. It was something to be thankful for, in spite of Adam MacKay.

But it was not enough. Elizabeth stood and pushed the journal away. She could not sit here; she would not. If Nathaniel might move about the ship at night with impunity, so could she.
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The Kahnyen’kehàka knew that the best time to attack an O’seronni village was at night. As a young man training under Sky-Wound-Round, Nathaniel had heard the stories of such raids, where rich merchants came under the knife with an open tinderbox clutched in a fist. The Kahnyen’kehàka warriors, feared throughout the Hodenosaunee Nation and far beyond for their ferocity and courage, shook their heads over men afraid of the dark.

Nathaniel, growing up between red and white worlds, understanding the strengths and weaknesses of both, knew that this much was true: white men did not all fear the dark, but most of them forgot how to use their ears when the sun set.

Now he made his way through the darkened ship, navigating by his memory, by his senses of smell and touch, and most of all by an ability to listen hard. In the endless forests he knew the size of a doe by the sound of her step in the undergrowth; on the Isis he had come to recognize the walk of a dozen different men and boys by the way the boards gave under their feet. Now, just above him on the middle deck, the first officer was on his way to his quarters, weaving down a corridor he had walked a thousand times, making as much noise as a child at play. Nathaniel kept pace with Adam MacKay, moving soundlessly in the dark.

MacKay had been in the round-house earlier in the evening, his strange profile standing out like a flag. Nathaniel knew of the man only a few things: that he ignored his wife, or beat her when he could not; that the sailors respected MacKay’s seamanship but disliked him for his poor humor, the tight fist he kept with rum rations, and his generosity with the whip; that he took pleasure in giving little girls nightmares.

Nathaniel ducked around the thick pillar of the fore capstan, tucked his arms in close, and spidered his way up the narrow ladder to the middle deck. MacKay was just behind now, but not by much. Nathaniel crouched down low in the deeper shadows of the capstan wheel, its long wooden spokes polished smooth by generations of calloused hands. The wood smelled of salt and sweat, and the great wheel muttered softly to itself like an old horse at pasture.

Not ten feet away, MacKay sang in a crusty monotone:


Heart of oak are our ships
Heart of oak are our men
We always are ready
Steady, boys, steady
We’ll fight and we’ll conquer again and again.



Nathaniel pulled in a lungful of stale air tinged with gunpowder, axle grease, and salt. A calm came over him; he could feel the blood moving through his arms and legs, pooling in his hands. His fingers twitched slightly. It was the feeling a man got when he came across a bear. Bear meant meat for a month or more, fat to cook with, a good pelt. But a bear was always a gamble. Most would take a bullet to the brain and lie down without an argument, but every once in a while you got one too dumb or too ornery to give in quick, and that was the bear to watch out for: she’d take all the lead you could offer and come roaring for more. The trick was to strike fast and hard.

In a single quick movement Nathaniel rose out of the shadows. With one hand he grabbed MacKay by the throat, winding his fist in the white linen to yank him forward. With his other hand he caught the lantern before it could fall. Then he lifted the man off his feet and flipped him onto his back, pinned him down and straddled him, one knee in his soft gut with his hands caught behind his back. The lantern he put down out of reach, and then he grinned.

“You’re up late tonight, Coo MacKay.” It was the name the sailors called him behind his back, for his shape and his stare, dull as a cow’s. The insult did its work: MacKay’s expression changed from confusion and surprise to outrage. Keeping him off balance was Nathaniel’s best chance of getting the man to say more than he wanted to.

“I’ll let go now, but I’ll come down hard again if you make a row. Are we clear on that?”

MacKay nodded. “Aye.”

Nathaniel wiped his hands on his breeches. “Do you know what I want?”

MacKay’s face went white under the stubble of his beard. His expression said he didn’t understand plain English, or didn’t care to.

“For the love of the Almighty, man,” he breathed heavily. “It’s too late tae be playin’ games.”

Nathaniel settled his knee a bit harder. “Now, that surprises me. After all I’ve heard about how fond you are of games.”

The long face twitched. “I dinna take yer meanin’.”

MacKay grunted as Nathaniel drew a knife from his belt.

“Think hard,” he said. “It’ll come to you.”

The narrow brown eyes darted from the knife to Nathaniel’s face. “Moncrieff willna like it should ye cut me.”

“What’ll he do, send me to bed without my supper?”

“Why dinna ye ask him, and leave me be?”

Nathaniel contemplated the tip of the knife. A casual flick netted one bone button off MacKay’s shirtfront. A twitching began at the corner of the broad mouth.

“Now there’s the riddle,” Nathaniel said, studying the man’s heaving chest. “Why would you set out to hurt a child who’s done you no harm?”

His eyes darted away. “I dinna take yer meanin’.”

The knife flicked again, and MacKay’s face went one shade paler. Nathaniel kept his own expression flat as he took another button.

“I nivver laid a hand on the little savage.”

The knife was sharp, and it slit the corner of the pale mouth with no sound at all. MacKay let out a little sigh and his whole body seemed to fold in, as if Nathaniel had punctured something deep inside him.

“Cut me, then,” MacKay whispered, his eyes eager and bright. “Go on and cut me. It won’t change anything. Ye’ll burn in hell for your sins, for livin’ among the infidels and fatherin’ more o’ the same. And yer spawn will burn richt beside ye.”

In the heat of battle it was dangerous to let rage or fear get the upper hand. A man made mistakes when he let himself slip like that, and Nathaniel intended to make no mistakes here. He breathed deep and let the calm flow through him, feeling the knife in his hand and knowing what it would be like to put it in this man’s throat and watch him choke on his own blood. How right that would feel, at this moment.

MacKay took his calm for fear. He smiled with bloody teeth and began to hiss, sputtering spit and blood and venom: “‘Because I have called, and ye refused. I also will laugh at your calamity; I will mock when your fear cometh; When your fear cometh as desolation, and your destruction cometh as a whirlwind; when distress and anguish cometh upon ye. Then shall ye call upon me, but I will not answer; ye shall seek me early, but ye shall not find me.’”

“Proverbs, chapter one. Mr. MacKay, I suggest you concentrate on the New Testament.” Elizabeth’s voice came cool and calm, just above them. Her head poked through the ladder hole, and then she came down in a rustle of skirts.

“Boots,” Nathaniel said. “I should have figured you couldn’t sit still. I was just having a discussion with Mr. MacKay.”

“Yes, I heard. Now, Mr. MacKay, are you familiar with the gospel of Mark?”

Some of the madness had slipped away from MacKay’s eyes, and he seemed suddenly embarrassed at this situation he found himself in.

“O’ course. Let me up, man.”

“And with chapter ten, verse fourteen?” Elizabeth went on.

He flushed, and set his bloody mouth in a hard line.

“Let me quote: ‘But when Jesus saw it, he was much displeased, and said unto them, Suffer the little children to come unto me, and forbid them not: for of such is the kingdom of God.’”

MacKay made a coarse sound in his throat.

“I see,” Elizabeth said. “You are one of those faithful who pick and choose those parts of the scripture that best suit your purpose. And your purpose is to cause a little girl as much agony as possible.”

MacKay struggled a little, and Nathaniel pushed harder with his knee until he stopped. “You don’t want to be rude, now,” he said, wiping his knife on the man’s shirt. “The lady spoke to you.”

“‘Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection,’ ” MacKay replied.

Nathaniel leaned in closer, but Elizabeth stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.

“Let me be blunt, Mr. MacKay.” She came closer, and crouched down to look him directly in the face. “If you come anywhere near any of my children again, if you speak a word within my stepdaughter’s hearing, if you even look at any of them, I will not bother to intercede when my husband next chooses to come looking for you. And more than that, I will see to it that you lose your commission on this ship and never get another. Do we understand each other?”

MacKay’s mouth contorted. “I understand weel enough,” he said. “Papist savages and whores. Ye’ll fit right in at Carryck, the lot o’ ye.”

His nose broke with a crack that made Elizabeth jump. Nathaniel hauled MacKay forward by the collar, and let him struggle while the blood ran down his face.

When he stopped coughing, Nathaniel said, “Right now I’m wondering just how dull-witted you are. You’ll either give your word that you’ll leave me and mine alone, or you and me will finish this conversation face-to-face.”

Elizabeth was very pale, but she said nothing. And neither did MacKay, who hung limp from Nathaniel’s fist.

“I will go, then,” she said. “And leave you to it.”

MacKay’s head came up, eyes rolling in pain.

“Ye have my word,” he coughed, covering his face with his hands.

A coward, in the end. Nathaniel let him drop to the floor.

“I will send word to the Hakim that you need his attention,” Elizabeth said, over her shoulder. “Or would you rather have your wife’s help?”

“A fine choice ye’ve given me.” MacKay’s shoulders shook, in pain or laughter it was not clear. “Infidel or witch. I’d rather bleed tae death right here.”

“Let’s hope for her sake you do just that,” Nathaniel said.

MacKay drew his sleeve across his mouth. “Ye resemble the earl in mair ways than one. Has anyone tolt ye that?”

“It’s been mentioned,” Nathaniel said. “It means nothing to me.”

“It will.” MacKay’s mouth twisted. “Soon enough.”
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Robbie MacLachlan sat with his back to the Jackdaw’s longboat and stared unhappily into the bowl cupped in his hands. “Should I nivver eat salt beef agin, it will be far tae soon.”

Hawkeye raised a shoulder in agreement. Over the brim of his own bowl he was watching Stoker and Giselle, who stood at the rail.

Quarreling voices rose from the stern, a shout of pain and then silence, but these days Stoker didn’t seem to hear or care about fighting among his men. Giselle gave him enough trouble all on her own. Now he was grinding his teeth, the muscles in his cheeks as tight as fiddle strings.

“Young love,” said Robbie, following the direction of Hawkeye’s gaze.

“That’s one name for it, I guess.”

“She’s a braw lassie tae stan’ up tae Sweet Mac Stoker, ye must leave her that.”

Hawkeye flexed his fingers one by one. “I ain’t sure that I’d leave her much at all, Rab. But I’ll tell you this, watching her wrangle with Mac gives a man a new appreciation for the easements of old age.”

“Aye,” Robbie sighed. “Better sore joints than stiff ones.”

Neither of them laughed; not only was the truth of it bittersweet, it was as close as they would come to an agreement about Giselle Somerville.

Hawkeye studied her, as he did whenever he could be sure that her attention was elsewhere. The skin across her nose and cheeks was peeling and the long plait of hair lying over her shoulder had gone almost white in the sun; her shirt hung loose to show her throat and chest, pink and glistening with sweat. Giselle looked more like a girl these days, nothing like the fine lady who had flown off the Isis. The truth was, she looked like herself at seventeen, when he had first seen her.

It was hard to believe that it was so long ago. He had gone north because Cora missed Nathaniel and was full of hazy fears for him, so far away in a place she knew nothing about, in a tangle with the daughter of a titled Englishman and a mysterious French lady. Cora sent him to bring Nathaniel home to Lake in the Clouds, with a rich wife, if there was no other way to do it.

All these years later Hawkeye wasn’t sure what exactly had happened, except that Nathaniel had agreed to leave Montréal without Giselle, and without much of a struggle. Had he grown tired of the girl, or did she just refuse to leave her father’s fine home for a rough cabin in the endless forests? On the way south, glad to be shut of Montréal, Hawkeye hadn’t asked Nathaniel for an explanation, hadn’t known how to ask, and thought it best to leave the boy his privacy.

What Hawkeye did know for sure was that he hadn’t understood Giselle Somerville then and he didn’t understand her now. The strange, strong girl who had taken him by surprise in Montréal had grown into a formidable woman, one who was smart enough to hide her ironwood core behind smiles and lace fans, and driven enough to take Mac Stoker to her bed if it served her purposes.

Hawkeye scanned the horizon for the Isis, and was disappointed again. They lost sight of her now and then, but it was more than twelve hours since he had last seen her sails. It made him uneasy in his bones.

“Here’s auld Jemmy, wi’ a belly fu’ o’ trouble,” said Robbie, bringing Hawkeye out of his daydreams.

The little man who limped toward them swinging a bucket of tar was one of the few sailors willing to give them the time of day. Now he nodded to them briskly and stopped, scratching a mole on the end of his nose with a blackened fingernail.

“Wind’s comin’ up again,” he volunteered, tipping his face up and sniffing at the breeze so that his whiskery cheeks twitched. “We’ll be rollin’ gunwale-under by sunset, if the Tories don’t get us first. Tories or sharks, mates, that’s our lot. Tories or sharks.”

“Ye’ve been through muny a storm,” said Robbie. “And there ye stand, hale and hearty.”

“Aye, but mebbe not for long.” Jemmy squinted in Stoker’s direction, ready to bolt if the captain’s attention should wander his way. He spat a high brown arc of tobacco juice that cleared the rail neatly.

He hunched his shoulders toward them as if he had a secret. “Two times I’ve run afoul of the Tories, in these very waters. Once on the Little Bess out of Plymouth—the Casterbridge sank us without so much as a by-your-leave and skimmed what men could still swim off the water like cream off a milk bucket.”

Robbie glanced uneasily at Hawkeye. “Aye, in the days before the war. But we’re flying American colors, man.”

Jemmy coughed out a laugh. “As if that would stop ’em. It was eighty-two when the Little Bess went down. Every one of us was American born, and they pressed us, all the same. Didn’t have enough of a navy of our own in those days to do anything about it. Still don’t. Not yet, at any rate.”

He worked his jaw thoughtfully. “It was more than a year until I could slip away from the Casterbridge. Bad grub, that’s what’s wrong with them Tories. Cost me four pegs, so it did.” He bared what was left of his teeth to show them he was not exaggerating.

“Jemmy, you lazy bastard!” Stoker’s shout brought the little man up sharp. “Be on your way or I’ll set Granny Stoker on you. You know she’d like nothing more than to peel yer spotty arse.”

The old sailor shrugged. “Aye, Capting. On my way.” He shambled off, wise enough not to make excuses.

Stoker came over to hunker down next to them, his hands dangling between his knees.

“You’ve got shadows under your eyes,” Hawkeye said. “Not getting enough sleep?” There wasn’t a body on board who didn’t know how much he slept, and didn’t sleep. When Stoker’s voice wasn’t raised in an argument he was bellowing like a stag in rut.

The scar around Stoker’s neck flamed red. “It’s a smart mouth you’ve got, Bonner.”

“Captain!”

Stoker raised his head with a jerk. “For bloody Christ on the cross, what!”

It was Micah, one of the younger sailors, a hard worker and keen-eyed. He pointed astern. “Sails, sir!”

Stoker’s expression shifted suddenly. He got up and took his long glass from its loop on his belt; when he lowered it again there was a thoughtful crease on either side of his mouth.

“Trouble?” asked Robbie.

He shrugged. “Don’t know yet. Micah! Keep an eye on her, and let me know when she raises her colors.”

The boy grinned. “Aye, Captain.”

Giselle still stood alone at the rail, but Stoker hunkered down again.

Robbie shot him a sideways glance. “The course o’ true luv nivver ran smooth, so goes the auld sayin’. Take heart, laddie.”

“Sure and I’ve had more than me share of your old sayings,” Stoker snapped.

Hawkeye squinted into the sails overhead. “We had a cat lost her tail in a door, once,” he said. “She was mighty jumpy after that, but I think you’re worse, Stoker.”

“Jumpy, am I? And why should I be any different, with the Tory navy thick as flies in these waters and two old men wasting me time.”

“You’ll be well paid for your time,” said Hawkeye evenly. “I guess you’ll survive another week of our company to get the gold you’ve got coming to you.”

“Gold.” Stoker spat the word. “Sure and you like to talk about it, but your pockets look empty to me.”

Robbie bristled, but Hawkeye laughed softly. “You’re right there. Nathaniel’s got the coin, and you’ll keep up with the Isis if you want to claim it.”

Stoker frowned. His gaze skittered over to the rail and jerked away again when he saw the way Giselle was watching him. With the simple weight of her stare she was willing him to do her bidding. Cora would have called her fey, a woman who understood men better than they understood themselves. Thinking of his wife, who had crossed these waters to find a better life on the other side, a thought came to Hawkeye.

“She don’t much like the idea of Scotland, does she? I’ll bet she ain’t eager to head back to Canada, either. Where’s it to be, then? Ireland? France?”

A random shot, but it found a target. Stoker jerked as if Hawkeye had laid hands on him.

“France!” Robbie’s head came up sharp. “Why wad Giselle want tae go tae France?”

“I never said she did!” Stoker barked.

All three of them came to their feet to stand in a triangle.

“The Isis is bound for Scotland,” said Hawkeye. “That was our agreement, and you’ll see it through.”

“Damn me if I’ll stand on me own deck to be ordered about like a bloody tar!”

Robbie clucked his tongue. “Shame, man. Tae let the lass lead ye aroond by the pecker.”

Stoker flushed red to the roots of his hair and reached out with both hands to grab Robbie by the shirt. Robbie sidestepped neatly and brought up an arm as hard as a war club to cut him off.

Behind them, Giselle said, “I hope this boyish behavior is simple high spirits, gentlemen.”

Stoker’s head snapped around to her. “There you are, sweetings. These two are asking why you’d want to go to France. What I want to know is, what you’ll live on while you’re there.”

Giselle pressed her lips together, inclining her head toward Hawkeye.

Stoker laughed at her. “Do you think he hasn’t figured out that you stand there without a penny to your name?”

She flushed so that her sunburned skin mottled. “And whose fault is that? Who let Nathaniel Bonner leave this ship with the gold and never raised a finger to stop him?”

Stoker leaned in toward her. “If that gold had been on my ship, do you think I wouldn’t have known it? No, it’s your doing, sweetings. You let an old black woman and a little girl come between you and the gold.”

“You can’t prove that!” Giselle spat.

“And what does it bloody matter?” roared Stoker. “There’s no gold on this ship, and you’re not going to France without it. So shut your bleedin’ gob, woman, and get out of the way of men’s work!”

Giselle pursed her mouth. “Oh, I’ll keep out of your way, Captain Stoker. As long as we’re bound for Scotland, I’ll make it my concern to do just that. I give you my word on it.”

“Is that so?” Stoker produced one of his terrible grins. “There are bloody few hiding places on the Jackdaw, me darlin’, and I know every one of them. And I give you me word on that. ”

“Captain!” Micah called again, his tone urgent enough to get Stoker’s attention. “She’s a Tory frigate, and she’s comin’ this way at speed!”

“Damn!” Stoker swung away, Giselle forgotten. “All hands! Jemmy, rouse Connor, and tell him to bring Granny up on deck!” He trotted away, shouting orders for more sail.

Robbie narrowed his eyes at Giselle. “Giselle, ma sweet. Ye ken weel enough why we’re bound for Scotland.”

Hawkeye watched Giselle’s face and saw there what Stoker would never understand about her: she had a mind ten times sharper than his own, and she would always calculate her own gain first, and that down to a tin penny.

“That is none of my concern,” she said. “I made arrangements with Captain Stoker for passage to France. I have no intention of going to Scotland.”

She spoke directly to Hawkeye, staring him in the eye like a man who wants a fight. The last time they had had words of any kind he had been a reluctant guest at her table. Party games and sugared fruit, and now she wore a knife on her belt.

He looked away, but he answered her. “France, is it? A bloody place these days for the wellborn. And there’s the blockade, I suppose you ain’t forgot that.”

All around them the sailors jumped to Stoker’s commands, but Giselle took no note of any of this; she was still studying Hawkeye, one corner of her mouth turning down while the opposite brow went up. “Still trying to interfere in my affairs, I see.”

Hawkeye laughed. “You’re a fine one to talk, missy. Or are you going to tell me that you ain’t had a part in Moncrieff’s scheme, right from the start?”

A plain woman is always well served by a smile, but when Giselle bared her teeth there was nothing pretty about it.

“Of course I had a part in it,” she said. “Did you think he could have managed it on his own? It was time to see old debts settled. Moncrieff made sure you three went off to see the captain of the Providence, and then I saw to it that the governor knew where to find Elizabeth while you were gone. The only question was whether he would take her to the château to question her, but luck was with us.”

“You’re right proud of yourself,” Hawkeye said dryly. “But tell me this, what would those old debts be?”

“That is between your son and myself,” Giselle snapped.

Robbie swayed as if he would lose his footing.

“Ye canna mean that ye had a hand in this, lass. Wad ye take babes from their mither, tae suit your hurt pride?”

Giselle drew herself up. “If you are looking for some remorse or soft feelings, then you will strain your eyesight to no good end, sir.”

Robbie’s face fell as if she had spat at him. “I wadna ha’ thoucht it.”

“Come now,” said Giselle, creasing her brow in irritation. “You have seen what Pink George is capable of, after all. Why should you expect anything else from his daughter?”

“Because,” said Robbie hoarsely, his whole body shaking. “Because I ken yer mither, too. And it’s a shame and a pity that ye’re no’ mair like her.”

Hawkeye wondered if he had heard right. Robbie MacLachlan had not been off the North American continent for some fifty years—how could he know a Frenchwoman who had never been farther south than Montréal? But he saw by the man’s expression that he had spoken a truth so long held secret that letting it go had torn a hole in him. Robbie was breathing as though he had just fought a battle and lost.

Giselle had not moved. There was nothing in her expression to show that she had even understood except a tremor at the corner of her mouth.

“You’re lying.” Her voice was steady. “You cannot know my mother.”

Robbie ran a hand over his face. “If that’s what ye want tae believe, lass, then it’s just as well. I should ha’ held ma tongue.”

Granny Stoker let out a cry of alarm louder than any war whistle.

“Jack Twist, ye reeky kack-handed gudgeon, you’ll bleed for that!” Stoker roared.

“Oh, Christ,” muttered Robbie. “He’s broke the turnbuckle.”

Hawkeye didn’t know what a turnbuckle was, but he could see well enough that the line that hoisted the sail had given way. The jib slid down the forestay, snapping wildly and spilling wind. All the aft sails were suffering for it and their speed was falling off fast. From her sling on the middle mast Granny Stoker keened as if noise might fill the faltering sails.

Giselle was pulling on Hawkeye’s sleeve. “If you think such sorry lies will change my mind about France, you are wrong. You can swim to Scotland for all I care, Mr. Bonner.”

“I wouldn’t count on France right now if I was you.” Hawkeye had to raise his voice to be heard over Connor’s alarm rattle. He turned to Robbie: “What’s to be done?”

“They’ll take doon the jib tae try and fix the turnbuckle. I’ll see if I can help.” And he ran off without another glance at Giselle.

She reached out and grabbed Hawkeye’s lower arm before he could follow Robbie.

He shrugged his arm out of her grasp. “Christ, woman! Can’t you see we’re in trouble here?”

“Tell me what he meant. You owe me that much!”

Her expression made him pause. “Old debts again, is it?” Hawkeye studied her pretty face, the fine lines around her mouth and eyes that deepened in anger and something else, something that smelled of fear that lives deep in the gut. “Sometime you’ll have to explain to me exactly what it is you think you’re owed.”

“Tell me.”

“I don’t know what he meant.”

“You’re lying!” Her voice cracked and wavered.

“Is that so? And what could you do about it if I was?”

The ship rolled hard, and Giselle was thrown up against him. Hawkeye put both hands on her shoulders and pushed her away, feeling the heat of her through the thin shirt, feeling too much, his gut lurching like the deck underfoot.

“Mac’s not watching, little girl,” he said harshly. “Rubbing up against me won’t get you what you want from him.”

She curled a hand into the fabric of his shirt, her knuckles pressing against his chest. “Did you think I wanted something from Mac Stoker?” She laughed. “Your famous eyesight is failing you.”

Hawkeye pushed her away again, feeling his temper flash and slide, ready to break its bounds. “I don’t know anything about your mother. But if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. I ain’t a boy to let himself be sucked dry and cast off.”

All around them the ship was in a dead rage as the Tory frigate gained on them, Stoker ranting, Granny screeching, the whole crew shouting as they struggled with the jibsail. But Giselle stood there pure deaf to it all. The blood left her face, and Hawkeye saw that he had struck too hard, hard enough to put her back against the wall.

“Daniel Bonner.” Her mouth worked silently for a moment. “All these years I’ve had something of your son’s, and none of you ever knew it.” Her voice had dropped, but he could hear every word, more clearly than he wanted to.

Here it is, now. Finally. The first shot in the battle, or the last?

“And what would that be?”

Her mouth worked again, trying to spit out what lay so long and heavy on her tongue. “Your firstborn grandson. He turned sixteen the same week that bluestocking of an Englishwoman gave birth.”

He kept his peace; anything he could say would serve her purpose better than his own.

“It is true. I see you do not believe me, but it is true.”

Hawkeye braced one arm against the longboat and stared at the deck. Giselle might be lying; it came to her easy enough. He shook his head to clear it.

“You’re on your way to find this boy of yours, is that right?”

She pushed out a sigh. “Yes. He was taken from me when he was born and sent to my mother.”

“In France.”

She nodded impatiently. “My mother is in France. Yes.”

Hawkeye considered his own hands. Skin like overworked leather, but the tattoos around his wrists were still the same deep indigo they had been when they were new, in those days when he hadn’t yet learned to think of himself as white.

Giselle was watching him warily, things moving behind pale eyes that were beyond his understanding. She had borne Nathaniel a son, and kept the boy away from him all these years. One part of him wanted to laugh in her face; the other did not dare.

“Does he have a name?”

The muscles in her throat worked. “Luc,” she said. “The woman who attended me baptized him Luc.”

Baptized. Some small connection flickered far away, and Hawkeye reached for it. A midwife, a Catholic.

“That would have been Iona,” Hawkeye said.

“You know her?”

He had made her uneasy. Iona is Robbie’s good friend, he might have said. But he kept it to himself. A grandson who had never set his foot on Hidden Wolf, who knew nothing of his forefathers. Hawkeye said, “Does the boy look like Nathaniel?”

She frowned, her suspicion digging a furrow between her brows. “He had my coloring when he was born, but he was long of bone.”

“Fair and light eyed, about eighteen.” He spoke these words out loud, and each of them seemed to draw her closer, until her raised face was no more than a few inches from his own. But Hawkeye was far away, remembering the night of the fire at the garrison gaol in Montréal, and the boy who had led them to the river. Luke, Robbie had called him. Iona’s grandson, he had called himself. Hawkeye closed his eyes and tried to draw a picture of the boy in his mind.

“Well grown. Big boned, but he moves cleverly. Like Nathaniel at that age.”

Giselle’s mouth contorted. “What are you talking about? Who are you talking about?”

“I ain’t sure,” Hawkeye said. “But it looks to me as if Rab MacLachlan has some explaining to do.”

She pointed to the men working so frantically on the jibsail. “There he is. Call him over.”

“You, Bonner!” screamed Granny Stoker, waving her cane at him. Hawkeye didn’t know how long she had been calling his name.

“Are you deef, man! Come here!”

It displeased Giselle, and maybe that’s why he did it, simply walked away from one angry woman to another one, and was whacked twice with her cane for his trouble.

“Wake up, man.” She jabbed toward the stern with her chin. “Look!”

The Tory frigate was closing fast, no more than fifty yards off now and bearing slightly away to come up broadside. Overhead the Jackdaw’s sails still fluttered and snapped, snatching at the wind but getting no purchase.

She thumped Hawkeye’s shoulder. “Lift me up so I can see!”

Hawkeye did as he was asked, lifting the lumpy bundle of fidgeting woman out of the sling, taking in her smells: the dry rot of oldest age, sour tobacco, sweat. Her baubles slid and slithered around her chest; her legs flopped like sticks.

“Capting!” Behind them Jemmy was shouting shrill as a whistle above all the confusion. “Hulls down the horizon!”

Granny pushed on Hawkeye’s shoulder to bring him around, even as she raised her long glass. Her hand trembled, the skin blotched with the sun and yellowish.

“Jaysus Mary and Joseph,” the old woman breathed.

A forest of masts had appeared to the northeast, a world of sails. A hundred ships or more, maybe five miles off: no distance at all in good winds. Hawkeye felt the skin on the back of his neck rise in a slow shimmer.

“Micah!” Stoker grabbed the young sailor and shoved him hard. “Up the mast, lad, and see what you can see. Be quick about it! Connor, raise that jib now.”

“I can’t pull a friggin’ turnbuckle out of thin air!” the first mate bellowed, his whole body jerking as he rounded on his captain. Then his expression shifted, anger slipping away suddenly to be replaced by surprise. He raised an arm to point. “The frigate’s rolling her guns out!”

Hawkeye swung around without any prodding from Granny.

The frigate was no more than thirty yards off, her broad black side looming with all gunports open. Three officers stood on the quarterdeck, their hands crossed casually at their backs: hunters sure of their prey, and in no hurry.

Giselle pushed in front of Hawkeye, her jaw set like a child’s who will not be ignored, but Granny reached out and grabbed her by the shirt before she could say a word.

“To the guns!” Granny shouted. “Don’t stand there with your gob hanging open, girl! To the guns!”

Giselle shook the old woman off, all her concentration on Hawkeye, and so the volley took her by surprise, threw her off her feet as the twenty-pounder plowed into the forward mast where young Micah perched, still counting ships on the horizon.

Oak cracked like bad bone and the mast came down, rope and sail shrieking, and through it all the boy screamed. He hit the rail and his back snapped in two; the look of surprise on his face was the last thing Hawkeye saw before the deck filled with smoke and the terrible clatter and fizzle of grapeshot.

Granny slung her arms tighter around Hawkeye’s neck, shouting hoarsely in his ear. The ship rocked hard as Giselle grabbed his legs to haul herself upright, but a twelve-pounder hit the mast directly overhead and they went down in a tangle, the three of them, Hawkeye bent over the women as a hailstorm of shattered rigging began to fall. It went on for minutes, and then in the sudden silence Giselle coughed.

“Have they sunk us?” Her voice calm, even cold.

Granny croaked a kind of laugh and pushed at Hawkeye to move him off her. “You’d be treadin’ water already if that’s what they had in mind, the bloody bastards.”

“What do they want?” That same tone, as if she were discussing the price of a new bonnet.

Hawkeye pulled himself to his feet, feeling the bruises rising already on his back and a cut on his shoulder. He said, “They must be after fresh crew. They’ll be boarding us next.”

Granny’s eye blinked, as bright as a crow’s. “Aye, and you’ll arm yourself right quick, girl, or those marines will be mountin’ more than the poor old Jackdaw.”

Connor’s voice came to them from the quarterdeck where he stood looking not at the frigate, which could end them with one more volley, but in the opposite direction. “Blow me if that ain’t the whole Atlantic fleet. And they’ve got two sloops-of-war headed this way.”

Stoker lifted himself off the deck, fought free of a mass of shredded sail, and picked his way across the rubble.

Beside Hawkeye, Giselle let out a half-sigh, but Granny Stoker grinned.

“There ye are, boyo. Prime me musket double quick. Anne Bonney won’t go down without a fight.”

“It’s a gey lot o’ trouble they’re goin’ tae for a handfu’ o’ sailors,” Robbie said darkly as they watched the Leopard’s longboat row toward them. “It makes no sense.”

“They look healthy enough,” Hawkeye agreed. If disease had reduced the crew to the point where they were desperate for replacements, there was no telling that by the brawny marines who manned the longboat.

There was only one officer among them. He raised his speaking trumpet so that the brass bell caught the light.

“Jackdaw! I am Captain Fane of His Majesty’s Royal Navy. You will put down your arms and allow us to board or my gunners will sink you.” With his other hand he raised his short sword and in response the Leopard fired a shot across the Jackdaw’s bow.

The sailors were muttering among themselves, but Granny Stoker was not intimidated.

“Poxy sons of ha’penny whores!” she shouted, leaning out of Hawkeye’s arms as if she would fling herself overboard and take on the Royal Marines bare-fisted.

“Captain?” Connor stood beside Mac Stoker, shifting from foot to foot.

Stoker kept his gaze on the Leopard, the rows of cannons and gunners. He had a look about him that came to a man when he knew himself to be outmaneu-vered, and no longer able to protect his own: just enough anger to keep a stranglehold on the shame.

He gave the order, and the Jackdaw prepared to be boarded.

•  •  •

The captain of the Leopard kept Stoker with him while the marines searched the ship, took weapons, and herded the sullen crew to the quarterdeck.

“Bloody Tory arse-wipers! You can kiss me blind cheeks, fookin’ cowards, the lot of youse!” Granny had lost her musket and her knife to a marine three times her size, but her mouth was her own.

She perched on a water cask now, as there was no intact mast left on which to hang her sling. “Give me back me musket. Do you bloody hear me, boyo? I want me musket so I can stick it up your captain’s arse! At least he’ll die with a smile on his ugly phiz!”

Hawkeye heard Giselle draw in a breath, in disgust or distraction he couldn’t tell. It was true that the captain of the Leopard was young, but Hawkeye wasn’t so quick as Granny to discount a man with so much firepower at his back.

The wind was high and there was no hope of catching anything of the conversation, at least not while Granny kept up her steady stream of curses, spattering the circle of marines with her spittle.

“Godforsook shite-brained maw-dickers!”

Giselle grabbed the old lady by the shoulder. “Annie,” she said sternly. “Enough. We cannot hear when you carry on so.”

Granny Stoker peered at Giselle anxiously, one hand clawing at her arm. “Ah, there you be, sweetings.”

Robbie stiffened in surprise, but the crew covered their mouths with tarry hands, trying to hold back their uneasy smiles.

“Christ,” Connor muttered, wiping his sweaty brow with his cap. “She’s off again.”

The old lady grinned sweetly as if she had not heard this. “You’ll fetch me musket, won’t you, Mary, me love?”

“Later,” said Giselle evenly. “When the time is right.”

The old lady slumped down in Robbie’s arms. She hung there, staring glumly at the marines and at the crew gathered around, all of them nervous enough to jump ship and swim for France, if that would keep them off the Leopard. At least the cutters had been signaled back to the fleet, which seemed to take no more interest in them, now that the gunplay was over. The Royal Navy was bound for France; and so might this crew be, by nightfall.

“Cowards,” Granny muttered thickly. “Not a real man in the lot of youse.”

The captain of the Leopard turned and pointed in their direction.

“Here we are then, mates,” said Jemmy with a sigh. “Tories or sharks.”

He was a man of no more than average height but with a keen look about him, battle scarred and burned deeply by the sun. His gaze slid over the crew, hesitated at Giselle, and moved on to Hawkeye and Robbie. When he came to Granny she reared up and grinned at him.

“Hello, luvy. Come closer and give us a kiss.”

“Connor,” snapped Stoker. “Take her below.”

She puckered up her toothless mouth. “Ooh, that’s not very friendly. All these lovely big marines. Look at the doodle sack on that one, will ye? A yard like an iron pike.”

“Connor!” Stoker barked.

“Go with them, Quint,” said Fane. “We want no surprises.”

Connor did as he was bid with the marine at his back while Fane examined the rest of the crew.

He lifted his short sword so that his sleeve pulled up. A scar crossed the back of his hand and snaked up underneath his cuff. With a little flourish he pointed at a man Hawkeye knew only as Penny Whistle.

“You, there. Have you ever served on board a ship of the Royal Navy?”

Penny scowled. “I’m Massachusetts born and raised. What would I be doin’ on a friggin’ Tory shitebucket?”

It was calculated to make Fane angry, but the man wasn’t so easily riled. He smiled with half of his mouth, the one side drawn down by a curving scar.

“An opportunity missed, then, eh? Captain Stoker, who else is on board?”

Mac shrugged. “I run a tight ship. This is my whole crew.”

“All Americans, I’m sure you’ll claim.”

“Every man of them,” Stoker said calmly, the Irish heavy on his tongue. “There was a war fought, if you’ll remember.”

“Ah, yes,” said Fane thoughtfully. “That little squabble.” He turned and met Hawkeye’s gaze. Something flickered there, some curiosity. He jabbed the sword twice, toward Robbie and then Hawkeye.

“These two.”

There was a moment’s silence, and then Stoker began to sputter like wet gunpowder.

“Those two! Those two? Are you mad, man?” He thrust a shoulder forward toward Fane. The marines brought up their weapons, and he pulled back.

“You shoot me ship half to pieces for two men?”

“I can take them all, if you prefer.” Fane’s tone was icy. “And burn your ship, for good measure.”

Stoker’s expression shifted from outrage to suspicion. “Why those two? They’re no sailors and they’re older than sin, the both of them.”

Fane was studying Robbie. “Not sailors? I suppose that one there is the King of Siam.”

Stoker swung around to Hawkeye.

“Say something! Tell the man you’re American.”

“I ain’t American.”

“Of all the—Of course you’re American. Sure and you were born and raised on the New-York frontier!”

Hawkeye met Stoker’s eye. “That don’t make me American if I don’t want it to. I was raised Mahican, and Mahican I’ll be until I die.”

Stoker drew in his breath with a hiss. “You’re damned easygoing for a man about to be pressed onto a Tory frigate.”

There’s good reason for that, Hawkeye might have said. He made himself look away from the deck of the Leopard, where a familiar figure had appeared at the rail with a long glass in his hand. A man of no more than medium build. Not a sailor, or an officer.

Hawkeye said, “I been taken prisoner more than once in my lifetime, and by worse scoundrels than these. Rab here was held by the Mingo for a whole year.”

Robbie grunted, his brow furled down low. He hadn’t seen the man studying them from the Leopard’s quarterdeck and he didn’t follow Hawkeye’s purpose, but they had hunted and fought together for fifty years; Robbie could tell well enough when Dan’l Bonner had a scheme.

“We lived this far to tell the tale, I expect we’ll survive a Tory frigate,” Hawkeye finished.

“Captain.” Giselle had been hovering at the back of the crowd of sailors, but now she pushed forward and spoke up in her best drawing-room voice. “I will join you, as well. I have no business on this ship.”

Hawkeye forgotten, Stoker’s head snapped toward her. “You greedy bitch!” He lunged; the marine next to Giselle lifted the butt of his musket in a lazy swing and tapped him above the eye. Groaning, Stoker went down on his knees, pressing a fist to his bloody forehead.

“Captain Stoker, contain yourself,” said Fane. “I shan’t be taking your … lady on the Leopard.”

“Sir,” Giselle said, and pressed her lips hard together. “You would deny my request for assistance without knowing my name, or my father’s?”

Fane shrugged. “You came on board of your own accord, did you not, madam?”

“I did. And now I would leave.”

“But not on the Leopard,” said Fane firmly.

Giselle gave the man an injured look. “Captain, perhaps you know my father, Lord Bainbridge. He is lieutenant governor of Lower Canada.”

Fane bit back a smile. “Captain Stoker, I am impressed. The King of Siam, an Indian chief, and now the daughter of the lieutenant governor … Ayres! We’re away. Fetch Quint, and take these two men into custody.”

At the rail, Fane came up behind Hawkeye. “Your son and his family are not on board?” he asked quietly.

Hawkeye shook his head.

Fane grunted, clearly not surprised but displeased all the same.

“Rob MacLachlan!” shouted Giselle from the quarterdeck. “You and I have unfinished business!”

But Robbie went down the rope ladder to the longboat without even looking in her direction.

“Captain Stoker,” said Fane, touching the rim of his tricorn. “Until we meet again.”

“Aye,” said Stoker with a bloody frown. “Sure and that day will come sooner than you think.”

The marines pulled the longboat through rough waters toward the Leopard. Hawkeye sat shoulder to shoulder with Robbie; Fane was out of earshot at the other end of the boat.

On the Jackdaw the crew had already set about repairs, half of them heaving the spare mast into place while the others were at work on the rigging. There was no damage to the hull, and Hawkeye didn’t doubt that they would be under sail again before morning.

Below them, turning gently on their wake, Micah’s body floated amid the jetsam. Only Giselle stood at the rail to watch them go, her fists clenched like stones.

Hawkeye said, “I should have seen it long ago. She’s got Iona’s eyes.”

The wind whipped the words from him, but Robbie had understood. He wiped the sea spray from his face.

“I gave ma word that I wad nivver speak o’ it.”

Hawkeye tried to remember Wee Iona as he had last seen her in the shadows of the pig farmer’s barn on the outskirts of Montréal, but another picture came to mind. A young Highland Scotswoman he had first met after the battle of Québec; she had put aside the veil to live among the roughest sort of men. It made too much sense to be doubted.

“I suppose Pink George must be her father, or he wouldn’t have taken her in. But why would Iona give her up to him?”

Robbie hunched his shoulders. “It’s a complicated tale, Dan’l. One I canna tell in guid faith.”

Hawkeye put the question out between them, because he could do nothing else.

“And the boy? Is it true?”

Robbie ran a hand over his face. “Aye,” he said hoarsely. “It’s aye true. But Dan’l, ye mun believe me when I tell ye, I didna ken aboot the lad until I broucht Moncrieff tae Montréal just after the New Year. I couldna think how tae tell ye.”

A flock of tiny seabirds settled around the longboat. The men called them little peters, the souls of lost sailors who danced along the tops of the waves; bound to the sea in death as they had been in life. Beneath the water long sleek forms wove silver streams, moving faster than any horse. Headed somewhere else. Hawkeye took a deep breath, salt and storm, the endless sea. One grandchild unclaimed; the others equally out of reach, headed for an unknown shore. He wished that he had Cora beside him, for her quiet counsel and the simple sound of her voice.

“Dan’l, do ye think we shall ever see hame agin?”

They were close enough to the Leopard now to make out the voices of the men peering over the rail at them. More officers and curious sailors, the gun crews still standing alert at their cannons; sharpshooters up in the rigging. And someone else.

“Look, Rab, here’s an old friend,” Hawkeye said by way of answer.

Robbie raised his head. “Christ Jesus,” he said softly. “Young Will Spencer. For the love o’ Mary, what is he doin’ on the Leopard?”

“Come to Elizabeth’s rescue, looks like,” said Hawkeye. “Now we’ll just have to track her down.”
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Almost two years out of home port, the Isis was overflowing with the evidence of her industry and enterprise. The hold was as big as a longhouse but still it was filled to bursting with kegs of cinnamon and mace, cardamom and saffron; endless bales of India silk, cashmere and cotton and a hundred seroons of indigo. On the last leg of the journey up the eastern seaboard to Halifax, the Isis had taken on what seemed to Hannah to be more Virginia tobacco than the whole Hodenosaunee nation had ever produced, or needed. And still, the sailors told stories of the real treasures kept in a locked room on the lower deck. None of them had ever been inside, but Hannah went there with Hakim Ibrahim early one morning when Charlie’s brother Mungo lay dying.

It was not the blow to his head, but a mysterious ache in his lower belly that was dragging him away against his will. The pain had come and gone for a week and for that whole time the Hakim had kept Mungo in a darkened room where he was forbidden any activity at all. He had been given only boiled water and a tea made of flaxseed and steeped wild yam. Curiosity and Elizabeth took turns sitting with Mungo to keep the cold compresses on his belly fresh, and for a time it seemed to Hannah that he would get well.

Then, on the very day that the Isis first came within sight of Scotland, he began vomiting again, and the pain settled in for good. Curiosity called it an angry belly, for its heat and hardness and the fullness of misery it brought with it. The Hakim called it the vermiform appendix and showed them drawings of a little finger of gut that was spilling poison into the blood. Mungo wrestled with the pain, and did not care what name they gave it.

After a particularly difficult night, Charlie came to the Hakim, his eyes red with weeping, but his voice steady. “Can we no’ give him laudanum to ease his passing?”

Hannah held her breath. She knew well enough that Hakim Ibrahim had no more laudanum. He had used the last of it when a sailor called Jonathan Pike had mangled his hand in a winch.

Hakim Ibrahim pressed Charlie’s bony shoulder. “I will do what I can for him.”

So he took Hannah with him to the locked storage room and opened the door with a key that hung on a cord around his neck. A sticky-sweet, warmish smell met them. He reached up to hang the lantern from the hook in the ceiling, and the room came into focus.

In the middle of it all sat a throne. It was carved of some dark wood Hannah did not recognize and so tall that the curved back touched the timbers overhead. The whole of it glinted with inlay work of pearl and silver and gold that told a hunting story. Men with eyes like the doctor’s held long lances. A tiger ran through tall grass, its tail winding.

“You may sit in it,” said the Hakim, and so Hannah climbed up.

It was very uncomfortable, but she stayed to study the room so she could tell the story. Forests of ivory tusks longer than a man sprouted in dark corners. A whole army of statues of all sizes crowded together, wrapped and padded with sacking so that only faces peeked out: some of polished white stone, others so old that noses and ears had been softened away to almost nothing. Animals, dragons, warrior women with furious hard faces. Piles of furs such as she had never seen before spilled out of trunks: some striped, some spotted, some deep black and others glossy brown. Spread out over a humped chest Hannah recognized the pelt of a lion by its mane, and because the paws and tail and head were still attached. The mouth was propped open with an ivory box, so that the lantern light played on the heavy yellow teeth. Dusty glass eyes stared into the shadows where wooden spice casks lined the walls.

Hakim Ibrahim opened one, and the sweet smell rose into the room in a fresh wave. Hannah went to stand beside him. There was another chair here and a little table, its rumpled cloth sprinkled with tobacco. On it were a flint box with a pierced tin lid, a few pewter plates, a half-bottle of port, a carved ivory case, a scale, and a worn hornpipe, the stem almost bitten through. Hannah wondered how often the captain sat here alone, smoking.

The Hakim took a cake from the open cask and put it on a clean plate. It was flattish, a deep dark brown, with small bits of leaf stuck to it.

“Laudanum would be easier,” he said. “But raw opium will serve too, if he can keep it down.”

He opened the ivory case. Inside, a row of metal weights nestled in green velvet, the smallest no larger than Hannah’s thumbnail, and cast in the shape of a spider. She saw a deer, a fish, a turtle, a horse, a cow, a tiger. The largest, the size of a hen’s egg, was fashioned in the shape of an elephant with a trunk curled upward.

The Hakim took the turtle weight and placed it on the scale. The knife flashed bright as he cut into the brown cake. When he had three pieces of opium, each equal to the weight of the little turtle, he quickly put the cake back in the cask and replaced the lid.

He said, “I will miss your assistance in the surgery. You have been a very good student.”

Hannah was so surprised that she could say nothing in return, but only bobbed her head.

“I need not encourage you to continue to study. But I will caution you to be alert in Scotland. Your natural curiosity is a powerful thing, but it may put you in danger.”

“My father will protect me.”

Beneath the red turban the Hakim’s brow creased thoughtfully. “Your father is a brave man of excellent understanding. But he is coming to a strange land, and he will need all the assistance you can give him. There are men in Scotland—” He paused, and then went on. “There are bad men in Scotland who would do you harm.”

“There are bad men everywhere,” said Hannah. The images came to mind without her bidding: Mr. MacKay and his ruined face; a man hung from a dead oak with his hands hacked off; the old Tory with his notched ears and moccasins of skin, hissing at her in her own language. And Liam as he had first come to them, beaten by his only brother until his bones had broken inside him. She had not thought of Liam in days, and a sudden swell of homesickness came over her. But when she opened her mouth to say this, to talk about home, something else came out.

Hannah said, “Are there many men like Mr. MacKay in Scotland?”

“And what kind of man is Mr. MacKay?” the Hakim asked. He was looking at her thoughtfully, and he waited while Hannah gathered her thoughts.

“The kind who thrives on the pain of others,” she said finally. Thinking of Margreit MacKay, worn so thin by grief that she lost all connection to the world.

“There are men like Mr. MacKay everywhere,” said the Hakim. “But there are also men like your father, and women like Mrs. Freeman and your stepmother. Like the woman you will be one day.”

He was trying to comfort her, but the truth was simple. She said, “I am afraid of Scotland.”

Hakim Ibrahim picked up the plate of opium, covered it with a cloth, and they went back to the surgery, where Mungo waited.


Dearest Many-Doves,

I write this letter in the trust that we will encounter a packet bound for Boston or New-York in the next day or so. By my calculations it is now the second week of June. God grant that it may reach you by September. I would wish for nothing more than to deliver it to you myself, but I fear it will be many months before we are safely home again.

From Runs-from-Bears you will have learned that the children were taken from us in Québec. Let me reassure you first that we were reunited with them within days, and that they suffered no permanent harm. Nathaniel, Squirrel, Daniel, Lily, Curiosity, and I are together now on the Isis, and we remain all in good health. It is a matter of great concern to us that we cannot give you word of Hawkeye and Robbie, but they follow us on the Jackdaw, and we have not seen that ship in more than a week.

This evening we came within sight of the Isle of Man; I expect we shall be in Scotland tomorrow morning. We are unsure of what is to happen next, except that we shall soon see the Earl of Carryck, who has caused us to come so far against our will. I pray that the earl proves a more reasonable and honest man than his emissaries Mr. Moncrieff and Captain Pickering have been. Nathaniel still hopes that an opportunity will present itself to turn about immediately and sail for home, but how that might be achieved is unclear.

Daniel and Lily thrive, as does Squirrel, who has been kept busy by studying with the ship’s surgeon. Nathaniel rarely sleeps, now that we are within sight of land; Curiosity seems to do little else. We think of you every day and pray that you are all in good health, and that Blue-Jay continues to thrive. Nathaniel bids me tell you all that he has seen the Panther in the Sky, and it was running toward home. A good omen.

Please share this letter with my father and those friends who inquire after us.

Elizabeth Middleton Bonner
10th day of June in the Year 1794
Aboard the Isis

My dearest husband Galileo Freeman,

This ship will come to rest soon. I ask the Lord what he has got on his mind for us in a country as homely and wet as this Scotland I see outside the window, but he don’t talk much to me these days.

Think of this when you worry about me: Nathaniel Bonner is the same good man he has always been, and if there is a way in this world to get me home to you he will find it. Otherwise I go to my reward thanking the Lord for the good husband he sent my way all those years ago, and for the fine children he put into my care.

Your loving wife
Curiosity Freeman
writ by her own poor hand this 11th day of June, 1794
on board the Isis

My grandmother Falling-Day,

Elizabeth says I might write to you in our own tongue but there is not enough time for us to puzzle out the sounds on paper. These letters must go to the packet Marianne. She is bound for New-York on the evening tide. A courier will bring them up the Great River to Paradise and Runs-from-Bears or Otter will carry them to Lake in the Clouds. Many-Doves will read these words out loud before the fire, and you will all be together when you hear them.

We are well in body. My brother and sister are strong and healthy. But I am worried for Curiosity, whose spirits are very low, and for my father, who walks the ship staring at the shore, and for Bone-in-Her-Back, who is so distracted that she forgets to eat, and most of all for my Grandfather Hawk-Eye and for Robbie, who are behind us on another ship that hides itself in the fog.

I have many stories to tell of this journey. I have learned much. Yesterday a boy called Mungo died of a swelling that turned his belly as hard and hot as a boiling stone. He passed into the shadowlands quietly. I have seen others cured of strange illnesses and wounds. With a thin metal stick the doctor called Hakim reached into a sailor’s body and crushed a stone that was blocking his water. He screamed so loud that he broke his voice but he is alive and will mend, now. The Hakim has given me medicines from his homeland to bring to you.

Scotland is wet and brown and green and yellow, but there are no trees only hills covered with rough grass and brush called heather that the sailors laugh and weep to see. They have been longer from their homes than I have been from mine, but I know what is in their hearts. I would be very glad to see the fir with the broken top that stands outside my window. Bone-in-Her-Back says that there are trees here, but not many. They burned most of them long ago, and now they burn black rock they dig out of the ground, or even the ground itself, cut into squares. I do not wonder that my father’s mother left this place.

Last night a woman called Mrs. MacKay disappeared. The sailors have searched every corner of the ship many times but she is nowhere to be found among the living. She mourned a lost child, and I think she has gone to find it.

My father says that we will finish our business here and sail for home soon. I know he wishes this to be true, and so do I.

Your Granddaughter called Squirrel

Dear Liam,

This ship has come to rest in a wide water called a firth with England on one side and Scotland on the other. Scotland is where my Grandmother Cora was born, and perhaps my grandfather’s people, but it is a very strange and lonely kind of place. We were brought here against our wishes, and will stay only until we can find another ship to bring us home.

In my Grandmother’s cornfield the bean plants will be winding up the young stalks toward the sun. I think of this time a year ago when we came upon bears eating in the strawberry fields under a fat moon, do you recall? And they chased us away, and we ran until we fell and then we laughed.

Elizabeth bids me give you her best greetings and to say she hopes you are keeping up with your schoolwork. My father says he knows you will be strong, and patient. Curiosity asks you to visit with Galileo when you might. She fears he must be melancholy. She says too she hopes you never get it in your head to go to sea.

We never meant to be so long away, but I will bring many stories with me, and you will tell me your stories, too.

Your true friend Hannah Bonner,
also called Squirrel by the Kahnyen’kehàka
of the Wolf Longhouse, her mother’s people



Elizabeth shredded her handkerchief into strips as she watched the packet Marianne slip out of the Solway Firth on the first leg of her journey to New-York.

Now there was nothing to do but wait. They waited for high tide, which would bring the excisemen. They would come in the morning to examine the captain’s papers and cargo and collect their duties, and while the tide was high and the broad sand flats covered, barges would move between ship and shore with agonizing slowness. When the last bale of tobacco and last keg of spice were discharged, it would be their turn to go to shore. And once on shore they would find quarters and wait until Hawkeye and Robbie arrived on the Jackdaw.

If the Jackdaw arrived at all.

She paced to the other side of the room, where the babies sat propped up in their baskets. Lily looked up from mouthing her fist and smiled broadly. A little of the unhappiness went out of Elizabeth as she sat down on the floor next to her children and pulled Lily into her lap. The baby grabbed at her hair, and Daniel waved his hands in the air wildly, shouting for his share of the diversion.

“Those children will pull every hair out of your head before they weaned,” Curiosity said at the door.

“Hair will grow back.” But Elizabeth untangled Lily’s fingers and blew a bubble against her palm to distract her.

Curiosity sat down heavily on the window seat to stare out the transom. The vague light and deep shadows made her face seem almost unreal, carved from some dark and unyielding stone. Her shoulders looked thin even under the heavy shawl she had wrapped around herself.

“It don’t look like much.”

Elizabeth got up and put Lily on her hip. For a moment she was silent as she studied the vague shape of Southerness lighthouse, a smudge of light in the slanting rain. “It is rather bleak. But Scotland has its own charm, when the weather is fair.”

Curiosity’s expression was so faraway that Elizabeth wondered if she had even heard. Concerned, she crossed to the settee and sat down. Lily leaned toward Curiosity and put out her arms.

“We got to keep our spirits up, for the children.” Curiosity took Lily and settled her on her lap. And then: “I cain’t get that poor MacKay woman out of my head.”

Daniel squawked loudly, and Elizabeth was glad of the excuse to get up again. She did not like to think of Margreit MacKay, who had gone into the sea so quietly that no one—not even her husband, who had been on watch—had noticed.

“She must have been very distraught,” she said finally.

“Maybe if we wasn’t all so worried about Mungo—” Curiosity cleared her throat. “It’s sorry times when a woman got no safe place to go but the other side.”

Elizabeth buried her face in Daniel’s neck. When she could speak again she said, “You have told me to keep faith so often,” she said. “Now I will say the same to you. I know in my heart that we will get home.”

Curiosity gave her a vacant smile, but before she could answer, Nathaniel had come through the door.

There were shadows beneath his eyes, but there was something bright and alive in his expression.

He looked from Elizabeth to Curiosity and back again.

“What is it?” Elizabeth’s voice wavered.

“There’s a ship you should know about,” he said, and closed the door behind himself.

They sat around the table and listened to Nathaniel’s story. The whole coast was alive with smugglers, it seemed, and there was one in particular that a talkative sailor had spoken of, called the Black Prince. If they could slip away once on shore and keep themselves hidden for even a day, it might be possible to make contact with its captain. He looked Elizabeth directly in the eye.

“It’s a long shot,” he said. “We may not get very far.”

Curiosity grunted, an impatient sound. “Ain’t nothin’ gained if we don’t try. If they catch us—”

She broke off, her brow creased as she studied Lily. Her mouth settled hard. “I say we should try.”

Elizabeth heard herself sigh. Nathaniel reached over and took Daniel from her to settle the baby on his own lap. “Tell me what’s on your mind, Boots.”

But she could not. Looking into his face, alive now with hope, she could not ask all the questions that came to mind, or lay out for him the fears that would not rest, no matter what kind of logic she brought to bear on them.

Curiosity rose suddenly. “Give me that boy. I believe these children could use a little fresh air. We’ll just go and see how your big sister is gettin’ on with that Hakim fellow.”

“There is no need,” said Elizabeth, but Curiosity gave her a hard look.

“You turnin’ down a little privacy when it’s offered to you? Seem to me you two got some talkin’ to do.”

Elizabeth felt Nathaniel waiting behind her. She nodded. “Thank you.”

“Just talk,” said Curiosity gruffly. “That’s all the thanks I need.”

When she had closed the door behind herself, Elizabeth got up from the table and went to the windows. The shifting storm let the last of the evening light seep through the cloud cover, rough bars of gold against the hard lines of the coast. A two-masted schooner hugged the shore, bobbing about like a toy. If she went up on deck and turned in the other direction she would see England again. The very thought made her tired.

“Here I am back where I began,” she said. There was a tremor in her voice she could not help.

Nathaniel’s arms came around her from the back, and he leaned down to rest his chin on her shoulder.

“Does it look like Oakmere?” His tone was calm and even, and she was thankful for it.

“No, this is nothing like the Devon countryside. But I can smell England in the air.”

He smiled; she could feel it.

“You do not believe me.”

“I believe you, Boots. I was just thinking about your Green Man.”

Elizabeth turned in his arms until she was facing him. “The Green Man? What brings that old tale to mind?”

He pointed with his chin toward the shore. “My mother told me about Scotland, what it looked like, but I never had much of a picture in my mind. Now that I’ve seen it, I wonder if that Green Man that comes and scratches at windows is all that’s left of the trees.”

Elizabeth jerked a little in surprise. “The spirit of the lost forests, you mean?” She put her head against his shoulder. “Of course,” she said softly. “That’s exactly what he must be.”

“Boots,” said Nathaniel, tightening his grip on her. “Listen to me.”

She waited.

“I know you hate the idea of going off on a smuggler—wait, let me finish. There’s no denying that it scares you. But we’ve survived this far, haven’t we?”

“We have.”

“What is it, then?”

She pulled away from him gently to walk to the far wall. There she stopped in front of Carryck’s intricately carved coat of arms. A white elk, a lion, shield and crown. In tenebris lux: light in the darkness.

“I fear you will be angry at me if I say what I am thinking.”

She had startled him; she felt it in the hand he put on her shoulder. In sudden resolution she spoke.

“Nathaniel, if we should get away, all of us—do you think that they will leave us alone? The earl will not rest until he speaks to your father, or to you—” She wavered, seeing his expression darken.

“So I think we should see this out. You see, I knew you would be angry.”

Nathaniel inclined his head. “I’m surprised, is all.”

“But don’t you see, if we just spoke to him—”

“Are you hoping he’ll change his mind, or I’ll change mine?”

She threw up both hands in a gesture of surrender. “I knew we could not talk about this.”

Nathaniel let out a long sigh. “So you think we should spend another week or two weeks or however long it takes, go see the man and let him have his say. Is that it? And what makes you think he won’t try to keep us?”

Elizabeth shrugged. “He cannot be completely blind to propriety, Nathaniel. To keep a whole family captive indefinitely—”

“I wouldn’t put it past him.”

She wrapped her arms around herself. “Even if you are right, you mustn’t forget my aunt Merriweather. She knows where we are by now—Will is certain to have told her about Carryck when she came to Québec. She may be at Oakmere already, waiting for word. If she does not soon hear from me, she will take things into her own hands. She has an army of solicitors and lawyers at her disposal, you must realize.”

He grinned sourly. “I don’t doubt it.”

Elizabeth ran her finger over the coat of arms and traced the elaborate gilded curls on the lion’s tail. “There is another reason to at least let the earl have his say.”

Nathaniel tensed, but she pushed on.

“There’s something else at play here, some kind of real trouble …”

His expression shifted to disbelief. “You ain’t worried about the earl? Boots, listen to me. Whatever troubles the man has, there’s one thing for sure: he won’t take no for an answer. We’ll listen to his story and then wish him well and go home. You think he’ll be satisfied with that?”

Elizabeth shook her head. “No,” she said. “Of course he will not be satisfied. But then neither will you, if you walk away and never hear what he has to say. Five or ten years from now when we still look at every stranger who comes to Paradise as a danger to the children, will you regret not seeing this through?”

The rain had picked up again and it lashed itself against the transom windows in great sheets. Nathaniel seemed to be counting the raindrops, so concentrated was his expression.

“Let me ask you this, Boots. If a ship was to come alongside this minute and offer to take us all back home, what would you want to do?”

Elizabeth studied her own hands. She could give him the easiest, the most logical answer: I want to go home. And it would be the truth. She wanted to take her children away from this place with such intensity that she sometimes woke from a deep sleep to find herself out of bed and half-dressed, with no sense of where she might be going except away. Away from Moncrieff and Carryck, away from the faceless Campbells.

“When we go, Nathaniel, then I want to leave all of this behind us. Forever. For good. I am afraid if we go now, we will drag it all home with us, and we will never really be free of Carryck.”

Nathaniel pulled back, his eyes narrowing into slits. He ran a hand through his hair as he turned away, his shoulders rising hard against the fabric of his shirt. With his back still turned to her he said, “I’m going up on deck for a while. I need to think some things through.”

Hannah had a game she played with the twins when they were put down for the night. She would lean over their crib, and in turn she would put a hand on each baby’s chest to croon to them in Kahnyen’kehàka.

“You are Two-Sparrows, daughter of Bone-in-Her-Back, who took Wolf-Running-Fast as her husband. Your sister Squirrel is daughter of Sings-from-Books, daughter of Falling-Day, daughter of Made-of-Bones, who is clan mother of the Wolf longhouse of the Kahnyen’kehàka people who live at Good Pasture. Sleep well, my little sister.”

By the time she finished, Lily’s eyelids had fluttered closed. Even Daniel, who fought sleep as a matter of course, quieted when Hannah began to sing to him. She called him Little-Fox, the infant name that Falling-Day had given him when she came to them through the winter storm. The baby listened with his brow furrowed in such a comical way that Elizabeth might have laughed out loud.

Elizabeth wondered where they would be when they put the children down tomorrow night. She glanced again over her shoulder into the main cabin where Curiosity sat staring blankly at a book in her lap while Charlie cleared the last of their meal away. He was red-eyed still, and there was a vacant look about him. Elizabeth wanted to speak to him, to offer some comfort; she knew very well what it was to lose a brother. But in her current state of agitation she thought she would do him little good.

Nathaniel had still not returned from his walk on deck; the little rosewood clock ticked on resolutely toward morning.

She did not think she would be able to sleep, but Elizabeth slipped away immediately and dreamed of Margreit MacKay. Mrs. MacKay paced the cabin, rocking her lost child against her breast and murmuring to herself, the same words over and over again: Sancte Michael Archangele, defende nos in praelio.

What danger? Elizabeth asked her. What battle?

But there was no answer, only the prayer said over the silent form of the child: Archangel Michael, defend us.

Elizabeth snapped up out of sleep, sweat running down her face.

“Boots,” Nathaniel said from the dark. “You were weeping in your sleep.”

She touched her face, and found it wet.

“Just a dream,” she said, wiping her cheeks with her fingers. “Just a dream. Why don’t you come to bed?”

She could barely make out his shape as he came to sit beside her. He smelled of salt air, and of himself.

“You’ve got a neck cramp again.”

Elizabeth had to smile. “I do not know if I like the fact that you can see so well in the dark.”

His fingers were strong and cold on her shoulder, his breathing was even and steady at her ear. She shuddered a little as he sought out the coiled muscles and began to knead them.

He said, “I shouldn’t have left angry. I’m sorry for it.”

Elizabeth leaned back harder against him, dropping her head to one side so that he could work the knot of muscle behind her ear.

“We are all on edge,” she said softly.

He was still angry. She felt it in his hands and heard it too in the way he pushed out what he had to say.

“I guess you’re right about Carryck, but I wish to God you weren’t.”

She drew in a deep breath and let it out again. “So do I.”

Nathaniel’s fingers dug hard into her sore shoulder and she struggled a little against him.

“Easy, Boots,” he said gruffly. “Let me work.”

Her nightdress had slipped down over her shoulder and her skin rose to the cool night air, but a drop of sweat trickled down her hairline. Nathaniel’s hands coaxed and prodded, and little by little the knotty muscles began to relax.

“You’re wound up like a clock.”

“Oh, am I? And there’s the pot calling the kettle black.”

He snorted softly through his nose and dug his thumbs deeper into the muscles at the juncture of neck and shoulder.

Elizabeth squeaked. “You might just beat me, and get it over with.”

He laughed. She reached behind herself to swat him, only half in jest. Nathaniel caught her wrist and in one movement he turned so that she was caught beneath him. He was breathing heavily.

“It’s not a beating I’ve got in mind, Boots.”

He pressed his mouth against her neck just below her ear, his tongue flickering. Elizabeth drew in a hard breath and buried her fingers in his hair, held his head as his mouth moved down. He set his teeth in the curve of her shoulder and she cried out a little, in pain and something more.

Suddenly he stilled and pressed his face to her skin. “Oh, Christ,” he whispered. “God help us.”

Frightened now as she had not been before, Elizabeth clutched at his shoulders.

“Nathaniel—”

“They might as well put me in chains, for all the good I am to you.”

There was a swelling in her throat, things she wanted to say and could not, should not. Instead she rocked him while his tears wet her nightdress, hot enough to scald skin and bone. Too tenderhearted, he had called her, and he was right.

When the worst was over, he let out a terrible sigh. “I swear I’ll get us out of this.”

“I know that, Nathaniel. I know that as well as I know how to breathe.”

He nodded absently, rubbing his eyes. “There’s still no sign of the Jackdaw.”

“Perhaps tomorrow,” she said. “I suppose Mr. Moncrieff must be very ill at ease.”

Nathaniel grunted, sounding more himself. “He spends all his time in the round-house, watching the water. They’ve posted an armed guard on deck.”

“Perhaps they are worried about thieves,” Elizabeth murmured. One more danger, she thought, but kept it to herself.

Nathaniel pulled her closer. “Or the Campbells.”

“Or the Campbells,” she echoed. “But I must admit that right at this moment the Campbells are as real to me as the Green Man.”

“Let’s hope it stays that way.” He tugged on her hair. “Tell me, Boots, don’t you ever get tired of being logical?”

She laughed. “Now that you mention it, yes. Sometimes it is a relief to stop thinking.”

“Ah,” he said. “Now there’s something I can help you with.”

His tone had changed, not to anger or irritation or even worry, but in another direction, one that she knew very well. The air was chill and she had lost both her blanket and most of her nightdress, but she flushed with a new heat.

His mouth was at her ear, and an old teasing rhythm: “It’s late, Boots. The logical thing would be to sleep.”

“I suppose it would,” she agreed. “You must be very tired.”

He smiled against her neck, his fingers tracing gently, rousing every nerve. “And if I was, it wouldn’t matter. The smell of you would wake a dead man.”

Elizabeth put her hands in his hair and brought his face to her own to kiss him. She whispered against his mouth.


I dreamt my lady came and found me dead …
And breathed such life with kisses in my lips
that I revived, and was an emperor.



He laughed, and stripped the rest of her nightdress away so that they could curl together, legs entwined and arms and mouths, belly to belly. His body was a map she could read in the dark: the tiny hooked scar under his left eye; the cleft in his chin; the puckered bullet wound on his shoulder and another low on his right chest; a raised ridge carved into the hard plane of thigh muscle, leading her curious fingers up and up.

He caught his breath and let it go again. Kisses soft and softer, until every pore was saturated and he came to her in a single heavy stroke: the deepest touch. His place inside of her, where no one else knew her; where she did not know herself.

Nathaniel hovered over her, joined completely yet completely still. She touched his face, wound around him and murmured, a question half asked.

He hushed her. “Wait,” and then hoarsely, “listen.”

And then she heard what he meant her to hear: his blood and her own, surging like the sea itself in an endless circle between them.

Margreit MacKay was uneasy in death, or perhaps she was just lonely; she came to Elizabeth again to pace the cabin. This time her arms were empty, and in her dream state Elizabeth began to search for the lost child in every corner.

Mrs. MacKay took no notice of her loss; all her attention was on Elizabeth. “Be wary o’ the cold damp,” she sang in her clear, deep contralto. “Be wary o’ the mists. Be wary o’ the nicht air. Be wary o’ the roads, and the bridges and the burns. Be wary o’ men, and women, and bairns. Be wary o’ what ye can see.” Her voice grew faint and fainter. “And what ye canna.”
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It was just after dawn and the rain had stopped when Elizabeth roused herself to see to the babies. Behind her, a clean summer light filtered into the cabin through the shutters: the last day they would spend on the Lass in Green.

She looked like a fairy, or one of the selkies that Nathaniel’s mother had told stories about, with hair as deep and dark as sleep itself against the white skin of her shoulders. It floated in tangled curls to the small of her back, and he could barely contain the urge to put his hands in it, to wrap it around himself so that he could breathe in her smell. He wanted to sleep the day away like that with her head tucked under his chin. But in the next cabin Daniel babbled, and he would not be content for long.

She lifted her arms over her head and took up her hair to plait it, her elbows pointed to the ceiling.

“Let me,” he said.

She glanced at him over her shoulder. Her eyes were the color of a sky set on rain. “You could sleep.”

“Could I? Come then, let me do that for you.”

In the soft early light her expression managed to be both severe and sleepy, but she held herself steady while he worked.

He finished and let the plait drop over her shoulder. “I kept you up too late.”

“Don’t be absurd,” she said, her voice muffled as she pulled her nightdress over her head. Then she leaned over to kiss him, a quick stamp of her mouth with a wayward curl caught between them. “I did not need very much persuading. Or don’t you recall?”

“Oh, I recall very well,” he said solemnly. He reached out to trace a finger along her collarbone where the skin was still mottled. She blushed, new color flooding her chest and throat, and grabbed his hand to still it. “You take delight in embarrassing me.”

“That I do,” he said. And then, “Promise me you’ll still blush like that when you’re seventy.”

She slipped out of bed before he could stop her. At the door she paused to smile at him over her shoulder.

“If you’ll promise to give me reason, why then, sir, I’ll promise to oblige you.”

Charlie brought their breakfast with the puffin tucked under his arm like a tame chicken.

“Good morning from Mr. Brown to Hannah,” he reported dutifully. “And would she be so kind as tae look after Sally, who doesna take kindly to the rushing about on deck.”

“Hannah has gone to take her leave from the Hakim,” Curiosity said, taking a platter of bread and meat from him to put it on the table. “But I suppose Sally can bide a while out on the gallery. Now, you got any news for us?”

Charlie was full of news, and eager to share it: four excisemen had come on board, the first barges had already been loaded, and there was a report of the war with France and America—a huge sea battle and another victory for the Royal Navy’s Atlantic fleet.

“America?” Nathaniel spoke more harshly than he meant to, and the boy jumped.

“Surely not, Charlie.” Elizabeth looked up from the baby in her arms. “England is not at war with America.”

Charlie bobbed his head so hard that his hair flopped into his eyes. “The Americans were trying to run the British blockade, missus, on account of the great hunger. A whole convoy of them loaded wi’ corn. But the English chased them off awa hame, and made short work o’ the French Navy what meant to protect them.”

“Not war, then,” Elizabeth said.

“Not yet,” said Curiosity. “But it don’t sound good. The sooner we get home, the better.”

Nathaniel caught Elizabeth’s gaze and he shook his head slightly; he wasn’t ready to discuss the situation, and certainly not in front of the boy.

But Charlie took no note, so wound up was he in the rest of his news: a Manx smuggler had gone aground just south of the Southerness lighthouse and could be seen there plainly, listing hard. “The crew is still trapped on board, and they’re armed. The excisemen have called out the dragoons from Dumfries,” he finished. “They’ll drag the whole lot off to gaol, wait and see.”

Curiosity raised her head from her food and slanted a grim look in Nathaniel’s direction.

The morning wore on and Nathaniel paced the cabin until even Elizabeth’s patience had been tried beyond endurance.

“For heaven’s sake, go up on deck,” she said finally. “Take your son with you. Perhaps it will improve both your moods.” She thrust Daniel into his arms.

The baby had been fussing all morning, but he stopped in mid-grizzle and gave his father a wide-mouthed grin.

“You see?” she said.

“It’s got nothing to do with a bad mood, Boots,” Nathaniel protested. “I’m just on edge, and so is he.”

Hannah looked up from the basket she was filling. “He’s on edge because you are, Da. He takes his mood from you.”

As if to prove his sister right, Daniel settled against Nathaniel’s shoulder with a satisfied grunt, pleased to have finally landed where he wanted to be. Nathaniel was in the habit of studying the baby, trying to find some trace of himself in his eyes or jaw or the rise of his forehead, just as he looked for Elizabeth in Lily’s face. Now he wondered if he had been concentrating on the wrong things.

“He’ll settle down if you walk him,” said Curiosity.

“In the fresh air,” added Elizabeth.

He laughed. “There’s no arguing with the three of you.” What he didn’t say was, he was glad to have the excuse to go up on deck. There was a lot to think through, and he thought best while he was walking.

Nathaniel opened the door to find two redcoats waiting on the other side, muskets crossed and at the ready. Solidly built men, professional soldiers who held their weapons with the same affectionate ease that he held his son.

“Sir,” the larger one snapped. Beneath the brim of his hat his gaze was brittle, his mouth hard set. Swollen red fingers clenched tight on the barrel of the musket. The second man was a head shorter, but cut from the same mold—the kind who liked confrontation, and was always looking for an excuse to unsheath his bayonet. Daniel took his thumb out of his mouth to stare at them, not in fear but interest.

“Who is it, Nathaniel?” Elizabeth came to the door with Lily in her arms.

Nathaniel answered her without looking away from the soldiers. “Redcoats. Looks like Moncrieff don’t want us up on deck. Ain’t that right?”

“Our orders are to see that no one leaves this cabin.”

The smaller soldier had an egg-round head on a massive neck. Both men stood with legs stemmed against the roll of the ship, and Nathaniel knew that even armed he would have little chance of forcing his way through. Certainly there was nothing he could do with Daniel on his arm.

He said, “I want to see Pickering.”

The bigger redcoat thrust out his chin thoughtfully. “We’ll send word, sir.”

“I want to see him now.”

“No doubt you do, sir. But the gentlemen are occupied.”

Nathaniel shut the door in their smirking faces.

“I feared as much,” said Curiosity.

Elizabeth said nothing, but her expression was drawn and tense. He touched her shoulder.

“What are you going to do?” Hannah asked as she took Daniel from him. The baby began to fuss in protest, and she jiggled him on her hip.

“I’m going to see Pickering.”

Nathaniel opened the door out to the gallery and the sea air rolled in, cool even in June. He put his hands on the carved balustrade and leaned out, craning his head upward to measure the distance to the gallery overhead, the one off the cabins Giselle Somerville had occupied. Behind him, Elizabeth said, “You cannot be serious.”

“There’s nothing to it, Boots. I was climbing bigger trees when I was Hannah’s age. And so were you, according to your aunt Merriweather.”

She let out a harsh laugh. “Don’t try to mollify me, Nathaniel. Trees do not buck like a horse when you climb them.”

But he had already found a good handhold in the carved work of the support beams, and he hoisted himself up.

The sun struck sparks off the water, alive with the wind. To either side land rolled away from the shore, covered with grass of a green he had never seen before on any growing thing, bright enough to make a man squint. The wind got under his shirt and made it billow out like a sail and his hair whipped into his eyes. He wished he had taken the time to tie it back.

“Nathaniel Bonner,” Elizabeth said, mustering every ounce of resolve and severity she had to her name. “You’ll land in the drink.”

He studied her upturned face for a minute, measuring just how anxious she was. There was that line between her brows, the one that she used with unruly schoolboys. He said, “And if I do, Boots, they’ll haul me out and I’ll end up in front of Pickering, which is the whole idea.”

He drew in a breath, braced himself with foot and hand against the choppy roll of the ship, and prepared to leap.

“Have you took leave of your senses, Nathaniel?” Curiosity stood at the open door, her hands on her hips. Elizabeth might be exasperated and anxious, but Curiosity was plain mad.

“You know I can’t let him get away with locking us up.”

She marched up to him and yanked on his shirttail. “Of course you cain’t. But there’s more than one way to skin that old cat, now ain’t there? Your blood in such a boil that it has cooked your brain to pure mush. Come down from there and let me show you how to do it. Now where did that bird get to?”

She peered into the narrow corner of the gallery, bending over at the waist and making a clucking sound. When she straightened again she had Mr. Brown’s puffin in her arms.

“What are you doing?” Elizabeth called after her.

But Curiosity only jerked her head impatiently and headed into the cabin.

“What can she possibly mean to do with Sally?” Elizabeth asked him.

“Hell if I know,” he said, and swung himself back onto the gallery.

Curiosity waited for them at the door to the hall with the puzzled bird in both hands.

Hannah looked from Curiosity to her father to Elizabeth. Daniel put back his head and let out a high-pitched wail, and Lily joined him in furious voice. Rankled by Curiosity’s tight hold and the crying babies, Sally opened her striped beak and began a great squawking.

“Curiosity.” Nathaniel raised his voice. “Those dragoons are armed.”

She threw him an offended look and flung open the door so that it crashed against the wall. At the same time she let out a keen-edged trill that made Nathaniel’s own skin rise all along his spine.

Curiosity rushed the dragoons with the outraged bird thrust before her, flapping and screeching.

Nathaniel’s legs moved of their own accord, past Elizabeth and Hannah and the howling babies. He barreled through the door behind Curiosity, flashing past two astonished faces. The bigger redcoat made a grab for him but Curiosity still had the bird by the feet and she swung it in his face like a battle-axe, her Kahnyen’kehàka war cry even louder in the narrow hall.

Behind him there was a thump and a hoarse shout but Nathaniel pushed hard up the stairs and burst onto the deck, careening into a line of sailors humping kegs. The whole queue went crashing one into the next. A keg hit the deck hard on its rim, sprang its hoops, and a great gush of brandy spattered in a wide arc. From the corner of his eye Nathaniel saw two kegs roll into Adam MacKay. There was the audible snap of bone, a short scream, and then he flipped over the rail in a flash of flailing legs.

“What’s this? What’s this?” The boatswain raised a cudgel but Nathaniel knocked him out of the way and ran straight for the round-house. Half the crew was behind him, and the other half leaned over the side, fishing for MacKay.

Nathaniel kicked open the door and stood there, dripping onto the captain’s polished floor.

Pickering and Moncrieff shot to their feet.

“Really, Mr. Bonner!” Pickering sputtered. “What is the meaning of this?”

“I don’t take kindly to being locked up,” said Nathaniel, wiping his wet face on his sleeve and frowning at the smell. “As Moncrieff there knows all too well. That’s the meaning of this.”

“It was for your own protection,” Moncrieff said wearily, rubbing a hand over his chin. “But now that ye’re here, the damage is done. Mr. Bonner, Mr. Burns of the excise office.”

The man still seated at the captain’s table got up from behind the pile of papers, his nostrils flaring as he sniffed.

“Mr…. Bonner?” He bowed from the shoulders, but his eyes never left Nathaniel’s face.

“Nathaniel Bonner of New-York, aye. What of it?”

The man blinked in surprise. “Your servant, sir.” And then to Pickering, his mouth turning up at one corner: “I take it that ye’ve got nineteen kegs o’ double distilled Indian arrack rather than the twenty noted here?”

Pickering nodded impatiently.

There was a shouting on the deck. The two dragoons he had left behind pushed their way through the crowd, jostling him farther into the cabin. The bigger one had a bloody nose and a long scratch on his cheek; the smaller man’s arm was bleeding. He had lost his hat but gained a number of bird feathers, one sticking out of his left eyebrow.

It was the little one who lunged for him. Nathaniel sidestepped, slipping the knife strapped to his wrist into his palm, and jabbed the man neatly in the back of the hand. He howled and fell back, fumbling for his musket.

“Enough!” Pickering’s voice cut hard and cold into the confusion.

“Captain,” panted the bigger one, pointing a shaking finger at Nathaniel. “He set a lunatic Negress on us so as to slip awa’ while we were fightin’ her off! Sinclair here almost had the better o’ her when a redskin come up and stabbed him wi’ a candle.”

“Negress? Redskin?” The exciseman looked around himself as if they might jump out from a shadowy corner. “Stabbed him with a candle?”

Nathaniel snorted. “An old woman and a little girl.”

“Old or young, they were armed!”

“Aye, with a bird and a bit of beeswax. It’s a miracle these two escaped with their lives.”

The big dragoon flushed purple to the roots of his hair. The smaller one had gone pasty white. Burns turned his head away and let out a great coughing laugh, and for a moment both Moncrieff and the captain studied their shoes.

“Sir!”

“Never mind,” barked Moncrieff. “Go report to your sergeant, and tell him what a bluidy cock-up ye’ve made o’ guardin’ women and bairns.”

The little one glared at Nathaniel. “You haven’t seen the end o’ us.”

“Come calling anytime,” said Nathaniel lightly.

“Enough!” Pickering marched to the door. “The rest of you men get back to your duties!”

“Women and bairns?” echoed Burns thoughtfully as he watched the crowd leak reluctantly away. He raised a brow in Pickering’s direction. “I take it ye have mair passengers on board than Mr. Bonner, Captain.”

“That depends on what you mean by passengers,” Nathaniel said, staring hard at Moncrieff.

“Mr. Bonner travels with his family,” said Pickering, as if Nathaniel hadn’t spoken.

“Then I’ll need tae inspect his baggage.”

The captain blew out his cheeks and sucked them in again. “Is that really necessary, sir? I can assure you, sir, they carry nothing of interest to the Crown.”

Burns picked up his hat from the table and smiled politely. “I’ll have tae make that determination for masel’, Captain.”

Moncrieff cleared his throat. “May I have a word wi’ you first, Mr. Bonner?”

Nathaniel’s first instinct was to walk away, but Moncrieff had struck a tone that surprised him, hesitant and deferential. No doubt it was more trickery, but Nathaniel was curious enough to step onto the quarterdeck with him.

Elizabeth managed to calm the babies by setting them to nurse, although she herself was far from settled. She only had to look at Curiosity or Hannah and she would begin to laugh again. It was that kind of laughter that defies all logic and reason, doubling back on itself until the stomach ached with the effort to breathe normally.

Hannah’s face was flushed too as she bent over Sally, murmuring to the puffin in the same voice Elizabeth had last heard from Falling-Day as she tended an injured dog. She ran fingers along wings and leg, flexing joints and looking for wounds. Elizabeth would have sworn that the bird gave Hannah an indignant look as she set it on the floor.

“She lost a few feathers, but there’s nothing else wrong that I can see,” Hannah announced.

“Joshua had his horn,” said Curiosity with a satisfied grin. “And we had our Sally. Lord, but she made a fine batterin’ ram.”

She put an arm around Hannah and hugged her. “You looked mighty fierce yourself, missy. You put the fear of God into that little man. If I live to be a hundred I won’t forget the look on his face when you poked him with that candle.”

There was something of Curiosity’s old tone in her voice, a hopefulness that had been missing for these last long weeks. Elizabeth did not comment on it, did not even look too hard at her, for fear that these good spirits might flee as quickly as they had come. Certainly she did not dare scold Hannah. The impulse to defend Curiosity could not be faulted, but she had thrust Daniel at Elizabeth and rushed to take on two armed soldiers with little concern for danger. It had been frightening, and now she could not stop laughing when she remembered it.

Hannah was still agitated and worried about the puffin. “Perhaps the Hakim should have a look at her.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “There’s no telling what’s happening on deck. It would be better to wait for your father.”

Curiosity straightened. “I hear him now. And he ain’t alone.”

At Elizabeth’s breast, Daniel’s suckling had slowed down to the gentle rhythm that meant he would soon follow Lily’s example and fall into a sound sleep. She pulled her shawl over both of them for modesty’s sake, corrected her posture and composed her face, ready for more redcoats or even for Angus Moncrieff.

Hannah came to stand behind her, but Curiosity held her ground. Sally disappeared into the shadows under the table, as if she sensed more trouble just ahead.

The man who came in with Nathaniel was neither sailor nor soldier, but a stranger to all of them. What struck Elizabeth about him first was the contrast of the way he bore himself—very much the gentleman—and his hands, work roughened and thick fingered, the hands of a laborer or farmer. His dark eyes moved through the room from person to person, pausing at Curiosity and coming to rest on Hannah. He seemed delighted with what he found, his expression so open and intelligent that Elizabeth felt some of her apprehension flowing away to be replaced by curiosity.

“Ah,” he said. “Now I take your meaning, Mr. Bonner. I’ll see tae it that those men are reprimanded for their behavior, insolent puppies that they are.”

Nathaniel’s gaze settled on Hannah. In Kahnyen’kehàka he said, “You all right, Squirrel?”

She nodded.

“Curiosity?”

“Nothing ailin’ me,” she said, sniffing the air. “But I see you been up to mischief.”

“There was a problem with some kegs,” Nathaniel said.

He crossed the room to put a hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder. The smell of liquor rose about him in such a strong wave that tears came to her eyes, but she blinked them away.

“This here’s the excise officer. Come to see what riches we’re smuggling into Scotland.”

Elizabeth pulled both babies closer to her underneath the shawl. “I fear you will be sore disappointed, Mr….”

The exciseman made a sweeping bow, his dark hair falling forward. “Robert Burns. At your service, madam.” He paused, throwing a sideways glance toward Curiosity.

“This lady is Mrs. Freeman,” Elizabeth said pointedly. It was as close as she could come to stating openly that Curiosity should not be mistaken for a servant, or a slave. “And my stepdaughter, Miss Bonner.”

If Mr. Burns was surprised by these introductions, there was nothing of it in his expression.

“Mrs. Freeman,” he murmured, but his gaze fixed on Hannah. He studied her as he might study a piece of the moon, or a Chinese vase—with great interest, and no maliciousness at all. “Miss Bonner. My great honor.”

Elizabeth thought of speaking to him sharply for staring, but she knew too that Hannah would encounter this kind of interest wherever she went in Scotland. Perhaps it was best to let her deal with it herself.

Hannah looked him up and down and said, “Is an exciseman a kind of pirate?”

Mr. Burns had a deep laugh. Even Curiosity smiled at the sound of it.

“Daughter—” said Nathaniel.

“Ach, dinna scold the lass for her honesty, Mr. Bonner. Those who wad prefer no’ tae pay the king for the privilege o’ drinkin’ tea call us pirates, and worse. There’s no’ a day passes that someone doesna wish me awa’ tae the devil.”

“Oh,” said Hannah, disappointed. “A tax collector.”

“In a manner o’ speakin’,” conceded Mr. Burns.

“We got no tea here,” said Curiosity impatiently. “No brandy or tobacco, neither. Just children, as you can see for yourself. Nothing to interest you.”

“I’ll take your word on that, madam. But if I might ask …” He addressed Nathaniel directly. “What brings ye tae Scotland, sir? Are ye perhaps visitin’ kin in the area?”

Elizabeth felt Nathaniel stiffen. He said, “We have no family here.”

The dark eyes blinked in surprise. “Pardon my presumption, sir. I’ve offended ye and I’m verra sorry for it.”

Elizabeth might have spoken, but Nathaniel’s grip on her shoulder tightened. He said, “Just what’s your interest in us?”

He flushed, but he spoke with dignity. “It’s no’ often we see visitors from America in our wee corner o’ Scotland, ye ken. I’ll bother ye no mair. Guid day tae ye, and Godspeed on your journey.”

His hand was on the door when Nathaniel stopped him. “A question before you go.”

“Sir?”

“Have you heard any word of a schooner called the Jackdaw, flying American colors?”

He turned to face them. “The captain asked me the verra same question, no’ an hour ago.”

Curiosity made a deep sound in her throat that said exactly what she thought of Pickering and his questions.

“And?”

Mr. Burns said, “I should be gey surprised if the Jackdaw sailed intae these waters.”

“And why is that?” asked Elizabeth.

“Why, smugglers dinna usually come up and introduce themsel’ tae the representatives o’ the Crown,” he said with a small smile. “Should Mac Stoker hae business in the firth, he’ll find a wee cove tae hide the schooner and make his way by night.”

“So he might be here?” Hannah spoke up, her interest in the exciseman revived.

“Aa things are possible wi’ the likes o’ Mac Stoker,” said Mr. Burns. “He’s a wily one. As ye seem tae ken yersel’.” Elizabeth watched him swallow down a question he would have liked to ask.

Nathaniel said, “Any idea where we might get word of him?”

The exciseman ran a hand over his chin. “Ye might weel inquire at Mump’s Hall, on the Dumfries Road.”

“That’s a tavern, I take it?”

“Aye. A favorite o’ smugglers and freebooters. No’ a place tae be after dark, if ye take my meanin’, sir.”

“I do,” said Nathaniel. “And I’m indebted to you.”

Once more he paused at the door. “If ye’ll allow me a single suggestion?”

Nathaniel nodded.

“Should ye gae lookin’ for Mac Stoker, wear a hat.”

“You mean for me to hide my face,” Nathaniel said.

“Aye,” said the exciseman. “It wad be in your best interest.”

•  •  •

“What’s wrong with your face that he wants you to hide it?” Hannah demanded as soon as they were alone again.

Nathaniel pulled the wet shirt away from his skin as he answered her. “Moncrieff has been claiming all along that there’s a strong resemblance to Carryck. I guess that’s one thing he wasn’t lying about.”

“He locked us in here so the exciseman wouldn’t see your face?” Curiosity shook her head. “I don’ know about that man. Is he plain stupid, or just jittery?”

“Both,” said Nathaniel. “And stubborn, too.”

“What does it matter if you look like that old earl?” Hannah grumbled. “Whose business is it?”

Elizabeth shifted the sleeping babies so that she could lift them. “I would guess that Mr. Moncrieff is worried that the Campbells will take an interest, once word gets out. Is that not so?”

Nathaniel grunted. “That’s the way he tells it, Boots. It seems that half of the dragoons quartered in Dumfries are Campbells, and the other half are related to them by marriage. Moncrieff pulled me aside up on deck to warn me about keeping my head low.”

Curiosity waved a hand before her face. “While you’re keeping your head low you’d best go change. I ain’t never smelled anything like you, not even when Axel Metzler gets his still goin’.”

“I’m on my way,” Nathaniel said.

Elizabeth followed him into the side cabin, where she put the sleeping twins in the middle of the bed while Nathaniel stripped the wet shirt over his head and peeled his breeches off.

“Christ, what I wouldn’t give for a bath. She’s right, I stink.”

Elizabeth wrinkled her nose. “If you are looking to me for a denial, I’m afraid I must disappoint you.”

He did not laugh; he barely seemed to hear her. Standing at the window he had turned his attention to the traffic on the water, and he studied it closely while he wiped his chest with a piece of toweling. The light moved on him, claiming the broad plane of his shoulder and the line of backbone, sliding over the small of his back and down his thigh. He was completely at ease in his nakedness, without self-consciousness or vanity and so beautiful that her breath caught and she wondered if the next would ever come.

His face was hidden from her, and she was glad of it, feeling more naked than he in this moment, and inexplicably happy. Elizabeth touched each of the children in turn, to feel the rise and fall of their breathing. In small proportions we just beauty see.

“I can hear you thinking, Boots,” he said finally.

“I don’t doubt it. Your ears are entirely too sharp.”

He stilled suddenly.

“What is it?”

“The Hakim,” he said. “On a barge, headed for shore.”

“The Hakim?” Elizabeth echoed. “But where would he be going?”

Nathaniel grunted. “That’s the question, all right.”

“Perhaps he has friends to visit in the area,” Elizabeth said, more to herself than to him.

“Or maybe Carryck sent for him,” said Nathaniel. “Maybe he has need of a surgeon.” He pulled his only clean shirt over his head and reached for his breeches. “I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.”

Elizabeth drew in a wavering breath and let it out again.

He came to sit beside her, and slipped his arms around her waist. “You’re loath to leave the ship.”

“You’ve heard the old saying, I’m sure. Better the devil you know.”

“Enough devils to go around in Scotland, no question about it.” He stood, and drew her up with him. “And dragons and giants and fairies and Green Men, too. But you and me, we’ve been through the endless forests, Elizabeth.”

“So we have,” she said. “I expect that we can manage Scotland, too.”
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The long road to Dumfries was muck and misery. Horses floundered and babies wailed, and yet Hannah could conjure no scowl, or even show the disinterest she thought she must owe this place. By the time the wooden box they called a coach entered the town she had rubbed the skin on her elbows raw leaning out the little window.

Daniel fussed in Curiosity’s arms, but she freed a hand long enough to pull back the leather curtain.

“Must be some kind of celebration goin’ on, all these folks headed in the same direction.”

“I should like to get out and walk with them,” Elizabeth said, shifting uneasily. “I had forgotten how uncomfortable it is to travel by coach.”

Lily turned her head against Elizabeth’s shoulder and frowned in her sleep.

Nathaniel said nothing, but his jaw was hard-set. He had asked for a horse, but Moncrieff had refused without explanation. Hannah wondered how long it would be before her father and Moncrieff had serious words.

The lane was busy with stray dogs and children, tradesmen and servants and ladies in hats sprouting long feathers dyed pink and yellow and green. They held their skirts up from the cobblestones to display layers of lace and ribboned shoes. In New-York a rich man was known by his tall beaver hat, and here they were too, bobbing along in a stream of soft caps and old tricorns.

“It is much like Albany,” Hannah said, surprised and a little disappointed.

Curiosity made a sound in her throat. “Look harder, child. This town was tired when Albany wasn’t nothing more than a widening in the trail along the big river.”

It was true: even the stones that lined the doorways seemed to sag. Windows leaned together and timbers bowed. Under thatched roofs the tiny stone cottages that lined the lanes looked to Hannah like rows of knowing old faces with sunken eyes. In one spot the road narrowed so that she might have reached out to pet a cat sleeping on a windowsill in the early evening light.

Hannah craned her neck to study the chimneys. “Look how black the smoke is.” She wrinkled her nose at the greasy smell of it.

“Coal,” said Elizabeth. “The dust coats everything.”

A young boy raced by carrying an unlit torch almost as long as he was. He cast a sidelong glance at the coach and pulled up short, his mouth hanging open as he stared at Hannah.

“Boy,” she said, taking this opportunity. “Where is everyone going?”

He walked along beside them with his mouth still gaping to show an odd collection of brownish teeth. His torch bumped behind him over the cobblestones.

“He won’t have any English,” said her father. “Speak Scots to him.”

She might have done it just to see the look on the boy’s face, but Moncrieff’s horse moved up between the coach and the crowd, and he was lost to her. Hannah sat back and crossed her arms, determined to ignore the man until he went away again. But he had heard her question, and he talked to them through the window.

“The town is getting ready tae celebrate the navy’s victory over the French. There’ll be speeches and a bonfire. You’ll be able tae watch from the inn. Here it is now, ye see. The King’s Arms.”

No one responded to him, but he didn’t seem to mind.

“A warm meal and a good night’s rest before we travel on,” Moncrieff continued.

“Bathwater,” Curiosity said. “Lots of it. And hot.”

Hannah thought it might be the first words she had said to Moncrieff since they left Québec.

He pursed his mouth. “Aye, o’ course. Whatever ye require.”

Nathaniel studied the hat that Moncrieff had given him: dusty black, with a broad round brim. The kind of hat you might see on a preacher, or one of the tinkers who roved the edge of the wilderness, selling hair ribbon and buttonhooks from canvas packs and reciting bible verses for their supper. Now he pulled it low over his brow as he climbed out of the coach, unsteady still on his sea legs and feeling foolish and irritated to be hiding his face.

The inn sat on a cobbled square, where the crowd was still gathering. Nathaniel shielded the women on the short walk to the door, hanging back until they were safely inside. The lack of his own weapons weighed heavier than it had on the Isis.

The innkeeper showed them to their rooms, a man as long and thin as a birch sapling with a fringe of hair around his ears and the habit of addressing his feet when he spoke. Elizabeth immediately shed her shoes and disappeared with the babies behind the bed curtains while Curiosity directed servants who came with trunks and baskets, trays of food and tea, and the first buckets of hot water. Squirrel went straight to the window to watch the crowd below them.

Nathaniel joined her. Although the old clock in the hall had showed it to be more than eight in the evening, it was full light still.

“We’re coming into the longest days,” he said.

She looked up at him and it took Nathaniel by surprise, as it often did, to see her for what she was: a pretty girl, tall and straight. Only five years younger than her mother had been when he set his sights on her.

“You’re going out, aren’t you. To that tavern the exciseman told you about. We passed it on the road here.”

He nodded. “This far north it won’t be dark for a good hour yet, but then I’ll have to go. There’s a livery over there where I can rent a horse, or buy one.”

She looked back out over the square. “I know you have to ask about the Jackdaw, but it worries me.” She said it in Kahnyen’kehàka, to make it more true, to make him listen.

Nathaniel answered her in the same language. “Maybe your grandfather is nearby. Maybe he’s looking for us.”

Below them five ladies had come into the square in the company of redcoat officers. The crowd parted for them, and Nathaniel got a better look. Young women richly dressed, each of them wore a broad band across the breast, blue in color with white script: God Save the King.

He was in Scotland, and he was not: Nathaniel felt himself sixteen again, in those first years of the war, when the Tories still had a grip on New-York. He had seen this kind of display before. Loyalists parading silk banners for old George, determined to make the world England, even if they should have to die to do it. He had never thought to see the like again, and certainly not in Scotland. Not his mother’s Scotland, or the Scotland Robbie had fought for on the battlefield at Culloden. Or even the Scotland Angus Moncrieff had talked about hour after hour in the Montréal gaol. Yet here it was, proof that those stories had told only part of the tale.

It’s none of our concern, he reminded himself. Don’t let yourself get caught up in their business.

Hannah slipped her hand into his, and he squeezed it.

Just next to the growing pile of refuse that would become the bonfire, workmen had begun building something that looked to Nathaniel like a makeshift gallows.

“Look, Da,” Hannah said. “That man in the tall hat, there by the well. He’s got a great doll dressed like a man. What are they going to do with it?”

It was a doll, one made of bound straw and rags. A shaggy old wig had been tied to the head, and it was dressed in breeches and a loose shirt. A board had been hung around the neck, and on this “Th. Paine” had been painted in large letters. The man held the doll over his head like a trophy, and then he jumped up on the platform to show it to the crowd. With a flourish, he turned it around so that they could read the board on the back: “The Rights of Man.” A shrill whistle of approval, laughter; the ladies put their gloved hands together.

“Da?” Hannah was looking at him.

“They can’t put their hands on Tom Paine, so they’ll hang him in effigy,” Nathaniel said. “And then they’ll burn him. To celebrate the English victory over the French.”

“Boots,” Nathaniel called. “The servants are all gone. You can come out.”

Elizabeth threw back the curtains and climbed down from the feather bed. She left the twins where they were, fed and content to babble at each other for the time being. They were in need of clean swaddling and a bath, and so was she. But first she must eat.

She paused a moment to study the room. It was of a good size, well furnished with mahogany furniture and a fine carpet. Almost certainly these were the best lodgings to be had in Dumfries, but Nathaniel still must bow his head or knock it on the door frame as he came and went.

“Where is Curiosity?”

Hannah pointed with her chin toward the closed door to the adjoining room. “Hot water.”

“Of course.” Elizabeth made diversions around trunks and baggage on her way to the table, where Nathaniel offered her a tankard. She wrapped her hands around the cool pewter and sniffed. Small beer, sharp and yeasty. The smell of it told her she was in Britain again, as nothing else could.

“Sit.” Nathaniel pulled gently on her elbow.

“I’ve been sitting more than half the day,” she said. “Let me stretch a bit. And tell me, what is all this?” There were six trunks she did not recognize, in addition to their own few things.

“Giselle Somerville’s baggage,” said Hannah. “Moncrieff said that Captain Pickering did not want them, so he gave them to us.”

“How very strange. Without first asking if we cared to have them?”

Hannah shrugged, her eyes sliding over Elizabeth’s gray travel dress. It was one of the three she had left Paradise with, and like all of them it showed the strain of the journey.

Elizabeth reached for the platter of cold beef. “I will not wear her finery. If we come to the earl in tatters, it is his own doing. I daresay he will receive us anyway.”

“Otherwise we’ll just turn around and head home,” Nathaniel said dryly, peering suspiciously into a bowl of pickled onions.

A knock at the door, and the innkeeper appeared. He bowed hastily, his pate flashing as round and white as a clockface. “May I inquire, is everythin’ in order? Do ye require aught else, sir?”

“Mr. Thornburn.” Elizabeth addressed him directly, in a tone she knew he could not mistake. “Please see to it that these trunks are removed. Take them to Mr. Moncrieff, for they do not belong to us.”

The innkeeper’s head bobbed. “Mr. Moncrieff is across the way at the Globe, ma’am, takin’ a drink wi’ the Poet. But I’ll see tae it directly.”

Hannah’s brow creased. “The Poet? Does Dumfries have its own poet, then?”

“We do indeed, miss. We count Rab Burns as our own. Did ye no’ make his acquaintance when he came aboard the Isis?”

“Robert Burns?” Nathaniel sat up straighter. “The exciseman?”

“Aye, the verra one,” said Mr. Thornburn, stroking his chin whiskers thoughtfully. “An exciseman, and Scotland’s greatest poet, forbye. Is his verse kennt sae far awa’ as America, then?”

Hannah put her hands flat on the table and she sang without hesitation, her voice steady but a little rough with disuse:


Ye flowery banks o’ bonnie Doon,
How can ye blume sae fair;
How can ye chant, ye little birds,
And I sae fu’ o’ care!



Mr. Thornburn’s jaw sagged, and then snapped sharply closed. “A Red Indian wha’ kens Rab Burns’s verse. It’s aye true, then, they can be civilized.”

Before Hannah could respond, Nathaniel had stepped between her and the innkeeper. He said, “We’ll thank you for moving the trunks. There’s nothing else we need.”

“Aye, sir, as ye wish.” Mr. Thornburn bowed again. At the door he hesitated, casting one last inquisitive look at Hannah, who raised her chin at him and stared, all indignation.

For a moment they were quiet, listening to the crowd in the town square. Then Elizabeth reached over and put her hand on Hannah’s.

“I’m afraid you will hear many such terribly ignorant and rude things while we are here,” she said. “Those who think themselves to be civilized are not always particularly intelligent, or rational.”

Hannah nodded, the muscles in her jaw working silently. “I should have listened to you,” she said finally. “I should have stayed at Lake in the Clouds.”

Elizabeth saw Nathaniel tense, as she herself tensed. “I cannot deny that you would be safer at home,” she said. “But you belong with us, and I am glad that you are here, just the same.”

What Elizabeth wanted most in the world was to bathe in privacy and then to climb into the feather bed to sleep tucked up against her husband. It had been so many months since they had shared such a large and comfortable bed, and this half-day journey from the firth had been more difficult than the last few weeks on the Isis.

But it was an idle wish. The twins needed bathing, and more desperately than she did; the servants came again to remove the trunks, clear the tables, lay fires, empty cold bathwater and bring in new. Curiosity insisted on sorting through all their clothing, separating out those things that needed immediate laundering, and Hannah determined that one of the maids had an inflamed eye that must be treated with a particular herb the Hakim had given her, which required a long search through all her parcels.

Nathaniel stayed clear of all of this by keeping watch at the window. Dumfries celebrated its delight with the Royal Navy by having every man of consequence climb up onto a platform and give a speech, and Nathaniel reported now and then on particularly absurd or witless turns of phrase, of which there were not a few. At one point a very drunk old man leaped up into the group of men on the stage and began to sing so loudly that for a moment the crowd stilled to listen for a few wobbling notes.

“Mick Schiell! Ye can sing nane!” The shout was accompanied by a well-aimed apple, and the old man gave in to the crowd and climbed down again so that the speech-making could continue.

Hannah was listening closely. At one point she looked up from her basket of herbs with a confused expression. “How can a frog be papist?”

“‘Frog’ is a disrespectful term for the French,” Elizabeth explained. “Most of France is Catholic.”

Curiosity made her own disrespectful sound. “I don’ know why it is folks are always stirrin’ things up. Always lookin’ for a way to get bloody.”

Hannah pursed her mouth thoughtfully. “It’s not much different from home.”

“True enough. We got enough trouble of our own, don’t need to go lookin’ for any fresh foolery.”

But she met Elizabeth’s eye when she said this, and there was a ghost of a smile there, a kind of weary acceptance. She got up, and spread her skirt smooth with her hands. “I’m tired,” she announced. “And I cain’t deny, that bed looks mighty sweet. I’ll wish you all a good rest.”

But even with the twins settled and Curiosity and Hannah in the next room, Elizabeth did not have Nathaniel’s full attention. And how could she, when he finally lowered himself into hot water laced with soap? And so she took a turn at the window, her own attention divided between Nathaniel and the scene below in the square. Thomas Paine, or what was left of him, twirled at the end of a rope while boys pelted him with rocks and dung.

“Dumfries doesn’t suit you, Boots.”

She laughed. “Did you think it might?”

Nathaniel slid down deeper into the tub in a futile attempt to submerge his shoulders and knees at the same time. “I can’t figure out if it’s Scotland or that crowd in the square that has you out of sorts.”

“Both,” she said, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. “And I am worried about this outing of yours.”

He met her gaze directly. “If you don’t want me to go, you’d best just say so.”

Elizabeth considered. She could ask him to stay, and in such terms that he would give up this scheme of a nighttime ride to an unfamiliar tavern frequented by rough trade. But then she would have accomplished very little: her own poor mood exchanged for his sleeplessness, and this she could not justify to herself.

Nathaniel bent his head to pour a dipper of water over his soapy hair. The twilight was deepening now, and it gilded the wet skin at the back of his neck. A neck like any other. He was blood and bone; he was strong, and clever, and quick. He would go out into this curious Scottish dusk, a sky streaked the color of gilded roses and ash and ocher, and when he had done what he must do, he would find his way back to her again. She must trust him, as he had once trusted her to undertake a perilous journey.

She said, “They will light the bonfire soon, and that will be a great distraction. I suppose that will be the best time for you to go.”

He blinked the water out of his eyes. “That’s not what I asked you, Boots.”

“I know what you asked me.” She came to kneel beside the copper tub and take the dipper from him. While she rinsed his hair she said, “Last night you said something to me, I cannot quite get it out of my mind. You said you might as well be in chains for all the good you are to me.”

He started to speak, and she hushed him.

“I will not have you in chains, not even of my own making. But promise me you’ll be careful, and that you’ll be back by dawn.”

Nathaniel caught her wrist and pressed his mouth to her palm, his beard stubble rough against her skin. “I promise. Maybe I’ll scratch at your window like the Green Man, come dawn.”

“More likely you will come to wake me with cold feet,” she said, surprised and disquieted by the shudder that ran up her spine. Come dawn, come dusk. Superstition, she reminded herself. Nothing more. Nothing less.

The bonfire came to life against the darkening sky with a roar that drowned out the crowd. Nathaniel watched from the lane beside the King’s Arms while he planned his route to the livery through the mass of people, young and old, faces shining with excitement and their voices hoarse with liquor. Mr. Thornburn capered around the fire with the rest of them, and Nathaniel wondered if he had any idea how much Dumfries looked like any Kahnyen’kehàka village after a battle well fought.

He pulled his preacher’s hat down over his brow and skirted the edge of the open area, staying out of the fire’s light. And here he found there was another Dumfries, one that watched silently from the shadows.

Just beyond the tiled roofs of the inn and the red-sandstone assembly hall was a sea of small cottages. On every one of those thatched roofs, a man or boy sat perched with a bucket between his knees and a broom soaking, at the ready, wary eyes following sparks up into the deepening night sky. In doorways mothers stood with babies on their hips and silent husbands at their backs. An old man with cropped gray hair, hard faced and remote, sat straight spined on a mule and the fire reflected red in his eyes. In the near dark he put Nathaniel in mind of Sky-Wound-Round, his first wife’s grandfather, the man who had first led him into battle. Homesickness rose in him, but he put it away.


I dreamt my lady came and found me dead …
And breathed such life with kisses in my lips
that I revived, and was an emperor.



Nathaniel looked back over the square and saw a single candle flame at the window. Elizabeth was watching still, the pale heart shape of her face floating in the dusk. She was waiting for him already, though he was hardly gone.

There was a light in the livery, and the ringing of hammer on metal. He went in, a sack of thick five-guinea pieces in his fist. The Tory gold had been nothing but trouble since Chingachgook brought it out of the bush almost forty years ago, but now he would put it to good use.

He did not offer his name, but he did not need to: the sight of the coins in the light of the fire did their work. The blacksmith put down his hammer and went to get the best horse he had.

It was a smithy like any other; it smelled of hot metal and manure and sweat. A tankard sat on a rough table next to the remains of an oat cake and a bit of dry cheese. On a nail next to the door hung a woolen cloak with well-worn boots standing beneath it, from the size of them the blacksmith’s own.

He brought the roan fully saddled. A fine animal, no longer young but with strong legs and an intelligent look about her. Nathaniel offered him twice what she would have fetched in New-York, and the blacksmith sold her without hesitation.

“The boots and cape. What do ye want for them?”

The blacksmith watched him from the corner of his eye. “I’ve had yon boots a guid ten year. Broke in just richt, they are.”

Nathaniel put another gold piece down and the man grunted in surprise. The coin disappeared into his fist.

“Anythin’ else, Dominie?”

Dominie. In an hour the whole town would hear about a preacher with a pocket full of gold coin, foolish enough to spend five guineas on old boots and a worn cloak. A stranger whose Scots had an odd feel to it, like a Hielander who had learned it secondhand. It would not take Moncrieff long to put it all together, and Nathaniel did not want Moncrieff with him on this errand.

“Aye,” he said. He put five more coins on the barrel. “Guns. And your silence.”

The dark head swung around and the blacksmith looked straight at him for the first time. Sweaty hair plastered his temples; the left side of his face smooth and slack, the mouth dragged down at the corner. The right eye squinted. Nathaniel was glad of the shadows and his hat’s broad brim.

From the tavern next door came the sound of a man singing, a strong voice, clear and true.


Does haughty Gaul invasion threat?
Then let the loons beware, sir,
There’s wooden walls upon our seas,
And volunteers on shore, sir:
The Nith shall rin to Corsincon,
And Criffel sink in Solway,
Ere we permit a foreign foe
On British ground to rally.

O! let us not, like snarling curs,
In wrangling be divided,
Till slap come in an unco loon
And wi’ a rung decide it.
Be Britain still to Britain true,
Amang ourselves united;
But never but by British hands
Maun British wrangs be righted.



The blacksmith’s mouth twisted as he looked at the gold. As much money as he would make in two years of pounding out horseshoes. Without a word he went to a cabinet in the corner and selected a ring from the clutch at his waist to turn the lock.

What Nathaniel wanted was a rifle; the best he expected was an old musket. But when the blacksmith put the bundle on the barreltop and unwrapped it, he got more than he had hoped for: a pair of holster pistols, well balanced and easy in the hand. Long brass barrels and walnut stocks, etched silver lockplates. Weapons made for a rich man and rarely fired.

Outside the noise of the crowd rose and fell like an ill wind.

“How’d you come by these?” He wanted the pistols, but he wouldn’t spend even an hour in the Dumfries tollbooth for thievery.

The man shrugged. “They’re no’ stolen.” He dropped a sack of powder and another of bullets onto the barrel and swept the coins away into the front pocket of his apron. Then he touched his temple with two fingers, a salute of kinds for Nathaniel or his coin, and turned back to the forge.

Nathaniel strapped the holster across his chest and wrapped the cloak around himself. It smelled of cheap tobacco and wet sheep, but it was thick and the wide collar stood to the brim of his hat. It would keep him warm, and with any luck it would give him some degree of anonymity.

He left Dumfries behind at a trot, glad of the night wind in his face. The road was empty and the roan was surefooted and eager. Nathaniel gave her her head, and she skirted mudholes he wouldn’t have seen in the dark.

By his reckoning Mump’s Hall was six miles south on the road that went down to the sea. He kept an eye out for the markers he had found during the long coach ride: a collapsed stone wall, a wooden footbridge arched like a cat’s back. In the light of the moon crofters’ cottages seemed to spring directly out of the ground: piles of stones stacked together without mortar, more like caves than a home a man would build for himself.

An acre of wheat, and one of oats. A hill to the west with cows as shaggy as dogs grazing by moonlight. Sheep in a huddle against a fence, hayricks, more oats. A few poor trees marked a stream running noisily into the sea, just to the east now. The smell of it was in his nose: salt and sand and marsh. He went over another bridge and at a turn in the road the tavern, finally, with a lantern burning at the door.

Nathaniel tied the horse to the hitching post and paused to take his bearings. The building itself smelled of spilled ale and roasting mutton, and with every step the boggy ground gave out a soft belch and the stench of rotting greenery.

He pushed open the door.

In the dim light of a smoky fire men bent their heads together over tankards. Some of them looked to be farmers, but most had tarry hands and a sea squint. A few played cards in the farthest corner, but he could make out nothing familiar about any of them.

A man who sat with his bare feet on the hearthstones let out a long stream of tobacco juice into the flames. “Mump!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Custom for ye, man!”

The tavernkeeper came sideways through a low door at the back of the room. He was no taller than a boy of ten, but as wide around as a keg—a cork of a man, bobbing along on feet too small to bear his weight. His hair was clubbed but his beard flowed and twisted, black and gray to his waist. Under his arm he carried a bottle.

He wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his jerkin. “What’ll it be?”

Nathaniel raised his voice, although the room was dead quiet. “A word.”

“Oh-ho,” said the little man, the round cheeks flushed. “Did ye hear, lads? It’s a word he’s wantin’. A word.” He drew himself up to his full height as he came toward Nathaniel. “At Mump’s Ha’ ye’ll get barley-broo, sae lang as ye can pay for it. There’s a subscription library doon the road in Dumfries, gin it’s words ye want.”

It wouldn’t be wise to flash gold guineas in a room full of men who made their living smuggling, and he had only a few pounds in silver coin that he did not like to throw away. But there was no help for it: Nathaniel knew these men would not talk unless he drank with them.

“Whisky, then.”

The little man’s expression softened. “Aye, whisky. There’s nae better road tae start a conversation.”

He hopped up onto a stool and gestured with an open palm for Nathaniel to take the one next to him. When the long bottle under his arm had been uncorked and the whisky had been poured, Nathaniel tipped it in one blazing stream down his throat. Satisfied, the tavernkeeper climbed back down off his stool and stood there chewing thoughtfully on a twist of beard.

“Dandie Mump is ma name. And ye are?”

Nathaniel considered. He could not pass himself off as a Scot for long here, and still he was not foolish enough to forget Moncrieff’s warnings about the Campbells. “I’m American. Came off the Isis this morning,” he said.

“The Isis!”

He might have offered to slit their throats for the reaction he got. Stools screeched as men came to their feet.

Mump narrowed his eyes at him. “Ye came aff yon great merchantman sittin’ there in the firth?”

Nathaniel did not like the way the room was closing around him, but he kept his expression even. He nodded. “I did.”

From the back of the crowd a tall man with a lump of tobacco in his cheek said, “Is it true that there’s typhoid on board?”

Nathaniel jerked in surprise. “It is not. When I left her this morning there wasn’t a sick man on the Isis. Who speaks of typhoid?”

Mump poured more whisky in Nathaniel’s cup, and then drank it himself. “The captain willna allow the crew on land because o’ the typhoid, so we’ve heard.”

“Ma Nan’s brither Charlie is on the Isis,” said a man at Nathaniel’s elbow. He was of middle years, wind-burned and gaunt. He smelled of fish and tar and weariness and his hands trembled a little. “She’s aye worrit for him. Do ye ken the lad?”

“A cabin boy?” Nathaniel asked. “About twelve, fair-haired?”

“Aye, that’s oor Charlie Grieve. Did ye see him this morn?”

“I did,” said Nathaniel. “And he was healthy and looking forward to seeing his folks.”

There was a thick muttering among the men, questions asked that had no answers. And Nathaniel could not help them: on the face of it, it made no sense for Pickering to keep the crew on board. But then there was Moncrieff, who had proved himself capable of worse things. He looked at the sailors gathered round, and they looked back at him with faces closed or curious. All of them waiting for word of sons or brothers or nephews on the Isis, and fearing the worst.

“Sam Lun, ye’d best get ye hame tae Nancy,” said Mump. “The puir lass could use same guid tidings. Ye’ve lost Mungo, but Charlie will be hame soon.”

Nathaniel’s head came up with a snap. “What do you know about Mungo?”

Mump threw back his head to look at Nathaniel down the long slope of his nose. “The Osiris gaed doon near the Grand Banks,” he said gruffly. “Mungo Grieve was amang the crew.”

But he didn’t die with the rest of them, Nathaniel thought. Why don’t you know that as well?

“How is it that ye ken Mungo?” asked Sam Lun, suspicion clear on his face.

“He was brought on board after the French sunk the Osiris,” Nathaniel said, and quickly, before hope could take root in the man’s thin face: “Mungo died of a fever after he came on board. But his brother was with him, and he slipped away quiet.”

Sam Lun blinked twice, his eyes suddenly red rimmed. “Is that true? It wad be a comfort tae ma Nan, tae ken that the lad died easy.”

“It’s true,” Nathaniel said. “I swear it.”

There was a little silence in the room, broken only by the sound of the fire in the hearth. Finally Mump let out a great sigh.

“Weel, then. And what brings ye tae ma door, besides sad tidings?”

“I’m looking for Mac Stoker or any man of his crew.”

The friendly expression on Dandie Mump’s round face melted away. “Mac Stoker, is it? And why do ye think ye’ll find that auld whoremaster here?”

“Because only somebody who was on the Jackdaw could tell you what happened to the Osiris.” Nathaniel spoke to Mump, but he watched the room. All around him men were exchanging glances he did not like, and did not know how to read.

“I mean Stoker no harm,” he said.

One of the cardplayers in the corner spoke up for the first time. “That’s a pity,” he said, pushing himself up from the table. “I masel’ wad like naethin’ better than tae see the man deid.”

Mump scowled. “Haud yer tongue, Jock Bleek.”

“And why should I haud ma tongue, Dandie? Is it no’ true that Stoker left his crew tae the dragoons so he could chase after a woman?”

Sam Lun shook his head so that his dewlaps trembled. “And his granny, too! Dinna forget his granny, Jock. Carted aff tae gaol like a sack o’ oats.”

Nathaniel’s breath hitched. “All of them in gaol?”

“Aye, ever’ one o’ them sittin’ in the Dumfries tollbooth,” said Mump. “I canna understan’ it. Mac Stoker nivver was a mannie tae lose his heid ower a woman.”

“Did you see this happen?” Nathaniel asked, looking around the room. “Did anyone here see the crew taken away?”

“Georgie here saw it, did ye no’, Georgie. Come and tell the American what passed.”

A young man pushed through the crowd to stand near Mump. He had a shock of red hair on his head, more of it growing out of his ears, up his neck, and over the back of his hands. The sight of him made Nathaniel’s own skin itch.

“Aye, I saw it,” said Georgie. “Yestereen.”

“Yesterday evening?” Nathaniel frowned. “Just this morning one of the excisemen told me he hadn’t seen the Jackdaw.”

Mump let out a great laugh, so that his beard danced on his chest. “And ye believed an exciseman? Are aa Americans sae simple?”

Sam Lun nudged Georgie. “Tell the rest o’ it.”

Georgie nodded and cleared his throat. “On the road fra Corbelly, it was, at dusk. A whole pack o’ redcoats wi’ baig’nets at the ready, marchin’ the crew o’ the Jackdaw up the road tae Dumfries. One o’ the redcoats was carryin’ Granny Stoker on his back, tied han’ and fit like a calf. A mair crankit auld chuckie ye’ll nivver see, swearin’ and skirlin’ and screechin’. It was a wonder tae behold.”

“Did you notice two strangers among them?” Nathaniel asked Georgie. “Older men, tall and well built, both of them?”

The boy’s brow furled itself down low. “I couldna say. Granny Stoker was makin’ such a fuss cursin’ Mac tae the de’il that I hardly looked at the rest o’ them.”

“And aa for a wallydraigle!” Mump moaned, rocking back and forth on his heels and hugging his bottle to himself.

“What of the woman? What do you know of her?”

Jock Bleek snorted. “What does it matter wha she is? Stoker’s run aff tae find her, and he’ll pay dear for it in the end.”

That he will, Nathaniel thought. But first Giselle will lead him a fine chase.

He stood and tossed the last of his silver coin on the table. “A drink for every man here,” he said. “And my thanks.”

“Where are ye aff tae, man? Will ye find Stoker and bring him back here?”

Nathaniel shook his head. “I’m on my way to Dumfries,” he said. “To pay a visit to the gaol.”

When the bonfire was nothing more than a few dull embers and Tom Paine’s ashes had floated away on the night breeze, Elizabeth could fight her weariness no longer. She climbed into the great ship of a bed hung about with curtains furled like sails, and for all her misgivings she fell away into a deep sleep without dreams.

When she woke suddenly the moon was close to setting and Lily was whimpering softly. Nathaniel had not yet returned.

Elizabeth wrapped a shawl around herself and found her way to the babies’ baskets. Daniel slept soundly, suckling his fist in an easy rhythm, but Lily looked up at her round-eyed and held out her arms to be picked up.

She was glad of the distraction. Walking up and down the room with Lily’s solid warmth under her shawl was much preferable to lying awake, listening for the sound of Nathaniel’s step while she reckoned out for herself all the things that might have kept him so long: difficult roads, poor directions, lamed horses. Other things she would not put a name to.

The wind had risen. It whistled down the chimney and rattled the windows. “Like the night you were born,” she whispered against her daughter’s ear. Lily had already drifted off to sleep, but she made a humming sound in response to her mother’s voice.

From the corner of her eye Elizabeth caught movement in the square below the window, but when she turned to look again, there was nothing but debris from the bonfire skittering aimlessly over the cobblestones. And still she watched, because if she had learned anything from her time in the endless forests, it was to trust her senses.

And there, a wolf.

The skin on the back of her neck rose in a shiver even as her rational mind corrected her in a prim tone: There have been no wolves in Scotland for a hundred years or more.

It trotted out of the shadows and into the middle of the square, silver-gray in the moonlight, long legged, with a tail curled upward. Elizabeth’s breath came to her again. No wolf, but a wolfhound, and now a second one came louping out of the shadows.

Then a man stepped into the open square, and Elizabeth’s breath caught in her throat again.

Hawkeye. She blinked, and there he was still, walking in a long, steady gait directly toward the inn. His head uncovered, his hair flowing, rising and falling white in the wind. He stopped and raised his face to the night sky and for one second Elizabeth thought that her father-in-law was going to howl at the moon.

He looked up at her in the window as if he knew exactly where to find her, and touched a hand to his brow.

Not Hawkeye, but the Earl of Carryck, come to claim his own.

And what choice did she have but to open the door to him when he knocked?

He brought in the smell of horses and the night air. Plainly dressed, tall and straight with a deeply lined face and an energy at odds with his age. In the light of a hastily lit candle his eyes were a deep, pure bronze in color, not the hazel that was Hawkeye’s.

“Madam.” He bowed from the shoulders.

Elizabeth drew her shawl more tightly around herself. Some part of her mind marveled at her own calm in these strange circumstances. She stood barefoot in her nightdress before Alasdair Scott, the fourth Earl of Carryck. This man had caused her children to be taken from her, and now she faced him while behind her the twins slept, at peace and unaware.

“Ye ken who I am?” His voice was familiar and strange all at once: deep and melodious and Scots, with a rough edge to it.

“I do.”

Elizabeth studied the earl as he studied her. He was perhaps two inches shorter and a little broader in the shoulder than Hawkeye, and the line of his nose was slightly out of kilter, as if it had been broken more than once. Certainly the resemblance was very strong, but she would never mistake this man for her father-in-law again. This realization gave her new calm.

“My lord Earl. My husband is not in.”

He inclined his head. “Aye, I can see that.”

“Then perhaps you would care to call again in the morning.”

The earl walked to the windows and looked down into the square. “He’s aff lookin’ for his faither, I take it.”

Elizabeth chose not to reply.

“How lang has he been awa’?”

She did not answer.

Carryck turned. She could no longer make out his face where he stood in shadow.

“Ye understan’ Scots, d’ye no’?”

“I understand you well enough, my lord.”

He made a deep sound in his throat; it might have been amusement, or derision.

“He willna find his faither, nor MacLachlan. The Jackdaw came intae the firth yestere’en, but they werena on board.”

And still he studied her, as if he had set her a test and was curious how she would meet the challenge. In the coolest tone she could muster, she said, “The exciseman lied, then. I suppose I should not be surprised. I gather that Mr. Pickering and Mr. Moncrieff knew about the Jackdaw, but chose to keep that information from us.”

“Aye. He’s owercautious at times, is Angus.”

She could not help but laugh: a short, sharp sound. “His cautiousness, as you put it, has sent my husband out on a futile search. Let us hope that Mr. Moncrieff has wasted only his time.”

If Carryck was worried about Nathaniel’s welfare, he hid it well.

Elizabeth’s throat was tight with anger. “Do you know where my father-in-law and his friend are, if they are not with Mac Stoker?”

He nodded. “A navy frigate boarded the Jackdaw ten days syne.”

She dug her nails into the palm of her hand and forced herself to focus on the candle flame. Pressed into the service of the Royal Navy. When she had control of her voice she said, “The entire crew?”

The Earl of Carryck glanced out the window again. “Just Bonner and MacLachlan. The rest o’ Stoker’s crew sits in yon tollbooth for smugglin’.”

Elizabeth’s thoughts raced so frantically that she must turn her face away so that Carryck could not see her distress. Nathaniel had gone out to find word of Stoker and his ship. He had taken enough coin with him to buy that information, and more. If he had learned that the dragoons had arrested the whole crew of the Jackdaw, he might well believe Hawkeye and Robbie to be in gaol. Again.

In his current state of mind, he would risk everything to free them. A small sound escaped her, and she pressed her hand to her mouth.

The earl was watching her. Elizabeth raised her head and swallowed.

“And the frigate?” Her voice came hoarse.

“I’ve made inquiries, but there’s nae word o’ her as yet.” Carryck stood with his arms crossed, at his ease.

If they are dead, it is your doing. She did not speak the words; could not say out loud what she feared most, even to make clear to this man what he must know and acknowledge.

She drew herself up as tall as she could. “Sir, I will ask you again to leave and return in the morning.”

“That I canna do, and should ye ask a hundred times. We must awa’ tae Carryckcastle, for ye’re in danger here.”

“There is nothing new in that,” Elizabeth said. “We have been in one kind of danger or another these many weeks.”

“For the bairns’ sake, then.”

Elizabeth closed her eyes to rein in her temper. “If you were truly worried about my children, my lord, then they would be safe at home in New-York.”

He rubbed a thumb alongside his mouth as he considered. “Ye dinna trust me.”

“And does that surprise you?”

“No’ in the least,” said Carryck. “A sensible woman wad nivver entrust hersel’ and her bairns tae a stranger.”

“I see. You intrude in the middle of the night to test not only my composure, but also my character.”

“I came tae see ye safely hame,” he corrected her. “Moncrieff has been celebratin’ aa night and canna be trusted wi’ the job. Ma men are waitin’ on the green wi’ fresh horses.”

Elizabeth crossed her arms. “And if a thousand men waited with a thousand horses, it would make no difference to me. Once again I will tell you, my lord. I will not leave this place without my husband. Have I not made myself clear?”

“Och, aye, woman.” Carryck came away from the window. “Ye talk weel enough in yer strange English way, but ye canna hear.” And he pointed with his chin to the hall.

Elizabeth spun around. The sound of a familiar step and then the door flew open, and Nathaniel came through with a pistol cocked and aimed at the Earl of Carryck.

“Nathaniel!” Elizabeth stepped toward him, her hands raised. “I’m in no danger. This is Carryck.”

There was a shimmer of sweat on his brow, and something in his expression, something that struck such fear in her that her voice broke as she tried to speak. “Nathaniel, did you not hear me? This is the earl.”

He blinked at her. “I heard you. My father and Robbie were pressed onto a frigate, Boots. I’d say my lord earl here has caused enough trouble.” He lurched toward her. “But you’ll have to shoot the man yourself.”

Nathaniel grabbed her arm, his grip so fierce that she cried out as he pressed the pistol into her hand. His breath was warm on her face.

“The dragoons,” he whispered, and collapsed at her feet.

Carryck forgotten, Elizabeth fell to her knees next to her husband. In the candlelight he was milk white, and his breath came shallow and fast. She had seen him this way before; God, yes, and on that day had hoped never to see him thus again.

“He’s been shot.” Carryck crouched down next to her, but all his attention was on Nathaniel’s face.

“Yes. Here in the left leg.” She peeled away the cloak to get a better look, ran her hands over him and then stopped when her fingers came away red-stained. “And in the shoulder, as well.”

Rage swept through her so that her hands began to shake even as she pressed her palms to the wound and leaned in hard to stop the flow of blood. When she raised her head, the earl’s face was only inches from her own, and a wariness came into his eyes.

“He’s bleedin’ tae death,” he said gruffly. “Shootin’ me will ha’ tae wait.”

“I hope not for long,” Elizabeth snapped.

There was a startled cry at the door to the adjoining room. Hannah stood there with both fists clenched at her chest.

“He’s alive.” Elizabeth spoke as calmly and as clearly as she could. “Get Curiosity, right now. Can you do that?”

“No need.” Curiosity appeared out of the shadows, her nightdress floating along behind her. “Now hold down your voices unless you want those babies wailin’, too.”

Blood was seeping up through Elizabeth’s fingers. The muscles in her lower arms quivered and jumped as she put more of her weight on the wound. Nathaniel groaned, and his eyelids fluttered weakly.

“You see,” Elizabeth said fiercely, seeking out Hannah’s gaze. “He is alive.”

“And spoutin’ like a geyser.” Curiosity sent a pointed look at Elizabeth’s nightdress, already streaked with blood. She knelt on Nathaniel’s other side and put a hand to his neck.

“How bad is it?” Hannah asked, stepping closer.

Curiosity made a sound deep in her throat. “The man got a heart like a wheel, it just roll right on.”

Hannah’s breath hissed out through her clenched teeth, and Curiosity looked up at her sharply. “We fixed your daddy up before, and we can do it again.”

Carryck had been following all of this silently, but now Elizabeth felt him jerk in surprise. His gaze swung first toward Curiosity, and then up to Hannah. Against the stark white of her nightdress her hands and face shone bronze in the candlelight. Tears sparked in her eyes, as dark as obsidian. When he looked away again the truth was written on his face.

Moncrieff had not told him about Hannah. Elizabeth flushed with a bitter satisfaction. If the earl had not known that Hawkeye’s oldest grandchild was half Mohawk, what else had been kept from him?

Curiosity ripped Nathaniel’s breeches to the knee in order to get a better look at the wound in his leg.

“This ain’t too bad,” she said. “Missed the bone, and passed clean through. Let me see that shoulder, Elizabeth.”

Hannah said, “We’ll need linen for binding.”

“He needs a surgeon,” said the earl to Elizabeth. “Pickering’s Hakim is still at Carryckcastle.”

This brought Hannah up short, but Curiosity’s mouth thinned. “I take it this here is the earl,” she said without even looking at him. “Tellin’ us how to look after our own.”

“But Curiosity—” Hannah began, but the older woman shook her head sharply.

“I’d be mighty pleased to see the Hakim, but he ain’t here, and this bleedin’ has got to stop right now. Skip and get that medicine basket of yours, child. Elizabeth, I need more light, and most of all I need Nathaniel up on the bed where I can work on him. If the earl here care to make hisself useful he’ll help with the liftin’. Now move aside, both of you, and let me do what I can for him.”

Elizabeth wondered when Carryck had last been given a command by anyone, much less a woman. And yet he looked more preoccupied than aggrieved as he stepped away.

She said, “There is no time for civilities, sir. Will you not assist us?”

Carryck exhaled strongly through his nose. “It’s no’ the civilities that concern me. Do ye trust this woman?”

“I trust her with his life, and with my own.”

He crossed the room in a few strides. In a single movement he threw open the casement and whistled, one high piercing note followed by a falling tone. The last of it was still in the air when quick steps sounded on the stairs.

Three men appeared at the open door, young and well built, and all heavily armed. The tallest of them was black-haired, the other two fair and balding and as like to each other as boiled eggs. One of the twins carried a lantern that filled the room with swaying light, and showed up the widening red circle under Nathaniel’s shoulders.

“Dugald, Ewen.” Carryck’s tone was short. “See him ontae the bed.”

“That’s more like it,” Curiosity said. “You, there. Come over here and take him by the legs.”

“Christ,” breathed the tallest of them, staring openly at Nathaniel as the twins went to work. “It’s aye true. Look at him.”

“Lucas,” Carryck barked.

The young man’s jaw snapped shut, and he came to attention. “Aye, my lord.”

“Walter’s men are behind this. Send Davie tae take five men and see tae it.”

Lucas left reluctantly, with a long look over his shoulder.

Nathaniel groaned as the twins deposited him onto the bed and his eyelids cracked open. “I can sit a horse.”

“And ride it straight to the pearly gates while you at it,” Curiosity snorted, stanching blood with the corner of the bedsheet. “This shoulder is a sorry sight.”

“Nathaniel.” Elizabeth leaned over him. “You have lost a great deal of blood. Surely Carryckcastle can wait one more day.”

His hand sought out hers, and he grasped it hard. “Bind me up good and tie me to the saddle, if that’s what it takes. But let’s get out of Dumfries.”

“There, ye see,” said Carryck, spreading out his arms toward the women, as if to welcome them to his point of view. “If ye willna take my word, then I trust ye’ll take his.”

“I see, all right,” Curiosity said, her brow furled down low as she turned back to tending Nathaniel’s shoulder. “I see torn-up flesh and shattered bone. I see a man stubborn as rock.”

“Aye,” said Carryck, and he smiled for the first time since he had come into the room. “Exactly.”
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It was not the idea of traveling on horseback that bothered Hannah so much as the fact that she had to share a saddle with one of the earl’s men. His name was Thomas Ballentyne; he was as large and dark and hairy as a bear, and he had a pistol in one boot and a long knife in the other. He took her up on the saddle before him with a resigned shrug.

“This is Meg.” He gestured to his mare with a very horselike toss of his own head. “She’s no’ verra talkative, and no mair am I.”

At least there would be no questions she did not care to answer. And he was a good horseman, as were all of Carryck’s men. Hannah counted some twenty of them as they moved along the winding road at a sharp pace with the rest of her family hidden inside their ranks.

Hannah was tired, but she would not let herself be lulled to sleep by Meg’s easy gait or the fact that Thomas Ballentyne radiated warmth like a well-laid fire. She must be the one to remember their route along these unmarked roads: Curiosity was preoccupied with Lily, and Elizabeth with Daniel; her father had lost too much blood to stay alert for long. It would take all of his concentration to stay upright in the saddle.

They were barely out of Dumfries when the first shifting light of dawn came up, and she turned her attention to the Scottish countryside, severe but still alive with new light. There were some trees now. Here and there a birch or elm crowded with rooks; a clutch of pines at a turning of the river, and in long misty stretches between the swelling hills. If they could be called hills. They put Hannah more in mind of children sleeping under blankets worn thin with use, crowded close together for warmth, rounded shoulders and hips and elbows jutting up. Nothing like the mountains of the endless forests.

Hannah wished for some quick look at her father, but he was hidden from her. An hour passed, and then another.

As they came around a corner there was a scattering on a far hillside.

“Wild goats.” She did not realize she had said it aloud until Thomas Ballentyne grunted.

“Aye.” And then, grudgingly: “Ye’re sharp-eyed.”

After that he began to put names to things, speaking them out over her head for her to take or leave, as she pleased. The Threewater Foot was a tangle of streams where they paused to let the horses drink without dismounting. It was a pretty spot, where guelder roses grew among the elms and willows overhung the stream, full of mossy boulders.

The dark-haired young man who had come into the inn at the earl’s whistle stared at her from the other side of the water. Hannah was surprised to find that while she could ignore him, Thomas Ballentyne could not.

“Lucas! Stop oglin’ the lass or I’ll tell Mary!”

There were shouts of laughter. The younger man turned his horse away, blushing furiously.

“You embarrassed him,” Hannah said.

He shrugged. “I canna thole sic impertinent behavior in ma own son.”

Hannah craned her neck for another look at Lucas to see if he resembled his father. Instead she caught sight of Elizabeth and Curiosity, horses side by side, their heads together. They seemed preoccupied and worried but not desperate, and that put Hannah at ease, for the moment. Just beyond them her father was a vaguely upright shape. He was very pale, and even from here she could see how it was with him.

“It’s a braw mannie wha’ can ride shotgun wi’oot complaint,” said Thomas Ballentyne, showing a talent for reading thoughts that made Hannah shift uneasily.

They started up the river valley on a narrow road, now in groups of three and four. Low mountains came into sight: Gateshaw Rig, Croft Head, Loch Fell, like a gathering of old men with hunched backs.

“We’re on Carryck land now,” said Thomas Ballentyne, pointing to a mountaintop. “That’s Aidan Rig.”

The name meant nothing to Hannah, so she turned her attention to the pastures along the river, full of sheep and cows with heavy thick coats; men working in a field of oats who straightened to raise a hand in greeting. Young women raking hay into ricks, smiling and calling out names. One flipped her skirt in their direction and the others laughed and scolded.

They passed through a small village, and then another, moving so fast that Hannah could make out nothing about them except thatched roofs and stone walls, a common well, a low church steeple, a mill on a stream. Crofters’ cottages with children playing around them, a boy herding a great sow, a woman scrubbing clothes in a stream, her skirts tucked up to show round knees purple-red with cold. The road began to work its way upward toward the summit of Aidan Rig, twisting with the curves of the hill. The soil was thin here and everywhere stone pushed up out of the ground as if the earth were set on shedding her bones. A young bullock grazing among the heather raised a heavy head to watch them pass.

Meg began to blow and snort, surging forward eagerly in spite of the steep climb.

“Aye, lass,” said Thomas Ballentyne. “Soon. Ye’ve earned yer oats this night.”

Hannah sat up straighter, as anxious as she had ever been.

“There,” he said, raising a gloved hand to point. “Carryckcastle.”

She had steeled herself for this, and still Hannah was taken by surprise. To her mother’s people, to the Kahnyen’kehàka, a castle was nothing more than a fortified village, longhouses surrounded by a wall of logs lashed together and sharpened to a point at the top. Carryckcastle was something very different: a vast expanse of smooth walls, turrets and towers, a hundred glass windows catching the sunlight and casting it out again. The castle grew out of the rock where the mountain thrust out over the valley below. Above it was only timber and a treacherous rock face; no man could approach it from below without being seen from a mile away. The home of a man who did not trust his neighbors.

Behind them, the sound of her father coughing from deep in his chest.

“Ye’ll be safe here,” Thomas Ballentyne said.

Hannah shuddered in the warm sunlight, and was silent.

All through this long journey, Elizabeth had dreaded the moment when they would first see this place, but when that time came she could feel only relief. Nathaniel had been listing hard to one side for the last half-mile of the winding road up the mountainside. She focused all her energy on him, willing him to stay upright for these last few minutes, trying at the same time to comfort Daniel with soft words. He mewled and hiccuped his unhappiness, straining away and clutching hard at the same time.

As the party turned the corner and started through the gate into the courtyard, Lily raised her voice, crying in earnest now, hungry and angry about it. Elizabeth turned her head for a moment in Curiosity’s direction, just as Nathaniel began a slow slide from the saddle.

It had been many years since she had played at such games, but now she left her horse in a vault, one arm wrapped around Daniel and her skirts flying. And still the earl was there before her, leaning over from his own mount to grab Nathaniel by the collar before he fell to the cobblestones. A legion of servants, men in leather aprons, footmen in blue and gold livery, stableboys, all rushed in to help, and Elizabeth lost sight of him until she could push her way through.

He was barely upright, supported on either side by two burly servants so that his cape gaped open. Curiosity had immobilized his left arm against his chest, and then bound him tightly from shoulder to waist. Now the whole expanse of linen was bright red. He looked down at himself and up at her with a puzzled expression.

“Boots.” His voice was raw, and she saw now clearly what this ride had cost him. “The children?”

“All well.” Her knees were trembling, but her tone was firm and she managed a small smile.

“Good,” he said. “Good,” and slumped forward in a faint.

There was no help for it: she must leave Nathaniel to the care of others while she tended to the babies. As soon as he had been carried into a room on the ground floor where the Hakim waited—Elizabeth caught his eye in passing, and was calmed by his kind and earnest expression as he turned to greet Hannah—she let herself be led, squalling children firmly in arm, down halls and up staircases to a chamber the size of their entire cabin at Lake in the Clouds. When the footman closed the door behind her, she went straight to the bed and its little flight of carved stairs.

Elizabeth climbed them and settled herself against the mountain of bolsters and pillows. She did not look up again until the twins had begun to nurse, and then she found she was not alone.

Three lady’s maids stood waiting on the far side of the room, watching her. They curtsied and bobbed as if she were the king’s consort rather than the wife of an American backwoodsman, coming forward in a rustle of skirts to take her shoes, spread a rug over her legs, and adjust the pillows under the twins more comfortably. Through all this they said very little, but Elizabeth saw them taking in every detail, from the pitch-stained hem of her gown to the way Daniel played with a stray strand of her hair as he nursed. The two older maids kept all expression from their faces, but the youngest one stood for a moment smiling at the sight of Lily’s feet, which stuck out from under Elizabeth’s arm, toes wiggling madly.

Elizabeth bore it all patiently until they stood away again, eyes downcast. The earl must have a very strict housekeeper, one who inspired real fear in her staff. Or perhaps it’s me, she thought. Perhaps they are afraid of me.

“Thank you,” she said. “You may leave me now.”

They bobbed again, hands folded over starched aprons, and slipped away without a word. But the youngest one paused at the door to throw a curious last glance at her.

Elizabeth returned her shy smile. “What is your name?”

“Mally, m’leddy.”

She bit back a smile. “You bestow a rank on me that is not my own. I am Mrs. Bonner.”

“Aye, mem. Pardon me, mem.”

“If there is any tea to be had, a cup would be very welcome.”

“Och, aye, mem. There’s coffee and hot chocolate, as weel.”

“Tea is all I require.” And Nathaniel, she might have added. In good health.

“Is there aught else, mem?”

Elizabeth said, “Yes. Tell me, whose chamber is this?”

“It was the laird’s mither’s, Appalina she was, the auld Leddy Carryck. But it’s stood empty these many years since she passed on. That’s her likeness, hanging there.” She pointed to the portrait that hung over the mantelpiece.

“The earl’s mother?” Elizabeth asked.

“Aye, she came ower fra’ Germany tae marry the auld laird.”

“And the earl’s wife, where is she?”

The girl’s brow lifted in astonishment. “Leddy Carryck’s been deid these fifteen years, mem. There’s a bonnie likeness o’ her hangin’ in His Lairdship’s own chamber, and anither in Elphinstone Tower. But those chambers are locked.”

“Elphinstone Tower?”

Mally nodded so that her white cap slid sideways and had to be righted.

“Aye, mem. The northeast tower, called Elphinstone for her faither. She was Marietta, a French leddy. Dauchter tae Lord Balmerinoch wha lost his heid after the Rising. Ye’ll ha’ heard o’ Lord Balmerinoch?”

But Elizabeth had not, and so Mally went away, no doubt to tell the entire staff how poorly informed these visitors were about their host, while Elizabeth leaned back to study Appalina, once of Germany. A dark-haired woman in yellow brocade with Valenciennes lace at her wrists. She wore no jewels at all, but her arms were filled with long-stemmed tulips of such rich deep colors that Elizabeth thought the artist must have taken some liberties. But he had done Appalina no favors, and perhaps she had wanted it that way, insisting that he paint her as she was, neither beautiful nor plain. The extravagance of flowers in her arms drew a strong contrast to the resolute expression in her eyes, a firm and unflinching gaze the color of good brandy.

The earl had inherited his eyes from his mother. But how was it that his father had taken a German bride?

Elizabeth had time now to look at her surroundings, and the answer was all around her. It was there in the fine molded plasterwork of the ceiling, in heavy mahogany furniture, in silver candle sconces and Turkish carpets, in Chinese vases and marble mantelpieces. This was not the home of a Scots earl impoverished by years of revolt and warfare. No doubt Appalina had brought her new husband a handsome fortune.

A breeze from the open windows made the embroidered silk of the bed hangings flutter, stirring the roses and lavender that stood in a vase on a small table and spreading their scent through the room. She wondered if Appalina had seen to the planting of the garden, and if it had been a comfort to her in those first years so far from her home. Sometime soon after she arrived as a new bride, the earl’s twin brother—Hawkeye’s father—had gone off to seek his own fortune. Leaving his home as she had left hers, to look for a new life, a farther shore.

“Your great-grandfather was most probably born in this very bed,” she whispered to her children. “But you were born in the endless forests, and that is where you will grow up.”

Lily yawned in agreement, and Daniel followed her example.

Mally brought her tea and a tray crowded with scones, jam and cream. And she brought a word from the housekeeper, Mrs. Hope.

“If it pleases ye, mem, she’ll be by shortly. Tae show ye the nursery.”

“Will she?” Elizabeth hid her face in her teacup while she considered. In a great house where the lord had lost his lady and remained unmarried, a housekeeper’s authority was likely to grow to formidable proportions; this one, Mrs. Hope by name, was testing her to see what she was made of. Aunt Merriweather would be gratified to know that all her training and counsel were finally to be put to good use.

She swallowed the last of her tea, and getting up from the little bow-backed chair, Elizabeth smoothed her rumpled skirt as best she could. She smelled of horse, but this was not the time to worry about such things.

“The children will sleep here with me, so I have no interest in the nursery. Right now I will go to see my husband, if you will stay and watch over the babies?”

Mally lowered her eyes and nodded her agreement, but not before Elizabeth saw something flash across her expression—pleasure, and perhaps a little apprehension.

“You need do nothing but make sure they do not roll from the bed in their sleep. I will return before they awake, or I will send my stepdaughter.”

The cheerful round face bobbed up toward her. “The red Indian, mem?”

Another truth she had forgotten: news spread among servants at an unthinkable speed.

“My stepdaughter is Miss Bonner,” Elizabeth said firmly. She thought for a moment, knowing that whatever information she passed on now would make its way to the entire household, and would influence Hannah’s stay here for better or worse. “I trust you will do all in your power to make her welcome, Mally. If she is unhappy at Carryckcastle, so will the rest of us be. Do you understand me?”

Mally’s cheeks, already ruddy, flushed even darker. “Oh, aye, mem. I meant no offense, mem.”

“I’m sure you did not. Now I must go see how my husband is faring.”

“And what shall I tell Mrs. Hope, mem?”

Elizabeth paused at the door. “Is there a chamber that connects to this one?”

Mally nodded eagerly. “Aye, mem.” She pointed to a closed door. “Through the dressing room.”

“Do you know who Mrs. Freeman is?”

“The Negress, mem? I saw her frae the window.”

Elizabeth said, “Give Mrs. Hope this message from me: Mrs. Freeman and my stepdaughter require that chamber for their own as long as we are here.”

The girl swallowed hard—Elizabeth could almost see the thoughts moving behind her eyes—but then she bobbed her head. “Aye, mem.”

“Otherwise I leave no message for her at all.”

Some of Carryck’s men were still milling about when Elizabeth found her way back to the hallway off the courtyard. As soon as they caught sight of her, their conversation faded away and they fell to studying the flagstones under their feet with great concentration and interest. They put her in mind of schoolboys, in spite of all their size and bulk.

“May I?” Elizabeth addressed the oldest of them, the man who had taken Hannah before him on his saddle. He ushered her through the men and then opened the door for her with an odd little bow.

“Thank you, Mr….?”

“Thomas Ballentyne, mem.” He was gruff, but his expression was intelligent, and not unkind. She would ask Hannah about him when there was an opportunity.

It was a small room, and by its smell one used primarily for the storing of coffee and spices and dried herbs, but given over now to the Hakim for his surgery. A long table stood beneath a bank of windows, and on this, Nathaniel lay stretched out, his wounded leg elevated on a bolster. Hakim Ibrahim was bent over his wounded shoulder; just opposite him, Hannah stood with her back to the door. Curiosity was at a workbench, grinding a pestle into a small stone bowl.

“Mrs. Bonner,” said the Hakim, glancing up only briefly. “Just a few more stitches, and then the leg must be attended to.”

“Boots,” Nathaniel said. His voice was very hoarse. “The babies?”

“Fed, and sleeping.” She came closer, but Nathaniel kept his gaze on the ceiling overhead. The muscles in his jaw jumped with every movement of the Hakim’s needle.

“How goes it here?”

“Very well,” said Hakim Ibrahim. “The bullet broke the bone, but there is no damage to the larger blood vessels.”

“He is not in danger,” Hannah translated.

Curiosity made a disapproving noise. “Maybe the shoulder won’t kill him, but it wouldn’t be the first time I saw a man die of pure stubborn.”

“There is another scar here, well healed.” The Hakim’s tone was very calm, in spite of the speed with which he worked. “A battle injury?”

Nathaniel sent a sidelong glance toward Elizabeth. “You could call it that. My father-in-law shot me.”

“A hunting accident.” Elizabeth wiped the sweat that ran down his brow to his temple. “Will you tease me even now?”

“Especially now,” he said, and closed his eyes. His left arm twitched convulsively.

Behind her Curiosity said, “Don’ bother askin’, ’cause he won’t take no laudanum.”

She looked up in surprise. “He’s had nothing at all?”

Nathaniel squeezed her fingers so hard that she jumped. “No laudanum.”

“You see?” Curiosity raised an eyebrow at Elizabeth. “Stubborn.” There was a swipe of dried blood on her headcloth, dark brown against the sprigged yellow calico.

Elizabeth saw Hannah’s mouth settle in a strong line. There was an expression about her that she had not seen very often: defiance, and disdain. She was proud of her father’s ability to withstand this pain, and resentful of the idea that he might not be equal to it.

“He doesn’t want to sleep,” Hannah said.

“And why should he?” Curiosity snapped. “Up all night chasing around strange roads, gettin’ shot. Why sleep? Maybe the man got a bridge to build, or a war to fight.”

Nathaniel closed his eyes briefly and then opened them again. “Curiosity, if there’s a war that needs fighting, you go on ahead without me. They won’t stand a chance.”

Hannah ducked her head to hide her smile, but Curiosity sucked in one cheek and let it out again as she worked the pestle. “You better hope I don’t take up weapons while I’m so put out with you, Nathaniel Bonner. I’ll put a bullet in that other shoulder, fix you up proper.”

The Hakim put down his needle and took up a feather, which he dipped in a bowl filled with a liquid, exactly the same shade of red as his turban. It had a strange scent, sharp and green, the smell of marshes and growing things.

“This is the sap of a tree that is native to Brazil,” he told Elizabeth.

“It’s called dragon’s blood,” said Hannah.

“Brazil?” Elizabeth looked more closely at the bowl.

“The earl has a specimen in his conservatory,” said the Hakim. “Which is very fortunate.”

It was clear that this was not Nathaniel’s first encounter today with this feather, for he grasped Elizabeth’s hand hard even before it touched the skin. He jerked convulsively and hissed through his teeth but Hakim Ibrahim continued painting the wound with quick, even strokes. “It will prevent infection. It is not pleasant, however. Much like salt in a wound.”

“Too much like it,” Nathaniel said.

“The shoulder will swell but the break was clean. I expect that in two weeks you will be able to use your arm again.”

Curiosity sniffed. “I’d like to see you keep the man in bed for two weeks.”

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” said the Hakim. “A few days’ rest to regain his strength at most. And you must wear a sling, to protect the arm.”

Nathaniel opened his eyes and looked straight at the Hakim. “I’m indebted to you for your help, but I can’t go to bed right now. Hannah, tell the men out in the hall I’m ready to see Carryck.”

Elizabeth held up her hand. “Nathaniel, please be reasonable. When the Hakim is finished dressing your leg, you will eat, and then you will rest for an hour, and then if you are sufficiently restored, you may speak to whomever you like. But right now Carryck can wait.”

He blinked at her. “Maybe the earl can wait, Boots, but I can’t. Whatever he knows about Hawkeye and Robbie, I need to hear it.”

Hannah’s expression went very still as she looked from Nathaniel to Elizabeth. “Are they dead?”

He raised a hand to touch her cheek. “I don’t know, Squirrel. Maybe.”

She made a little clicking sound deep in her throat, and Nathaniel’s grip tightened on her shoulder. “It’s a possibility, I can’t tell you that it ain’t. I managed to get a few words with Stoker’s first mate before the dragoons caught wind of me, and he told me that they were picked off the Jackdaw by a frigate headed for battle.”

Curiosity put down her bowl with a thump. “That don’t make much sense,” she said thoughtfully, all of her irritation suddenly gone. “Why take the two oldest men on board and leave the young ones? Maybe the man was lyin’ to protect his own skin.”

Elizabeth said, “I might come to the same conclusion, if the earl hadn’t told me the same story right before Nathaniel came back to the inn.”

“But how would the earl know about what happened on the Jackdaw?” asked Hannah. And then her face brightened. “Unless he has had word of the frigate?”

The Hakim had been strangely quiet as he dressed the wound on Nathaniel’s leg, but now Elizabeth felt his attention on her.

He said, “The earl knows of what happened on the Jackdaw because he has questioned her captain at some length.”

Nathaniel sat up with such suddenness that Elizabeth stepped back in surprise.

“Mac Stoker was here?”

Hakim Ibrahim nodded. “He is here still, and he will be for some time. I have been kept busy treating gunshot wounds just recently.”

Nathaniel lay down again.

“I want to see him before I see Carryck.”

“Good,” said Hannah. “Let’s go see him, then.”

There was a small silence, and then Nathaniel reached out a hand to Hannah. She came to stand just beside him.

“Squirrel,” he said, speaking Kahnyen’kehàka now to spare her embarrassment before the Hakim. “We need you to look after the babies.”

“But—”

“I don’t want you anywhere near Mac Stoker.” His jaw clenched and then relaxed again.

Hannah turned on her heel and held out her palms toward Elizabeth. A request, written in worry lines that were out of place on a young girl’s face. And Curiosity watching, wondering if she would give in this time, or do what was best for the child and send her away.

“Your father is right, Squirrel. I will bring you the news myself, if there is any.”

She held her head up straight, but her mouth trembled slightly. After a long pause, she nodded.

A servant showed Hannah the way. He wore a long-tailed coat of dark blue with gold facings, and he had a twitch in his left cheek that reminded her of a bird fluttering. She wondered if he had had it all his life, but she could not ask him about it: all the way through halls he watched her out of the corner of his eye as if he expected her to pull a tomahawk from beneath her skirt and take his scalp.

She had been sent away like a little child, and she was angry about it, and hurt. But even in her poor mood, Hannah could not ignore the castle. It was full of interesting things: bears and stags and dragons carved into wood paneling and even into the rafters. A stag’s head mounted on the wall. Paintings of dogs and horses and sailing ships in heavy golden frames. At the foot of a great stair two vases big enough for a girl to hide in, decorated with colorful birds.

There was a little man on the landing, made entirely of polished metal, and she could no more walk past him without stopping than she could have ignored a live monkey. He was barely taller than she was and cleverly made, down to the hinged fingers and the face, constructed of many small plates somehow held together to make a nose and cheeks and a chin. Behind grillwork the eye sockets were blank, and she found herself a little relieved.

“What is this?” she asked the servant.

He cleared his throat. “A suit of armor, miss. As the gentlemen wore tae joust in days lang syne.” And seeing her blank look, he added, “Twa men runnin’ at each ither on horseback wi’ lances, ye ken?”

Hannah did not quite understand why men would wrap themselves in metal to get on a horse, but she sensed that the servant’s patience with her questions might not reach so far. She nodded.

The upstairs hall was lined with candle sconces and small carved tables, and on each of them stood a carving of an elephant, some bone white and others milky green. She would have paused to look, but the servant stopped in front of a door.

Hannah did not like to be impolite, so she waited with him. “What is your name?”

One eye blinked, and then the other; it was a good trick. “MacAdam, miss.”

“And what is it that you do here?”

“I’m one o’ the footmen, miss.”

She considered his feet, and saw nothing unusual about them.

“What is it that a footman does?”

“We look after the keeping o’ the house, miss. The fires and the lamps, and the rest o’ it. And servin’ at table, o’ course.”

“Then I’ll see you at supper?”

One corner of his mouth jerked upward before he could stop it. “Aye, miss.”

Hannah wondered if he was not allowed to smile, or if he did not like to smile. But he opened the door, and there was nothing to do but to leave him there in the hall and go in.

In the middle of the room was a canopied bed bigger than Hannah had ever seen before, and in the middle of the bed sat a little girl with Lily sleeping in her arms. Her eyes widened when she saw Hannah and she put Lily down, very gently. Then she leaped off the bed and landed with a soft thump.

Hannah had thought her to be young, but she saw now that the girl must be her own age. She was slight, and a full head shorter than Hannah, with a cap of short blond hair as curly as a goat’s and sea-green eyes. Her skirt was muddy at the hem, and her feet were bare. There was a smudge of jam on her chin.

She said, “Babies smell sae sweet, dinna ye think? Mally was called awa’, and she asked me tae bide wi’ them. I’m called Jennet. Was your mither an Indian princess?”

Her tone was curious and forthright and friendly, and it made something small and warm and unexpected blossom in Hannah’s chest, so that her throat closed and she had to swallow very hard. She said, “My mother was Sings-from-Books of the Kahnyen’kehàka people, and her mother is Falling-Day, and her mother is Made-of-Bones who is clan mother of the Wolf longhouse, and her mother Hawk-Woman was clan mother before her. She killed an English colonel and fed his heart to her sons.” She drew a breath and let it out again.

“Guid for your granny. The English sojers hung my grandda for—” She paused, and scratched her pointed chin thoughtfully. “Nae guid cause. What do they call ye, then?”

“My girl-name is Squirrel, but most everybody calls me Hannah. When the time is right Falling-Day will give me my woman-name.”

Jennet smiled so broadly that two deep dimples carved themselves into her cheeks. “I like Squirrel better than Hannah. I’ll call ye that.” She plucked an apple out of her apron pocket and tossed it in a quick flick of the wrist.

Hannah caught it, and in that moment she realized how very hungry she was.

“I’ll tell ye what I think, Squirrel. Ye can tell me tales o’ the Indians and the great wilderness, and I’ll show ye aa the best bits o’ Carryckcastle, aa the secret places.”

Hannah went up to the bed to check the twins. They were both sleeping soundly, but it would not be long before they woke. Then they would need new swaddling, and they might be afraid of this strange place.

Behind her Jennet said, “We’ll bide here a while, aye? Ye’ll want tae eat, and see tae the wee ones. I’ll help. Then we’ll gae explorin’. Wad ye like tae see the pit?”

“Is that where Mac Stoker is?” She spoke around a mouthful of apple, sweet and tart all at once.

“Och, ne,” said Jennet, helping herself to a spoonful of jam from the pot on the table. “They dinna want the pirate tae die, after aa. Wad ye like tae see him? He canna hurt ye—’Nezer Lun stands guard at the door, and he’s aye fierce.”

“I have seen Mac Stoker,” Hannah said. “I saw him shoot a man and kidnap a lady from the Isis. But I would like to see him again.”

The spoon paused on its way back toward the jam pot and Jennet turned to look at her. She produced a single dimple. “We’ll be fast friends, the twa o’ us. Wait and see.”
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In all her time on the Jackdaw, Elizabeth realized, she had never seen Mac Stoker off his feet, but now he was abed. Under a few days’ growth of beard he had gone a peculiar ashen shade; even the scar around his neck had gone pale. His temple was swollen, the color of an overripe plum.

Then he opened his eyes—red rimmed and fever bright—and his mouth worked slowly, as if he didn’t quite have control over his tongue.

“Bonner,” he croaked. “Damn your eyes and liver, you’re alive. Have you come to pay me what you owe?”

Nathaniel limped to the chair next to the bed and sat down, sticking his injured leg out in front of him. He said, “We can talk about who owes what later. Now I want to hear what happened to my father.”

Stoker raised a hand and let it fall. “Sweet Jaysus, not that again. I’m wishin’ I never set eyes on the man, nor on any of youse.”

“You can’t blame the mess you’re in on him. You got that bullet in your gut on your own time,” Nathaniel said.

“Did I now?” Stoker grimaced. “I don’t recall you bein’ there. If you were, you’d know that it was Hawkeye the bastards were lookin’ for. Brained me proper with a musket when my back was turned and dragged me away, and now me men are sittin’ in gaol cursin’ me for a coward and a cur. Granny will eat me heart raw.”

“Hawkeye has never set foot on Scottish soil,” Elizabeth said. “What can he have had to do with this?”

“Sure and that may be true,” said Stoker, wheezing a little now. “But there’s plenty what are waitin’ for him when he does, and he better keep his wits about him.” He turned his head to look harder at Nathaniel, taking in the heavily wrapped shoulder and leg. “But maybe you’ve learned that for yourself already. Dragoons?”

“Aye.”

“A pair of them, I’ll wager. The bigger one with gray chin whiskers and as bald as a babby’s arse, the other with a scar down his right cheek, and missing two fingers on his left hand.”

Nathaniel glanced at Elizabeth, and his expression was not hard to read. Worry and anger, in equal measures. He said, “I never got close enough to see his hand, but that sounds about right. Why do you think they were looking for Hawkeye?”

Stoker let out a noisy breath. “They asked for him by name. Wanted to know where he was, and what happened to him. And failin’ that, they wanted to put their mitts on you. If you had told me how popular youse Bonners were in Scotland I would have drove a harder bargain.”

“Where is my father?”

He grimaced. “Damn me if I know. Last I saw of him and MacLachlan was when we got boxed in between the whole bloody Atlantic fleet and a frigate set on poundin’ us to kindling. They stopped just short of sinkin’ us and then boarded.”

His voice wavered and he paused to drink from the cup that the Hakim offered him.

“When they left again they took your father and MacLachlan wit’ them, and that’s the last I seen of their sorry mugs.” He shook his head wearily. “And don’t be askin’ why they took your father and nobody else. I’m puzzled meself. Unless you’ve friends in the Royal Navy and you kept it a secret.”

Nathaniel smiled grimly at the idea of it. “Aye, and tomorrow we’re taking tea with the king.”

Elizabeth said, “What was the frigate called?”

Both men turned to her, Nathaniel with a curious expression, and Stoker with a suspicious one.

“The Leopard. Tell me now, sweetings—does that name mean anything to you?”

“Nothing at all,” she said firmly, not meeting Nathaniel’s eye. “Was it because you couldn’t take them to Hawkeye that the dragoons shot you, or for the simple pleasure of it?”

“’Od’s bones, she’s got a gob on her. I don’t envy you, man.”

Nathaniel said, “You haven’t answered the question.”

Stoker’s mouth thinned. “Never did I say ’twas the dragoons that put the bullet in me. It’ll be a dry day in Ireland when a couple of lobsterbacks get the best of Mac Stoker. I was runnin’ goods under their noses when I was but thirteen.”

“Then who was it got to you if it wasn’t the dragoons?” asked Nathaniel. He glanced at the Hakim. “Carryck’s men?”

Stoker waved a hand dismissively. “No. If that crew hadn’t come along I’d be dead. It was Giselle what shot me, the ungrateful bitch. And me tryin’ to rescue her.” His fist opened and closed again. “But she hasn’t seen the last of Mac Stoker.” And he smiled.

By the time Nathaniel made his way to the top of the grand stair, he had forgotten all about the agony in his shoulder, simply because his leg throbbed like a war drum with every step. At his back two servants crept along, ready to catch him if he should fall but trying to look disinterested. He ignored them to lean on Elizabeth.

“It’s just ahead,” she said quietly. “There on the left.”

Another servant opened the door and then shut it behind them, and Nathaniel simply sat down on the carpet; it was that or land on his face. He wiped the sweat from his brow with what remained of his shirt, but it took a full minute for the thud of blood in his ears to subside.

“I can hear Lily laughing,” he said. “And Curiosity talking to her.”

“Yes.” Elizabeth put out a hand to help him to his feet. “There’s another bedchamber that connects to this one through the dressing room. I’ll check on them in just a moment. Here is the bed, Nathaniel.”

“Damn,” he muttered, considering the little flight of steps. “More steps. I suppose there’s a ladder to get to the pisspot.”

“Mac Stoker has a decidedly adverse effect on your vocabulary,” Elizabeth said. When he had fallen back against the pillows, she set out to undress him, but he caught her wrist to stop her.

“Boots.”

“Hmm?”

“I’m not so done in that I can’t get out of my own breeks.”

She nodded. “Perhaps we should wait until they bring our things from Dumfries anyway. I hope it is soon. We look like beggars, all of us.”

He ran a hand over her hair. “You look mighty fine to me, darlin’. Except for those dark circles under your eyes.”

She gave him a testy half-smile. “It has been an eventful night.”

“Come here to me for a minute.”

“If I lay myself down now, Nathaniel, I will most likely fall asleep.”

“I’ll keep you awake.”

She drew up, clutching a fist to her breast in surprise. “You cannot be serious, in your condition—”

“Relax, Boots. I ain’t got anything like that in mind. Not right now, any road. I just want to talk to you.”

She studied him with narrowed eyes for a moment, and then she climbed up to sit next to him. There was a look she got sometimes, her chin set hard and a line between her brows, when she was chewing on something that she couldn’t quite spit out. She could no more hide how she felt than she could change the color of her eyes. Right now they were storm gray.

“I should go check on the children.”

“They sound happy enough,” he said.

“Yes, well. I imagine Curiosity is tired, too. And I wonder where Hannah has got to—”

“Boots.”

“What?” Her eyes blazed at him, daring him on.

“You’re strung so tight, I can almost hear you humming.”

She frowned at him. “Am I? And I wonder why that might be. Do I need remind you that your father and Robbie have disappeared into the Royal Navy?”

He smoothed a curl away from her face. “I remember. On a ship called the Leopard.”

They stared at each other for a long minute, and then she said, “It’s not what you think.”

“Are you in the habit of reading my mind these days, Boots? What is it that I think?”

“That I know something about the Leopard that I’m hiding from you.”

“Do you?”

“That is what you’re thinking!” She pulled away from him and rolled off the bed in a flurry, pausing just out of reach to smooth her skirt. When she looked up at him again, she had regained some of her composure.

“I once knew the captain of the Leopard, but that was seven years ago. He must have been posted elsewhere by now.” And then, more slowly: “He was a friend of Will’s.”

Nathaniel sat up a little straighter. “Your cousin Will?”

She nodded. “But this must be simple coincidence, Nathaniel. It must be.”

“Maybe so. But if it ain’t—if you know the captain, and he knows you, is that good news for Hawkeye and Robbie, or bad?”

She let out a great sigh. “That’s why I was hesitant to say anything, because I knew you would ask me that very question. The truth is, I don’t know, Nathaniel. I truly don’t know.” And then: “If it is him, his name is Christian Fane.”

She was anxious and skittish, and it worried him. But before he could even think how to ask the right questions to get to the bottom of it, Curiosity appeared at the inside door with one baby balanced on each hip. “Any news?”

Elizabeth smiled in relief and took Lily from her while Nathaniel told Curiosity the little they had learned.

“And the earl ain’t got nothin’ to add to that pitiful story?”

“We haven’t seen him yet.”

“Hmpf.” Curiosity shook her head. “Is that scoundrel Stoker fixed on dying?”

Nathaniel said, “The Hakim got the bullet out of him. I expect he’s tough enough to live through it.”

“Good. Maybe he’s the man to sail us home again.”

“I don’t know what’s become of the Jackdaw,” Elizabeth said. “The excisemen may have burned it.”

Curiosity said, “Hawkeye will show up soon enough. There never was such a man for finding his way, and Robbie is cut from the same cloth. Don’t you forget that, now.”

Elizabeth sent her a thankful look. Curiosity might know of every tisane and poultice and healing tea, but she also understood that sometimes the right words were the most powerful medicine.

She stood over Nathaniel and touched a hand to his forehead. “Got to get some food into you,” she said. “I hope they bring us something more than that little bit of jam and bread that Hannah left behind.”

Elizabeth took some pillows from the bed to build a small fortress on the carpet. “I asked them to send up food,” she said, propping Lily there and gesturing for Daniel so she could sit him opposite his sister. “Perhaps these two will amuse themselves while we eat.”

“Where is Hannah?” Nathaniel asked.

“She went off with a little girl by the name of Jennet. Said they was goin’ to do some exploring.” Curiosity went to the windows and she stood there, leaning with one shoulder against the frame. “You see.” She pointed. “There they go now, barefoot the both of them.”

Elizabeth joined her at the window. Beyond the castle the mountains rose up, granite and heather against a smoke-blue sky. A beautiful day, but in the courtyard below, servants went about their business. Watermen at the well, a gardener with a muddy apron and a basket of greenery, a dairymaid arguing with a groom twice her size, jabbing her finger at him. And Hannah and the girl called Jennet were walking toward the stables just outside the gate, talking as they went.

“Who is she?”

“I don’ know exactly, but she’s a friendly little thing.”

The two of them made a strange pair—one tall with long blue-black braids; the other quick and small and white-blond—and still they looked like little girls anywhere on a summer’s day.

“Do you think it’s safe to let her wander off?” Elizabeth asked.

“Yes I do,” Curiosity said firmly. “Let her be a child for once.”

There were men working young horses in the paddocks to the northwest corner of the castle, but what interested Hannah more was the woodland that began just beyond the stables and ran up to the top of the mountain called Aidan Rig. There were pines, juniper, birch and oak, and a stream winding through it all. Somewhere in the distance there was the sound of waterfalls. Hannah would have liked to see them, but Jennet had other ideas: she headed straight for a sprawling oak, threaded her skirt through the waistband of her apron to free her legs, and began to climb, talking to Hannah over her shoulder as she went.

“This is my favorite climbin’ tree. I fell frae that branch”—she paused to point—“and broke my arm. But I was much younger then, and Simon was chasin’ me at the time.” She hopped from limb to limb until she arrived at the offending branch, where she settled herself with one arm slung companionably around the trunk.

“Are ye no’ comin’?”

It had been many months since Hannah had climbed a tree and she wanted to follow Jennet very badly, but she cast a look back toward the gates.

“Ye needna fash yersel’,” Jennet said. “We can see intae the courtyard frae here, should someone come lookin’ for ye.”

This was encouragement enough. She launched herself at the tree and in a minute she landed, a little winded, beside Jennet on a wide, flat branch. She wiggled her toes in the breeze and sniffed: pine sap and musk roses, woodbine and wild thyme, and no trace of salt water. The air hummed with bees at work, and she had never heard anything so musical.

From here Carryckcastle loomed even larger: too many rooms to count, and servants at work everywhere. Around them the mountain valley seemed strangely empty and glowing with color—purple heathers touched with yellow, gorse, scrub evergreens clinging to rocky slopes. Shadows shifted with the wind.

“Why are there trees here and not on those other mountains?”

Jennet cocked her head to one side and shrugged. “Nae man, nae woman,” she sang very softly. “Nae creature wad dare take an axe tae even a single tree o’ the wood on Aidan Rig. The whole ben belongs tae the Guid Neighbors.” And then putting her mouth even closer to Hannah’s ear: “A fairy place, ye ken. They come at dusk, dancin’ and singin’. Simon tolt me that the fairy queen hersel’ comes at dawn, lookin’ for bairns tae steal awa’.”

Hannah considered. She had heard tales of the fairies from her grandmother, and she was curious, indeed. But Jennet’s unwillingness to speak about them within their hearing was something to be taken seriously. She nodded.

“Who is Simon?”

Jennet rubbed her cheek against the tree trunk. “Simon was ma brither. He died o’ the putrid sair throat.” She pulled a leaf to fan herself, and it was exactly the same color as her eyes. Then she threw out her free arm as if to take in the whole world.

“Ye can see forever frae this spot.”

“Is this your hiding place?”

Jennet fluttered her fingers. “Ach, nae. Every bairn in Carryck has been up this tree, and their mithers and faithers afore ’em. There’s aye better places tae hide in the castle. Secret passages and hidey-holes and such.” She looked over her shoulder as if she expected to find someone behind her, listening.

Hannah didn’t doubt that the castle would be a good place to explore—it was as big as a village, after all. But she was glad to be out-of-doors right now and in no hurry to go back. Jennet seemed to understand this without being told.

She pointed to the castle and in a prim tone she said: “There’s a tower on each corner, do ye see? Closest tae us is Elphinstone Tower, there. Then comes Forbes Tower, then Campbell, and on the far corner is Johnstone. The pit is in Campbell Tower, but Elphinstone is my favorite.”

“Why is that?”

Jennet grinned. “That would be tellin’ when I’d much rather show ye. But no’ straightawa’.” She pointed with her chin to the northwest corner, where Hannah could just make out the beginnings of a kitchen garden, and a few women at work among the green. “They’ll put me tae weedin’, should I show my face.” The small nose crinkled. “I dinna like weedin’.”

“At home I would be in the cornfield,” Hannah said. “I’m tall enough for the hoe now.” And homesickness blossomed up hot and sour in her mouth. On their ride here she had seen not a single cornstalk, but at Lake in the Clouds it would already be standing as high as her brow, with beans winding up to provide shade for the squash growing below. This year her grandmother and aunt would celebrate the Three Sisters without her.

“Look,” said Jennet, pointing.

A few horses had appeared around the southeast corner of the castle, moving at a leisurely pace toward the open gates. Dogs trotted alongside them.

“The earl’s hounds,” Hannah said. “I saw them in Dumfries.”

“Aye,” said Jennet, getting ready to swing herself down. “And the wagons will be close behind.”

“Wagons?”

She paused and looked up so that the light coming through the leaves dappled her face. “Wi’ mair treasure,” she said. “Frae the Isis.”

•  •  •

“Your mother is a most irrational creature,” Elizabeth said to Lily. “Thousands of miles from home against our will, with no idea of how we will get away from this place or find your grandfather, no sign of the earl nor any word of explanation from him, and I can think of nothing but clean clothes and food.”

The baby was studying an ivory elephant, thumping the carpet with it to see what noise it would make, and then frowning in dissatisfaction. Her brother was more pleased with the bannock in his fist, which he was using to scrub his face. Neither of them seemed very concerned with her confession, or with their own grubbiness.

Curiosity had found a comfortable chair near the hearth. Without opening her eyes, she said, “Here they come now, a whole army of them, from the sound of it.”

Elizabeth bounded up from the floor before they could knock and wake Nathaniel. She composed her face and opened the door.

“Mrs. Bonner. Guid day.”

The woman before her was tiny, with the carriage and figure of a girl, though the lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth put her at far more than thirty. She was not so much beautiful as striking, with small, sharply defined features, eyes so light as to be almost colorless, and blond hair wound around her head in a thick braid. And at the waist of her simple gown—black for mourning?—she wore the ring of keys that were the mark of her role as housekeeper of Carryckcastle.

“Mrs. Hope.” Elizabeth smiled, even while her thoughts raced away, recounting all the housekeepers of her acquaintance at large houses and small throughout England. Every one of those who came to mind were women of more than fifty, having spent a lifetime growing into a position of responsibility and authority; few of them had any beauty left, if they had ever had it at all.

“I am sorry tae disturb you, Mrs. Bonner, but your things are come from Dumfries. If you would care tae take dinner in the dining room, the maids will see tae the unpacking.”

She had the composed manner of a woman who did not need to use her voice to make her wishes known, or have them followed. Utterly polite and deferential, but Elizabeth could not read the expression in her eyes. Because she does not wish me to. Dislike? Disdain? In another lifetime she would have wondered why this woman should bear her so little goodwill, but it did not matter: they would not be here long enough for her to make Mrs. Hope a concern.

Elizabeth said, “Does the earl wait for us at table?”

“The laird sends his apologies.”

Carryck had more important things to do than to speak to those people he had dragged across an ocean for his own pleasure. Irritation flooded through her, but Elizabeth smiled politely.

She said, “My husband is resting and must not be disturbed. We will take our dinner here.”

“Very well, madam. I’ll put the maids tae work in the dressing room.”

“Mrs. Hope.”

The housekeeper paused. “Madam?”

“Where exactly is the earl engaged?”

A discourteous question, but it did its work: some unchecked surprise flickered across her face.

“He is in the conservatory, madam.”

Elizabeth folded her hands before herself. “Is he? And I was planning to walk in that direction this afternoon, as the weather is so very fine.”

Mrs. Hope inclined her head. “As you wish, madam. Entirely as you wish.”

•  •  •

Fine damask and heavy silver, porcelain and crystal and solid, hearty food served by footmen who moved about the room in perfect symmetry. There was marrow broth thick with barley and peas, roast partridge, red cabbage, runner beans dressed with cream. Curiosity ladled broth into the babies, and Elizabeth filled Nathaniel’s bowl twice before he fell back into an uneasy sleep.

When the footmen had been dismissed, Elizabeth and Curiosity ate together while the twins rolled across the carpet, determined to perfect this new trick.

“Go on then,” said Curiosity when they had eaten as much as they could hold. “Go find the earl. You won’t rest until you talk to the man, anyway. The little ones are due for a nap, and I’ll just take my rest with them. I can keep an ear out for Nathaniel, ’case he needs anything.”

As tired as she was, Elizabeth knew that Curiosity was right; she was too much on edge to sleep. “Very well, but I must change first.”

“I’d say so,” Curiosity said with something close to her old grin. “A bath wouldn’t be the worst idea, neither.”

But in the dressing room Elizabeth found that the maids had been too thorough in their duties: both of her other gowns had been spirited away for cleaning. This news she had from Mally, who had stayed behind to begin the mending.

Elizabeth looked down at herself. It should not matter to her if the earl found her dowdy and poorly groomed, as long as he listened to what she had to say to him. And still it was very hard to go out among strangers in such a sorry state.

Mally was watching her with a puzzled expression. “The other gowns have been hung, mem.” She pointed with her sewing needle.

“Other gowns?” Even as Elizabeth turned she knew what she would find.

In the confusion of transporting their belongings here from the King’s Arms, someone had included Giselle Somerville’s trunks. The maids had unpacked them all, and now Giselle’s many morning gowns and evening dresses, shawls and capes and redingotes, had been carefully hung to shimmer white and silver, gold and green.

Her perfume, musk and lilac and something else, something sharper, clung to a brocade shawl that had been draped across a velvet settee. Silver-backed brushes had been carefully arranged on the dressing table, and a heavy-bottomed crystal flask caught the light to spin it into rainbows. Elizabeth picked up a small hand mirror with an elaborately engraved motto in the ivory and pearl handle: Sans Peur.

A woman without fear. For a moment Elizabeth found herself thinking of Giselle with envy.

The shelves were filled, too, with her hats and bonnets and gloves, scarves and petticoats, corsets and pelisses—exactly the kind of elegant dress that Elizabeth had always shunned. She had favored the simple Quaker gray that her mother had worn, and told herself that she did so out of admiration and rationality. But the truth was that she had left the finery to her younger and prettier cousins out of pride and—she could admit it now—pure willfulness. Her uncle Merriweather had called her a drab behind her back but within her hearing, and she had taken a perverse pleasure in his disapprobation.

Elizabeth sat down on an elegant little chair upholstered in blue and yellow brocade and considered. She should have all of it sent away, given to someone who knew nothing of Giselle and would be glad of such pretty things. It was what she wanted to do. But to indulge one kind of pride would mean sacrificing another, and at the moment she was more concerned about the earl than she was about Giselle Somerville, wherever she might be.

Mally took her hesitation for indecision, and clearing her throat gently she ventured to make a suggestion. “Shall I send for hot water, mem? Wad ye care tae bathe first?”

Elizabeth let out a soft sigh. “Yes,” she said, reaching out to run Mantua silk between her fingers. “Please do.”

The simplest of Giselle’s gowns was a clear lawn with a sash, bodice scarf, and shawl embroidered in silver and green. The matching kid slippers were slightly too small, but Elizabeth was glad of the distraction as she made her way down the grand stair. She felt like an imposter, awkward and out of place, and furious with herself for her timidity.

A scullery maid hurried by, pausing to curtsy without meeting Elizabeth’s gaze and then continuing on her way, a bucket of ashes thumping against her leg. Elizabeth followed at a safe distance, knowing that there would be some access to the gardens from the hall that led to the kitchen. It took a full five minutes to find it, but then she stepped into the warm summer afternoon.

The gardens were situated on the west side of the castle, protected from the winds that came up the mountain valley. Scotland was not known for its excessively fine weather, but the situation was one that would make the most of the sun. A large kitchen garden, flower beds in full bloom, apple trees and raspberry canes, and roses interplanted with lavender. An unusual and completely lovely effect, so different from the gardens of her childhood at Oakmere, where nature was subservient to geometry.

Someone had put a great deal of planning into the grounds; someone both sensible and with a keen eye for natural beauty. Appalina perhaps, or Marietta, she of the mysterious portraits.

For the first time in months Elizabeth was physically comfortable, freshly bathed and well dressed, her stomach full and the sunlight gentle on her back and shoulders. But she felt a little dizzy suddenly, and fought with the urge to turn back into the deep shadows of the hall and retreat, back to Nathaniel and Curiosity and the children. And how silly that was: once she had traveled alone through the endless forests, and here she stood trembling in the rose gardens at Carryckcastle.

She could not let herself be drawn into such a simple trap as a pleasing garden; she would not forget how she had come to be here. With new concentration, she started toward the conservatory that stood on the far side of a little stand of pear trees, its glass walls and roof reflecting bright in the sun. The gardens were not empty—men were at work weeding the beds and spreading manure, and far off she saw the Hakim, pushing a man in a wheeled chair. She paused to watch him, curious about this patient of his, an old man hunched forward. A maid came up and curtsied before him; he raised his hand to trace something in the air over her head.

“Might I be o’ any help, mem?” A gardener popped up before her so suddenly that she stepped back in alarm and pressed a hand to her heart.

“I didna mean tae startle ye, mem, please pardon me. I’m the head gardener, and I thoucht perhaps ye had questions—” The rims of his eyelids and the tips of his ears and nose were tinged pink and this gardener reminded her of a plump little rabbit.

“Not at all.” Hannah had once brought them information about the head gardener at Carryck, and Elizabeth searched her memory for the name. Whatever connections she could make to the staff might help later on, when the time came to leave.

“The earl is in the conservatory, Mr. Brown?”

His eyes widened in surprise. “Aye, mem. So he is. I expect he’ll be there aa day.” And apologetically: “He doesna like tae be disturbed when he’s workin’, mem.”

Elizabeth studied the rose before her. “I believe your brother serves on the Isis, does he not? Have you had a happy reunion with him?”

The little man’s look of surprise deepened. “I’ve no’ yet seen him, mem, but I hope he’ll be doon the village when I get hame. Do ye ken oor Michael, then?”

“A bit. My stepdaughter spent some time with him, and the bird he raised—”

“Sally,” supplied the gardener, grinning now.

“Yes, Sally.”

With a little flourish he held out a single rose between a thumb and forefinger stained green. “Gin it isna tae forward, mem …”

“Thank you,” said Elizabeth, accepting the blossom. “How pretty.”

“She’s aye bonnie tae look at, mem, but her smell is still sweeter.”

“Very sweet, indeed. Your roses thrive very well given the climate here, do they not?”

He nodded solemnly. “Aye, mem, so they do. But that’s the laird’s doin’, ye ken.”

“Is it?” Elizabeth could not help smiling. “Does His Lordship command the weather to his roses’ liking, then?”

The smooth brow crinkled under the straw brim. “There nivver was sic a mannie for growin’ things,” he said very seriously, looking toward the greenhouse. “Perhaps His Lordship will show ye his orchids, some day.”

“What a splendid idea, Mr. Brown. I’ll go now and ask him. Oh, and can you tell me—who was that elderly man in the wheeled chair? He’s gone now, but he was there just a minute ago, with Hakim Ibrahim.”

A pained expression flitted across Mr. Brown’s face, gone as soon as it came. “That must ha’ been Mr. Duppy, mem. A guest o’ the earl’s. He’s verra tender, ye see. In puir health.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” Elizabeth said. And then, still vaguely uneasy, she took her leave of Mr. Brown.

The conservatory was an enormous building made almost entirely of glass. It was cleverly designed, so that the panels that served as walls could be adjusted individually, pivoted and propped up to regulate temperature and air flow. Each was covered on the inside by a fine mesh, surely a convenience when the midges were biting.

And such a profusion of greenery: full-grown trees, flowering shrubbery, a long table of orchids—Elizabeth knew them only from books in her uncle’s library—under bell jars. A small red butterfly such as she had never seen before flitted by, and then another. There was no sign of the earl, but when she opened the door she heard voices.

“It looks like a wee monkey,” said a young girl’s voice. “For aa it’s got a purple neb.”

“Aye, and it’s near as much trouble as a monkey wad be,” said the earl. His tone was very different from the one Elizabeth had heard from him late in the night; he sounded perfectly at ease conversing with little girls.

Along the wall was a row of the potted ti-nain trees that the Hakim had tended so carefully on the deck of the Isis, come now to the end of their long journey. Elizabeth walked along, following the sound of the voices until she arrived at the work area in the very middle of the conservatory.

The earl sat at a high table, with Hannah and Jennet standing to either side. Their heads were bent for ward in concentration, and none of them took any note of her.

“Good afternoon.”

“Elizabeth!” Hannah turned to her, and held out a muddy hand. “Come see the earl’s new orchid. The Duke of Dorchester sent it to him, imagine.”

Carryck stood, and Elizabeth saw that she need not have worried about her gown—he was wearing a pair of old breeks and a loose linen shirt with a leather apron over all. His sleeves were rolled up to the elbow, and he looked like any other man in the middle of a day’s labor.

He nodded to her. “Guid day, madam.”

Elizabeth inclined her head and shoulders. “My lord Earl. And this must be Jennet?”

The child seemed to glow, all sun colored among the greenery. “Aye, mem,” she said. “But ye canna be the stepmother?” And she peered more closely, as if she hoped to see horns peeking out of Elizabeth’s hair.

“I am that,” Elizabeth admitted. “We are not all wicked.”

“How is my father?” Hannah asked, with a guilty expression that said she had not thought of him for a little while.

Elizabeth put a hand on her shoulder. “You needn’t worry. He has eaten, and he is sleeping. The Hakim will look in on him this afternoon.”

“Guid tidings,” said the earl.

Hannah was not an awkward child, but now she seemed truly at a loss, caught in this strange situation. I am ill at ease, too, Elizabeth wanted to say to her, but it would not do, not in front of Carryck.

Jennet seemed unaware of all of this. She looked between Hannah and Elizabeth with undisguised curiosity. “Have ye come tae see the tulips?”

“Oh, the tulips,” said Hannah, relieved at this change in subject. “See, Elizabeth, how they look like the Hakim’s turban.”

Rare tulips were exquisitely expensive, but here were at least a dozen, each in a pot of its own and in differing stages of bloom—and that out of season. It seemed that Carryck did have a gift for growing things.

“It is your diversion to cultivate tulips, my lord?”

He wiped his hands on a piece of sacking as he studied her. “My mither brought the roots wi’ her as a gift tae my faither when they married. They’ve been grown at Carryckcastle ever since.”

“They have names,” said Hannah. “Don Quevedo and Admiral Liefken and Henry Everdene and this one is Mistress Margret. Is that not odd? That a flower has a name but that a man might not.” She paused, throwing a wary look at the earl.

He peered at her with his brows drawn into a tight vee. “Aa God’s creatures have names, lass. My name is Carryck.”

Hannah met his gaze evenly. “But, sir, most people have first names. My grandfather is called Hawkeye or Dan’l Bonner and my father Wolf-Running-Fast or Nathaniel Bonner, but you—”

She glanced at Elizabeth, and then went on resolutely. “You are called ‘my lord’ or ‘sir,’ or ‘Carryck.’ And Carryck is the name of this place. It is as if my grandfather were called Hidden Wolf for the mountain where he lives.”

Jennet was very still, all her attention on the earl and what he might say. And since the earl seemed to have taken no offense at Hannah’s bold questioning, Elizabeth was quite interested, too, and content to stay out of the conversation for the time being.

“The difference is this,” said the earl. “Your grandfaither chose his place and made it his own while I was born tae Carryck. I belong tae the place as much as it belongs tae me.” He held up a finger to keep Jennet from interrupting, but the look he gave her was kindly.

“Now a man wha has a twisted leg may be called Cruikshank in our tongue, or one wha works the smithy may be called Gow, which is guid Scots as weel, and means ‘smith.’ Or a man called Donald may have a son, and that son might be called Donaldson or MacDonald or FitzDonald, all meanin’ ‘the son o’ Donald.’ My surname is Scott. The earliest o’ my ancestors that I ken was Uchtred FitzScott—Uchtred the son o’ Scott—and his son Richard took the surname Scott, as did most o’ the men wha descended from him.”

“But some men take their mither’s faither’s names.” Jennet pushed this out in a great rush.

The earl smiled at her, as if this knowledge of the complications of the family genealogy excused her interruption.

“That’s aye true. In the male line I descend from anither family, but one o’ my line wed a Scott and took her name along wi’ her lands. What ye must ken, lass, is this: in Scotland there’s naucht mair important than the land. Which is why so muny men left Scotland for the New Werld after the Rising. They were looking for a place where a man could settle his family, and claim new land.”

Hannah’s whole posture changed, uneasiness wiped away suddenly by anger. “Steal land,” she said stiffly. “From my mother’s people. From my people.”

“Hmpf.” One brow shot up and the earl sent Elizabeth a questioning glance.

She said, “The matter looks very different from the other side, my lord.”

“Aye, so it must.”

“Tell the rest o’ it!” Jennet said impatiently.

The earl cleared his throat. “And so in the Hielands and in much o’ the Lowlands the lairds are called after their lands. Ma surname is Scott but I’m called Carryck after the earldom I inherited frae my faither. The king calls me Carryck, my tenants call me Carryck, my wife called me Carryck. And you, my wee cousin, will call me Carryck, too.”

Jennet’s mouth fell open in surprise and then shut with an audible click. Elizabeth might have laughed at the sight, if she were not herself so surprised.

“Does Jennet call you Carryck?”

She laughed out loud at the idea. “Ma mither wad beat me for sic an impertinence,” she said. “And I wadn’t be allowed tae visit the greenhouse.” Something occurred to her, and she turned to Elizabeth, flashing her dimples.

“Wad ye like tae see the smelly tree?” she asked. “It stinks for aa the werld like a dog twa days deid in the sun.”

Elizabeth did not know what to make of this offer, but the earl resolved the dilemma for her.

“The lady dinna come here tae see the conservatory, lass. I expect she wants a word wi’ me.”

Elizabeth inclined her head. “If it is not too much of an imposition, my lord.”

“Och, ye canna talk tae the laird when he’s putterin’ aboot the greenhouse,” Jennet said, brushing a curl out of her eyes. “Ye might as weel try tae get a song oot of Admiral Liefken here.” And she wrinkled her nose at a tulip just on the verge of opening.

“Wheest, Jennet.” The earl’s mouth jerked at one corner, but his tone was stern. “Dinna forget your manners. I can weel spare time for our guest.”

“Ye’ll no’ want us here, then. Do ye care tae see the rest o’ the castle, Squirrel?”

“Jennet,” said Carryck, and the little girl drew up suddenly, as if she knew what he might say, and did not care to hear it.

“Ye’ll no’ be snoopin’ where ye dinna belong.”

She bobbed a quick curtsy. “Ne, my lord.”

“Verra weel. Awa’ wi’ the baith o’ ye.”

Hannah hesitated, but Elizabeth waved her on with a smile and then stood watching until the girls had disappeared into the rose garden. When they were gone she waited still, unsure where to begin now that she had the earl’s attention. Everything that she might say to him seemed suddenly too obvious for words.

He said, “I’ve had no word o’ the Leopard, if that’s what ye want tae hear.”

Elizabeth composed her face before she turned to him. “I was hoping you had, yes.”

“I’ve sent word tae Dundas, and tae the Admiralty, as weel. If there’s aught tae learn o’ the ship, it willna be lang.”

“Then you do not know if the Leopard was involved in this recent battle with the French?” It was a fear she had not yet spoken aloud, one she had not even shared with Nathaniel.

The earl’s expression was unreadable. “I canna say.”

“Then perhaps I might ask another question, my lord.”

He worked his thumbs against the edge of his leather apron. “Wad it no’ be better tae wait wi’ this conversation until your guidman is recovered?”

“I am quite capable of asking questions without my husband’s assistance, my lord.”

“O’ that I ha’ nae doubt,” he said dryly.

She clasped her hands together before her to keep them from shaking. “Perhaps you could tell me why it is that you have gone to such trouble and expense to bring us here, against our will and inclination.”

His eyes narrowed. “Ye ken full weel, madam.” Something hard had come into his tone, and he looked now more like the man she had met last night, the one who had commanded his men with so few words. But if she let him intimidate her at the beginning of these negotiations for their freedom, they would be here a very long time.

She said, “My lord. Neither my husband nor his father have any interest in claiming Carryck. And even if they were interested, why should they be given precedence over your own daughter?”

His neck flushed a mottled red. “I have no daughter.” The earl spoke unaccented English for the first time, keen-edged and stark.

“Really? As I understand it, your daughter Lady Isabel married one Walter Campbell.” And even as she said that name aloud, she recalled the confusion at the inn while Nathaniel lay bleeding on the floor. The earl had said the same name: Walter’s men are behind this. And then he had sent his own men out to find the dragoons who had come so close to killing Nathaniel.

Walter’s men are behind this. Surely there were many men named Walter in Scotland; the earl could not have been speaking of that Walter Campbell who was married to his only daughter. And yet she saw on his face that this was exactly whom he meant.

All the warnings of the past few months came back to her: the Campbells wanted Carryck, and they would do anything to achieve that end. The dragoons who had kidnapped Mac Stoker and shot Nathaniel were Walter Campbell’s men, and acting on his orders.

“My lord!”

The young man called Lucas was at the door, hesitating there as if the greenhouse were forbidden territory.

“My lord, Davie and the others are come, and they’ve brung the men ye wanted wi’ them.” He sent Elizabeth a nervous glance.

“The dragoons,” Carryck said to Elizabeth, taking off his apron.

Lucas swallowed hard to catch his breath. “Will ye come, my lord?”

“Aye. Where’s Moncrieff?”

“Still doon the village, my lord.”

“Send for him.”

Elizabeth said, “My lord, I would like to be there when you question the dragoons.”

He glanced down at her. “That’s no’ possible, madam. Unless ye’ve got the gift o’ communin’ wi’ the deid.”

Coming out of the sun into the shadows of the Great Hall, Hannah shivered. It was the biggest room she had ever seen, as long and more than twice as wide as the longhouse of the Wolf clan where her mother had been born, a space where eighty and sometimes as many as a hundred people worked and ate and slept. This Great Hall was empty but for tables and chairs, and more surprising still, it had colored glass windows that threw great patches of deep red and blue and gold down on the flagstone floor.

“Come on!” Jennet hissed, taking Hannah by the hand to pull her along. They passed through an open door into a hall and stopped. Jennet went up on tiptoe to whisper in her ear.

“The door makes an awfu’ creak.”

Hannah wanted to ask why they had to be quiet if no one was near to hear them, but Jennet was already working the latch with complete concentration, the tip of her tongue caught between her teeth as she wiggled it ever so carefully back and forth. Finally the latch gave with a small squeak and the door opened just wide enough for them to slip through into Elphinstone Tower.

Stairs wound upward in a spiral, sunlight falling in dusty bars through a small window at the first turning. Their bare feet made no noise on the cool stone, but Hannah’s heart beat so loud in her ears that she feared that the men in the courtyard might hear it, as she could hear their voices. She wondered if this was one of the places that the earl had been speaking of when he had fixed Jennet with his stern expression. But it could not be; she seemed so much at ease, and not at all afraid.

They came to a small landing with a single door, tall and rounded at the top with a candle sconce to either side, but they passed by and continued up the winding stairs. Another door just like the first, and then at the very top was a third and final door, and here Jennet stopped. She made a funny little bow as she worked the latch, and ushered Hannah in.

A large room, but almost empty. A few trunks and a lopsided chair, a rolled-up carpet. It was full of light, with windows on three sides.

“This is my secret place,” Jennet said proudly. “Ye can see the whole valley frae here, and the courtyard and the dairy and the stables and everythin’.”

It was a wonderful room, and Hannah told her so. “Does no one ever look for you here?”

A thoughtful look came over Jennet’s face. “Did ye take note o’ the first chamber we passed?”

Hannah nodded.

“It belonged tae the lady.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “When she died, he locked the door and put up the key.”

“And since then you’ve never seen inside?” Hannah asked.

“She died afore I was born.”

“And no one else has been inside since her death?”

“Naebodie drawin’ breath,” said Jennet, with a significant nod.

“Ghosts?”

“Aye,” said Jennet. “They say the lady sits at the window at dusk, watchin’, wi’ her dog beside her.”

“Who says this?” Hannah asked. She was perfectly willing to believe that the lady’s ghost lived in the tower, but she was also very curious about the details.

“MacQuiddy.”

MacQuiddy was the house steward, a crooked old man with a single tuft of white hair and a red nose. Jennet had pointed him out to Hannah when she showed her the kitchens, but he had been too deep in an argument with the cook to take note of them.

“Does he know about the ghosts, then?”

“MacQuiddy is aulder than the laird,” Jennet said, fluttering her fingers. “He kens everythin’. Exceptin’ my secret place.” She said this very firmly, as if she expected Hannah to argue the opposite.

“My grandmother says that only guilty people are afraid of ghosts.” And white people, Hannah might have added.

“Och, it’s no’ the ghosts that keep people awa’ frae Elphinstone Tower—it’s the laird. He has a devilish sharp way when a temper’s on him.”

Hannah could well imagine this—she had seen his face last night, when it was not clear how serious her father’s injuries really were. But in spite of the fact that Jennet knew this side of the earl, she did not really seem at all worried about his temper. It was hard to know if this was foolhardiness, or simple faith in her own ability to charm.

“Come, look,” she said, drawing Hannah to the window.

Jennet drew in a sharp breath, but it took longer for Hannah to make out what was happening in the courtyard below.

A group of men were gathered in a rough circle, and at their feet two men lay sprawled on the cobblestones. One of them stared up blankly into the summer sky, and even from this distance Hannah could see that his eyes were mismatched: the left was normal, and the right a bloody starburst. His mouth was contorted in a surprised O.

“Walter’s men, the ones wha’ shot yer faither. Baith deid,” said Jennet calmly.

Hannah jerked back from the window. “How do you know that those are the men who shot my father?”

Jennet wrinkled her brow at such a strange question. “Because the laird ordered his men oot after the dragoons wha’ kidnapped the pirate and shot yer da. Are ye no’ glad they’re deid?”

“Of course I’m glad,” Hannah said. And wondered why she was not.

The earl came striding into the courtyard and into the circle around the bodies. He stood looking down while one of the men spoke for some time. He had a high voice for a man, and it carried to them in bursts. “The Moffat road,” Hannah heard, and “Walter.”

“Davie likes tae spin a tale,” observed Jennet. “He took a wild boar the winter past and the tellin’ o’ it lasted longer than the hunt.”

The earl seemed to have heard enough, for he walked away.

“What will they do with the bodies?”

Jennet shrugged. “Why, the men will drop them on Breadalbane’s doorstep. A message, ye see, that yer faither and the rest o’ ye are under the laird’s protection.”

Hannah thought of Thaddeus Glove, who had been hanged in Johnstown for shooting an exciseman in the back, and of the Kahnyen’kehàka woman called White-Hair who had suffered the same fate for stabbing a soldier, even though the man had survived. She thought of Runs-from-Bears, who might have gone to the gallows for putting the Tory with notched ears in his grave, where he could make no more moccasins. She wondered if no one would be arrested for the murder of the two dragoons, or if the feuding between clans was so common that others stood back and let them get on with it. It was an interesting idea, that the Scots might turn out to be like the Hodenosaunee when it came to blood vengeance, but somehow Hannah understood that this question should not be asked, at least not of Jennet.

From the courtyard below them came a voice Hannah recognized: Angus Moncrieff. A shudder ran up her spine at the sound, and she touched a finger lightly to Jennet’s sleeve. “I had better go back. I would like to be there when Hakim Ibrahim visits my father.”

Jennet had stepped back from the window, her arms wound around herself. Her complexion had gone suddenly pale beneath her suntanned skin. “Aye,” she said. “I’ll come, too, gin ye dinna mind.”

Nathaniel dreamed of Angus Moncrieff. They were in the Montréal gaol again, alone this time, and Moncrieff was singing in the strong, echoing beat of a Kahnyen’kehàka war song.


Were I m’self sixteen years old,
Were I as I would fain be,
Were I m’self sixteen years old
I’d gang m’self with Charlie.



Outside a human form hung heavy from the gallows on a rope that creaked in the wind. In the way of dreams the wall was no barrier at all, and Nathaniel watched as the body turned to show him his father’s face: slack in death, familiar and strange at once. Moncrieff watched, too, the brown eyes quick and eager under heavy lids.

In his fist was his grandfather’s war club and it seemed to move on its own, up and through the air to meet Moncrieff’s skull just above the left eye, the shock of bone giving way shooting up his arm and into his own skull with a dull crack. And then Nathaniel saw that it wasn’t Moncrieff at all but Adam MacKay, grinning at him with bloodied teeth.

He woke in a sweat. His head hurt, and the wounds in his shoulder and leg throbbed with the beat of his heart.

Hakim Ibrahim stood next to the bed, and beside him Elizabeth in a gown he had never seen, some strange fabric that seemed to float around her. Curiosity’s hand was on his cheek, long and cool.

“Hannah?” His voice cracked and wobbled like an old man’s.

“I just saw her in the courtyard. She should be here any moment.”

“I dreamed of Moncrieff.”

“He’s just come from the village,” said Elizabeth. “We could hear his voice below the window. Perhaps you heard him in your sleep.”

“I dreamed of him,” Nathaniel repeated dully.

“Fever dreams,” said the Hakim. “It was to be expected.”

He closed his eyes against the light. “My father?”

“No word yet. I did speak with the earl.”

Curiosity made a noise in her throat. “Drink this tea, now. The earl ain’t goin’ nowhere, and neither are you until this fever has settled.”

He took the cup from her and swallowed the bitter tea, and then she filled it again and he emptied that too. His stomach roiled in protest and for a moment he thought he would bring it all up again. When it settled, he lay back against the pillows and reached out to touch Elizabeth.

“Tell me about Carryck.”

“Yes, go on and tell him,” said Curiosity. “Take his mind off what we got to do here.”

What Elizabeth had to report was quickly told, and none of it good.

The Hakim’s attentions to his shoulder made him break into a new sweat, but he kept his gaze focused on Elizabeth. “You think this Walter Campbell is the daughter’s husband?”

“Yes. It makes sense, and explains quite a lot. Perhaps the Hakim can tell us for certain …”

The surgeon did not look up from his work, but he nodded. “Lady Isabel eloped to marry Walter Campbell, Curator to Lady Flora of Loudoun.”

“And thus the earl decided to send Moncrieff to find Hawkeye.” Elizabeth supplied the rest of it.

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell us this before?” Nathaniel asked.

Hakim Ibrahim met his gaze. “Would it have made any difference?”

Nathaniel’s tongue felt suddenly thick in his mouth, and it was hard to focus on Elizabeth’s face although she was close enough to touch. Outside the window the murmur of voices rose and fell again.

“What’s that noise?”

“The earl’s men,” said Elizabeth. “The dragoons who shot you are dead. Apparently he means to send a message to the Campbells.”

“And to us,” said Curiosity. “The man don’t like to be crossed. As if we didn’t know that ourselves.”

Nathaniel was more tired now than he could ever remember being but he reached out and took Curiosity’s wrist. It was cool to his touch and solid and when she looked at him he saw that she was pleased with herself.

“What was in that tea besides willow bark for fever?”

She lifted one brow. “What you need.”

“I need to get us away from this place.”

“That’s true enough. I expect you to get me home, and right quick. But you cain’t do it dead, Nathaniel Bonner. Now sleep.”

“You haven’t left me any say in it.” His own voice was thick in his ears.

Elizabeth leaned over him and her smell—milky sweet and summer flowers—came to him. At this moment he could think of nothing else in the world that he wanted except to pull her down beside him and keep her there. He could think of it, but his arms were suddenly too heavy to lift.

“I’m here,” she said. “I’ll stay with you.”

Hannah was disappointed to find her father asleep, and then immediately ashamed of herself when she stood beside his bed. His color was bad, and the sheen of sweat on his brow told her something she had not wanted to contemplate.

“Fever.”

“Yes. But he is very strong.” The Hakim sat beside the bed, and he gave her the kind of reassuring smile she had seen him give before, when there were no promises he could make.

“I should have been here.”

From her spot near the door Jennet said, “I shouldna ha’ kept ye sae lang.”

Hannah jerked in surprise as Elizabeth took her by the elbow and steered her away from the bed.

“Hannah Bonner,” she said in her primmest schoolmistress voice. There was a line between her brows that Hannah had not often seen, and did not care to see now. “What is this foolishness?”

In her surprise, Hannah glanced at Curiosity. But there was no help to be had from her; she looked quite in agreement with Elizabeth.

“But—”

“Do not interrupt me. Do you think that hand-wringing will help your father? When he wakes he will want to hear all about the castle. Will you be ready to answer his questions?”

Hannah blinked hard, and then she nodded. “Yes.”

“Yes?”

It was not like Elizabeth to be unfair, and Hannah felt herself flush with frustration. “We’ve only been here a few hours,” she said. “By tomorrow I’ll know more.”

“Aye,” volunteered Jennet, coming to her aid. “I’ll show her whatever she cares tae see.”

“Good,” said Elizabeth, more calmly. “Your father will be very glad of it.” She pushed out a long breath and Hannah saw suddenly how very worried Elizabeth was. She saw too that nothing she could say would help.

“The two of you might take the twins out into the garden for an hour. I will manage here well enough.”

Curiosity said, “That’s a fine idea. I’ll come along, too.”

There was a bit of sloping lawn that ran from the gardens down toward the dairy, and they settled there in the shifting shadows of a rowan tree.

“A pretty place,” Curiosity said, spreading her skirts out around herself. “Cain’t deny that.”

Jennet sat beside her with Daniel in her lap. She was studying Curiosity’s hand where it lay on the grass, palm up and fingers slightly curved. Hannah wondered what Jennet found so interesting, and so did Curiosity.

“Ain’t you ever seen an African before?”

Jennet leaned over to look more closely at Curiosity’s palm. “The Marquis o’ Montrose came tae call on the laird, last summer it was, and he had a Moor for a footman. But I dinna see him sae close,” she said. “Why are ye broon on one side and pale on the ither?”

Curiosity shrugged, and examined her own hand. “I have wondered that myself. When I get to the other side I’ll be sure to ask the Lord what He had in mind.”

Jennet propped Daniel on the ground beside Lily, and steadied him with one hand to see if he might sit on his own. He would not, but he found it a good game, and chuckled with great satisfaction each time she caught him and brought him back upright. She said, “I like your idea o’ heaven. Imagine, askin’ any question.”

“I guess you’d keep the Almighty busy talkin’ for a good while,” said Curiosity, but there was real affection in her tone. Then she looked over at Hannah.

“You mighty quiet, Squirrel. Worried about your daddy?”

“A little. And about Elizabeth.”

“No need,” Curiosity said, holding up her face to the sun. “She’ll settle, soon as his fever breaks.” And then, without turning her head, she said, “Jennet, child. Now tell me, ain’t that Mrs. Hope your mama?”

Hannah pulled up in surprise. It was true that Jennet had never mentioned her own family beyond her brother, Simon, and now she wondered why she would have been silent on that subject. Curiosity had come to the same question, and she was after something—Hannah had seen her at work too many times to mistake her tone.

“Aye.” Jennet was preoccupied with Daniel, and she did not seem to mind Curiosity’s questions.

“And she’s a widow woman?”

“Aye,” said Jennet. “Widowed young.”

“Now that’s too bad,” Curiosity said, ignoring Hannah’s pointed frown and moving right ahead to what she wanted to know.

“So it’s just you and your mama.”

“Granny Laidlaw’s doon the village,” said Jennet. “She’s like you.”

Curiosity drew up in surprise. “How is that?”

“Canny,” said Jennet.

“I thank you kindly for the compliment,” Curiosity said. “Now I suppose as young as you are, you wouldn’t remember nothing ’bout this Isabel I hear tell about.”

Jennet turned to look at Curiosity, and something much older than her years was there in her eyes. “Ye want tae hear how it is she ran off wi’ a Breadalbane?”

Hannah gave Curiosity a triumphant look. Jennet was too clever to be wheedled out of a story, and Curiosity had underestimated her. But she wasn’t displeased to have been outmaneuvered, and she gave Jennet a wide smile.

“Why, yes. I would.”

“They’d beat me for even sayin’ her name. The earl forbids it. Auld Nick was sent awa’ oot o’ service for talkin’ aboot her in MacQuiddy’s hearin’.”

“Then we won’t ask.” Hannah met Curiosity’s raised brow with a furrowed one of her own.

“Och, I’ll tell ye what I ken,” said Jennet with an easy shrug. “It’s no’ verra much. A summer’s night, it was. He was waitin’ for her below—” She pointed with her chin toward the village. “I dinna ken how it was that she ever came tae meet a Breadalbane. My mither could tell ye, but she willna speak o’ it.”

“Were they good friends, then?” Hannah asked, drawn into this story almost against her will.

“Aye,” said Jennet. “As close as sisters ever were. The earl sent his men oot tae bring her hame, but it was too late. Nae sign o’ the lady until the spring, when she sent word that she was wi’ child. The marriage couldna be undone, then, ye see.”

“And I suppose these Campbell-Breadalbane folk all got tails and horns,” Curiosity said.

Jennet fixed her with a serious expression. “Horns and tails, aye. I wadna doubt it. They like tae cut men’s throats and leave them for the corbies.”

“Bad blood,” said Hannah. “The kind that starts wars.”

“O’ course,” said Jennet, with a little bit of a smile. “We’re Scots, aye?”

There was the sound of cart wheels on the gravel path that came around the corner of the castle, and Jennet’s whole face broke into a smile. She jumped up so that Daniel tumbled over with an insulted squawk. In a quick swoop she grabbed him up and handed him to Hannah.

“It’s Monsieur Dupuis,” Jennet said, turning to wave. “And the Hakim.”

It was not a cart, as Hannah had thought, but a cross between a cushioned chair and a wheelbarrow. In it sat an old man hunched forward, his legs covered with a rug. The Hakim had been pushing, but he stopped to return Jennet’s greeting.

“He’s come out tae take the fresh air. Come along, I must introduce ye.” And she skipped off ahead.

By the time they had gathered up the babies and made their way to the little group, Jennet was deep in conversation. She broke off in mid-sentence to make the introductions.

Monsieur Dupuis was a friend of the earl’s and—if Hannah understood Jennet correctly—a permanent houseguest. But Hannah found it hard to concentrate on what Jennet had to say, because she could not look away from the stranger. This must be the man Elizabeth had seen in the garden. She had spoken of him as a very old man, and Hannah had seen him that way, too, at first, but now she saw she had been mistaken. He was middle-aged, but worn thin by pain—a man bent close to breaking. He was the kind of pale O’seronni who suffered most in the sun, burning again and again. Now, between his eyes a nest of dark moles seethed like milling wasps. There was another cluster on his jaw, and a larger one wrapping around his neck and reaching down into his clothing. They were like nothing she had ever seen before: black as tar, ulcerated and ragged, and she understood somehow that they would be the death of him. A cancer, one that grew inward from the skin rather than beginning deep inside the body.

She saw the truth of it in Curiosity’s face, and in the Hakim’s; now Hannah understood why he had disappeared so quickly from the Isis—the earl had sent for him in the hope that he could do something for this friend. And Hakim Ibrahim had disappointed them, because Monsieur Dupuis was beyond helping. O’seronni did not sing death songs, but maybe they would listen to his stories from the shadowlands and give him comfort that way.

The Frenchman was holding out a hand toward her, fingers twitching, to draw her closer. Hannah came, and bent her head to his.

In Kahnyen’kehàka he said, “Little sister, you are very far from home.”

She jerked away as if he had snapped his teeth at her. “You speak my language,” she said. “Why do you speak my language?” She said it in English, to deny him what he was trying to claim for himself.

“Monsieur Dupuis lived for many years among your people,” said Jennet, her smile fading away into confusion.

Hannah sent Curiosity a pleading glance and saw the same unease and suspicion that she knew must be plain on her own face. “My people? Among my people?”

“I thought ye’d be pleased,” said Jennet sadly.

Curiosity shifted Lily and put a hand on Jennet’s shoulder, but she spoke to the Frenchman. “Now, that’s right interesting, monsieur. How’d you come to spend time with the Mohawk?”

But his gaze stayed on Hannah. In an English that was more Scots than French he said, “I knew your mother, Sings-from-Books. You are very like her. Your great-grandmother, Made-of-Bones. Is she still living?”

Hannah stepped back farther, clutching Daniel so that he squirmed in protest. “Did you tell him, Jennet? Did you tell him about my mother’s people?”

The Frenchman held up a pale hand, and it trembled slightly. “She told me nothing, child. There is no reason to fear. None at all. As soon as your father is well enough, he and I must talk.”

“You know my father.”

“Yes.”

Hannah felt the first flush of relief. Her father would know this man, or he would not. In either case, things would be made clear, and it would not fall to her to decide if Monsieur Dupuis was friend or enemy.

The Frenchman was watching her, and Hannah had the disturbing feeling that he read her thoughts. In Kahnyen’kehàka he said, “Tell Wolf-Running-Fast that I send my greetings. It has been many years, but he will remember me. As I remember him. Will you tell him?”
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For a day and a night the mountain called Aidan Rig pulled a soft rain about itself. Carryckcastle was wrapped in mists, set apart from the rest of the world just as Elizabeth isolated herself in Lady Appalina’s bedchamber while she watched over Nathaniel and waited for his fever to break.

They roused him to take broth or the Hakim’s willow-bark tea; he seemed disoriented but always asked about his father and the children. Then he fell away again into dreams that made him twitch and flail. Elizabeth did not know how to reassure or comfort him, for his worries were real ones and they occupied her own dreams, when she could sleep at all.

The Hakim came every few hours. He brought tisanes, compresses soaking in bowls of scented water, and leeches for Nathaniel’s thigh, which was bruised from knee to hip. Together he and Curiosity cleaned and disinfected the shoulder wound once again and left it open to the air. Hannah watched, her dark eyes unreadable. Elizabeth held Nathaniel’s hand, flinching at the heat of him, like a fire laid too well, one that threatened to overwhelm the hearth that contained it.

The maids brought a steady stream of hot food, tea, and clean winding cloths for the babies. Elizabeth nursed them when they were hungry, handed them over to Curiosity or Hannah, and went back to Nathaniel’s bedside.

The second night, and still his fever would not break. Elizabeth made no pretense of sleeping.

Sitting beside him, she read through the little journal they had written together on the Isis, but no amount of examination turned up any word about this Frenchman whom Hannah and Curiosity had met in the garden. From their description it sounded as if it must be the same man she had seen with the Hakim. In her mind’s eye she watched him draw a cross in the air in front of the maid who had curtsied so deeply before him. The sign of the cross.

When the Hakim next came to see Nathaniel, she asked him about this Dupuis, and got little satisfaction.

“A business associate of the earl’s—a permanent guest,” he said. “Ill unto death.”

It should have put her vague uneasiness to rest—the earl’s business associates would be merchants like himself. But if the man was a permanent fixture, why had none of the sailors who came from Carryck or Carryckton ever mentioned him in Hannah’s hearing?

Neither was there any mention of Mrs. Hope, Elizabeth reminded herself. And still she could not help thinking of a summer night just a year ago at Lake in the Clouds. A night so calm and hot that they could not sleep, a moth fluttering in the light of a single candle, its shadow dancing frantically on the timbered ceiling. Nathaniel, stretched out on the bed in nothing more than a breechclout, telling her stories of the Kahnyen’kehàka at Good Pasture: There was a priest living in the village then, a Frenchman who went by the name Father Dupuis. We called him Iron-Dog.

Dupuis was a common name. Nathaniel’s Father Dupuis and the earl’s Monsieur Dupuis need have nothing to do with one another. Canada was full of French trappers who traded with the Kahnyen’kehàka. Nathaniel seemed to know every man who ever sold a fur from Québec to New-York, and this Monsieur Dupuis would be one of them. It made so much more sense than the idea of a French priest spending his last days at Carryckcastle.

When Nathaniel was himself again—tomorrow, she was sure of it—he would tell her exactly that, and she could put this Monsieur Dupuis away, another detail of the earl’s life to be set aside with his tulips and Lady Isabel’s unhappy alliance.

Somewhere in the depths of the house a clock chimed midnight. She checked on the babies, asleep in a cradle that had been put in the dressing room, and stood for a moment listening to them breathe before she wandered back through the bedchamber to the window.

The casement opened silently, and she wrapped her arms around herself in pleasure as the cool air touched her face. There was a waxing moon and a breeze that brought the scent of fresh hay with it. An imprudent whim, this fondness she had for the night air; she could hear Aunt Merriweather sniffing in disgust—but it was a comfort to her.

A lantern cast a puddle of light at the courtyard gate where a guard leaned up against the wall, supporting his weight with one hand. Elizabeth could not see the person in the shadows, but it must be a woman, to judge by the tilt of his head. A young woman, one he was hoping to bed, or perhaps they were both too much in a hurry to wait.

The earl was awake too. The windows of his chamber—Jennet had pointed them out to her—were still lit. It was almost a comfort, to know that he slept no more soundly than did his unwilling guests.

A figure passed the window, but one too small and finely made to be the earl. Elizabeth stilled her breath and watched. And again: a woman in white at the window, and there was something about her bearing that spoke of ease and familiarity.

And what does it matter if someone shares the earl’s bed? she asked herself sternly, and had no answer.

“Boots. What are you looking at?”

She pressed a fist to her heart to calm it. “Just the courtyard.”

“Come here.”

His eyes were clear, and when he took her hand his skin was cool to the touch.

“Your fever has broken,” she said, her knees buckling with relief.

“Did you think I was going to die on you?”

She climbed up to sit beside him. “Of course not.”

“Liar.” A drop of blood appeared on his lower lip, fever-cracked.

“You would not dare,” she said indignantly, wiping it away with her thumb.

It won her a weak smile. “You’re sounding more like yourself, Boots.”

“Peevish? Impatient?”

“Now you’re fishing for compliments.”

“But of course,” she said, making an effort to tidy the bedclothes. “For what else do I live and breathe?”

He squeezed her wrist. “I won’t die on you. Not for another forty years or so.”

She nodded, because she did not trust her voice.

Nathaniel flexed his arm gingerly, and made an attempt to bend his knee. “I feel like somebody took a war club to me. How long have I been out, anyway?” His fingers rasped over his beard stubble. “A while, I guess.”

“Almost two days.”

“That long. Any word?”

She shook her head. “None at all.”

“Don’t matter. They’re nearby.”

This brought her up short. “Who is nearby?”

“My father, and Robbie. The look on your face, Boots. You think I’m out of my head with the fever.”

“Are you?” She reached for his brow and found it damp, but still cool to the touch. “I expect you’ve been dreaming.”

He drew her hand down to press his mouth to her palm. “That I have.”

“Go back to sleep,” she said. “And dream us away from here.”

He tugged her closer. “I sleep better with you next to me.”

She did not argue, but leaned over to blow out the candle and then settled herself against the pillows.

“Nathaniel,” she said. She resisted the question pushing upward from her gut; afraid to put it into words, afraid of what he might have to say.

“Hmmm?” He was already half asleep.

“Do you remember telling me about the Father Dupuis who lived at Good Pasture?”

If he found this question strange, he hid his surprise in a yawn. “Iron-Dog. What brings him to mind?”

A Catholic priest in Protestant Scotland, and what that might mean about Carryck. About all of this.

“What happened to him?”

She felt him trying to come awake enough to answer. “He got killed trying to convert the Seneca, I think it was. I suppose that’s what he was looking for all along.”

Elizabeth curled toward him on her side, as close as she could come without disturbing his wounds. She said, “Are you certain?”

But he had already slipped back into his dreams, and she was left to her own.

“Please come,” Jennet said, hopping from one foot to the other and managing somehow to eat a handful of berries at the same time. “Ye havena seen the village, and there’s a band o’ players come, jugglers and aa. We’ll be back afore dusk.”

Hannah considered. She was curious about the village, and at the same time the thought was a little frightening, to be so far away from her people. What if her grandfather should come? What if her father should fall back into his fever?

“Yer da is ever sae much better. He’s said it hissel’,” Jennet reminded her. “Are ye no’ curious tae see Gaw’n Hamilton ride the stang?”

It was a tempting thought. A man whose wife had caused trouble in the village was to be punished for his laxity, by the minister’s decree. From Jennet’s colorful descriptions, it sounded to Hannah as if he would have to run a gauntlet of sorts, but one where the townspeople used words rather than clubs to make their mark.

“I’ll get my shoes,” Hannah said, suddenly resolved.

“Ach, dinna fash yersel’ aboot shoon,” said Jennet, sticking out one dusty foot to wiggle her toes. “We’ll gang doon the brae i’ the cart and come back the same road. Come on then, or Geordie will be awa’ wi’oot us.”

“I should say good-bye—”

“Ye’ve done that already,” Jennet said impatiently. “Come on!”

Geordie did not want them crowding him on the driver’s box, so they had to share the cart with a pair of nanny goats that bleated so loud and long that there was little chance for conversation. But Hannah did not mind; she was glad of this little time to herself. She liked Jennet tremendously, but she had so many stories to tell and so much information to share that sometimes it was hard to keep track of it all. Now while the cart rocked and jolted down the mountainside Hannah stood with a goat nosing her skirts, and watched to see what news she could take back to her father.

A carriage passed them where the mountain road broadened at the outskirts of the village. The liverymen were in brown and gold, and one of them stared at her as they went by. Jennet raised her voice. “Wha is that, Geordie?”

Geordie was a thick young man with a blank look about him, but he provided information willingly enough. He twisted a shoulder toward her. “A gentleman come tae see the laird, says MacQuiddy.”

“English?”

He shook his great shaggy head. “French.”

Hannah might have asked him more about the visitor, but they had come into the heart of the village. Saturday market had filled the lanes, and the cart slowed and then stopped in the thick of it. Jennet jumped down from the cart and Hannah followed.

“Be back afore the kirk clock strikes four,” Geordie shouted after them. “Or ye’ll walk hame, ye wee gilpies!”

Jennet spun on her heel to wrinkle her nose and stick her tongue out at him. “Dinna lose aa yer coin at the cockfight, Geordie, or MacQuiddy will box yer lugs.” And they slipped into the crowd before he could seek revenge.

They wound their way along among the marketers while Hannah tried to take in all at once. It was not much different than market in Johnstown, the same haggling and laughter and clink of coin. Chickens and piglets, kale, carrots. A sullen young girl with a rash of pimples on her chin stood behind a table to brush the flies away from treacle tarts. A little boy was tied to the table’s leg with a hang of dirty rope, crying piteously and rubbing his eyes with a dirty fist.

Jennet seemed to know every person by name, and everyone had something to say to her even while they studied Hannah—some shyly, some with open curiosity.

“How d’ye fend, wee Jennet?”

“Whit fettle, lass? And how fares the laird this day?”

“Will ye no’ come an’ see oor Harry, Jennet? He’s hame frae the Isis wi’ muny a tale tae tell.”

She answered them all with a few words and a smile, and it was clear to see that Jennet was a great favorite in Carryckton.

Near an alehouse two men were juggling eggs, sending them in endless circles in the air with flicks of the wrist. One was as tall as Robbie MacLachlan; the other barely came to his knees, although he was full bearded and the short fingers that worked the eggs were covered with dark hair. Bells jangled at their elbows and knees and they bantered with the crowd, hardly watching their work.

Just around the corner a rough stage had been put up, and the traveling players had drawn a good crowd.

“Let’s bide a while,” whispered Jennet. Hannah had never seen a play, and so she was happy to watch as a young man with his face painted to look like an old man held out a vial of cloudy yellow liquid. He threw his voice out in a reedy wobble over the audience:


Sir doctor, please be sae kind and examine this piss
Wi’ ma bonnie young dauchter there’s somethin’ amiss
She stays tae her bed aa the night, aa the day
Turns awa fra’ her food, an’ does naethin’ but lie
aboot in a hoose which is naucht but a mess
Can this be the plague; can ye hazard a guess?



Hannah had learned something from the Hakim about examining urine to diagnose an illness, and she was very curious as to what this doctor would say. With the rest of the crowd she leaned forward. He rocked back and forth on his heels and stroked his beard thoughtfully with one hand while he patted a round belly with the other. With each pat a small puff of feathers escaped from the juncture of breeches and coat, but the audience seemed not to mind.


Your ailing wee dauchter is a servant, I see
She takes her work verra seriously
She swabs the floors and cooks the food
But the hired man is the cause o’ her mood
When she bent ower her work he pressed his point
Tae a well laid table he added a joint
Tae carve her meat he supplied the blade
For a bluidy gash just as she bade
Soon her belly will grow and swell
Nivver fear! in the spring aa will be well.
Your bonnie Kate is no’ alone,
Young and limber, muny maidens moan.
They curse and vomit and wring their hands
’Tis a problem that’s growing across the land!



The crowd laughed, but Jennet pulled Hannah away, sniffing loudly in her displeasure. “Kate o’ Lauchine, agin! What a lither lot those players are, always tossin’ aboot words instead o’ swords. They’ll lift naethin’ heavier than a filled tankard.”

Hannah was about to tell her that as far as she knew, you could not read pregnancy from the color of urine, but just then a boy with a cast in his eye shoved himself in front of them. “Bi crivens, Jennet Hope, look what ye dragged doon the lane the-day. A heathen. Does it ken oor tongue?”

“Better than you, Hugh Brown,” she snapped, going up on tiptoe to put her face to his. “Ye’ll wish that ye had nae tongue a’tall once the minister kens how ye’re cursin’, ye scunnerin wee nyaff.” And she poked her elbow in his gut hard enough to make him turn white.

They darted off into the crowd while he was still trying to get back his breath. The shadowy lanes were cool even on this sunny day, the cobblestones smooth underfoot and the smell of bread baking and brewing ale in the air. They came around a corner to a large open area of trampled earth with a pillar in its center.

“Och, look,” Jennet breathed. “Dame Sanderson. There’s goin’ tae be a bear-baitin’.”

“Bear?” Hannah looked harder and saw no more than a dusty hump of fur chained to the pillar. “Dame Sanderson?”

“Aye.” Jennet gave her a curious look. “That bear, there. She’s called Dame Sanderson. Have ye nivver seen a bear?”

It was such a strange question that Hannah didn’t know at first how to answer. When she needed more than her mother’s milk she had sucked bear fat from her fingers; she had learned to recognize bear tracks when she was hardly old enough to walk herself. Bears played on the boulders above the waterfalls at Lake in the Clouds, and napped in trees and fished in the marshes on Big Muddy. Once an eagle had dropped a she-cub—mangled and close to dead—into the cornfield while they had been planting squash. Hannah had rescued her from Hector and Blue and tended her wounds until she died, and then she had taken her pelt and cured it. That pelt was on her sleeping pallet at Lake in the Clouds right now.

“I have an uncle called Runs-from-Bears,” Hannah said.

Jennet’s eyebrows shot up high in delight and interest. “Is he afraid o’ them, then?”

“No,” Hannah said, smiling at the idea of Runs-from-Bears afraid of anything. “Not at all.” She could see that she would have to tell this story, even though the web it would weave might tangle her thoughts for the rest of the day.

“When my uncle was a baby he was called Sitting-Boy. Wherever Two-Moons—his mother—put him down he would stay, and while the others played he watched, and when they ran, he smiled. Two-Moons and her husband, Stands-Tall, worried that the boy was weak-witted, but for the bright look in his eyes.

“In his third year, in the Strawberry Moon, Two-Moons went with all the women to pick fruit for the festival …” Hannah swallowed, feeling the flush of the sun on her face and a clench of homesickness so deep and hard that she swayed with it.

“The women were busy gathering strawberries when a bear came out of the forest with her cub. The other women hurried the children away but Two-Moons could find no trace of Sitting-Boy. She looked and called and the bear came closer and closer until she was so close that Two-Moons could smell the river water on her fur.

“Just then Sitting-Boy let out a great laugh and he came running out of the field. The bear cub was chasing him, and Sitting-Boy laughed and laughed as he ran. It was a laugh so strong and sweet that the siskins in the trees stopped to listen, and the beaver in the river came to see, and even mother bear turned her head to watch.

“Two-Moons was very afraid for Sitting-Boy and she said ‘Mother bear, I am thankful to your little one for showing my son how to use his legs. See how well they play together.’

“And mother bear called her cub to her, and they turned and left the strawberry fields to the women. That’s when they gave my uncle the name Runs-from-Bears.”

Jennet said, “I would like to meet Two-Moons and Stands-Tall and Runs-from-Bears and your aunt Many-Doves and your grandmother and all the rest of your people.”

“Stands-Tall was killed in battle,” Hannah said. “But if you come to visit us in the endless forests, you will meet the others.” She looked at the hump of fur in the middle of the pit. “I have known many bears, but I have never seen one such as this. Is she ill?”

“Ach, ne. The hounds wi’ bring her tae her feet soon enough. Last summer I saw her break the back o’ a dog as big as a sow wi’ one swipe o’ her paw.”

“Where did she come from?”

“A tinker called Alf Whittle bought her aff a ship come frae America, when she was sma’. They say he’s taken her sae far as the Aberdeen fair.”

A little boy came louping by and began pelting the bear with pebbles. The mass of flesh rippled and the great head reared up and around.

Hannah felt herself go very cold, as if a new wind had come down off snowy mountains. The bear was rolling her head back and forth, her broad wet nose quivering. The eye sockets were empty.

“She smells somethin’.” Jennet stepped back.

“Me,” Hannah said. “She smells me.” She raised her voice and spoke in her own language. “When a pine needle falls in the forest, eagle sees it, deer hears it, and bear smells it. Do you smell me, sister?”

The bear was struggling to her feet now, her head swinging back and forth as she mewled, the sound a child makes when she is looking for comfort. Hannah stepped into the pit, and Jennet grabbed her by the shoulder.

“Ye canna,” she screeched. “She’ll lay ye open like a ripe plum.”

The bear had come as close as the chain would allow. She stood up on her hind legs and her paws hung down before her, claws long and curved and blackened with age and blood. From toe to the top of her head she was covered with scars, and her fur was matted and filthy.

“They put out her eyes,” Hannah said. “To keep her in line.”

“Aye,” said Jennet uneasily. “But she’s a grand fighter any road. Shall we stay and watch?”

“No,” Hannah said. “I won’t watch that.”

Jennet had a few coins in her apron pocket and she bought ginger nuts from the sullen girl behind the table. “For Granny,” she explained, tucking them away with one reluctant look. She led Hannah through the lanes until they came to a little cottage—it could be no larger than the smallest cabin in Paradise—surrounded by a garden closely planted with cabbage, leeks, potatoes, and carrots. Beans spiraled up a fence overhung by an apple tree. Neat beds of herbs clustered around the path to the door: sage, costmary, gillyflowers and clary, sorrel, chamomile, mint and verbena, borage and feverfew. Very different from the gardens at Carryckcastle, and so much more like home that Hannah wanted to sit right down and stay there for the rest of the day. She paused to run her hand over a spreading savin bush, the flattish evergreen needles prickling lightly.

When a pine needle falls in the forest, eagle sees it, deer hears it, and bear smells it.

“Granny Laidlaw was hoosekeeper at Carryckcastle afore her sight began tae fade. She’s fu’ blind these five years, but naught else fails her,” Jennet said. “And here’s ma auntie Kate.”

The woman who came through the door with a basket over her arm was a younger version of Mrs. Hope, with blond hair tucked up under a neat white cap.

“Ye’ve come, then, she’ll be pleased. I’m awa’ tae fetch butter—dinna gae until ye’ve had some tea.”

The cottage had rushes underfoot and a ceiling so low that Hannah could reach it if she stretched up on tiptoe. A speckled dog was sleeping near the hearth, where a kettle hung over the fire.

In the corner two women were shelling beans, one of them so small and delicately built that Hannah first mistook her for a child. But the face that peered out from a ruffled cap was old, indeed, and the blue eyes had gone as cloudy as marbles. Her hearing was good, for she turned her head toward them at the first creak of the door.

“Jennet, hen. I was hopin’ ye’d come the-day. I smell ginger nuts, and ye’ve broucht a visitor, too. Is it the wee Indian lass, Gelleys?”

“Aye.” The other woman peered at Hannah with her whole face screwed into a knot. And then, with voice raised to a screech: “What are ye called, lass?”

“Red skin doesna make her deef, Gelleys.” Granny Laidlaw shook with laughter. “Come hen, come closer. Tell me, how are ye called?”

“Hannah Bonner, mum.”

“But ye speak English!” Gelleys squinted even harder, as if something in Hannah’s face might explain the language that came out of her mouth.

“She speaks Scots, too,” Jennet said, quite fiercely. “And her mother’s language, wait till ye hear.”

“Dinna fash yersel’, lassie.” Gelleys put down her bowl of beans. “I meant nae harm. Ma grandson Charlie tolt me aboot ye when he came awa frae the Isis.”

This was a surprise, but a welcome one. Hannah said, “How is Charlie? Is he well?”

“He’s weel enouch,” said the old woman. “Mournin’ his brither, as are we aa. Ye were a comfort tae oor Mungo in his last days, and it willna be forgotten, lass.”

“He was a good lad,” said Hannah. “Is Charlie here?”

“I wish he were,” said Gelleys. “But they called him awa’ back tae his ship, and it will be muny a year afore we see him agin. But ye didna come tae talk o’ sic waerifu’ things, I’m sure.”

“I broucht her tae see ye because she’s got ever sae muny questions,” volunteered Jennet.

“Does she noo?” Granny Laidlaw looked distinctly pleased. “Weel then, we’ll settle doon tegither and tell a tale or twa.”

Hannah could not look away from Gelleys’s hands. She had never seen the like on a woman—as large as a man’s, swollen and red but with fingers nimble enough to snap beans at an amazing rate. Under grizzled eyebrows she was watching Hannah, too.

“It’s a guid thing ye found baith o’ us here,” said Granny Laidlaw. “What I dinna ken aboot Carryckcastle, Gelleys Smaill does.”

“Ha!” Gelleys put back her head. “Listen tae her. Did ye no hear the minister preachin’ on false modesty no’ a week syne? There’s naebodie wha’ kens mair aboot Carryckcastle than Leezie Laidlaw, no’ MacQuiddy—bless his creaky auld banes—nor the laird hissel’. Certainly no’ Gelleys the washerwoman.”

“Did you work at the castle, too?” Hannah asked.

“Fifty year,” Gelleys said proudly, her great fingers stirring the shelled beans in their bowl. “Went intae service as a wee maid nae bigger than Jennet, and there I stayed until ma shanks wad carry me nae further.” She thumped on her knee as if to reprimand it for its poor service. “Thirty year was I heid washerwoman, wi’ three guid maids under me. Six days a week did we wash and press.”

Jennet let out a resigned sigh, but Gelleys took no note.

“On Monanday table linen, on Tysday bed linen, on Wadensday and Fuirsday claes, on Freday rags and the like, and on Seturday—” She leaned forward and raised a finger to the air. “On Seturday we set soap. Just as Fiona is settin’ soap this verra minute, her and the lasses. Is it no’ sae, Jennet?”

“Aye,” said Jennet. “They were hard at it when we came doon the brae.”

“Ye see. And nivver a day did I miss except when ma lads came intae the werld, and when ma guidman left it.”

“And sae was it,” said Granny Laidlaw, reaching over to grasp Gelleys by the forearm.

The old lady laid her own hand over Granny’s. “We’ve seen a thing or twa, ha’ we no’, Leezie?”

“That’s aye true.” Granny Laidlaw turned her face toward Hannah as if she could see her. “Ye’ve come tae ask aboot Lady Isabel, have ye no’?”

Hannah glanced at Jennet, who simply shrugged a shoulder in surprise.

“How did you know?”

“Why, it’s Isabel wha broucht ye and yer family here, when aa is said and done. Isabel, and ma own dauchter Jean. It’s nae wunder ye’re curious.”

“Ye canna find a soul at Carryckcastle tae tell it,” said Gelleys, scowling into her bowl. “But auld carlines like us ha’ naucht tae fear frae the truth. Set ye doon, lassie, and hark.”

“On the morn my Jean turned ten years old, Isabel came intae the world,” began Granny Laidlaw. “It was Lady Marietta’s fourth confinement, ye ken—three sons she gave the earl, and aa stillborn. Ye can weel imagine what celebratin’ there was at Carryckcastle that day—a healthy bairn, with her mother’s bonnie face and her faither’s brawlie constitution. And frae the moment oor Jean saw the wean, there was a bond between them.”

“As close as sisters ever were,” said Gelleys.

“Aye, that close,” agreed Granny Laidlaw. “As soon as Isabel could walk she took tae followin’ Jean aboot. She spent so much time belowstairs that she was mair at hame in the kitchen than she was in the drawing room. I couldna bring mysel’ tae send her awa’, sic a bonnie lass she was and sae cheerfu’. But the day came—the summer she was four—that the laird decided that it wadna do for his lass tae be spendin’ aa her time wi’ the servants.”

Jennet was following this story with as much interest and concentration as Hannah. “And that’s when the lady made ma mither Isabel’s nurse,” she volunteered.

Granny Laidlaw’s eyes seemed to be following some scene only she could see. “Sae it was. At fourteen, imagine. Nurse and nursery maid, too. It was a verra great honor, wi’ Jean sae young. Some wad ca’ it foolish tae give a lass sae much responsibility, but Isabel wad ha’ nae other and it suited the laird as weel—he didna like the idea o’ a strange nurse comin’ intae Carryckcastle.”

Hannah had been raised to respect the storyteller’s rhythm and not to interrupt, but she was confused now and she had to ask. “And her mother? Wasn’t she there to raise Isabel?”

“She was,” said Granny Laidlaw, quite firmly, but Gelleys wrinkled her nose in disagreement.

“She was there in bodie, aye, but she wasna there in spirit.”

A fine tension rose between the two old women, both of them silent for a moment. Jennet pursed her mouth, impatient and curious and unable to hide either of those things.

“Will ye no’ tell the whole story, Granny?”

Gelleys sighed, rubbing the side of her nose with one red knuckle. “It’s no’ easy tellin’ the truth aboot the people ye love best. Come, Leezie,” she said in a companionable tone. “Shall I tell it?”

The old lady shook herself out of her daydream. “I’m no’ sae auld that I canna tell a tale, Gelleys. And though I dinna like tae admit it, Leddy Carryck was no’ the mither she should ha’ been.”

She folded her hands in her lap. “Now, as young as the baith o’ ye are, ye’ll ken the truth o’ it when I say this: no’ every woman makes a mither. Most can bring a bairn intae the world, but wi’ some it gaes nae further. And sae it was with Leddy Carryck. The sweetest and maist generous leddy wi’ the servants and the tenants and wi’ any puir soul wha micht come tae the door wi’ an empty kyte—but she couldna take her own wean in her lap tae noozle her, or sing tae her, or tae blether and laugh as aa women do wi’ their bairns. And they baith suffered for it.”

“It was losin’ the lads, aa three,” said Gelleys. “Every time they buried a son, the guid leddy put a piece o’ hersel’ in the grave wi’ him. And there was naucht left ower for wee Isabel.”

Granny pushed out a great sigh. “And sae Leddy Carryck was glad tae gie the raisin’ o’ her tae Jean.”

“Aye, and Jean had a way wi’ the lassie,” said Gelleys. “Isabel was willfu’, but for Jean she’d do anythin’. And aa was weel until—”

“Gelleys Smaill,” interrupted Granny, frowning. “Wha’s got the tellin’ o’ this tale?”

The old washerwoman grimaced. “Then get on wi’ it, Leezie. Ye’re gettin’ verra langsome in yer auld age.”

Granny sniffed. “As I was sayin’. Aa was weel until Ian Hope took note o’ Jean one summer morn, and she o’ him.” The small head in its white cap turned toward Jennet, and when she smiled this time a dimple made itself clear on a deeply lined cheek. “One day, hen, ye’ll ken what it is tae ha’ a barrie young man look at ye the way Ian Hope looked at yer mither. As if the mune hung in the sky just tae shine on her face.”

“Yer worse than Rab Burns wi’ yer poetry,” said Gelleys impatiently. “Can ye no’ say it simple? Ian Hope was the richt guidman for Jean, and she the richt guidwife for Ian, and aa could see the truth o’ it.”

“Ye say it as ye like, and sae will I,” said Granny peacefully. “It was a guid match, that’s aye true. Ma Roddy was muny years in his grave, but it wad ha’ pleased him tae see his lass married tae the son o’ Alasdair Hope, just as it pleased the laird and the leddy and me. Aa were seifu’ but Isabel.

“The day o’ the wedding she went intae the fairy wood and wadna come oot, no’ when her faither spake sharp words, no’ when her mither spake soft ones. And sae Jean and Ian were joined wi’oot Isabel’s blessing or fellowship, and sae far as she was concerned, there had nivver been a wedding, and Ian Hope was naucht but a nuisance tae be ignored. It pained Jean at first tae see the lass sae unhappy, and wi’ time it made her mad, and then, why then, Simon came alang—”

“My brither,” supplied Jennet.

“When Jennet’s brither Simon was born … noo, ye can weel imagine that Isabel was jealous, and I suppose the truth o’ it was she had cause. For a guid while Jean had nae time for the lass at aa—that was the year ma ees started tae fail, ye ken, and between takin’ ower for me and caring for Simon she was runnin’ aa the day lang.

“And in her anger and pyne Isabel marched aff tae her mither and announced that a young leddy o’ fifteen doesna need a nurse, and perhaps Carryckcastle could do wi’oot Jean Hope aategither. But the leddy wad ha’ nane o’ that, and sae it was that Jean came tae me as underhoosekeeper, just when I needed her most. It was a hard year,” she said with a sigh.

“A dark year, ava,” said Gelleys.

Granny Laidlaw’s hands were resting in her lap, fingers twitching slightly. The room had gone silent but for the sound of the dog’s snuffled breathing, the whisper of the floor rushes, and the crisp snap of beans as Gelleys continued her way through the great bowl in her lap. This time she did not rush her friend’s story, but she watched her closely, as a mother might watch a frail child.

Granny cleared her throat and began again.

“That Janwar Lady Carryck took a fever and slipped awa’, so sudden that there was nae time tae—” She paused and closed her eyes. “Tae take leave o’ her. And that was the start o’ the sorrows.”

“In the village ten died o’ the same weid,” said Gelleys. “And the rains came that spring and wadna stop. And meece got intae the corn, and—”

“And the Campbells,” prompted Jennet.

“Aye, the Campbells.” Granny’s voice rasped with anger or sorrow, Hannah could not tell which. “Every spring the laird sends his men oot tae see that the tenants are gettin’ on, and that spring he did the same. Ian Hope and his brither Magnus went west, but Ian nivver came hame again. I had ma guidman for thirty year, but Jean had Ian for less than three, and the losin’ o’ him stole her youth awa’.”

Hannah had lost her own mother when she was very young; she had seen death come suddenly to Elizabeth’s brother Julian and more slowly to her own great grandfather, all in the last year. She knew sorrow and she understood how loss cut deep and left traces that would never fade, but she knew too that something was not right about the story being pieced together for her. She thought suddenly of Curiosity, who had asked Jennet so many questions in the garden. And here was a question she had not thought to ask:

How was it Jennet’s father had died three years before she was born?

Jennet was watching her closely, and the two old women listened and watched, too, willing to let this part of the story be told by someone else.

“Ian Hope was Simon’s faither,” said Jennet. “But he wasna mine. When ma mither had been widowed for mair than a year, she took anither.”

“The earl,” said Hannah, seeing now how it all fit together, seeing the way Carryck put his hand on Jennet’s head as she bent over a tulip, and hearing his voice, patient and responsive and affectionate. As my father talks to me, she thought.

Granny Laidlaw was moving ahead with her story. “Ye’re oweryoung tae understan’ how sic a thing micht come tae pass,” she said, as if Hannah had been thinking critical thoughts. “But Jean was a widow, strugglin’ with a young son and bent low by sorrow. And the laird was in mourning for his guidwife, and baith o’ them in need o’ comfort. Even half-blind I saw it comin’.”

“They didn’t marry?” Hannah addressed this question to Jennet, but it was Gelleys who answered her.

“Carryck marry his hoosekeeper? It wadna do.”

Jennet frowned into her lap, but Granny Laidlaw spoke up clearly. “Stranger things ha’ passed, and worse matches ha’ been made.”

“Och,” said the old washerwoman with a real look of distress. “I didna mean tae hurt yer feelings. I canna deny that Jean wad make a fine mistress. But if the truth be tolt—dinna make sic a face at me, we said we’d tell the whole tale—yer Jean was ever an independent lass, and she likes bein’ hoosekeeper better than she wad like bein’ Leddy Carryck. Ye’ve nivver seen sic a bodie for hard work.”

Granny inclined her head in grudging agreement. “Yer forgettin’ the point o’ the story. It was Isabel we were talkin’ aboot. Noo.” She turned her blank eyes toward Hannah again. “Ye mun understan’ that young Isabel had lost her mither, and she turned back to Jean wi’ aa the unhappiness aboot Ian Hope set aside. And sae she was nivver tolt aboot Jean and her faither.” She paused, her mouth set in a grim line. “Lookin’ back, it’s clear that it was a mistake. It wad ha been far better tae tell her, and tae let her greet and screech tae the heavens. Better a few tears than what passed later when the truth was kennt.”

“Did she find out when Jennet was born?” Hannah asked.

Granny Laidlaw seemed to be studying her hands where they lay on her lap. “Ne,” she said thoughtfully. “Isabel nivver asked aboot Jennet’s faither. I’ve thoucht it through ower the years and it’s come tae me that she didna ask because she didna care tae see. And what Isabel didna care tae see, she couldna see, and was it richt before her face.

“And sae they went alang, and sae wad it ha’ stayed, but for Lammas Fair five years syne, when Isabel met Walter Campbell o’ Breadalbane.”

The door opened suddenly, letting in a great rush of wind and Jennet’s auntie Kate. Her face was flushed and she thumped down her basket so forcefully that they all jumped in their seats.

“The minister is comin’,” she said, pulling her cap from her hair. “I couldna put him aff, and though I tried ma best.”

Gelleys heaved herself up from the chair with a great groan, clutching the bowl of beans to her generous middle. “Ye ken I luve ye dearly, Leezie, but I canna take tea wi’ the minister the-day. It wad put me aff ma parridge for a week.”

“But what about the rest of the story?” Hannah asked, looking between them. “What about the Lammas Fair?”

Granny Laidlaw smiled. “That I canna tell ye, lass. Onlie Simon and Isabel were there that day, and Simon was deid a month later. Aa I can say is this: Isabel ran aff wi’ a Breadalbane, and she’s nivver been hame agin, nor wad she be welcome were she tae come. The Campbells ha’ nae place at Carryck, nor will they ever.”

“No word for her father?” Hannah asked. “No explanation?”

“She sent Jean a letter,” said Granny Laidlaw. “It came a week after she disappeared. I recall it weel, for it was the last thing I ever read for masel’ before the blindness came doon hard. She wrote ‘As ye sow so shall ye reap. Betrayal begets betrayal.’ ”

“I canna bide, Guidwife Laidlaw,” the minister announced repeatedly as he ate his way through the ginger nuts. “I’ve come tae make sure ye’ll be at the kirk at four—promptly at four, mind—when Gaw’n Hamilton rides the stang.”

The minister was as long and thin as a stickbug, with great red-rimmed pop-eyes and a mouth that twitched constantly at one corner. Although he looked very different, something in his expression reminded Hannah of Adam MacKay, and she sat very still in the corner near the hearth.

Jennet had come to sit beside her, and she whispered in Hannah’s ear whenever the minister’s attention was on the plate before him.

“He’s called Holy Willie,” she whispered. “For he likes tae pray as loud as ever he can whenever anybodie is near tae hear him.”

Hannah gave her a pointed look but Jennet shrugged, unconcerned. “There’s naucht tae worra aboot. He’s aye deef.”

There was a tight, irritated expression on Granny Laidlaw’s face, but she listened without interruption as the minister lovingly detailed Mrs. Hamilton’s sins: a loud voice, a forward manner, and an irritating and inappropriate interest in men’s affairs. Mr. Hamilton’s inability to exert the proper authority could not be tolerated; public humiliation was the only solution.

“‘He that loveth his son causeth him oft tae feel the rod, that he may ha’ joy of him in the end,’” he intoned, wiping crumbs from the corner of his mouth with his little finger. “And I depend on your presence, Guidwife Laidlaw—God-fearin’ woman that ye are and aaways ha’ been—tae show Guidwife Hamilton the error o’ her ways. Jennet Hope!” He turned toward the corner with a sudden snapping motion of his head.

Jennet stiffened. “Aye, Mr. Fisher?”

“You were no’ in kirk the Sunday past. Wheest! Excuses wi’ do ye nae guid when ye stand at the gates tae have judgment passed upon ye. Woman is the weakest vessel, and ye must be ever vigilant.”

Jennet bristled darkly at this, but she held her tongue, to Hannah’s amazement.

“… ye’ll come tae the riding o’ the stang this day, and ye’ll bring the Indian, for we are aa God’s creatures. It will do her guid.” He drew in a deep breath, warming to his work. “Ye’ll bring her alang tae kirk. The laird willna want her in his pew, but we’ll find a spot.” His great bulbous eyes were flat gray, and they fixed on Jennet, who looked back at him furiously.

“Aye, sir. But she’s a guest o’ the laird’s, and she’ll sit wi’ him.”

Hannah might have said that she had no intention of coming to his kirk at all, but the struggle was between Jennet and the minister, and she would not get in her friend’s way.

Mr. Fisher’s nostrils trembled and his mouth jerked at the corner. “We shall see,” he said finally. “I’ll take it up wi’ the laird.”

“Aye,” said Jennet, ignoring her auntie Kate’s distressed look. “That wad be best.”

As soon as the ginger nuts were gone, the minister put back his head and prayed loudly to the ceiling for a good five minutes. He was no sooner out the door than Auntie Kate’s sober expression gave way to a grimace. “‘And the locusts went up over all the land of Egypt,’” she quoted. “ ‘And rested in all the coasts of Egypt: very grievous were they; before them there were no such locusts as they, neither after them shall be such.’ ”

Granny Laidlaw snorted. “Why is it that the locusts always ramsh ma ginger nuts? Why canna they be content wi’ guid Scots oat cakes? And Jennet, hen—tell me this, why mun ye always provoke the mannie? Does he no’ glower and fuss enough?”

Jennet wrinkled her nose. “I canna help masel’, Granny. He makes ma tongue gae aa kittlie, and oot comes what I shouldna say.”

“One day that kittlie tongue o’ yours wi’ cause ye sair trouble,” said Granny, but it seemed to Hannah that she was more proud than worried.

“Come on, then.” Auntie Kate smiled, helping her mother up from her chair. “It’ll soon be four.”

“Aye, perhaps we can gie puir Marjorie some comfort. But the lasses needna bide, and should it give Holy Willie the watter brash. Awa’ tae Carryckcastle wi’ ye baith. Geordie will be waitin’.”

Jennet went up to her grandmother—the two were 1exactly the same height—and kissed her on the cheek.

Granny Laidlaw put her hands on Jennet’s shoulders. “Bless ye, ye’re sae much like yer mither. As willfu’ as the day is lang. Tell me this, hen—ha’ ye shown wee Hannah the kitchen window?”

Hannah’s ears pricked up at this, but Jennet’s whole attention was on her grandmother and she did not look in her direction.

“Ne.”

“Then do it, and nae delay.”

The goats had found another home, and so Hannah and Jennet sat shoulder to shoulder at the edge of the cart with their feet trailing in the dust. They were out of the village before Hannah could think of a way to ask her question.

“Do you miss her? Isabel?”

Jennet shrugged. “Aye, at first I did miss her. She used tae let me comb her hair—sic bonnie dark hair, heavy and sae soft. Naethin’ like mine.” She shook her curls to make her point. “I thoucht she looked like an angel. I used tae dream that she’d come hame agin and we’d sleep in the same room, the twa o’ us, and talk aa the nicht through, as true sisters.”

Hannah thought of the nights she had shared with Many-Doves, who was not her sister but her mother’s sister, and she felt sorry for Jennet.

“Perhaps one day you’ll see Isabel again, when all this trouble is over. Where do the Campbells live?”

“The Earl o’ Breadalbane, ye mean?”

“Is that the one called Walter who is married to Isabel?”

Jennet produced an amused grin. “Walter Campbell, the chief o’ the Glenorchy line? Aye, weel, he’s slippery enough tae do the job. Ne, Walter is one o’ the earl’s bastards. Breadalbane made him curator o’ Loudoun. That was before Walter ran aff wi’ Isabel.”

Hannah had grown up hearing her mother and grandmother and great-grandmother recite their family history, but she had to admit that the complexities of the Breadalbane clan were a challenge. She rubbed a hand over her eyes.

“So Walter Campbell and Isabel live with the Countess of Loudoun?”

Jennet rewarded her with a smile. “Aye, Flora by name. At Loudoun Castle, near Galston. That way—” She pointed west. “But ye willna find Isabel there the noo.”

“I wasn’t planning on going to look for her,” said Hannah, and discovered to her surprise that perhaps her mind had moved a little in that direction.

Jennet tossed her head. “It wad be a lang journey for naucht. The countess is dwaumie—bad lungs, ye ken, and they carry her tae the spa at Moffat for the summer. Isabel and Walter will be there wi’ her.”

They were silent for a time. “We passed Moffat on the way here from Dumfries.”

“Aye. Sae ye did. But what guid wad it serve tae talk tae Isabel?”

Hannah shrugged. “I don’t know. I was just wondering.” And more quickly: “What was it your granny said about the kitchen window?”

Jennet had an elaborate frown that involved her whole face. She said, “I’ll ha’ naebodie tae play wi’, should ye run aff.”

The cart bumped and swayed over the rocky ground. From the village the faint sound of a crowd and howling dogs rose up on the breeze. Dame Sanderson was fighting for her life to please the man who fed her.

“I have a grandmother, too,” Hannah said gently. “And she doesn’t know what happened to me, or where I am, or even if I’m alive.”

Jennet looked straight ahead. “The laird wants yer faither tae stay.”

Hannah said nothing. The question was not what the laird wanted—that was clear—but whether Jennet was enough of a friend to put Carryck’s wants and wishes aside. For five minutes or more she said nothing, and then Jennet straightened her shoulders resolutely.

“Come on, then.” She gathered her skirts together to hop off the wagon.

“Where are we going?” Hannah asked.

“Hame by way o’ the kitchen window,” Jennet said irritably. “Ye’ll see soon enough for yersel’.”

They cut up over the brae on a faint path that snaked around and between high stands of gorse covered with tiny yellow flowers. There was a clean, sweet smell about the hillside in the sun and Hannah was so happy to be walking again—walking uphill—that she did not mind the hot prickle of the nettle when it brushed against her bare skin.

A startled grouse rose up out of the heather and Jennet stopped to watch it go, shielding her eyes against the sun. Then she pointed. “Ye see yon rowan tree?”

Hannah did, and said so.

“There’s a path there that gaes doon tae the north side o’ Aidan Rig. It’s aye steep and rocky, and I wadna chance it in the wet.”

They walked on in silence, Hannah working hard to remark the way: a boulder in the shape of a man’s face with moss pushing up through cracks in his cheeks, a stand of three thistles taller than herself, and just beyond a grouping of young white pines.

In the meager shade of one of the trees Jennet set herself on a large rock and wiped her face on her sleeve. They were close enough to the falls to hear the rushing of water.

Hannah climbed up a boulder to get her bearings. Just over this rise must be the wood that ran down to Carryckcastle.

“No’ that road,” said Jennet, reading her thoughts.

They walked through the wood for a good ways, Hannah memorizing the trees as she went and marking the position of the sun. All the time the sound of the waterfalls was getting louder, and then the forest opened up.

They stood on the shoulder of the mountain, with the whole valley spread out before them. A hawk circled on the uplifting wind, a sign too obvious to be overlooked. The skin on Hannah’s back rose in a shimmer of renewed hope, as sweet and cool as the mist of the waterfall rising up around them.

Jennet put her mouth to Hannah’s ear to be heard over the waterfalls. “There’s nae time tae show ye the way doon tae the vale but ye see there—” She pointed. “The path. Ye need a guid hour, in the daylight.”

They followed a spring up from the rock face and back into the forest to where it disappeared into the ground. Jennet turned to look at her, and Hannah saw many things on her face: sadness and resignation, and through that still a sense of excitement.

“Have ye heard tell aboot the Rising of ’15, and the troubles that came after for the Jacobites?”

“A little,” Hannah said, trying to remember the stories her Granny Cora had told. “Did the Duke of Argyll defeat the Stewarts?”

Jennet bristled. “Campbell defeat the Jacobites? Och, and wha’s been tellin’ ye such falsehoods? Oor troops walloped the usurper’s men soundly at Dunblane!” Then her face fell. “But it was aa for naucht. Bobbin’ John lost his nerve, ye see, and he fled tae France and betrayed muny guid men tae the Crown. And in the years that followed those wha were loyal tae the Auld Pretender paid dearly, for the Hanoverians werena wont tae be forgivin’. And that’s why the third earl built Forbes Tower.”

She gave Hannah a very close look. “Have ye took note o’ how thick the walls are inside the kitchen?”

Hannah had not, really, and she admitted this.

“Six feet thick, can ye imagine? Ye see, in those days the earl needed a safe place. A hidey-hole and a way oot o’ the castle, should the usurper’s men ever take it intae their heids tae come askin’ questions. And sae he built a stair intae the kitchen wall that goes doon tae the tunnels.”

And without further explanation Jennet pushed aside the bushes to reveal a dark opening.

They walked with hands stretched out, trailing fingers along the walls as they went through the dark. There was the rustle of dry leaves underfoot and the scent of trodden pine needles and mouse droppings. They walked for a good while, and Jennet stopped. Hannah could not see her, but she could feel her warmth, and when she spoke her breath touched Hannah’s face.

“Here’s the door,” she said. “We’re under the castle.”

The door swung open with a creak. On the other side there was a narrow hall with a low ceiling, lit by a single hanging lantern. To the left was a small stone stair. MacQuiddy’s voice drifted down to them.

“Arguin’ wi’ Cook,” said Jennet with a sigh. “We’ll wait until he’s awa’.”

“Where does this corridor go?” Hannah asked, peering into the shadows.

“Doon tae Campbell Tower.”

“The pit?” Hannah stepped in that direction.

“The hidey-hole under the pit.” Jennet sat herself on the stone step and started rummaging in her apron for food, coming up with an apple which she broke in half.

“There’s naebodie there the noo,” she said, biting into her half and offering Hannah the other.

“Nobody at all,” said a man’s voice from the shadows, and both girls leaped to their feet just as Mac Stoker came forward, limping under the weight of a sack over his shoulder.

“The pirate,” breathed Jennet.

There was a sheen of sweat on his brow, but his color was much better. Hannah realized that it was many days since she had last seen him or asked the Hakim about his condition—a vague guilt washed over her at that thought—but it was clear that he was much better.

“Ladies. Sneakin’ in through the kitchen, is it?”

“Where are you going?” Hannah asked.

“Sure, and have you forgot your manners?” He shifted his sack and there was the muffled clank of metal on metal. “Lucky for youse I’ve no time to be giving you any lessons. I’m away, to find me ship and me crew and the sweet Giselle, o’ course. To settle accounts.” There was nothing cheerful about his smile.

“Does the laird ken ye’re goin’?” asked Jennet. She had stepped back a bit, just behind Hannah.

“Sure, and why should he care? He has no further need of me. So I’ll thank youse to step out o’ me way.”

“We’ll need passage home,” Hannah said. “Soon.”

He laughed, putting back his head to show the scar around his neck.

“Ah, you’re your father’s daughter, I’ll say that for you. Give him this message from Mac Stoker: next time he wants to put a foot on a ship of mine, he’ll pay me first. In gold.”
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“Now look at this.” Curiosity stood at the open door with her arms crossed. “A house so big you got to write a letter to send word from one end to the other. That from the earl?”

The footman extended the note on a small silver platter. “Aye, mem.”

“Ain’t for me, I’m sure.”

“No, mem. For Mr. Bonner.”

Nathaniel had been walking back and forth to exercise his leg, and he came to the door to take the letter. But Curiosity was not yet done with the footman.

“MacAdam, is that right?”

“Aye, mem.”

“Mr. MacAdam, tell me now, what was all the fuss in the courtyard earlier?”

He blinked. “Visitors for the earl, mem.”

“Is that so. Anybody interesting?”

MacAdam’s face crumpled in surprise, and then straightened. Nathaniel wondered if Curiosity would keep him there until she made the man laugh out loud.

“Monsieur Contrecoeur, mem, an associate o’ the earl’s. And two French ladies wi’ him.”

“That’s what I wanted to know. Thank you kindly, Mr. MacAdam.”

He bowed from the waist. “Is there a reply, Mr. Bonner?”

“Not right yet,” Nathaniel said.

Curiosity said, “Before you go, tell me—have you seen our Hannah anywhere?”

He stopped. “She’s in the kitchens, mem, suppin’ on bread and new milk wi’ Jennet.”

“Is she, now? Thank you kindly.”

She closed the door behind him and came over to Nathaniel where he was unfolding the note in the light of the window.

“You’ve made a conquest of that footman, Curiosity. I expect he’d tell you anything you care to ask.”

“All it takes is some common courtesy,” she said. “Now, what the earl got to say that he cain’t tell you to your face?”

“We are summoned to dine.”

Curiosity took it from him and held the heavy paper away, squinting at it. “You and your lady. Elizabeth won’t like it.”

“Elizabeth won’t like what?”

She stood at the door to the dressing room, fixing the buttons on her bodice. She was wearing her gray linen again, and she seemed much more at ease. Nathaniel held out an arm, and she came to him.

“The little ones sleeping?”

“They are, finally. Now, what is it I won’t like?”

“The earl wants to see the two of you at his dinner table,” said Curiosity. “I suppose he wants to show you off to his friends from France.”

“We don’t need to go, Boots.”

There was a line between her brows as she thought it through, and then she surprised him. “I think we should accept,” she said. “Perhaps there is something to be learned from them.”

•  •  •

Elizabeth had no interest in the earl’s dinner guests, but she did hope that Monsieur Dupuis would be there, to lay her hazy fears to rest. She had asked about him today in the expectation that she could bring him and Nathaniel face-to-face, but thus far there had been no response.

She went to dress for dinner in a poor mood, made worse by the sad state of her best gown.

“No’ the gray, mem,” Mally said, unable to hide her horror at the idea. “No’ wi’ the ladies frae France at the table, and them sae fine.”

“I do not care a fig what they think of my gown,” Elizabeth said, trying very hard to mean what she said. “They will talk to me nonetheless, I am sure.”

“Gin ye’ll pardon me, mem—” Mally broke off and then started again, very earnestly. “If ye take yer place at the table lookin’ like a puir governess, it willna matter what ye ha’ tae say. They canna see beyond the claes. It’s the way o’ rich folk.”

Elizabeth did not doubt Mally’s sincerity and goodwill, nor could she deny the simple truth of what she said. Rich French merchants and their wives would dismiss her out of hand if she went to the earl’s table in a much mended Quaker-gray dress. The question was, did she really care if they took no note of her? Why had she agreed to this dinner at all?

A voice kept whispering that these French had something to do with Dupuis, and more—that Dupuis held the key to the mystery that had brought them here in the first place. Perhaps she was being silly and superstitious; perhaps tonight’s dinner would give them a way to getting home.

“Very well, Mally. But nothing too pretentious. Did Miss Somerville have no simple gowns?”

Mally considered. “There’s this lovely silk gauze. See the silver shells sae delicate on the hem. Or the silk drugget, wi’ the fine embroidery.”

They were beautiful, and Elizabeth resented them greatly even while she admired their artistry: silk pongee, sequins of gold and silver paper appliquéd with invisible stitches, chenille embroidery, tiny pleats.

“A thousand hours o’ work,” said Mally, reading her mind. “Yer Miss Somerville had a verra guid seamstress, mem, and ye dinna mind me sayin’. She should be richt proud o’ this fine stitchery.”

“Yes,” Elizabeth said, taking some satisfaction in this idea of the seamstress, whose work deserved to be admired. “So she must. The silk drugget, I think, Mally. Subtlety is the thing.”

“Lord above,” said Curiosity, breaking out into a great smile. “Is that you, Elizabeth?”

“I don’t feel much like myself, I must admit.” Elizabeth drew in a long breath and let it go again. “But it is only for one evening and tomorrow I will be back in my own clothes. Aren’t you going to say anything, Nathaniel?”

He grinned at her. “I like you better in deerskin, Boots, but I can’t deny how pretty you look.”

It was a great irritation to her that she could not accept a simple compliment from her husband without flushing, but he was kind enough to take no note. Elizabeth gathered her shawl around her. The bodice of the gown was very low, indeed, and motherhood had made sure that she filled it just short of overflowing.

Nathaniel had had an easier time dressing. She made a turn around him. The cut of the dark blue coat was out of fashion, but the materials and workmanship were impeccable. The breeches and stockings were severe in line but very elegant, and the cloak that lay over a chair was lined with silk the same color as the coat. Understated, and effective.

“The earl was no macaroni as a younger man.”

Curiosity laughed out loud. “A macaroni? What is that?”

“A man who spends too much of his income on his wardrobe, and too much time before the looking glass,” said Elizabeth.

“Not our Nathaniel,” said Curiosity with a certain satisfaction. “He sent back the flowered waistcoat. Posies just don’ suit the man.”

And it was true: no clothes could do him justice. Suddenly Elizabeth was glad that she had worn Giselle’s fine gown. She knew he really would prefer her in doeskin or gray linen, but tonight at least she would not be a moth to his butterfly.

She smiled at him, and he took her arm.

“Let’s get this over with, Boots. Then you and me can take a walk in the garden I’ve heard so much about.”

In the hall they ran into Hannah, who drew up short at the sight of them, her mouth falling open.

“Is it such a shock to see us well groomed?” Elizabeth asked, putting a finger under her jaw to close it gently.

“Yes. No.” She shook herself. “Are you going to eat with the earl?”

“We are.”

Hannah clenched her hands together before herself. “But I wanted to talk to you about the village—”

Nathaniel frowned down at her, and put a hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right, Squirrel? Trouble?”

“No.” She swallowed. “No trouble. Just a story I heard in the village—”

“You wait up for us,” said Nathaniel. “We’ll want to hear it as soon as we get back.”

The Frenchwomen were not wives at all. Madame Marie Vigée was a widow and distant cousin to Monsieur Contrecoeur, a wine merchant who had taken up residence in London. She was chaperoning her niece, Mademoiselle Julie LeBrun, on her first tour of England and Scotland. They presented the whole undertaking as a lark, a journey for her amusement alone, but Elizabeth knew without being told that these ladies had escaped the Terror in France, although not in any huge rush—they had brought their finery with them, including the mass of purple feathers that trembled above Madame Vigée’s elaborately piled hair. The question was, why were they abroad in Scotland when sentiments against the French were so much in evidence? There was a story here, one that might be worth hearing.

But neither of the Frenchwomen were the type to tell such stories, or any stories at all. Julie LeBrun was very young, and the company either bored or intimidated her, for she kept her eyes on her plate, ate almost nothing, never spoke unless addressed, and then in a hesitant and diffident tone. Madame Vigée seemed more interested in her wine glass than in conversation, although she turned a generous smile toward the earl at every opportunity.

But it was the men at the table who surprised her. The earl, because he studied his guests at length but spoke so little; and Monsieur Contrecoeur.

He was a man of medium height, solidly built and muscled, and no longer young. His beard was entirely gray, as was the mane of hair severely combed back and tied in a queue. His face was still beautiful—there was no other word for it—but even in such perfectly proportioned features, his eyes drew attention. They were wide set and intensely blue-green, a color Elizabeth had never before seen. Aunt Merriweather would have found them excessive, and for once Elizabeth would have to agree. But he had an easy air about him, and a keen intelligence and calm that were as obvious as the strange color of his eyes and his odd habit of wearing gloves throughout the meal.

Contrecoeur’s English had only the hint of an accent. “Mrs. Bonner.” He focused his unsettling gaze on Elizabeth.

“Sir?”

“I understand that you grew up in Devon?”

“I did, sir, at Oakmere. Lady Crofton is my aunt. Have your travels taken you to Devon, Madame Vigée?”

“Devon?” Madame Vigée’s head reared back and she looked at Elizabeth down the long slope of her nose. “There is nothing worth seeing south of London. It is all cows and peasants.”

“Ain’t France south of London?” Nathaniel asked, and Elizabeth hid her smile in her wine glass.

Madame Vigée pursed her mouth at him, but addressed Elizabeth. “Despite all its beauties, you left Devon for the Colonies, madame. How very … enterprising of you.” Her gaze flickered toward Nathaniel and away again. Elizabeth had spent too many hours in drawing rooms to mistake her: You could not find a husband at home, and so you cast your net in other waters.

“I went to New-York to start a school,” Elizabeth said. “And that is what I did. I will return to it, as soon as I may.”

“A school?” Madame Vigée’s eyes narrowed. “What an astounding thing for a young woman of fortune and family to do. Did your father not stop you?”

“He tried,” Nathaniel said dryly.

Madame Vigée’s wine glass paused in its path to her mouth. “But who could there be to teach, in your wilderness?”

“The children of the village, of course,” Elizabeth said. “Quite a number of them.”

Madame Vigée drew herself up into a disdainful posture. “The poor?”

“I suppose poor is about all we’ve got in Paradise. By your standards, anyway.” Nathaniel sent a sidelong glance toward the earl.

But he had nothing to contribute to the conversation, and Madame Vigée clearly took this for approbation. She set her sights more firmly on Elizabeth.

“Madame Bonner. Do you not realize that by teaching the lowest classes to read and write, you take them out of the station assigned to them by Providence and nature? It is this kind of foolish egalitarianism that is destroying France, madame. Have you not heard of the guillotine?”

The earl cleared his throat, and she turned to him eagerly. “Do you not agree, my lord Earl?”

He considered her for a moment, and then he shook his head. “No, madame. I dinna. The guillotine has mair tae do wi’ bread than books.”

Madame Vigée gave him a very disappointed look. “So the rabble would have us believe.”

One white brow shot up in amusement. “Are ye callin’ me gullible, madame, or rabble?”

The older woman’s complexion went very pale beneath her rouge. “Neither, my lord. You mistake me. My point was simply that Madame Bonner has taken on a task of dubious merit. She should have stayed at home in Devon, where she could do no damage.”

Before Elizabeth could respond to this impertinence, Nathaniel laughed out loud.

Madame Vigée looked at him as if he had belched. “I amuse you, sir?”

“By Christ, you do. Here you sit in Scotland, tellin’ my wife she should have stayed at home. I’m right glad she didn’t. England’s loss was New-York’s gain. And mine, to be blunt about it.” And he ran a hand down Elizabeth’s arm. It was such an affectionate and intimate gesture that she blushed to the roots of her hair, but it pleased her inordinately.

Madame Vigée’s own jaw dropped in amazement, but Monsieur Contrecoeur jumped in before she could comment.

“I have visited Devon on business. It is a beautiful place, but it cannot be compared to the great forests of New-York.”

Nathaniel turned to him with real interest. “You know our forests?”

“My work has taken me many places,” said Contrecoeur.

“Is that how you met Monsieur Dupuis?” Elizabeth asked in the same polite and disinterested tone she might have asked him the time of day.

The earl put down his wine glass with a thump. “The gentlemen are colleagues.”

Elizabeth said, “It is unfortunate that Monsieur Dupuis is too ill to join us tonight. He expressed an interest in meeting my husband.”

Carryck’s head came up slowly, his displeasure clear to see. “I canna allow it. The cancer has unsettled his mind.”

Elizabeth remembered with great clarity the many dinners like this one she had endured at Oakmere. In polite society—in this kind of polite society—older ladies might speak their mind, but the young ones were not to discuss anything of importance, to ask a substantive question, or to express a real opinion. If a young woman was so brash as to turn her attention to anything but the affairs of the neighborhood, music, or needlework, it was taken as a sign of excessive reading, a naturally intractable disposition, or an indulgent upbringing. Clearly Carryck—and Madame Vigée—were convinced she was a product of all three.

The old rebellious spirit that had gotten her through so many years at her aunt’s table rushed up through her.

“It is a very unsettling disease indeed, my lord, if it gifts him with the knowledge of the Mohawk tongue while it robs him of his life.”

There was a moment’s awkward silence.

Monsieur Contrecoeur said, “Merchants are by nature inquisitive, madame, and must develop an ear for languages. I myself learned Huron during my time in Canada. And I speak French, Polish, German, Italian, and Russian.”

“Huron?” Nathaniel asked, rather sharply. “How do you come to learning Huron?”

“The fur trade in Canada,” said Contrecoeur. “I spent a number of years there.”

Mademoiselle LeBrun’s expression had not changed through all the table conversation, but she suddenly woke up from her daydream.

“Maman is in Russia.” She had a very pretty smile in spite of a crooked front tooth, and it occurred to Elizabeth that she might not be so much bored with her company as simply shy and homesick.

“I have always been curious about Russia,” Elizabeth said. “Perhaps you can join your mother there one day?”

“I will. Monsieur Contrecoeur is taking me with him to Russia to see her. The Russian court is very civilized,” the girl offered, as if Elizabeth had expressed concern. “They all speak French.”

Madame Vigée gestured to the footman for more wine. “We shall see about Russia, my dear. We shall see.”

Nathaniel took her arm as they walked through the night garden in a hush punctuated by the soft trill of crickets and the rustle of Elizabeth’s skirts along the path. Even in the cool dark the scent of the roses and phlox hung heavy in the air. Behind them, light still burned in the windows of the dining room.

“You let that woman get to you,” Nathaniel said, slipping an arm around her shoulders. “I thought any minute you’d start quoting your Mrs. Wollstonecraft at her.”

Elizabeth was irritated still, but this made her smile. “I was tempted, I admit it.”

“I wish you had,” Nathaniel said. “I would have liked to see her face. Now, what do you suppose that visit’s really about?”

She glanced back over her shoulder. “Monsieur Dupuis.”

“You haven’t even laid eyes on the man, but he’s on your mind a lot. Is there something you ain’t told me?”

“Nothing concrete,” Elizabeth said. “Just a vague feeling. Which I might have discounted, if it weren’t for Carryck’s defensiveness when I raised the subject.”

“Maybe it ain’t about Dupuis at all,” Nathaniel said. “Maybe it was the visitors who put him in a sour mood. I got the idea that maybe the aunt is trying to marry the young one off to Carryck.”

Elizabeth pulled up in surprise. Such matches were not unknown, and in fact Julie LeBrun was typical of those young girls of good—but impoverished—family who were often married to rich old men. Men with lands and titles, in need of an heir. It made some sense, and she wondered why it had not occurred to her.

“I guess not,” said Nathaniel, seeing her expression.

“No,” Elizabeth said. “There may be something to what you say, Nathaniel. But a French woman? And why wait so long, if he is hoping to father another heir? It has been a few years since his daughter ran away.”

“Because he had high hopes for my father,” Nathaniel said. “Or me, or Daniel.”

Elizabeth did not like to think of it, but it was true: Daniel alone would serve the earl’s purpose. The question was, just how desperate was he?

Nathaniel said, “Maybe it’s finally getting through to him that we don’t want to be here. Maybe he’s still thinking of his wife. Or maybe he didn’t want the trouble of a girl that young. A man that age—they say with some the urge just goes away.”

“Not in his case,” Elizabeth said. “There was a woman in his chambers a few nights ago. I saw her at the window.”

“Is that so? Did you recognize her?”

“It was Mrs. Hope,” Elizabeth said. “At first I thought I must be mistaken, but as I look back on it I am more and more sure. You do not seem surprised.”

“I ain’t, especially. She’s a widow woman, and he’s lost his wife. I wouldn’t call it unusual if they take some comfort from one another now and then.”

“Curiosity thinks that Jennet is the earl’s daughter.”

Nathaniel laughed. “What else have you two figured out between you when I wasn’t listening?”

“I didn’t say that I agreed with her, Nathaniel. It seems to me unlikely that the earl …” She paused. “There is a great difference in their ages, and in their stations.”

“You sound like your aunt Merriweather,” Nathaniel said. “You know as well as anybody that the rules don’t count for much when things start to happen between two like-minded people.”

Elizabeth paused. “It is not so simple as you would make it. Those rules, as you call them, are still very much in place here, Nathaniel. If they are truly attached to each other, why have they not married? No, I will tell you. Because it would be a scandal of the first order for the earl to marry his housekeeper, no matter how well suited they may be.”

“I don’t doubt what you say, Boots. You know this world better than I do. But I’ll tell you this much—if Mrs. Hope bore him a son, he’d marry her right quick. And I’d wager quite a lot on that.”

The truth of this could not be denied. “You do not know she is at fault, Nathaniel. It might be—” She stopped.

“That he’s infertile? With a daughter he claims as his own?”

Elizabeth broke off a sprig of lavender and brushed it against her cheek as she thought. “You are right, it is unlikely that the fault is entirely his. It does give Mademoiselle LeBrun’s visit a new angle. It would speak to the earl’s desperation. If it is so, I feel some sympathy for Mrs. Hope.”

“And for the earl,” Nathaniel added. “It’s a high price to pay, turning the woman you love away because she cain’t give you a son. I still don’t understand what’s at the bottom of all this, Boots. But I’ll tell you this much. Tomorrow I’ll get some straight answers, or we’ll leave this place with or without my father.”

They walked on for a moment in silence. An owl called from the woods that climbed the hill, once and then again.

Finally she said, “Where are we going?”

He smiled a little. “What makes you think we’re going anywhere at all?”

She tugged at his arm. “I know you well enough to tell when you’ve got a plan, Nathaniel Bonner. And why else would you suddenly get an urge to see the grounds?”

He sent her a sidelong glance. “Maybe I just want to be out-of-doors.”

“You can be outside whenever you please, after all.”

His expression went very still, and his whole posture changed. He steered her toward a bench under an arbor draped with twisting wisteria.

“Nathaniel?”

“Let me rest my leg here for a minute.”

The garden spread out around them, silver stippled in the moonlight. It was a pleasant spot to sit, but Nathaniel’s unease made it hard to take any diversion in the fine night.

He said, “I wonder sometimes how Carryck breathes, with so many people around him all day long. Don’t it bother you, Boots?”

His tone was easy, but there was a tautness in his hand where it rested on her leg. He was asking something important, and perhaps he did not even realize it himself.

She took up his hand—she wondered sometimes if he knew what an effect even the sight of his hands had on her—and held it between her own two. “Nathaniel. I would wish us home this moment, if I could. This place—” She gestured around them. “None of this means anything to me.”

He pulled her closer, wrapped his arms around her to bury his face in the crook of her shoulder.

“Thank God,” he muttered.

“You did not really think I might want to stay in Scotland? Surely you know me better.”

He touched her hair, smoothing it back from her face. “I was getting worried. Seeing you like this—” His fingers plucked at her gown. “I don’t know, Boots. Seems like you were born to this kind of life.”

“Oh, Nathaniel.” She pulled his face closer and kissed him. “I left this world of my own free will once before. I was never happy. Why would I want to stay now?”

He shrugged, and she could feel him searching for words. “It ain’t an easy life, back in Paradise.”

“Ease is highly overrated.”

“Is it? I hope you’ll still feel that way in ten years or so.”

“Nathaniel Bonner, do you doubt me?”

He pulled her close. “Never in this world.”

This kiss was nothing playful; it was rough and sure, as purposeful as the hand that cupped her breast. He tasted of red wine and spiced peaches; his cheeks were rough with new beard.

When he let her catch her breath she said, “You take delight in putting me in these awkward situations.”

“Want me to stop?” Even while his hands slipped into her bodice.

“Oh, no,” Elizabeth said, pulling his face back down to kiss him of her own accord. “Nothing so rash as that.”

A whirlwind of a kiss. She let it pull her along, feeling the center of herself go liquid and soft, no matter what her rational mind was saying about this exposed place, the nearness of the castle, the many windows where light still burned.

He lifted her so that she knelt over his lap, her skirts flung out. The shoulder of her gown had slipped to explose one breast and he tipped her backward to nuzzle, licking and suckling until she gasped with it.

“Your leg?” She touched his thigh where it was bandaged beneath his breeches.

“Never mind my leg.” He caught her hand and put it where he wanted it. And then his own hands worked their way under petticoats and up her thighs, thumbs seeking. He was short of breath, this man who could run a mile without a hitch or pause, and how that pleased her. To have him want her so much: it was a gift he gave to her. And still, the wind moved in the gnarled limbs of the fruit trees and called her out of herself.

She raised her head. “Nathaniel. Perhaps we should—”

But he cut her off. Used his mouth and tongue and the strength of his desire to distract her, drawing her so close that she could not have taken note of the rest of the world even if it were to burst into flame. His hands busied themselves with silk and gauze and the flies on his breeches. Knuckles rasped against her tenderest flesh and then he lifted her, spread fingered.

“Aye,” his breath warm against her ear as he fit himself to her, seeking and finding, and losing himself in the process. “We should.”

They started back by way of the north side of the castle, arm in arm.

“You’re asleep on your feet, Boots. Maybe I should carry you.”

It was a tempting idea, as each and every one of her bones felt twice its normal weight.

“I should make you carry me,” she said. “Perhaps then you would begin to see the advantage of keeping this kind of activity in the bedchamber.”

His thumb traveled down her spine. “What kind of activity is that?”

“Public fornication,” she said.

He choked on a laugh, and she pinched him.

“You needn’t be so very satisfied with yourself. Someday we will get caught out. And I will leave the explaining to you.”

“But I am satisfied,” he said, pulling her in close as his hand traced her backside. “And so are you, darlin’. Ain’t that explanation enough?”

She batted his hand away. “I should like to see you make that argument to Mr. MacQuiddy,” Elizabeth said. “I believe he would box your ears, though he should have to climb up on a ladder to do it.”

Nathaniel’s laughter died away suddenly.

Before them was Elphinstone Tower. Hannah called this the secret tower, but it looked anything but secret at this moment. Some kind of gathering was going on, and no one had bothered to close the draperies.

Nathaniel took her arm and pulled her away, around the corner and toward the gates into the courtyard. They did not speak until they were out of the guard’s hearing.

“What did Hannah say about that tower?”

She lifted a shoulder. “Not so very much, Nathaniel. Apparently Lady Carryck’s chambers were locked at her death, on the earl’s orders. She did not admit to it, but I would not be surprised if Jennet took her there somehow.”

He said, “Right now it don’t look locked at all.”

“Perhaps the earl likes to spend some time there in privacy,” Elizabeth suggested. “Perhaps he took his guests to see his lady’s portrait. Did you recognize anyone?”

Nathaniel nodded. “Carryck himself, and Contrecoeur.”

“And Mrs. Hope,” she added. “But it may well be completely innocent, Nathaniel.”

“Maybe so. But there’s something about the way they were standing there. Can’t put my finger on it right now.”

“Nathaniel.” Elizabeth pulled his face around to her, and looked hard into his eyes. “They might be playing whist, for all we know.”

He frowned at her. “Do you really believe that, Boots?”

Elizabeth shifted uncomfortably. Her upbringing told her that it was wrong to be so inquisitive about something obviously meant to be private; her experience with Moncrieff and Carryck made it clear that propriety and good manners were a luxury she must do without. None of it quite fit together, and it would keep her awake tonight.

They were in the hall off the courtyard when Nathaniel said, “What I want to know is, what Contrecoeur has got to do with all this.”

“So do I, Nathaniel. But it can wait until tomorrow, can it not?”

He didn’t even hear her. His attention had shifted away suddenly, as if he had caught the scent of something he had been looking for.

“Moncrieff.”

She heard only the sound of steps in the Great Hall, but she had no doubt that Nathaniel was right. She followed him.

The courtyard lantern cast enough light through the windows to show them that the room was empty. Then Elizabeth’s eyes adjusted to the shadows and she saw Angus Moncrieff at the far end of the hall, near the door that must lead to Elphinstone Tower.

“Avoiding us, Angus?” Nathaniel’s voice echoed slightly. “Where you off to in such a hurry?”

They had narrowed the distance between them considerably before Moncrieff spoke.

“I have business,” he said stiffly.

“With the earl,” Nathaniel supplied. “And so do we. Maybe we’ll just come along.”

“I canna allow it,” said Moncrieff. In the vague light Elizabeth could see the perspiration on his forehead, just as she could read the flush of anger that ran through Nathaniel by the way his back straightened. But there was nothing of it in his voice.

“Now, that’s curious,” Nathaniel said, stopping just in front of the man. “You thinkin’ you can forbid me anything at all.”

In a corner a mouse scratched and worried, and for a moment that was the only sound. Then in one quick movement Nathaniel reached out and neatly plucked a string that hung around Moncrieff’s neck and disappeared into his shirt. The string broke and Moncrieff jerked in surprise, his voice spiking in outrage. “What’s this? Have ye no decency, man?”

Nathaniel stepped back, examining his prize.

“That was ma faither’s. Ye’ve no use for it.”

“I ain’t so sure.”

Elizabeth came closer to look, and was surprised to see that it was not a pendant or medallion, but a simple square of soft dark material, half the length of Nathaniel’s thumb. In its middle was another square, this one of white linen sewn down with a zigzag stitch. The whole was faded and frayed at the edges, and the image on the white linen was so faint that Elizabeth could not make it out in the poor light.

“I’ll thank ye tae give it back,” Moncrieff said sharply. “It’s got nothing to do with you.”

“You’ll thank me. Now, that’s a novelty, ain’t it. The earl wears something just like this around his neck too.”

Moncrieff’s head snapped back. “How—” And then, his whole body shaking in anger: “Ye canna ha’ seen what the earl wears or doesna wear around his neck!”

“Maybe not, but you just told me what I suspected. So what is this thing?”

“I’ll say nae more.”

Nathaniel held it out to Elizabeth. “Do you recognize this, Boots?”

Elizabeth took it and went to the window to study it by the courtyard light.

“I do not,” she said. “And it is too faded to read. But perhaps there is someone we could ask. The earl?”

Moncrieff stilled suddenly. “Ye canna bother the laird wi’ this.”

“I don’t see why not.” Nathaniel reached for the door. “He’s up there in the tower, entertaining his visitors. A few more won’t hurt.”

“Ye have no idea,” Moncrieff said.

Elizabeth said, “Exactly. That is exactly why we must persevere.”

Whatever he had been expecting, the tower room took Nathaniel by surprise. It smelled nothing of a battlefield surgery and wounds gone bad.

Most of the people who had been here just ten minutes ago were gone. The Hakim stood close by, and on a chair next to a narrow bed sat Monsieur Contrecoeur, still dressed as he had been for dinner, all in black from the fine coat and breeches to his gloves. He had come here in a hurry, and the reason was clear: the man in the bed was dying.

“I tried—” Moncrieff began, and the Frenchman cut him off with a raised hand.

“Never mind, Angus. It doesn’t matter now.”

“Where’s the earl?” Nathaniel addressed Contrecoeur directly, in part to see if he would lie.

“In the chamber just above us. I asked for a few minutes alone with Georges,” said Contrecoeur.

“This is Monsieur Dupuis?” Elizabeth directed her question to the Hakim, but Moncrieff answered.

“Aye.” Moncrieff’s tone was bitter. “He’s dying, as ye can see for yesel’. Will you no’ leave him in peace?”

Nathaniel crossed the room and looked down.

The man in the bed blinked up at him, his eyes hazy with pain. Around his neck was a cloth medallion like the one Nathaniel had taken from Moncrieff. A crucifix hung over the bed. A dying man; a Catholic. A stranger.

Then he smiled, and Nathaniel recognized him.

He was clean shaven, where once he had worn his beard long and ragged. The beard had first earned him the name Dog-Face from the Kahnyen’kehàka—an honor they reserved for the hairiest and ugliest O’seronni. But the priest had proved himself stronger and braver than his countrymen, walking the gauntlet without a sound, falling under one blow to get up again and take the next, and all so that he might be allowed to tell them stories of his strange O’seronni heaven. They had renamed him Iron-Dog.

“Wolf-Running-Fast,” he whispered in the language of Nathaniel’s adopted people. “You are here at last.”

Nathaniel fell without a struggle into the rhythms of the language, and the things it demanded of him. “Iron-Dog, my friend. On the Great River they tell stories of you. They say that the Seneca burned you and ate your heart. They tell stories of your bravery.”

Dupuis hitched a breath and let it go in a long wheezing sigh. “God delivered me from that fate,” he said, switching into English. “He had other work for me, here.”

“What work?”

That saintly smile, the one that had set him apart. “You know as well as I do. To see you and your father reunited with your family.”

“You’re the one who told Carryck where to find us.”

He swallowed, and the tumors on his neck writhed like living things. “I told Moncrieff where to start looking. It took a long time. Almost too long.” He closed his eyes, and for a moment Nathaniel thought he had gone to sleep, but he spoke again, his voice as strong as before.

“Your lady wife.”

“Aye,” Nathaniel said. “This is Elizabeth.”

“English?”

Elizabeth stepped forward. “Yes, sir. I am English.”

He swallowed again and held out a long white hand, his palm crisscrossed with old scars.

Once Nathaniel had allowed this man to baptize him although he had not ever believed, not in his god or his devil. But Iron-Dog was one of the few white men who had earned his respect in those days. Nathaniel took the offered hand.

Dupuis pulled him forward. His breath was sweet with laudanum.

“I baptized you by my own hand,” he whispered. “But I can direct you no further on your journey. Listen to Contrecoeur. He will be your guide.”

“I do not want him as a guide,” Nathaniel said, because he would not lie to this man, on his deathbed or anywhere else.

“But you need him,” said Iron-Dog. “As he needs you.”
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Contrecoeur led the way up the circle of stairs, followed by Elizabeth and Nathaniel. Moncrieff came close behind, sucking in each breath and pushing it out step by step.

Another tower chamber, but no sickroom this time. Like the rest of the castle it was overfilled with fancy furniture, paintings and china figurines and ivory carvings. A dozen wax candles were all burning at once, so that shadows jumped on polished silver and brass.

“Lady Carryck’s chambers,” Elizabeth said. She pointed with her chin. “You see, there is her portrait over the mantel.”

It meant nothing to Nathaniel—one more pretty picture, this time a woman with hair the color of amber. The earl’s dead wife. Nathaniel took Elizabeth’s elbow to keep her next to him.

Carryck waited for them at a table, his hand curled around a cup. Mrs. Hope was on the other side of the room with sewing in her lap. She stood and smoothed her skirt, spoke without looking at anybody.

“I’ll bide below.”

“Stay where ye are, Jean.” Carryck’s voice was steady; nothing especially affectionate in his tone, nothing to indicate what they might be to each other except for the fact that he called her Jean, in this place where first names were such rare currency.

The housekeeper sat down again and folded her hands in her lap. When Nathaniel met her gaze she looked away.

Candlelight was kind to old faces, but even so the earl looked his age; the whisky, maybe. Or sorrow for Dupuis. Nathaniel could still not quite get his mind around the fact that Iron-Dog was here. What it meant, how he fit in to all of this.

“Come then and sit ye doon.”

The earl poured whisky for all of them—Elizabeth, too—and the room was filled with the bright, sharp smell of it. Nathaniel had never much liked hard liquor but he drank what was put before him, just as he took his turn with the pipe when it went around the Kahnyen’kehàka council fire.

It was Carryck who broke the silence.

“Ye’ve been waitin’ a guid while tae say what it is ye have tae say, Bonner. I’ll listen now, and then I’ll take my turn and tell ye what ye need tae understand.”

Elizabeth put her hand lightly on Nathaniel’s knee under the table, and he covered it with his own. Then he looked the earl directly in the eye.

“My mother used to say that if you can’t show a man respect when you sit down at his table, then don’t accept his invitation. Now we’re sitting here at your table, but it wasn’t an invitation that brought us to this place. So maybe that gives me leave to say what I’m thinking.”

“By all means,” said Carryck dryly.

Nathaniel went on. “It was your man here who put me and my father and our friend in a garrison gaol for weeks, and then when that didn’t do the job, he stole our children and put them and us at the mercy of every French warship between here and home. Took a woman like Curiosity—in all her days she has never done anything but good—away from her husband and children, and I don’t doubt the worry and aggravation has stole ten years off her life. The Osiris went down with two hundred men on it—and if Moncrieff had had his way, it would have taken my father and me with it. All this, just so you could see me and mine onto Scottish soil. Maybe my father and Rab MacLachlan are dead now, and if they are, that’s on your head too. So what I see when I look at you is a rich man used to getting his way, no matter what the cost. And I’m wondering why I should believe anything you have to say to me.”

Contrecoeur leaned forward. “It’s true that two hundred men and more have lost their lives, but they died for a good cause.”

Elizabeth’s head snapped toward him. “Since we are to speak plainly, may I ask why you are here, monsieur? I do not understand your interest in this affair.”

Nathaniel drew Moncrieff’s cloth medallion from his shirt and dropped it on the table. “It’s got something to do with this, I’ll wager.”

“He took it from me,” Moncrieff said to the earl, who never even looked in his direction.

The Frenchman smiled at the bit of cloth as another man might smile at his child. “The scapular. Yes, it has everything to do with this. You see, the earl’s motives are not entirely selfish. He is a true friend and protector to the most persecuted people in Scotland.”

Nathaniel grimaced. “Speak plain, man. ‘Persecuted’ could mean a lot of things.”

“By your lady’s expression I see she understands me very well.”

“The Church of Rome, Nathaniel.” Elizabeth’s voice wavered a little. “The Catholic church. The earl has given sanctuary to a priest.”

“To more than one,” Nathaniel agreed. “I expect that Monsieur Contrecoeur here ain’t just passing through on a whim. Came to read the last rites, is what I’d guess.”

A shoulder lifted in agreement. “I had that honor when I arrived, yes.”

Elizabeth was surprised, he could feel it in the way she looked at Contrecoeur.

“He’s a priest all right, Boots. Ask him to take off his gloves.”

“That’s no’ necessary,” said the earl.

“But I don’t mind,” said Contrecoeur. He pulled off the gloves to show them strong hands, broad of palm and long fingered. Where his thumbs had once been two twists of flesh were tucked into masses of silver-white scar tissue.

Elizabeth let out a soft gasp.

“That’s what I thought,” Nathaniel said. “The Huron liked to take the missionaries’ thumbs off with clam shells. There was one sachem who wore Jesuit thumbs and ears on a string around his neck.”

Contrecoeur flexed his fingers. “His name was Calling-Crow. I knew him well.”

Nathaniel said, “What else did they do to you?”

For the first time a shadow crossed Contrecoeur’s handsome face.

“I left with my soul intact. More I could not ask.”

“The Jesuits are no more,” Elizabeth said, more to herself than the table. “The pope suppressed the order some years ago, and all Jesuits were banished from England and Scotland.”

Moncrieff grunted. “The Scots were ever a loyal folk.”

“That is true.” Contrecoeur nodded. “Not all of our friends abandoned us. There are those who took it upon themselves to provide the Society of Jesus with a home, and safe shelter—at great risk to themselves. Much as the earl has done.”

“And Catherine of Russia.” Elizabeth’s expression was growing darker by the moment. “I understand now why it is that you want to take Mademoiselle LeBrun to her mother.”

Contrecoeur looked more surprised than pleased that Elizabeth had made this connection. “You are very quick, madame.”

“Am I indeed?” Elizabeth said sharply. “I assume you travel in disguise where you are not welcome.”

“The society has always been active in trade,” he said. “Those of us who remain true to it carry on as merchants where we cannot live openly as priests.”

Elizabeth touched the square of brown material that still sat in the middle of the table. “Do you wear one of these too, my lord Earl?”

“Aye,” Carryck said gruffly. “I am Catholic. I wear the scapular as my faither wore it, and his faither and grandfaither afore him.”

“That little scrap of cloth can’t be all that’s at the bottom of this,” Nathaniel said.

Elizabeth touched his sleeve. “You are right, Nathaniel. It is more complex. Things might get very complicated for the earl if his loyalty to the Church of Rome became public knowledge. If I remember correctly, the restrictions on Catholics and the penalties for evading them are unbelievably severe. And there has been great resistance to any Bill of Relief—riots, and the like.”

“A Bill o’ Relief was signed last April,” said Carryck, his calm leaving him suddenly.

Elizabeth’s surprise must have shown on her face, but he would not let her respond, leaning forward to speak directly to her.

“Dinna talk tae me o’ Bills o’ Relief. I wad be a fool tae put my faith and risk everythin’ on the whim o’ the English parliament.”

Nathaniel sat back to think it through. “So let me see if I got this straight. All this trouble, men dead and missing, children stole—all this ’cause he’s one kind of Christ worshiper, and those Campbells his daughter married into—the ones who tried to put a bullet in my head—are another.”

“In essence,” Elizabeth said.

Moncrieff was sputtering in anger and frustration, but Carryck silenced him with a sharp look. His calm restored, he said, “There’s a wee bit mair tae it. It’s many years now that I canna openly welcome my priest tae Carryckcastle wi’oot puttin’ him in danger o’ his life. The hearin’ o’ the Holy Mass or refusin’ tae attend kirk instead could cost me everything I hold dear. Should the presbytery suspect me o’ practicing my own faith, they can summon me—me—before them, and if I canna satisfy them that I’m no’ papist, they will denounce me tae the Privy Council, and aa my property will be consigned tae my nearest Protestant relative—the Campbells o’ Breadalbane—or revert tae the Crown. As a Catholic I canna buy real property, inherit an estate, or leave my property tae a Catholic son. And that same son couldna serve as a governor, factor, or even a schoolmaster. That’s what it means tae be Catholic—and faithful—in Scotland.”

Nathaniel said, “So your daughter ran off and married into the one family that would put you in the worst spot. What drove her to do something like that?”

The room was so quiet, it might have been empty.

“I did,” said Jean Hope. “I wasna truthfu’ wi’ her when she needed it most, and she married intae the Campbell line tae strike a blow at me.”

“Wheest, Jean.” Carryck’s voice came gentle. “We’ll no’ speak o’ it.”

“Won’t we?” Nathaniel leaned back in his chair. “Seems to me we’ve got a right to know all of it. The truth is, all of this puts me in mind of that story—” He reached for Elizabeth’s hand under the table. “Remember, Boots, the one you read out loud last winter? About that place with the little people who went to war because half of them liked to start with the big end of a boiled egg and the other half favored the small end. What was that book?”

“Mr. Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels,” she said. “Thousands of the Lilliputians died rather than be compelled to begin their eggs at the small end.”

Moncrieff pushed back his chair so violently that it screeched and then crashed over. “How dare ye.” He spoke softly, and with such venom that Nathaniel reached for a weapon that wasn’t there and then rose to block Moncrieff’s path to Elizabeth. “How dare ye insult Carryck in such a way.”

“Angus,” barked the earl. “Enough! Sit ye doon, man.”

“I willna!” Moncrieff was pale with rage. “I willna sit here and listen tae this English bitch make light o’ our travails.”

Nathaniel grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him forward, bending over to meet his eye. “You’re a foul-mouthed bastard,” he said easily. “And a coward, to attack a woman when I’m standing right here in front of you.”

Moncrieff spat in his face.

Contrecoeur and Carryck both sprang forward, but Nathaniel’s fist had already buried itself in Moncrieff’s gut. He sank to his knees, grunting and gasping for breath.

Nathaniel wiped the spittle from his face with his sleeve. His wounded shoulder was screaming, and he had broken into a sweat.

“Angus,” said Carryck. “Ye disappoint me, man.”

Contrecoeur said nothing, but merely helped Moncrieff to his feet. He hung there for a moment, sputtering and coughing, and when he looked up there was nothing of contrition in his expression.

“Aye, I lost my temper,” he wheezed. “But I’ll take no’ a word back. I willna stand by and smile while they sneer at us.”

“You are mistaken, Mr. Moncrieff,” Elizabeth said. “I do not sneer, nor would I make light of these outrageous penalties and the deprivation of basic human rights. But I do—I must—challenge your interference in our lives. We are not politicians, and we cannot be held accountable for these wrongs done to you.”

Moncrieff coughed. “It has nothing tae do with politics. Should Breadalbane come tae Carryck it will have tae do wi’ blood. They’ll drive us out wi’ whips and canes, the way they drove my grandfaither out o’ Dumfries in the riots. He died in the mud, watching his roof burn. His guidwife would ha’ froze tae death beside him and my faither wi’ her, but for the auld laird. But he gave them work, and a croft and a place tae make their confessions, and tae hear the Mass without fear. Ye wi’ yer superiority and yer weeping for the Africans, ye care nothing for what we’ve suffered under your countrymen. You stand there and speak tae us of eggs.”

Elizabeth drew herself up to her full height. “You have suffered great injustice, but we are no part of that, sir.”

Moncrieff’s mouth twisted with disgust. “She doesna understand,” he said to the earl. “I told ye how it would be.”

“She understands well enough, and so do I,” Nathaniel said. “You want to hold on to what’s yours—there’s nothing unusual in that. You’re Catholics, and I’d guess you’re Jacobites, too.”

There was a sudden silence as Carryck and Contrecoeur looked at each other.

Contrecoeur said, “Our political aspirations are modest. We are interested only in surviving in these ungodly times.”

Elizabeth let out a hoarse laugh. “You must think us very dense indeed, sir. You are asking us to join a lost cause. To allow ourselves to be used as pawns in your holy war.”

“No,” said Contrecoeur, leaning forward, his fervor so bright that it changed his face into a martyr’s mask. “It is exactly that which we hope to avoid. The best way to keep the peace is to keep Carryck free of Campbell influence.”

Nathaniel studied the priest’s face. “Your name ain’t Contrecoeur, is it? You’re no more French than I am.”

Carryck looked up in surprise. “Can ye no see the resemblance tae Angus? Before he took his vows he was called John Moncrieff.”

“Brothers,” said Nathaniel. And saw it then, in the line of the jaw and the set of the eyes.

“Half brothers,” said Contrecoeur.

Elizabeth said, “They sent you to France to be educated by the Jesuits.”

Contrecoeur looked at his half brother. “You were wrong about her, Angus. About both of them. They are not so witless after all.”

Nathaniel swallowed down the bile that rose in his throat, and he looked at Contrecoeur.

The man was nothing more than a priest. A priest like all the other priests he had ever known, steadfast in his conviction that his heaven was the only worthy goal and that every creature on the earth was in the world to serve his church, and his needs. He had known anger deep and cold enough to sear, and it all pushed up now from deep in his gut. He swallowed it back down, but it took everything in him.

He said, “So what happens to an exiled priest returned in secret to his homeland, if he’s found out?”

Contrecoeur inclined his head. “You wish me ill, Mr. Bonner. Your life in the endless forests has hardened your heart.”

Elizabeth said, “If we are hard, sir, it is because you have put our children in danger.”

He put out a mangled hand, palm up, as if to offer her something worth taking. “As are the children of the church, Mrs. Bonner. As are we all.”

Nathaniel took Elizabeth’s arm. “There’s nothing else to be said here. You’ll have to find another way out.”

“You were baptized in the church,” Contrecoeur said. “You are tied to this place by blood and faith.”

Nathaniel laughed out loud. “I will never belong to this place. Do you hear me, Carryck? Marry the French girl and get yourself a son, or make peace with your daughter. I’m taking my family home.”

The earl stared, his expression stony.

“I am sorry for your troubles,” Elizabeth said to Mrs. Hope. “But we cannot help you.”

Moncrieff put himself in front of Nathaniel, swaying slightly on his feet. “Ye’d turn yer back on yer blood kin?”

“Get out of my way,” Nathaniel said softly.

Moncrieff did not move. “I should ha’ taken the boy and killed ye when I had the chance.”

Nathaniel studied him for a moment: the long face and sunken cheeks, the dark eyes bloodshot and still bright with anger.

“I was just thinking the same thing about you,” he said. “I still am.”

“Stand aside, Angus.” Carryck’s voice was hoarse, but steady. “Let them go.”

“Aye, Angus,” Nathaniel echoed. “Stand aside.”

Hannah meant to read while she waited for her father and Elizabeth to come back from dining with Carryck, but the afternoon in Carryckton had been more tiring than she realized. She fell asleep after just a few pages, and dreamed of the bear wandering blind through the fairy wood, trailing a chain behind herself, and calling out for help.

The sound of her father’s voice, hushed and urgent, woke her. Hannah righted herself so suddenly that the book in her lap slid to the floor with a muffled thump.

“What?” she asked, frightened by the expression on his face. “What’s wrong?” She looked to Elizabeth and Curiosity, who stood behind him. “Is something wrong? My grandfather?”

And then she saw what her father held in his hands: the buckskin sacks, double sewn, that he had worn against his skin for so much of this journey. Empty.

She unfolded her legs and tried to stand up, suddenly as unsteady as a new colt. Her father steadied her with his free hand.

“Did you hear anything?” he asked. “Did anybody come in here while we were gone?”

Hannah shook her head. “No. Nobody.”

“You see,” said Curiosity. “I told you, I would have heard it if somebody came in. I don’ sleep that deep, not here.”

“All the coin?” Hannah asked. “All of it gone?”

“Yes,” said Elizabeth. “All of it. One hundred and three gold guineas, and four pounds sixpence in silver. The sacks were undisturbed when I fetched a shawl in the late afternoon.”

Hannah rubbed her eyes and tried to collect her thoughts. “I saw Mac Stoker,” she said. “He was leaving.”

Her father’s back went very straight. “Where? When did you see him?”

“In the tunnels,” said Hannah, and she saw how the grown-ups all looked at each other.

“Speak up, child,” said Curiosity. “And tell us what you know about Mac Stoker.”

It was quickly told—the tunnels under the castle, the staircase built into the thick wall of Forbes Tower that came out in the kitchen window casement. And Mac Stoker with a sack over his shoulder on his way to find his crew and his ship.

“I thought maybe he had stolen a teakettle, or a silver platter,” she finished.

“I don’t think it could have been Stoker,” Nathaniel said. “He couldn’t come up here without being seen. And the timing is off—that was before we left for dinner.”

Curiosity’s mouth was set in a hard line. “But who else knew about the coin?”

“Moncrieff,” said Elizabeth. “Moncrieff knew, and he wasn’t at dinner.”

“Angus Moncrieff has not been in these rooms,” said Curiosity firmly. “I could smell the man a mile off, rat that he is.”

“The maids,” Hannah suggested hesitantly. “The maids might have known. Maybe he sent one of them—”

“Or maybe Stoker did,” said Elizabeth. “He is good at getting women to do his bidding.”

Hannah watched her father’s face, seeing the anger there just below the surface, and the frustration. He turned to Elizabeth.

“How much will it cost to buy passage home for all of us?”

Elizabeth spread her hands out on her lap. “About six pounds per person, if we want cabins. Perhaps half that for the twins. Another three pounds for provisions for each of us. Counting your father and Robbie that would be—”

“More than fifty pound,” said Curiosity. “Might as well be a thousand.”

“If only there were some way to contact my aunt Merriweather,” Elizabeth said. “But I have no idea where she is.”

Nathaniel turned away without a word. He took a candle from the mantelpiece and disappeared into the dressing room.

“Now what?” muttered Curiosity.

Elizabeth put her arm around Hannah. “I don’t know.”

A few moments later Nathaniel was back. He held out his hands, full now: a silver comb embedded with pearls and a set of brushes to match. A pair of shoe buckles encrusted with square-cut stones that caught the candlelight and cast it out again in a rainbow. A hand mirror, inlaid with ivory and pearl, and deeply carved: Sans Peur. He let them fall on the table and the sound of it was very loud in the room.

“Would these bring in enough money?”

“In London, yes,” Elizabeth said. “But I doubt there are any jewelers in Carryckton. Perhaps in Moffat.”

“Jennet told me about Moffat,” said Hannah. “It’s a place where rich people go to take baths.”

A smile flickered at the corner of Elizabeth’s mouth. “A spa, yes, and quite a fashionable one with the aristocracy. There would almost certainly be a way to dispose of these things.”

“Lady Isabel is there, too,” said Hannah. “And some of the Campbells.”

Three heads came up suddenly to look at her. She said, “You made me start at the end, or I would have told you already.”

Curiosity said, “Sounds like a long story, indeed. Let’s set down.”

It took almost an hour for Hannah to tell it. As she recounted what she had learned at the Laidlaw cottage, Nathaniel filled in the background that Contrecoeur—John Moncrieff, Elizabeth reminded herself—and Carryck had given them during their visit to Lady Carryck’s chamber.

“A fine mess,” Curiosity concluded when they had finished. “Priests and hidey-holes and runaway daughters. There ain’t nothing like religion to bring out the worst in folks.”

Elizabeth gestured toward the empty buckskin sacks. “And then this—”

“It don’ much matter who took it,” said Curiosity. “Not as far as I can see. Either way it’s gone.”

Nathaniel leaned forward to study a shoe buckle. “I don’t know, Curiosity. If it was Moncrieff, or Carryck even, then that means they’ll go to some lengths to keep us here. What we need is an ally, somebody to help us get away.”

“I have rarely heard a master or landlord so universally praised,” said Elizabeth. “It is hard to imagine that any one of his servants or tenants would be of any assistance. I think we must depend on ourselves alone.”

Hannah said, “There’s the Campbells. They want us gone, anyway. Maybe they’d help, once they know we’ve got no interest in Carryck.”

“Maybe they would,” said Nathaniel slowly. “But just because we don’t want to claim this place don’t mean we got to hook up with Carryck’s enemies.”

Curiosity put her chin down to her chest and gave Nathaniel a piercing look. “I don’ wish the man ill, either. But tell me, what choice do we have? Cain’t you talk to this Isabel, if not her menfolk? See if she’s willing to send us on our way?”

Elizabeth watched Nathaniel struggle with this idea. She put a hand on his, and he looked at her.

“We must go to Moffat anyway to sell these things.” She picked up the mirror and it flashed in the candlelight. “It might do some good to call on Lady Isabel. For us and perhaps for Carryck, as well.”

Nathaniel ran a hand through his hair. He had discarded his coat, and the white linen of the shirt strained against his shoulders, all the tension in him rising up.

“I don’t know, Boots.”

She said, “Let me go. I could make the trip in one day, with a good horse.”

Curiosity laughed. “Now, there’s a rare idea. Send you off with a load of jewels in your pocket—on your own, of course—through strange countryside to find the Campbells, after they put two bullets in your husband.”

Elizabeth tried to keep her composure. “The Campbells do not know me,” she said. “I am just another lady come to Moffat to take the waters.”

Hannah cleared her throat and Nathaniel turned toward her.

“Say what you got on your mind, Squirrel.”

After a moment she said, “It’s when you two split up that there’s trouble. I think you should both go.”

Nathaniel’s face went very still, and then he reached out a hand to put on her shoulder. “You’re right. Sometimes it takes a child to point out the truth of a thing. What do you say, Boots?”

“I’d like to hear what Curiosity thinks of the idea,” Elizabeth said.

Curiosity tapped the table with one long finger, her jaw working thoughtfully. “I suppose I can keep people out of here for a day, and there’s goat’s milk enough. We managed that way once before, after all. But how you going to get horses, without letting Carryck know what you up to?”

Hannah said, “The mailcoach leaves Carryckton for Moffat at half past five in the morning.” And then, in response to Elizabeth’s surprised look and Curiosity’s suspicious one: “I saw it posted on the board outside the tavern. The Barley Mow, it was called.”

“Is that so,” Curiosity said grimly. “I’ll tell you what I think, missy. I think you got this whole thing set in your head as soon as you heard that sorry story about Lady Isabel running off. Ain’t that so?”

Hannah had an almost petulant expression, and she said nothing.

“The only problem is that we don’t have the fare,” said Elizabeth.

Curiosity’s brow furled down low as she considered. Then she reached into her headwrap with two long fingers and drew out a single coin. A five-guinea gold piece sparked the light.

“In case of trouble.” She let out a great sigh, and many things passed across her face in quick succession—desperation, anger, and a simple weariness that Elizabeth understood very well, and for which there was no immediate cure.

“Hannah,” she said quietly. “Go fetch me my satchel, please.”

“Curiosity—” Elizabeth began.

“Hush now, just wait.” Curiosity held up a hand. And so they sat in silence until Hannah came back and put the small satchel on the table.

Curiosity opened it, and reaching down into the bottom, she pulled out the pistols and holster Nathaniel had been wearing when he came back from his nighttime ride in Dumfries. She rummaged a little longer and came up with a bag of bullets and one of powder.

“Nobody was paying any attention while you were bleeding half to death,” she said to Nathaniel. “But I thought these might come in handy. I expect you paid a good deal for them.”

“I did,” Nathaniel said. “And I’m glad to see them again.”

Curiosity surprised Elizabeth by leaning across the table and taking both of Nathaniel’s hands in her own.

“You watch yourselves. I want to go home, and I won’t take kindly to any more delays. Do you hear me, Nathaniel Bonner?”

Nathaniel nodded. “I do.”

“One more thing,” she said. “And then you need to get some sleep before you start off. I think you should take Daniel with you. I never did care for the way Moncrieff look at that boy, and I don’ trust him now most especially.”

At the nape of Elizabeth’s neck the hair rose, and she saw Moncrieff’s face contorted with outrage. I should have taken the boy and killed ye when I had the chance.

“We’ll take Daniel,” Nathaniel said. “But I’m leaving you one of the pistols.”
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Moffat looked like any other town in a Sunday morning drizzle, the lanes almost empty under a lowering sky. Elizabeth took note of a theatre, an assembly hall, and along the High Street any number of discreet signs for the services of doctors and surgeons.

“Ye see, Mr. Speedwell’s shingle just there,” said the lady who sat across from her. She was a small, round woman by the name of Mrs. Eleanor Rae, and she had just spent a fortnight in Carryckton visiting her sister. “He’s just the mannie tae see yer guidman weel agin, mark ma words.” And she clucked her tongue in compassion, studying Nathaniel’s silent form. “It’s a pity, that’s what it is. But nivver fear, ma dear, Mr. Speedwell will put him richt again.”

Elizabeth resisted the urge to turn and look at Nathaniel. Curiosity really had done a fine job of transforming him into an invalid—his throat and jaw had been wrapped elaborately in flannel and dressings—but it was his mournful expression that engendered Mrs. Rae’s compassion. Elizabeth had had no idea he would take so well to this charade, and she could not look at him for very long without fear of laughing.

The mailcoach jerked to a stop before a tidy inn.

“The Black Bull,” Mrs. Rae announced. “As respectable a place as ever was. Guid food and clean rooms. Do tell MacDonald it was Eleanor Rae wha sent ye, mind.” She leaned forward to peer at Daniel, who was mouthing his fist. He stared back at her with perfect equanimity, and she seemed to take this as a further sign of Elizabeth’s sad state.

“Sic a pity,” she hummed, and she gathered her parcels to herself.

In a moment the woman would be gone, and Elizabeth knew she was the best chance they had of making the necessary connections in the short amount of time available to them. She had been contemplating how to formulate her question for the last hour, and now there was no more time to waste.

“Mrs. Rae, if I might ask—”

“Anythin’, ma dear.” Her eyes went very wide and round. “Ask awa’.”

“It is a rather delicate matter, you understand—” Another bobbing nod, curiosity and goodwill wound together like the plump hands she clasped before herself.

“We find it necessary to dispose of some personal items to pay for my husband’s treatment and our stay here. Could you direct me to a reputable … agent?”

“Plate, or jewels?” Her tone all business now, and a new light in her eye.

“The latter,” Elizabeth said. Beside her Nathaniel shifted uneasily, but Mrs. Rae focused her smile on Elizabeth.

“Ah.” She produced a small smile. “It’s fate that’s broucht us tegither the-day. Ye mun come alang wi’ me, ma dears, and I will introduce ye tae ma neighbor, Mr. Babby-Sang-Way. An Italian gentleman, ye ken, but canny aa the same.”

•  •  •

Elizabeth carried the boy with his face peeking out between two open buttons of her cape. He was curious about the world and had not yet learned fear or caution, and he would not be hidden away like an infant. His eyes—so green in this light—missed nothing, and his expression was very serious as they moved along the lanes.

Nathaniel had Curiosity’s satchel—filled now with Giselle’s fine things, but his injured arm he kept under his cloak, his hand resting on the butt of the pistol. At first he had liked this masquerade that permitted him to listen without ever talking—he owed Elizabeth a debt for coping with Mrs. Rae all the way from Carryckton without any assistance from him—but now the dressings on his face had begun to itch, and he had had enough of silence. The plain truth was that their options were few and their time was short—the mailcoach that returned to Carryckton would leave in just five hours. He had no choice but to carry on with this game.

They followed Mrs. Rae down a lane lined with small shops—a gunmaker, a saddlemaker, a cobbler, all shuttered. A redcoat passed, scratching his chest and yawning loudly. Nathaniel pulled his hat down tighter over his brow.

“Here we are, ma dears.”

They had stopped before a tiny shop with a door painted bright yellow. Above it a shingle moved fitfully in the wind. G. Bevesangue, Importer.

Elizabeth thanked Mrs. Rae for her help, shook her hand, and then the older lady had pointed out her husband’s shop down the lane—“the best milliner in aa o’ Moffat, and do I say sae masel’”—and left them.

At Elizabeth’s firm knock, the door flew open as if he had been waiting for them. The man who stood there was no more than thirty, with wild hair that stood straight up all over his head and a dark complexion. He had a thin, dry twist of a face and the darkest eyes Nathaniel had ever seen in a white man. He did not seem surprised to find two strangers on his doorstep, but he did peer cautiously down the lane in both directions before he stepped back to usher them in with a bow and a sweep of his arm.

“Entrez, si vous plais.” He smiled, and a gold tooth flashed beneath the neatly trimmed mustache. “Guido Bevesangue, madame, monsieur.”

Elizabeth hesitated, glanced over her shoulder at Nathaniel, and stepped over the threshold.

It was a small room, furnished simply: in the corner a bed, a long table, a cabinet, two chairs, and a lamp. Clothing hung from pegs, and on the table were the remnants of a modest meal of bread and cheese and some kind of green paste. There was nothing here to indicate why this man might be interested in paying hard cash for what they had to sell but the far wall, which was crowded with clocks.

Elizabeth began to speak, but Bevesangue held up a hand to stop her just as all the timepieces came to life at once with a low whirring sound. Daniel’s head popped out of Elizabeth’s cloak and he let out a caw of pleasure and began to wiggle with excitement, flapping his arms.

When the last of the clocks had finished striking the hour and Elizabeth had quieted Daniel, Bevesangue bowed so that his hair flopped forward and then back again.

“Est-ce que je puis vous aider, madame, monsieur?”

“Sir,” Elizabeth began. “Do you speak English?”

“But of course, madame.” He put a hand to his heart, as if he were ready to swear to this. “Pardon me, I thought that you must be French. Most of my … visitors are French gentlepersons in unfortunate circumstances.” His eyes trailed over them, taking note of the expensive cut of their cloaks, muddy at the hems. “I myself am Italian, of Genoa.”

There was the sound of raised voices in the lane outside the window, and the pleasant expression on the man’s face disappeared. It came flickering back very slowly as the voices moved farther away. Nathaniel touched the pistol again, glad of the heft of it against his ribs.

“How may I be of assistance, madame …?” He paused expectantly.

“Freeman,” Elizabeth supplied. And then: “Mrs. Rae suggested that you might be interested in buying some items from us.”

“Personal items, madame?”

“Yes. Personal items of some value,” she finished firmly.

Bevesangue studied Nathaniel from the corner of his eye.

“Your husband is ill?”

Elizabeth’s expression hardened a bit. “My husband is here to take the waters for a throat condition, sir. Nothing else fails him.”

“But you have traveled far,” he said. “You must be very tired. Please, won’t you take a seat?”

Nathaniel put a hand on Elizabeth’s arm to stop her. Then he stepped up closer to Bevesangue to look at him hard. Something about this Italian made the balls of his thumbs itch, but whatever it was he hid away cleverly behind those black eyes. After a minute, Bevesangue blinked.

“Your husband is a cautious man,” he said, without looking away from Nathaniel. “And a dangerous one, I think.”

Elizabeth smiled. “How very observant you are, Mr. Bevesangue,” she said. “Perhaps we will be able to do business together after all.”

A half hour later they paid for a room at the Black Bull with coin, and a maid showed them to their room.

“Sixty pounds,” Elizabeth said, dropping the purse onto the bed. “It is more than I imagined we might get. You must have truly frightened him, Nathaniel.”

“I don’t know about that.” He went to the window as he loosened the dressings on his jaw.

“But why else would he have given us so much, with so little bartering?” Elizabeth unbuttoned her bodice for Daniel, who was chattering impatiently and thumping at her with a small fist. She stilled suddenly, and looked up.

“Unless—”

“He plans on getting it back again,” Nathaniel finished for her.

“Lovely,” Elizabeth said grimly. “Just what we needed. A larcenous Italian after us as well as the Campbells and the Carrycks.”

“Never mind, Boots. We’ll be on the mailcoach by four, and he won’t think to come looking for us before dark. In the meantime we’ll just set tight right here.”

Elizabeth considered. They had been up well before dawn to walk hard over unfamiliar territory for more than an hour. There had been no chance to sleep on the mailcoach—Mrs. Rae and Daniel both had conspired against that—and she was very tired. She could do as Nathaniel suggested, and sleep here until it was time to go back to Carryckcastle and claim the rest of their family before they started out for home. That was exactly what she should do.

Daniel’s steady suckling was the only sound in the room. Nathaniel was still at the window with his back turned to her, watching the lane below. He said, “Spit it out, Boots, before it chokes you.”

“If Lady Isabel is here, I think I should try to talk to her,” Elizabeth said. “If I do not, I shall always wonder—”

“If you could have solved Carryck’s problems for him. Christ above, you are worse than any missionary I ever ran into. Do you realize what kind of trouble you’re headed for with this?”

This stung. Elizabeth bent her head over Daniel to hide her burning face and to get hold of her temper. She heard Nathaniel crossing the room, and then his weight pressed down on the edge of the bed.

“I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that.”

“No, you should not have.”

“You’re nothing like a missionary.”

“I should hope not.”

He shot her a sidelong glance. “Maybe she ain’t even here. And if she is, how would you find out without setting the Campbells on our tails? I don’t suppose they’d mind putting another bullet in me, and one in you, too, if they had the chance.”

Elizabeth met his gaze. “I am very capable of finding out what I want to know without providing any useful information in return. Leave that to me.”

A flicker of a grin passed over his face. “That’s fine with me, Boots. I’ll sit back and watch.”

They put Daniel down for his nap and then Nathaniel watched with equal parts amusement and disquiet as Elizabeth spun her web. First she rang for the maid, a slow young woman who took her time getting to them to bob a halfhearted curtsy. In a cool and superior tone Nathaniel hardly recognized, Elizabeth ordered a meal that would have fed them for days: white soup, a fricando of veal, vegetable pudding, a basket of breads, raspberry syllabub, coffee, and an expensive bottle of claret. The maid, suddenly much more awake, ran off to the kitchens with a new flush in her cheeks.

“You mean to spend the whole sixty pounds before we ever get out of town, or did walking just give you a big appetite?”

“No,” Elizabeth said calmly. “I am hardly hungry at all, but I shall eat nonetheless.” And she had nothing more to say to him, because a serving man had appeared with linen to set the table for their meal.

In the next hour Nathaniel learned things about his wife that he had not guessed, or maybe never let himself think about. This was not the Elizabeth he knew, the woman who had set herself so resolutely to the task of learning how to skin game and cure deerhides, who climbed trees and swam in mountain lakes. This was Elizabeth Middleton of Oakmere, Lady Crofton’s niece, raised to believe that servants had no names worth remembering, a lady who did not even think to pick up her own napkin to put it in her lap. It was surprising to watch her send back the sauce for the veal as unfit to eat, and disturbing to see her point to her glass to have it filled without ever looking in the serving maid’s direction. And all the time she talked to him in a voice and manner that he knew not at all, and liked even less, of assemblies and dance parties and intrigues at court.

It was when the syllabub was before them that Elizabeth’s plan was finally clear to him.

“It is too bad Uncle does not care to go so far as Galston,” she said in a vaguely distressed way. “The countess asked me so pointedly to call on her, after all. I suppose it cannot be helped, although I do so hate to disappoint. You know Mama is hoping that our Roderick will take an interest in her. It would be a fine thing to see our families thus joined.”

From the corner of his eye, Nathaniel saw something flicker across the serving maid’s face.

Elizabeth carried on with a sigh: “I would give a great deal to see dear Flora. I am very disappointed, indeed.”

The serving maid made a low sound in her throat, not quite a cough. Elizabeth raised her brow in the young woman’s direction. “Yes?”

A deep curtsy. “Beggin’ yer pardon, mem, I dinnae care tae intrude …” She paused, and when Elizabeth did not stop her, she continued in a rush.

“If it’s the Countess o’ Loudoun ye’re speakin’ aboot—I thoucht it must be, hearin’ ye talk o’ Galston—pardon me for bein’ sae forward, mem, but did ye nae ken that the lady is come tae Moffat tae take the waters?”

For one long moment Elizabeth’s face betrayed nothing at all, and the maid grew very pale.

Then Elizabeth smiled. “Is she, indeed? How kind of you …”

“Annie, mem.”

“How very kind of you, Annie, to put my mind at ease. Such thoughtfulness must be rewarded.”

A flush crawled up the girl’s neck and she bobbed again. “It’s nae trouble at aa, mem. The countess walks by every mornin’—the Earl o’ Breadalbane has a hoose in Elliot Place, just doon the lane.”

“Does he? What very good luck,” Elizabeth said, picking up her spoon and smiling thinly at Nathaniel. “Very good luck, indeed.”

“You are cross with me,” Elizabeth said calmly. She was studying her reflection in the window glass as she tucked a stray hair away. Her hand was trembling, and she stilled it by pressing it against her waist. When Nathaniel came up to wrap his arms around her from behind, she stiffened, and did not know why.

“Not cross, that’s the wrong word.”

“Do be honest, Nathaniel. I have never seen you look so stern. You quite frightened me.”

“Then we’re even, because you scared me, too, Boots.” He rocked her back against him. “But I have to admit, you put my mind to rest.”

She turned in his arms and stemmed her hands against his chest. There was a guarded expression about him, a reserve that she hadn’t seen in him since the first few times they had ever spoken to each other, when she was still Miss Middleton and she had insisted on calling him Mr. Bonner. It hurt her to see that look in his face.

“That is a very mysterious statement. Whatever does it mean?”

He said, “That lady sitting across from me at that table wrinkling her nose at the sauce and complaining about the coffee ain’t the woman I married. Here I been worried about what you gave up to stay in New-York with me, and it never crossed my mind—” He stopped.

“Go on,” she said dully. “Say it. It never crossed your mind that I might become … that kind of lady, if I had stayed to live my life here.” She pulled away, unable to touch him and keep her composure at the same time. “Did you think it was all a girlish whim, my wanting to get away? Did you not hear me when I told you about what it was like here for women born to ease and wealth? Do you not see how easy it is to become manipulative and imperious when every other avenue, every opportunity to think independently, is denied?”

She felt the flush of anger spreading up over her face, and it took all her willpower to meet his gaze. “I knew what I should become if I stayed. I felt it growing in me like a cancer, day by day. And now you’ve seen it. It is me, Nathaniel. Whether you like it or not, that woman is part of me, too, and always will be.”

“Ah, Boots,” he said, pulling her close to put his cheek against her hair. His voice was hoarse but his hands on her shoulders were gentle. “If that’s the worst you’ve got to show me, then I’m a damn lucky man.”

Something small and warm broke open deep inside her, and rose up to her throat. When she could speak again she said, “I want to go home.”

“So do I. And we will.”

Just what is it you expect? Elizabeth asked herself sternly as she made her way to Elliot Place. What is it you want of Lady Isabel?

The truth was, she did not know what she would say to the lady when—if—she were finally to meet her. Your father has made our lives very difficult; please come and tell him to stop right away.

She smiled outright at the idea. A man passing her on the road paused as if she had spoken to him; Elizabeth gave him a cold look, and he dropped his gaze and moved on.

It was madness, of course. She could not tell them who she was without putting herself in real danger, but if she did not, what connection could she possibly claim that would open the door? Giselle Somerville’s gown and cloak and bonnet marked her for a woman of quality and means, but the appearance of good breeding alone would not get her very far.

The reluctant sun had come to dry the cobblestones and a crowd of children ran out to greet it. Above her a window opened and the sound of a pianoforte being very ill used drifted down, undercut by the voices of young men bickering in French. A barouche went by at a solemn pace, in it two gentlemen with a medical look about them. And then she had come to Elliot Place, and Elizabeth must stop to gather her thoughts.

A single house stood on the lane, three stories high and surrounded by a large park. Elizabeth stopped before the garden gate, overrun with honeysuckle intertwined with roses, heavy headed and dripping with the recent rain, their scent rising now on the warmer breeze. The gate stood partially open, and beyond it a flagstone path wound through tall spires of deep blue delphinium and masses of white lilies. The path ended at a small flight of stone steps and then ran away again into the dappled light of the garden beyond.

“Were you wondering about the roses?” said a young voice behind her. Elizabeth’s heart raced, but she composed her expression and turned.

“Everybody does. Wonder about the roses, I mean.”

She was a plain girl of perhaps thirteen, with intelligent, bright brown eyes and a friendly expression. Her accent was not quite Scots and not English, but something in between, almost certainly the result of careful training.

“They are beautiful,” Elizabeth said. “I have never seen roses of this particular shade of apricot before. I could not help but stop and admire them.”

The girl smiled. “Apricot. I’ve never heard anybody call it that, but you are right, they are exactly the color of a ripe apricot. Would you like to see the rest of the garden?”

She took Elizabeth’s surprise for hesitancy. “It’s really all right. They like to show it off,” she said in a low and conspiratorial tone.

“Is the countess an avid gardener, then?” Elizabeth asked, and saw the young girl’s face contort first in surprise and then amusement. “Or perhaps it is the Earl of Breadalbane …”

The girl said, “Breadalbane doesn’t care anything for flowers. I do, but I can’t claim any part of this—” She inclined her head toward the garden. And then, perhaps because Elizabeth was looking confused, she added: “I am the Countess of Loudoun.”

“Oh,” said Elizabeth, quite taken aback. “Pardon me, I did not realize.”

The girl flushed. “You are surprised. You must have heard those silly stories about my lungs,” she said with some irritation. “Everybody thinks I’m an invalid. Well, I am not.”

“Yes, I can see that,” Elizabeth said. And then, “It must be very vexing to have people think you unwell when you are in good health.”

The countess narrowed her eyes. “Yes. It is indeed very vexing, that is just the right word. You are very good with words.”

“Thank you,” Elizabeth said, amused in spite of the seriousness of this situation. “Who is it that takes credit for the garden, if it is not you, Countess?”

“It is Lady Isabel’s doing,” said the girl. “The wife of my curator. She spends all her time here terrorizing the gardeners, even though—” She stopped, and bit her lower lip thoughtfully. “Would you care to see the pond?”

Elizabeth wondered at herself, that she should hesitate when this opportunity came so naturally. She clasped her hands together to keep them from trembling, and she followed the girl down the flagstone path.

Even in her anxiety Elizabeth could not overlook the beauty of the gardens. Around every corner was a surprise, a bench surrounded by rose campion and clouds of white phlox, a corner where tiny bluebells cascaded over a deep green mat, an arbor thick with scarlet clematis as big as her hand. There were no gardeners at work now, on a Sunday afternoon—just the subtle hum of bees and, somewhere near, the soft splash of water on rocks. Her guide was content to let her look, and Elizabeth was very glad of it, for she had no idea what she might say if she should come upon Lady Isabel unexpectedly.

They came out onto a grassy slope that ran down to a pond, fed by a thin stream that erupted from an outcropping of rock. Three slender white birch stood at one end, sending their shadows dancing over the water. A dragonfly hovered above a clutch of cream and pink water lilies.

“How lovely.” Elizabeth only breathed it, but in the shadows on the far side of the pond there was a rustle of skirts. A woman sat up from a chair. She was wrapped in a shawl, and veiling hung from the brim of her hat.

“Flora?”

“There’s a lady here to see the garden,” called the young countess. “An English lady. She stopped to look at your roses.”

Elizabeth’s breath came short and fast, but she managed to control her voice. “Pardon me, please. I did not intend to intrude—”

“You are not intruding,” said the girl, with some irritation. “I brought you. Lady Isabel likes to take people around her garden, don’t you, Isabel?”

“I do.” She pushed herself out of her chair with some effort—Elizabeth thought she must have been very deeply asleep—and started toward them around the pond. She moved like a woman of seventy rather than one of thirty, and for a moment Elizabeth wondered if she had come to the wrong place, stumbled upon some other Isabel. So complete was her confusion that when the woman stopped before her, she did not hesitate or think, but gave her own name to the anonymous face behind the veil.

“How do you do,” she said. “I am Mrs. Elizabeth Bonner, of New-York State.”

There was a small silence, which a jay interrupted with a harsh cry.

“Flora,” said Lady Isabel softly. “Please tell Cook I will take tea here wi’ my guest. And tell Mrs. Fitzwilliam that I dinna want tae be disturbed.”

Elizabeth wished very much to see Lady Isabel’s face, but she must be content with her voice, which gave no hint of surprise or displeasure.

“But—”

“It is verra rude tae stare, Flora,” she said gently.

The girl nodded.

“Ye may come back tae sit wi’ us after ye’ve talked tae Cook.”

This seemed to reassure the girl, and she ran off.

Lady Isabel said, “I prefer tae sit in the shade, if that will suit?”

Elizabeth found her voice again. “Yes, thank you. That will suit very well.” She touched her handkerchief to her brow, perspiring suddenly in the cool of the garden.

Flora was back very quickly, out of breath and flushed. She sat on the ground next to Lady Isabel’s lawn chair and tucked her legs beneath herself.

“Ye came alone,” said Lady Isabel. “Are ye verra brave, or just headstrong?”

“Perhaps I am both,” Elizabeth said.

They sat for a moment listening to birds calling back and forth in the trees, and then Flora—it was hard to think of her as the Countess of Loudoun—surprised Elizabeth and Isabel both.

“Did Carryck send you, or was it Jean Hope?”

The girl knew the whole story, then—certainly she knew more than Elizabeth did of Lady Isabel’s flight from Carryckcastle.

“No,” Elizabeth said. “Nobody sent me. Nobody knows that I am here.” Except Nathaniel, she might have added, but stopped herself.

“O’ course they didna send ye,” said Lady Isabel evenly. “Ma faither wadna take sic a risk. Ye do realize the danger?”

Elizabeth thought the time for polite conversation was past. She said, “My husband was shot twice. Yes, I realize the danger very well. But the fact is, Lady Isabel, that we did not want to be here, and were brought against our will—”

“Moncrieff,” she interrupted.

“Yes.” Elizabeth nodded. “And that is why I took the chance of coming to see you.”

“Ye want my help tae get awa’. But what o’ yer guidman’s faither and his friends?”

Elizabeth paused to think. Lady Isabel was much better informed than she might have guessed.

“We do not know where they are, but we can wait no longer. We must start for home.”

“I can help ye, but no’ in the way ye’d expect,” said Lady Isabel. “They were here yesterday tae consult wi’ my husband and wi’ Breadalbane.”

Elizabeth thought at first she must have misunderstood, but she saw by the girl’s face that she had not. “My father-in-law was here?”

“And Robert MacLachlan and yer cousin Viscount Durbeyfield, as weel.”

Elizabeth let out a sound of surprise. “My cousin Will, here?”

“Aye. Did ye no’ ken they were travelin’ tegither?”

“I did not,” Elizabeth said, pressing two fingers to the bridge of her nose to stem the sudden ache there. “The last I saw of my cousin was in Canada. I assumed he was still there.”

“He was here yesterday,” said Flora quite firmly. “I shook his hand.”

Elizabeth struggled with this unexpected news. What if it were a lie, nothing more than a subterfuge meant to put her off her guard?

Lady Isabel read her thoughts without any effort at all. She said, “You doubt my report, and wi’ guid cause. Flora, describe the gentlemen wha came tae see the earl yesterday.”

This was a task that suited the girl, and she sat up straight, and thoughtfully described all three men exactly, down to Robbie’s florid complexion and the scar on Hawkeye’s left cheekbone. They had been here; yes, she could accept that. But under what circumstances?

“And where are they now?” Elizabeth asked.

Lady Isabel said, “They left early this morning for Carryckcastle. Ye must ha’ crossed paths wi’ them.”

Elizabeth stood abruptly, and then sat again. “But—”

“Mrs. Bonner,” said Lady Isabel very gently. “Calm yersel’. Nae harm has come tae them. The viscount made sure o’ that.”

“She’s confused,” said Flora, watching Elizabeth closely.

“Yes, I am,” Elizabeth said. “Why would the Campbells—why would you make an alliance with my father-in-law and let him go on his way without interference, when my husband was attacked and almost killed?”

Lady Isabel spread out her hands on her lap. “Because they came here tae ask for safe passage, just as you have.”

“Mr. Bonner swore an oath,” supplied Flora, not meeting Elizabeth’s gaze. “Never to come back to Scotland.”

“I see.” Elizabeth’s thoughts were moving very quickly. She wanted to get back to Nathaniel and give him this good news—his father and Robbie were alive and well, and they were all ready to go home, right away. But it was almost too sudden to comprehend, and too many matters remained unsettled. Will, in Scotland—when Aunt Merriweather had gone to such trouble to remove him from danger of transportation for sedition. And all of them on the way to Carryckcastle. What kind of reception would they get there, when they announced their intentions?

And what of Carryck? She looked up at Lady Isabel, trying to see something of her face, but failing. She had been expecting the intense young lady of the stories she had been told, impetuous and angry; instead she had found a frail woman much older than her thirty years, perfectly in control of her emotions. But then her inheritance was safe now; she would have her revenge on her father and Jean Hope. Elizabeth saw now how foolish she had been to have thought that the rift between Lady Isabel and her father might be so easily addressed, and still she could not go away without trying.

She said, “I am very thankful for this good news, of course. We will start back to Carryckcastle much relieved. Is there any message you would like me to take to your father?”

Lady Isabel’s gloved hands moved fitfully over the lawn of her gown. “Aye,” she said finally and she lifted her arms—it seemed a considerable effort—to raise her veil and drape it back over the crown of her hat.

Elizabeth drew in a sharp breath. Isabel looked a great deal like the portrait of her mother that hung in Elphinstone Tower, but at first glance it seemed she had painted her face for a masquerade. Her skin was mottled stark white and bronze and something close to black in large patches over her face and neck. As shocking as the condition of her complexion was, the resigned expression in her eyes was far worse.

“Ye can tell my faither that I’ve been punished for my sins. First I bore Walter two deid bairns, and then this—” She raised a gloved hand toward her face. “This will be the death o’ me. Carryck will be aye satisfied tae hear it.”

“Oh, no,” Elizabeth said, more shocked at this idea than she was at Lady Isabel’s poor ruined face. “Surely not. Not to see a child of his suffer so.”

“Ye dinna ken ma faither, Mrs. Bonner.” She said this with a bitterness that Elizabeth could not counter.

“Is there nothing to be done for you?” Elizabeth asked. “Perhaps Hakim Ibrahim—”

“The best doctors and surgeons have all been to see her,” said Flora almost huffily, as if Elizabeth had accused her of not taking sufficient measures. “None of them can say what is wrong with any certainty, and none of them offer her any cure.”

“Everythin’ possible has been done,” agreed Lady Isabel. “But the surgeons do agree on one thing—the attacks are comin’ closer tegither, and I willna survive much longer.”

“I am so sorry,” Elizabeth said, and then her voice faltered; what was there to say that would not sound insincere or even dishonest? “Is there nothing else I can do for you?”

“There is one thing,” said Lady Isabel, pulling down her veil again. “Wad ye be sae kind as tae take a letter tae Faither Dupuis?”

Elizabeth had not been expecting this—a letter to the priest?—and she waited too long to answer.

Lady Isabel went very still, and her voice came cooler. “I see it wad be an imposition—”

“No,” said Elizabeth. “No imposition at all. But I fear I may not be able to deliver it. Yesterday evening it seemed that Monsieur Dupuis would not live out the night. Perhaps he did not.”

•  •  •

The crisis came on very quickly—first Lady Isabel was sitting and then she had fallen back in her chair, her whole body shaking. Flora leaped up from the ground to bend over her, and Elizabeth did the same.

Isabel had begun to perspire so heavily that the neck of her gown was already wet through. She moaned and rolled to her side, retching.

“A doctor,” Elizabeth said. She was shaking, too. “We must summon her husband.”

“Walter’s left for Edinburgh, and she doesn’t want a doctor,” said Flora, her face ashen but her voice steady. “They can’t do anything for her. Help me lift her, please, so I can hold her head in my lap.” And then, raising her gaze to look Elizabeth directly in the eye: “This will pass in ten or fifteen minutes. She would want you to stay.”

The convulsive trembling seemed to subside a little when they had settled her more comfortably, but her breathing was very fast and shallow. They had removed her hat and Elizabeth saw that her face with its unnatural coloration was swelling visibly. She shook her head and moaned again.

“Is she in great pain?”

“Just in her back,” said the girl, in such a composed way that Elizabeth knew she must have seen these attacks many times before. “I believe the nausea is much more of a trial to her. But she has nothing on her stomach to bring up, you see.”

Something of the girl’s calm communicated itself to Elizabeth, and she watched silently for a moment as the shaking subsided and Lady Isabel’s breathing began to return to normal. Flora stroked her brow gently, with the loving touch of a sister. Or a daughter, thought Elizabeth. She must have been quite young when Isabel came to take up residence with them. It was not surprising that they had formed a close bond, one of them an orphan by fate and the other by choice.

“What do you think brought this on?” she asked.

“She is very fond of Monsieur Dupuis,” Flora said. “If she speaks of Carryckcastle at all, it is of him.”

Elizabeth turned her face away, torn between distress—had her news of Dupuis’s condition brought on this crisis?—and confusion. Did Flora know that Dupuis was a Catholic priest, and that Isabel had been raised in the Roman faith? Would she have shared such sensitive information with a child, even one as dear to her as this girl must be?

“It is passed,” said Flora. “Isabel, come, you must change out of this damp gown.”

Slowly Lady Isabel righted herself. She looked about with some confusion and then her gaze settled on Elizabeth.

“Mrs. Bonner,” she said, her voice so weak that it was hard to make her out. “I must see Monsieur Dupuis afore he dies. Do ye think there’s any chance o’ that?”

“I suppose—” Elizabeth faltered. “I suppose there might be. But in your condition …”

“I must see him,” said Lady Isabel. “Flora, call for the carriage straightawa’.”
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In a half hour of intense activity all was made ready. From a chair in the hall—she was too weak to walk or even stand—Lady Isabel directed the preparations. She would brook no discussion of doctors; she would not allow Flora to accompany her.

“Think,” she said to the despairing girl. “Think what Breadalbane wad make o’ it, should he hear ye’re at Carryckcastle. Do ye want a war foucht ower ye?”

The housekeeper, weeping openly, brought a hastily packed bag to the footman.

“Dinna greet, Mrs. Fitzwilliam,” Isabel comforted her. “It will aa be weel in the end.” Then she turned to Elizabeth.

“Shall we send word ahead so that your guidman can make ready?”

“No,” said Elizabeth. “I think it would be better if I told him of this … change of plan.”

Lady Isabel simply assumed that they would travel with her, and Elizabeth did not even think of opposing her. She did not like to imagine what would happen if she were to have another crisis alone in the carriage. And the quicker they were to return to Carryckcastle—she thought of Hawkeye and Robbie and Will coming face-to-face with Moncrieff—the better.

“We will come by the Black Bull in a quarter hour,” said Lady Isabel.

Elizabeth was almost out the door before Flora caught up with her. The young girl wiped her face with the back of her hand and drew in a deep breath to steady herself.

“She will have her way no matter what I say, but she need not suffer.” She pressed a bottle into Elizabeth’s hand. “Laudanum. It would be better if she slept during the journey.”

“I will do what I can for her.” Elizabeth wanted to offer the girl some words of comfort, but it would be no use at all: she knew what was ahead, and she could not be consoled.

“Send her back as soon as she has seen Monsieur Dupuis,” said Flora. “Will you promise me that?”

“I promise you to try,” said Elizabeth, turning again to go.

Flora came running after her again, just as she was about to turn the corner.

“Mrs. Bonner!”

There was an expression on the girl’s face that Elizabeth recognized as uncertainty and willfulness all at once.

“What is it, Countess?”

“The earl sent Walter to Edinburgh to arrange for your passage to New-York.” The words came tumbling out. “You are to sail as quickly as can be arranged.”

Elizabeth tried to speak, but Flora cut her off and came very close.

“Pretend that you are in agreement,” she whispered, taking Elizabeth’s free hand to press a bulging purse into it. “Let everyone believe that you have boarded whatever ship Walter has arranged for you. But find other passage in secret. Do you take my meaning?”

Stunned, Elizabeth nodded.

“A hundred pounds,” said Flora. “It is all I have to hand, but it should be enough.” Her eyes were bright with tears.

Elizabeth put her arms around the girl and she felt her trembling, as she herself trembled. “Thank you,” she said softly.

Flora pulled away, and wiped her face. “Take care of Isabel,” she said. “She’s all I have.” And she ran off, her heels kicking up the hem of her skirt.

Nathaniel paced the room while she talked, asking questions now and then but mostly listening. When Elizabeth had recounted her last remarkable conversation with the young Countess of Loudoun, he stopped in his tracks.

“Walter Campbell’s not a complete idiot,” he said grudgingly. “It would be easier to get rid of all of us at once if he got us on that ship.”

“I am so glad you approve of his methods,” said Elizabeth dryly.

He grunted as he slipped the pistol back into its holster. Elizabeth lifted Daniel, still napping, into the cradle of her arms. He stretched and turned toward her, nuzzling sleepily. The weight of him was an anchor that brought her back to herself; she was still shaking a little, and she could not get Isabel’s face out of her mind.

There was the sound of a carriage pulling up at the door, and Elizabeth was overcome with dread. She said, “The last time I had this feeling was when I set off by myself to fetch Robbie and I didn’t know if I’d find you alive when I came back.”

“That took a good end, and so will this,” said Nathaniel, meeting her gaze. He was perfectly calm, and that did her more good than any promises.

“This time we’re together, Boots. That makes all the difference.”

•  •  •

The coach was pulled by a double team of eight horses. It had been outfitted for an invalid, with one seat as broad as a bed and deeply upholstered for comfort. Lady Isabel sat partially upright, her back supported by cushions and her body wedged carefully in place with pillows. She held her hat with its veils in her lap, perhaps because she felt she had nothing more to hide from Elizabeth; perhaps because she wanted Nathaniel to see her for what she was.

He showed no surprise at the sight of her ruined face, but Isabel hadn’t anticipated Daniel. She looked from the baby to Nathaniel and back again.

“It’s nae wunder that ma faither doesna want tae let ye leave,” she said. “For sae many years he’s wanted a son, and got none. And there ye sit, the answer tae aa his woes.”

“It ain’t that easy,” said Nathaniel.

“Oh, but it is,” said Isabel, closing her eyes briefly. “Let me explain it tae ye, for I’m sure Moncrieff nivver did.”

Nathaniel might have stopped her, but Elizabeth put a hand on his arm. Isabel saw this, and she dropped her gaze to study her gloves as she spoke.

“What ye must understan’ is this: I go tae my grave childless, and that will leave my faither wi’ nae legal issue. If Daniel Bonner will no’ come forward as the son o’ Jamie Scott and claim Carryck, the peerage title will be extinguished and the lands will go tae the Campbells of Breadalbane anyway, according tae the entail o’ 1541.”

“Carryck could claim Jennet as his own,” said Nathaniel.

Something slid across Isabel’s face—jealousy or perhaps simple disbelief—before she banished it. “He could try tae claim her. But Breadalbane will prevail in the courts, that’s a certainty.”

Elizabeth said, “And if he married again, and had a son?”

“It’s that verra thing that Breadalbane fears above aa else,” Isabel conceded. “But I dinna think my faither can bring himsel’ tae leave Jean, and it’s been ten years since she brought a livin’ child intae the world.”

Nathaniel had been watching Isabel with a blank expression, but now he leaned forward suddenly and said, “Why is it you want to see Dupuis?”

Isabel lifted her head to look hard at him, her eyes intelligent and calculating, so strangely human and familiar in a face stippled bronze and black. For a long moment she was silent, but then she pushed out a sigh and answered him with a question of her own.

“Why should I care if ye think the worst o’ me? I’ll soon be deid.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” said Nathaniel.

“But I will,” said Isabel with a weary smile. “If ye’ll listen tae the whole story. And if I live through the tellin’ o’ it.”

“I met Walter Campbell at the Lammas Fair five years syne,” began Isabel. “I was twenty-five years old, and nae man called me his sweetheart. Pridefu’, they said o’ me. Bonnie Isabel, the laird’s massie dauchter. It’s true, I was proud o’ my beauty—but it was my faither wha sent the suitors awa’. ‘A dauchter o’ Carryck canna marry where she chooses,’ he said that tae me oft and oft. ‘Ye owe Carryck fealty.’ And I—” She smiled bitterly. “I believed him.

“But I was young, and it wasna easy. David Chisholm—perhaps ye’ve seen him in the village. He’s marrit these six years. David wanted me, and I wad ha’ taken him. But he didna suit my faither, and sae I did as I was tolt, and turned my face awa’ fra him. And there were others.” She looked up at Elizabeth. “Ye wadna believe it tae see me now, but the lads liked tae see me weel enouch.

“But it was aa for naucht. My faither let it be kennt that nane o’ them wad do. They aa thoucht he wanted a title for me, or a rich man, anither fortune tae add tae his own. They didna ken the truth o’ it, that he wad see me married tae a Catholic, or no’ at aa. Wi’ time I tired o’ waitin’ and said that I wanted tae be wed, but he wad tell me tae bide a while longer. ‘Soon ye’ll ken him, yer guidman.’ He said it sae oft, and I trusted him. Fool that I was.

“And then came Lammas Fair. I went doon tae the village wi’ Simon, for he luved naethin’ better than a fair in summer. I begged Jean tae come, too, but she couldna get awa’. She gave aa the servants leave tae go, but she must stay behind wi’ wee Jennet, for the bairn was puirly.

“And a fine evenin’ it was, warm and bright and the smell o’ fresh hay sae heavy in the air, and there was music. Mick Lun played the fiddle and there was a pennywhistle and a bodhrán, too. That was when the auld minister was still in Carryckton, and he didna mind a bit o’ dancin’. That’s how I met Walter, ye see. He fetched me tae the dance.”

She paused, her breath coming a little faster now. Elizabeth leaned forward, but she held up a hand. “Let me rest for a moment,” she said. “And then I must tell the rest.”

For a while Elizabeth watched the cloud shadows chase each other across the rippling barley, waiting for Isabel to find the strength to tell them this story she did not really want to hear. She felt the need to reach out and touch Nathaniel, but she held back for fear of making Isabel feel all the more isolated.

“Perhaps ye willna believe me, but he didna tell me his whole name, and I didna ask,” she continued after a while. “It was naethin’ tae me but a flirtation. The others were afraid o’ my faither, but this stranger wi’ a clever tongue and a quick foot didna seem tae care that I was the laird’s dauchter, and that pleased me.

“When it was time tae be awa’ hame, he tolt me he wad spend the nicht in the hayrigs were I tae promise tae come the next evening and dance wi’ him agin. And I gave him that promise, but naethin’ else. No’ even a kiss.

“Simon and I, we walked up the brae singin’ and laughin’. It had come tae rain, but we were in high spirits and didna mind. Do ye ken where the road turns sudden like and dips around a great outcroppin’ o’ stone?”

Nathaniel nodded.

“Aye, weel. He was there, waitin’ for us.”

“Walter?” Elizabeth asked.

“Moncrieff,” said Isabel. “Angus Moncrieff, stinkin’ o’ whisky. I can see him still by the light o’ his lantern, though I’ve tried my best these five years tae forget. And he stops us, Simon and me, and he says ‘The whore and the whoreson, what a lovely pair.’ ”

Isabel had been watching the countryside pass by the window as she spoke, but she turned now to look at Elizabeth, her patchwork face drawn tight in remembered anger. “He called me a whore, untouched as I was.”

Nathaniel’s look of skepticism had been replaced by one of unease. “You don’t have to tell the rest of this if you don’t want to.”

“But I do,” said Isabel dully. “If Faither Dupuis is already gone, then ye must be my confessors.” Her voice was very weak, but she smiled. “Why are ye surprised? Did ye think that marrying a Campbell makes me less o’ a Catholic? I thoucht at first I could leave the church behind, but then I fell ill and ever since I’ve had a yearnin’—Ye wadna understand.” She stopped herself.

Daniel squirmed and fussed on Elizabeth’s lap, and she was glad of the distraction. Isabel did not know about Contrecoeur, but should they tell her? She cast a glance at Nathaniel and he shook his head very slightly.

Isabel took no note, wound up again in her story.

“Angus Moncrieff called me a whore tae my face. But I was innocent, and that gave me the strength tae stand up and call him a liar. It was a mistake, drunk as he was. His face went aa still and white, and he stepped closer tae us baith. I remember that Simon was shakin’ and sae was I, I suppose. And Moncrieff says in a voice sae soft and fine: ‘I saw ye wi’ Breadalbane’s bastard, pressin’ yersel’ against him, lettin’ him put his hands on ye. Did ye spread yer legs for him under the corn rigs, or did he cover yer back like the bitch in heat ye are?’”

Elizabeth rocked Daniel closer to her and made herself listen.

“He was fu’ drunk, but I wasna afraid—foolish lass that I was. I wad ha’ laughed in his face at the idea o’ a Breadalbane come tae the Lammas Fair in Carryckton, if he hadna called me a whore. I raised my hand tae him, and he struck me doon, and Simon too when he came tae help me. And I shouted at him: ‘Wha gives ye the richt tae raise yer hand tae me, Angus Moncrieff? Wha are ye but my faither’s factor, and perhaps no’ much longer that?’

“He smiled at me then and in perfect calm he said, ‘I’ll marry ye yet, and then I’ll teach ye richt and proper wha yer faither canna be bothered tae teach ye.’ He looked at Simon then, cowerin’ on the road, and he said ‘Ask the whoreson’s mither what a guid teacher the laird is when he’s got a willin’ lass as pupil.’”

Isabel’s hands had begun to twitch in her lap, and her voice seemed to fail her completely. She closed her eyes.

“Is that how you learned about your father’s attachment to Jean Hope?” Elizabeth asked.

Isabel nodded. “But I dinna believe him. I couldna believe him.” She had begun to perspire very heavily.

Nathaniel glanced uneasily at Elizabeth, and she leaned forward. “Flora gave me laudanum,” she said. “To make you more comfortable.”

“Comfort is for the grave,” said Isabel shortly. “I will finish this tale, and should it be the end o’ me. Unless yer afeart tae hear it?” She looked at Nathaniel as she said this, and there was a flash there of the young woman who had challenged Angus Moncrieff on the mountain road.

“Go on,” said Nathaniel. “We’re listening.”

“Ye’ll think me aye donnert tae hear me admit it, but I nivver thoucht o’ Jean wi’ my faither. When Jennet came intae the world I believed—Ach, what does it matter now? I thoucht Jean was layin’ wi’ one o’ the earl’s men but that she wadna marry for my sake. What an eijit I was.”

The anger was still there, in the way she raised her head as she talked, in the set of her jaw while she gathered her thoughts. Elizabeth remembered Hannah’s story of her: a headstrong young woman who did not see what she did not care to see. It was hard to believe this was the same lady.

Her voice rough now with the effort, Isabel took up the story again. “I couldna think o’ Jean wi’ my faither, and no more could I think o’ mysel’ wi’ Moncrieff. There he stood in the rain, sae proud o’ himsel’. Mair than fifty, narrow o’ shoulder and slack o’ gut, a mean-spirited, cankert auld man wi’ naethin’ tae recommend him as a husband but the scapular he wore aroond his neck. I didna believe that my faither wad wed me tae sic a man, Catholic or no, and I laughed in his face. I said, ‘I’ll take every Campbell in Scotland tae my bed afore I’ll marry ye, Angus Moncrieff.’ And I saw too late what I had done.”

Moncrieff’s face rose before Elizabeth, contorted in rage about the Campbells. A sick knot rose in her throat. Nathaniel put his hand on hers, and she clasped it with all her strength.

“Ye can guess the rest. He threw me tae the ground. Simon screamed and screamed, but he wadna stop. I foucht him—” She paused. “I foucht him until he hit me in the heid sae hard that I saw stars. And then he finished what he had started.”

She reached over and touched Elizabeth gently. “Dinna greet for me, Mrs. Bonner. It’s lang syne, and tears enouch ha’ been shed on account o’ Angus Moncrieff. And look, the bairn is teary eyed, too. May I hold him?”

Nathaniel took Daniel and settled him on Isabel’s lap. The baby looked up at her soulfully, and she ran her fingers through his curls. “What a braw laddie ye are, Daniel Bonner. Come, lay yer heid.”

The baby seemed to understand her needs as well as his own, for he put his face against her thin chest, content to let her pet him. “Baith o’ mine were laddies,” she said, almost to herself. “But neither lived mair than a day. Walter wanted a son tae inherit my faither’s title, but I wanted tae raise up a lad tae bring me Moncrieff’s heart, still beatin’. The hardest thing aboot dyin’ is that he goes unpunished. And perhaps that’s why I’m tellin’ you this tale.” She met Nathaniel’s gaze, and then looked away again before he could say anything.

“When I came tae masel’ agin, I was alone on the road. My heid hurt and my knees were wabblin’, but I feared Moncrieff had killt Simon, and sae I set aff hame as fast as I could, unsteady as I was. And I found him, too, just where I thoucht he micht be if he had got awa’ frae Moncrieff. He was hidin’ in the fairy wood. Feverish already, and shakin’ wi’ it.

“I luved Simon like a brither, though he was nane o’ my bluid. And we sat taegither in the rain, shiverin’ and greetin’, and holdin’ on tae one anither. And then I said tae him, ‘Come, Simon, come. We must rouse the laird and tell him that Moncrieff has lost his mind. He’ll send the men oot tae find him, and they’ll kill him where he stands.’ But the lad wadna leave aff wailin’, and sae I rocked him and sang tae him quiet, there in the darkened fairy wood wi’ the summer rain comin’ doon. By and by he settled, and then he put his arms aroond my neck—I can feel him still, shiverin’—and he said, ‘Moncrieff is aye mad, but he’s no’ a liar.’

“And that’s how I came tae learn the truth aboot my faither. ‘Ye owe Carryck fealty,’ he said tae me sae many times. And the while he was preachin’ at me aboot my duty tae Carryck, he was wi’ Jean. He sent David Chisholm awa’—a finer man ye’ll nivver ken, for aa he’s a Protestant—and promised his only dauchter and heir tae Angus Moncrieff.

“And sae I left. I left Simon there feverish in the rain, and I ran back doon tae the village tae find Walter. And I asked him was it true, was he truly a Campbell o’ Breadalbane? And when he said it was, I asked him tae take me awa’. Even a day earlier I wad ha’ cut my own throat rather than take up wi’ a Campbell, but not then. Not then. I turned my back on Carryck, and Simon.

“It didna take lang for me tae learn the truth aboot Walter. I was naethin’ mair tae him than a way tae win Carryck for his faither, and gain his favor. And then word came o’ Simon, deid o’ the fever he took that nicht in the fairy wood, and I saw then that I had nae choice. I marrit Walter Campbell, and went tae live at Loudoun Castle when his faither made him curator. Flora was my only joy in those years, orphaned as she was and needin’ me.

“Perhaps now ye’ll understand,” she said softly. “It’s my fault that Simon died. If I die unshriven, I’ll burn for aa eternity. And now I’ll take the laudanum, if ye’d be sae kind.”

She slept so deeply that they might have talked, but Elizabeth had drawn deep inside herself and Nathaniel knew that there would be no comfort for her now; no words would wash away those pictures Isabel had drawn for them. It would take blood to do that.

There were reasons enough to kill Angus Moncrieff: weeks spent in the Montréal gaol, Hawkeye and Robbie lost, sailors drowned, children stolen, the new tremble in Curiosity’s hands, Elizabeth convulsed in agony, her eyes blank with fear. Reason enough, but he might have walked away and left the man standing, until today. Now when Angus Moncrieff died it would be for all those things, but most of all it would be for Isabel Scott Campbell, once of Carryckcastle. My cousin. Nathaniel thought it to himself for the first time, and knew that it was so. And it would be for Simon Hope.

No matter how he went back over the stories they had heard about Simon from Jennet and Isabel, it just didn’t add up. That a boy as strong as Simon was said to be taking a fever in a summer rain and dying of it four weeks later made no sense. On the other hand, Simon had been the only witness when Moncrieff raped the laird’s daughter, and that put him in a situation more dangerous than a summer cold.

Elizabeth put Daniel to the breast, leaning against Nathaniel for support. He put his arm around her and when his wife and son had fallen asleep he stayed awake to keep watch, his free hand on the butt of his pistol, his thumb moving slowly back and forth over the polished wooden stock.

They were traveling alongside the Moffat Water, no more than an hour away from Carryckcastle, when a sharp high whistle followed by rough shouting caused the horses to break their stride. The driver bellowed oaths as the coach jerked to a halt.

Nathaniel held Elizabeth steady with one arm while he leaned forward to stop Isabel from rolling off the makeshift bed. The laudanum had done its work and she hardly stirred, but Elizabeth came awake immediately as did the boy, stretching and fussing in her arms.

“What is it?” She clutched Daniel to her and he cried louder. “Nathaniel? Are we being attacked?”

“Highwaymen, it looks like,” he said, trying to get a look at the horsemen who had come up on the coach without making a target of himself.

“Highwaymen in broad daylight?” Elizabeth was angry enough to march out there and confront them—he had seen her do things like that before—so Nathaniel got hold of her.

“Easy,” he said. “Let me take care of this.” He drew his pistol.

“Walter Campbell!” called a man’s voice, harsh and imperious. “Show yourself!”

Elizabeth’s head snapped sharply in that direction. “Highwaymen, indeed,” she said, incensed and relieved all at once. “Do you not recognize Will Spencer’s voice? What can this mean?”

Nathaniel threw open the door with a grin. “It means the Campbells were dead wrong to think they had us fooled.”

Elizabeth was still struggling with her open bodice when Nathaniel stepped out of the coach, but she heard the reunion well enough. A moment of silence and then voices raised, all of them talking at once, and through it all Robbie’s roar, so loud that the horses reared and the coach jerked again. “Christ save me, Nathaniel!”

Isabel stirred slowly. Her face contorted, confusion and pain both. Elizabeth’s surprise and elation at this unexpected reunion was replaced by concern for her.

“What is it?”

Elizabeth put a hand to her brow—her fever was high again, and her hair damp with perspiration. There was a jug of water, and she quickly poured some, her hands trembling so terribly that she almost dropped both jug and cup. Daniel fussed on the bench, furious at being abandoned.

“Drink this,” she said. “And sleep. There is nothing to fear, it is just my father-in-law, come to intercept us.”

Isabel struggled up, turning toward the men’s voices. Then she closed her eyes and laid her head back again. “Waiting on the road to Edinburgh. Breadalbane underestimated them.” And then: “How much farther?”

“Perhaps an hour,” said Elizabeth. “We will not delay.”

“Elizabeth?” Nathaniel calling for her.

Isabel put a hand on Elizabeth’s wrist.

“Did Flora tell ye aboot the passage Walter is arrangin’ for you?”

“Yes.”

“Aye, I thoucht she wad tell ye. She has a guid heart,” said Isabel. “When the time comes, will ye send word tae her, and tell her … tell her tae be strong. Will ye do that?”

Elizabeth nodded. “I will.”

Elizabeth delivered Daniel—still howling his indignation—into his grandfather’s arms. Eyes pooling with tears, the boy blinked, sniffed, and then smiled broadly.

“Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes.” Hawkeye lifted him up at arm’s length and the two of them studied each other intently.

Hawkeye was sun-browned and leaner, but the serene self-assuredness that was his hallmark was still there. When he put his hand on her shoulder some of that quiet energy seemed to flow into Elizabeth, and for a moment her knees went soft with gratitude and elation and simple comfort to have these men near again.

She patted Robbie’s arm compulsively and he patted her back, blushing and smiling in his pleasure.

“Mrs. Bonner!” The driver called to her. He held his whip raised over the horses and a desperate expression on his face, ready to bolt.

“MacArthur,” she said, in a calm tone she knew he would recognize. “There is no cause for alarm. Lady Isabel is in no danger. These are friends, although I realize they gave you a shock. We will continue on our way in just a few moments.”

The large jaw worked convulsively as he tried to take this in. Then he sat again, his whip across his lap.

“And here we thoucht we’d have tae storm Carryckcastle tae see ye again,” Robbie repeated for the third time. “What are ye doin’ here, and how come ye doon the road in a coach bearing the arms o’ the Countess o’ Loudoun?”

“What are we doing here?” Nathaniel laughed.

“Indeed,” said Elizabeth. “We might ask you the same thing. You most especially, William Spencer.”

“He came to rescue you from the Jackdaw, but he had to be satisfied with two old men instead,” said Hawkeye, tucking Daniel into the crook of his arm just as Daniel tucked his thumb into his own mouth.

“Is that so?” Elizabeth slipped an arm through his. “This is a William Spencer I am unfamiliar with.”

Will was not to be ruffled. “Elizabeth,” he said calmly. “You did not really believe that once Runs-from-Bears told me of the kidnapping, I’d sit in Québec and wait for word of your fate?”

It was Will’s voice and manner of expression, but otherwise Elizabeth hardly recognized her cousin. Gone were the elegant coats and silk stockings; he stood before her in a rough linen shirt and homespun breeches with a dark cape flung back over his shoulders, his hair shorn close to the scalp. He too was leaner, almost wiry now, and when he smiled he revealed the loss of an eye-tooth, giving him a decidedly disreputable look.

“I didn’t think you’d come racing after me,” she said.

An oxcart piled with manure and buzzing with flies came around the corner and slowed as the farmer gaped, openmouthed, at the strangers gathered in the road.

“This ain’t the right place for a discussion,” said Hawkeye.

“True enough,” said Nathaniel. “But there’s things to clear up before we get to Carryckcastle.”

“And Lady Isabel is in great distress,” Elizabeth added. “We can delay no longer.”

The men exchanged glances, and then Will Spencer spoke to Nathaniel. “You take my horse, and I will ride in the coach with the ladies. That way we can exchange news as we go along. Do you think that will be acceptable to Lady Isabel, Elizabeth?”

“I think she is insensible of most everything at the moment,” Elizabeth said. “But give me a moment to make her ready.”

“So it was Christian Fane,” Elizabeth said later, when her cousin had related the events of the last month: how Will had crossed paths with his old friend in Halifax when he had been desperately seeking a ship and captain willing to pursue the Jackdaw. The way they had come upon Mac Stoker just as they had caught sight of the fleet on its way to engage the French. The damage done to the Jackdaw, and Stoker’s pride. Will’s disappointment to find that Elizabeth and Nathaniel were not on board at all, but on the Isis, a much more formidable foe.

“Fane was eager to be of help,” said Will. “As always, very glad of a chance to be of service to you. Once we learned from Hawkeye and Robbie that you were on the Isis, he wanted to set off in pursuit—” He paused, and glanced at Lady Isabel.

Elizabeth had arranged her veils around her face to spare her embarrassment, and her breathing—still shallow—caused the fine white netting to flutter fitfully. She seemed still undisturbed by their conversation, and Will continued.

“But the admiral got sight of us and there was no help for it, we were ordered straight into battle,” Will concluded. “It was a most ill-timed and unfortunate diversion.”

“A diversion,” Elizabeth said dryly. “To have put yourself in such danger—”

“You run the risk of offending me, cousin. Do you think I was not equal to the challenge? I admit I did not acquit myself in battle as well as your father-in-law and Robbie did. Fane would have liked to commission them on the spot. I myself caught a piece of shell—”

He turned his head to show her a healing wound on the back of his scalp. “It cost me my hair, as you see, but I find I quite like being shorn like a sheep. Amanda does not mind terribly.”

“Amanda,” said Elizabeth. “Where is she?”

“With her mother in Edinburgh,” said Will. “Waiting for you, and very impatiently, I must say. They are greatly worried. Can you tell me what lies ahead for us at Carryckcastle? How difficult will it be?”

Daniel was sitting on Will’s lap, examining the ties on his shirt with great interest and gumming them when he managed to get one into his mouth. Elizabeth watched for a moment while she gathered her thoughts.

“I suppose I must begin the story in Canada, with Monsieur Dupuis,” she said, checking once again on Lady Isabel. “It begins with him, and I think it may end with him, as well.”

Hannah and Jennet climbed the oak in the fairy wood with their pockets full of bread and cheese and pears from the conservatory, blush-pink and still warm from the sun.

“Ye’re verra quiet the-day,” Jennet said, contemplating Hannah’s profile. “Can ye no’ tell me what’s the matter? Is it the story my granny tolt ye, or are ye still thinkin’ aboot Dame Sanderson?”

Hannah bit into her pear and wiped the juice from her chin with her palm. “I dreamed about her last night.”

It was not the whole truth, but it would have to suffice for now.

“This morning when I went doon tae kirk I heard that she killed three dogs yesterday at the baitin’, wi’ nary a scratch on her.”

This was no comfort at all, but Hannah did not like to distress Jennet about something she could not help, and so she changed the subject. “The French ladies left while you were gone,” she said.

“Awa’ tae find the young one a husband,” agreed Jennet. “Perhaps she’ll ha’ better luck in Edinburgh.”

“Monsieur Contrecoeur stayed behind.” It was not a question, but Jennet understood it as one. She tucked a bit of bread into her cheek like a squirrel, chewing thoughtfully.

“He’ll stay until Faither Dupuis passes ower,” she said. “Perhaps longer—the earl doesna like tae be wi’oot a priest.”

Now that they could talk openly about this—Hannah was relieved to be able to ask the questions that most bothered her—she hardly knew where to start. She said, “How many of you are there? Catholics, I mean.”

“No’ sae many. The Hopes, Laidlaws—my mither’s folk, ye ken—alang wi’ the MacQuiddys, the Ballentynes, and the rest o’ the earl’s men. And Gelleys, o’ course.”

“But you go to kirk anyway with the Protestants?”

Jennet looked at her as if she were soft in the head. “O’ course. We must live in the world as Presbyterians, for there’s nae place in Scotland for Catholics these days. We aa attend kirk, even the earl. Granny says it taxes the brain but it does the soul nae harm tae listen tae Holy Willie. Do ye miss goin’ tae Mass since ye’re here?”

“To Mass?”

Her confusion seemed to irritate Jennet. “Ye’re baptized Catholic, and that by a Jesuit, were ye no’?”

Hannah had been baptized, it was true, as were many of the Kahnyen’kehàka at Good Pasture. Some had let the priests have their way out of curiosity, some because they did not want to offend them. But Jennet seemed to think that the baptism brought some kind of change with it, when Hannah knew that just the opposite was true among her mother’s people. They might listen with interest to the stories of Jesus, but that did not stop them from praying to Ha-wen-ne’-yu or performing the six thanksgiving rites that divided the seasons. The two had nothing to do with one another.

“I am baptized, but I am not Catholic,” Hannah said firmly.

Jennet snorted through her nose. “The Protestants wadna agree wi’ ye.”

And of course this was true. Mr. MacKay rose before her mind’s eye, sputtering his disgust and delighted with the proposition of her burning in hell for all eternity. Papists among the savages. She did not like to think of him, especially now with her father and Elizabeth secretly away in Moffat.

“A rider,” said Jennet, her face transforming instantly into high curiosity. She stood, one arm slung around the trunk of the tree, to get a better view.

“‘Nezer Lun,” she said, looking troubled now. “I’ve nivver seen the man move sae fast.”

The horse and rider had already disappeared into the courtyard by the time the girls had managed to scramble down the oak, and now they could hear more horses coming at a gallop. Inside the courtyard men were shouting for the earl.

The riders appeared, three of them, and drew up their mounts just outside the gate.

“An attack,” whispered Jennet, suddenly very pale. And then, to Hannah’s back as she ran off: “Wait! Ye canna!”

Hannah whirled, and threw out her arms. “But I can, I must. It’s my grandfather and Robbie, and my father, too—” And she was away, with Jennet close behind.

Nathaniel watched the earl stride down the courtyard toward the gate, his men a solid wall at his back. He wondered what was in his father’s head right now, to see Carryck for the first time. To see the line of his own brow, the set of his jaw, the very shape of his own shoulders in a stranger, and to know now what he had been told was true: this man was his first cousin, and his own father had been born to this land.

When the earl stood before them, Hawkeye raised his voice, hard and sure. “Dan’l Bonner of New-York State. I’m here to claim the rest of my family. My two granddaughters, and Curiosity Freeman. Send them out to me here.”

In the full force of the late afternoon sun Carryck looked drawn and older than his years, a yellowish cast to his skin. But his voice was strong and unwavering.

“You are welcome tae Carryckcastle, Daniel Bonner. I would like tae speak wi’ ye, in private. Will ye no’ come in and drink wi’ me?”

For a long moment they watched each other, two old lions each in his full power and strength, neither willing to concede to the other.

“I will,” said Hawkeye finally. “If you agree to call your man Moncrieff to account for the wrongs he has committed against me and mine. If you agree to let us pass when we decide it’s time to go.”

Beside Nathaniel, Robbie shifted in his saddle, still scanning the crowd of men in the courtyard for some sign of Moncrieff, and finding none. Then Hannah came up to him, and he leaned down to put a hand on her head.

The earl spoke over his shoulder. “Dagleish,” he said. “Fetch Moncrieff here. Dinna tell him why. And take twa men wi’ ye in case he should resist.”

He raised his voice again. “My men will fetch Moncrieff fra’ the village, and ye can call him tae account in front o’ this company. Ye are free tae leave whenever ye like. Now, will ye accept my hospitality?”

“If it’s meant for all of us, aye. Us and the others, who come after.”

Carryck’s eyes scanned their faces, and came to rest on Nathaniel, calculating how he had come to be there, weighing his options. “I see ye’ve been awa’,” he said dryly.

“I have,” Nathaniel agreed. “Away and back again, to claim what is mine.”

“Ye’re mair Scott than ye’ll ever ken,” said Carryck. And then to Hawkeye: “Aa o’ yer party are welcome. I will hear your complaints against my factor, and should punishment be warranted, punishment will be dispensed.”

The sound of the carriage was louder now. The men behind Carryck began to look at each other, touching their weapons in that way that soldiers have, as automatically as they breathed.

One approached Carryck, and he spoke to them all. “Leave me.”

They went unwillingly, murmuring among themselves. Now Nathaniel caught sight of Jean Hope and old MacQuiddy at the rear of the courtyard and in the window above them, Curiosity with Lily on her hip. Robbie had dismounted, and he crouched down next to Hannah, the two of them deep in conversation.

Later Nathaniel would tell Elizabeth that he had heard the story of Lot’s wife more than once, but it wasn’t until Carryck caught sight of the Loudoun coat of arms on the coach that he knew what it meant to see a living being turn to stone. His face went as glassy smooth as rock salt, and when he looked up at Hawkeye his eyes were dead.

“My daughter-in-law,” Hawkeye said. “And your daughter, come home to die. But first she has her own charges against Moncrieff.”

Jean Hope came forward, her hands pressed to her heart and on her face an expression Nathaniel had seen once before, the morning Sarah had gained a daughter and lost a son: a woman torn in half between joy and sorrow. He spoke to her gently.

“She’s asked for the priest. Will you take her to him?”

This unexpected appearance of his daughter had turned Carryck to stone, but all the bones seemed to flow out of Jean Hope, her body curving forward. She started toward the coach and then stopped, looked to Carryck for something, some sign, but got none.

Robbie went to the coach as the door opened. Ever since he had heard the story of Moncrieff’s crimes against Carryck’s daughter he had been unusually still and closed within himself; it was as if this final evidence of Moncrieff’s malice had broken some last faith in him, and now he took it on as his own duty to offer Lady Isabel whatever comfort he could.

When he turned around again, he held her in his arms as carefully and lovingly as he would hold an infant. She had lost a shoe and one small foot swung free in its white stocking, as fine and frail as a child’s. Her hands lay among the netting that covered her face and fell down to her waist, discolored and swollen as a man’s fists after a hard fight.

For a moment Robbie stood there looking at Carryck over Isabel’s still form—Nathaniel could not even be sure she was breathing—and then he walked past the man without a word.

He stopped before Jean Hope and she placed her hands on Isabel, touching her lightly here and there. And then she turned and led Robbie toward Elphinstone Tower. MacQuiddy fell in behind them, and from a shadowy corner Jennet came running, too, with one backward glance toward Carryck.

They gathered in the Great Hall: the earl at the head of a long table under the carved and gilded coat of arms, Nathaniel and Hawkeye to either side of him, and next to them Elizabeth and Curiosity, each with a baby in her lap. Will sat beside Elizabeth. Hannah would not stay in her chair, but flitted between the men as if she was afraid they might disappear again if she were to sit down or look away.

Hawkeye asked her a question in Mahican and she answered it in Kahnyen’kehàka, and asked him a question in turn. Nathaniel was listening too but he did not interrupt, and Elizabeth had the sense that he had heard what he needed to know on the journey here. From the look on Robbie’s face when he had taken Isabel in his arms, Nathaniel had told them her story, too.

Carryck poured whisky. Whatever he had wanted to say to Hawkeye, whatever arguments about family and duty and blood ties and the land—all seemed to have deserted him. He stared in turn at the door that led to Elphinstone Tower and the window into the courtyard.

Elizabeth rocked Lily to her, smoothing the skin of her face and thinking of Isabel who was someplace over their heads in the tower, seeking some consolation, some of the sense of herself that she had lost the night she ran away from this place. In the last few minutes of the journey she had had another crisis, this one much worse than the earlier one in the garden. It had come upon her there where the road to the castle turned suddenly and dipped around a great outcropping of stones. Will had spoken gentle words to her even in her extremity, and Elizabeth had sent her own prayers to whatever God was looking over Isabel. Give her just one more hour. Let her face Moncrieff and go easy to her grave.

Contrecoeur came in, his expression unreadable. He walked the length of the hall, his heels ticking against the flagstones like an overwound clock, to stop before Carryck.

“Dupuis has heard her confession and absolved her of her sins, but it took the last of his strength. She is asking for you, my lord Earl. The doctor says she is very close to death.”

All faces turned to Carryck, but he studied the bottom of his cup with unflinching concentration. Curiosity hummed low in her throat, a mournful sound.

It wasn’t until the horses came into the courtyard that Carryck raised his head. Contrecoeur still waited for his answer, but he looked past the priest as if he were invisible.

Moncrieff’s voice came to them, hoarse and angry, and then louder, an oath and a challenge to the armed men who had brought him. There was a scuffling as he was dragged down from his horse. Elizabeth’s heart raced and Lily, nursing greedily as if to make up for the hours away from her mother, coughed on the quickened flow of milk.

He strode into the Great Hall alone. At the sight of Hawkeye he came to a sudden stop. For a moment he stared, and then he turned to Carryck, his head up at a proud angle.

“My lord Earl,” he said, his voice ringing through the hall, unflinching. “Why have ye sent for me in sic a manner?”

Carryck closed his eyes and then opened them again slowly. “We have a visitor.”

“I see that, my lord.” Moncrieff pushed his chest forward. Bravado or courage, it was hard to tell what moved him. “I tolt ye he wad come, in the end.”

“We have a visitor fra’ Loudoun,” said Carryck evenly. “Lady Isabel is come hame.”

For a moment Moncrieff’s expression did not change. Then a small tic began at the corner of his eye and spread by degrees over his face until it reached his mouth, which opened and then shut before he turned, eyes blazing, to Hawkeye.

“This is your doing,” he said. “Ye’ve taken up wi’ Breadalbane.”

“Monsieur Contrecoeur,” Elizabeth said before Hawkeye could respond to Moncrieff. “Would you kindly ask Robbie MacLachlan to bring Lady Isabel here? She will want to speak directly to this man in her father’s presence.”

Moncrieff flung out both arms in a frustrated appeal. “My lord Earl. This is a devious plot tae discredit me for doin’ naethin’ mair than what ye bade me tae do—bring that man, yer bluid cousin, tae Carryckcastle. Can ye let a Breadalbane stan afore ye and believe even a word o’ what she has tae say?”

Carryck poured more whisky into his own cup. When he had drunk, he wiped his mouth.

He said, “I gave Daniel Bonner my word that I wad listen tae the charges against ye. His charges, and … hers, as weel. Ye’ll stand there and listen wi’ me, Angus. Unless ye have somethin’ tae fear fra’ her?”

Moncrieff held his gaze for a long moment, and then he nodded.

Carryck spoke to Contrecoeur without looking at him.

“Bring her,” he said.

Elizabeth watched Contrecoeur walk back to the tower, willing him to move faster, to run. And then he opened the door and the hall filled with the sound of Jean Hope’s weeping, a sound hardly human that washed over them like a fitful breeze. Robbie came down the tower stairs and through the door, his normally florid complexion ashen.

“She’s gone.”

“God have mercy on her soul,” said Will quietly.

“Amen,” added Curiosity.

Moncrieff started, turning first to Carryck and then back toward Contrecoeur, who stood still with his hand on the tower door.

He passed a hand over his face, and then he smiled. Isabel was dead, and Moncrieff could hardly contain his joy. Elizabeth shuddered in sorrow and a deep and absolute loathing for the man who stood there, smiling at them, blinking in confusion and relief so profound he could not hide it: a condemned man with a last-minute reprieve from the gallows.

Nathaniel pushed back his chair as he came to his feet. “Counting your blessings right about now, ain’t you, Angus? That she died before she could tell her father what you are.”

Moncrieff’s back straightened and he inclined his head, that artful tilt that Elizabeth had seen him use so many times when he was constructing a lie.

“Whatever complaints ye’ve got aboot me have naethin’ tae do wi’ Lady Isabel. May she rest in peace,” he added solemnly.

Carryck drew in a breath through his teeth and then let it out again. Slowly he leaned forward to rest his head on his hands. His shoulders heaved once, and then again—a terrible dry retching that Elizabeth could not bear to see. She bent her head over her daughter and drew in Lily’s smell, clean and sweet. Perhaps Carryck was thinking of Isabel when she was just as small, before she grew away from him; before he lost track of the woman she had become. Elizabeth had the power to give him back that daughter.

She stood, holding Lily to her breast. “My lord Earl, may I speak?”

Moncrieff made a small sound in his throat, but Carryck held up a hand to stop him. “Aye.”

“On the journey here, your daughter Isabel told us the story of the day she eloped. Will you hear what she had to say?”

The room was so quiet that Elizabeth thought she could hear the beat of her own heart. She waited, and finally Carryck nodded. Moncrieff’s face was vacant, waiting. Disbelieving.

“This is what Lady Isabel told us. After Lammas Fair five years ago, Angus Moncrieff confronted her on the road to the castle late in the night. Simon Hope was with her. He called Isabel a whore and Simon Hope a whoreson, and when she laughed at him for claiming that she had been promised to him in marriage, he told her of your alliance with Mrs. Hope. Then Angus Moncrieff assaulted and raped her there in the rain and dirt.”

Nothing changed on Carryck’s face, no acknowledgment or surprise. He said, “Angus. What say ye tae these charges?”

Flecks of color appeared high on Moncrieff’s cheeks, just below the tic at the corner of his eye, as frantic as a heartbeat.

“Lies. Ye ken verra weel, my lord, that yer dauchter was promised tae John Munro o’ Foulis on the verra day she ran aff.”

From the back of the hall Jean Hope stepped forward from the shadows. Her face was red and swollen with weeping, and she wound her hands in her apron. “But Isabel nivver was told about John Munro!”

Moncrieff was untouched by Jean’s sorrow and her logic. He shrugged. “Whether she knew or no’, the oath was given and I witnessed it. Why wad I ha’ tolt her anythin’ else, or claimed her for my own?” More sure of himself now, he cast a glance toward Elizabeth. “Ye’ve got only the word o’ a desperate woman. Elizabeth Bonner wad do anythin’ in her power tae get her revenge on me, for takin’ her bairns frae her in Canada. The bairns that ye see before ye, hale and hearty.”

How perfectly calm he was, Elizabeth thought. And why not? Isabel and Simon were dead, and unable to call him to account.

Carryck looked so very tired. “Is there any evidence for yer charges, Mrs. Bonner? Witnesses?”

“No doubt she’ll call Walter Campbell here tae swear the truth o’ it,” Moncrieff said angrily.

A voice rose up, high and clear. “Simon tolt me what happened. Does that make me a witness?” Jennet seemed as tiny and unsubstantial as a fairy as she came down the hall with Robbie MacLachlan, but her voice carried true.

“Come here, Jennet,” said Carryck. His tone still weary, but there was something warm in it now. “Come here, lass, and tell me what ye heard.”

Jennet stopped at the end of the table, and she looked at each of them in turn. When she reached Hannah, she smiled.

“Ye’ve got them aa taegither finally, yer kin.”

“Yes,” said Hannah.

“I’m glad for ye.”

Hannah left Hawkeye’s side and went to stand between Jennet and Robbie.

“What did Simon tell ye, lass?” Carryck asked.

She kept her eyes fixed on the earl, as if the sight of him alone could bring this story out of her. “Simon tolt me that the factor was fou’ drunk, and he foucht wi’ Lady Isabel on the road tae the village, and threw her doon and hurt her. He said, ‘She doesna want tae marry Moncrieff.’ He said that muny times.”

“The lad was fevered,” said Moncrieff, almost dully. “In a delirium.”

“He wasna fevered,” Jennet replied indignantly. “He wasna, no’ when he tolt me. And he swore me tae secrecy and made me put my hand on the Holy Bible, and noo I’m forsworn and must burn in hell, but I canna keep still no langer.” Her voice wavered, but she pushed on, her anger rising hot now as she turned to face Moncrieff. “Simon thoucht it was his fault for no’ protectin’ her, and my mither thoucht it was her Isabel was runnin’ from, but it was you. Ye couldna ha’ the laird’s dauchter and sae ye hurt her, and noo she’s deid and ye’ll burn in hell, too, for what ye did tae her and tae my brither.”

“My lord Earl,” Moncrieff said stiffly. “Can ye take the word o’ a hysterical child ower my own?”

Carryck rose up to his full height. “She’s my own flesh and bluid, Angus.”

“She’s your bastard, my lord.”

Carryck said, “I’ve lost one dauchter. I willna lose anither. I’ll marry Jean and make Jennet my heir.”

Perspiration was beading on Moncrieff’s upper lip and brow as he struggled for his composure. “Breadalbane will challenge ye in the courts.”

“Aye. What of it?”

“My lord,” said Moncrieff, his voice cracking. “Will ye gamble everythin’ for a whore?”

The word seemed to echo down the hall. The color drained from Carryck’s face to be replaced by a cold fury, the kind of rage that drives men to murder. Moncrieff saw it, too, and he drew in a hitching breath and let it go again as Carryck began to speak.

He said, “I find ye guilty o’ rape on my dauchter. I find mysel’ guilty o’ puttin’ my trust in a coward and a traitor. It is my punishment tae live knowin’ tha’ I let ye drive my dauchter awa’, but ye’ll hang on the morrow.”

Moncrieff moved so fast that later Elizabeth would never be clear on exactly how it had all come to pass. His arm came up from his side with a glint of flashing metal and Elizabeth bent over in her chair to cover Lily, seeing Curiosity do the same with Daniel and taking with her a single glimpse of Jennet’s blond head in the line of fire, with Hannah beside her. Oh, God, Hannah beside her. The men were scrambling, Nathaniel throwing himself across the table at Moncrieff but too late: the shot rang through the room and somebody screamed. Me, thought Elizabeth, I screamed. A second shot from the other end of the hall and a soft sound of surprise, a rush of breath followed by ringing silence. Elizabeth looked up from where she cowered on the floor, and she watched Angus Moncrieff fall, his throat opening like a flower, bright red petals cascading all around him.

Hannah was keening, a high, sorrowful sound. Curiosity grabbed Elizabeth’s arm and pulled her to her feet to thrust Daniel at her. “Take your son,” she said firmly. “Take him, now.” And she climbed over Moncrieff’s body—still twitching, Elizabeth saw, and drew away—in her rush toward the girls.

“Elizabeth.” Nathaniel and Will together at her side, trying to lead her away. Both the babies wailing, but Nathaniel whispered to them, wheest, and wheest, and then he was leading her to a chair near the door. “Come, come. Sit here. Sit down.”

“Is she dead? Is Jennet dead? Is Hannah—”

He put his hands on her face. She had rarely seen him so pale, except when he was gun-shot himself.

“No,” he said. “Neither of them hurt, not Jennet, not Hannah.”

“But listen to her.” She said this calmly, to make him hear what she could hear: Hannah’s heart breaking and Hawkeye singing, very softly. A melody she knew; one she did not want to hear.

“Who?” she asked. “Whose death song?”

“Robbie’s,” Nathaniel said. “He stepped in front of the girls and the bullet caught him in the chest.”

“But—” She looked over her shoulder at Moncrieff, curled like a newborn in his own blood. His brother had come to pray over him. He made the sign of the cross.

“Jean Hope,” said Will. “It was Jean Hope who shot him.”

Nathaniel said, “She took her revenge, and Isabel’s. And ours, too.”

“Good,” said Elizabeth, more calmly than she felt. And then: “Let me go to Robbie. Let me say good-bye. Please.”

He lay on the bloody flagstones, his head in Hannah’s lap. The Hakim and Curiosity were bent over him, talking quietly together, no urgency now at all. Will had taken the babies out into the courtyard, where the maids fussed over them, bore them away to a safer place. And now Jennet wept in her mother’s arms while behind them Contrecoeur murmured to his brother in Latin.

In the new quiet, Hawkeye sang a death song, telling the story of Robbie’s life as he made his way through the shadowlands.

Elizabeth knelt in the blood and put her hands on him. Smoothed his hair. “Robbie,” Elizabeth called to him, and then again, louder. “Robbie?”

Hannah’s eyes were bright with tears. “We must let him go,” she said to Elizabeth in Kahnyen’kehàka. “It is his time.”
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They buried Robbie MacLachlan and Lady Isabel the next day, and that evening Nathaniel went looking for his father. He found him in the wood behind the paddocks, perched high in an oak, deep in conversation with Jennet and Hannah.

“When Simon died,” Jennet was saying, “I thoucht perhaps it was just the fairies had stolen him awa’, and that he wad come back one day. Did you feel like that when your brother Uncas died?”

Hawkeye said, “I still do.” And then: “Here’s your father, Squirrel, come to call us to table. Why don’t you girls go along now. I’ve been trying to have a word with him all day.”

When they had run off ahead, Nathaniel said, “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to find you climbing trees.”

“You can see a good ways from up here,” said Hawkeye, dropping down as easy as a man half his age. “And that Jennet has got a story or two worth taking home.”

“Squirrel will be sorry to leave her behind tomorrow.”

Hawkeye nodded. His thoughts were someplace else, and Nathaniel waited for him to gather them together.

“I don’t think Robbie ever expected to get back to New-York,” he said finally. “Long ago some wise woman told him that he would be buried on Scottish soil. He said that to me the day we set foot on land. Said that he felt the truth of it in his gut.”

Hawkeye looked around himself, at the sunset against the hills, deep gold and tawny, and he sighed. “This was the right place for him to come to die, but it ain’t my place, no matter how I look at it. Ain’t yours, either, from what I can tell.”

In his surprise, Nathaniel stopped. “Did you think it might be?”

His father shrugged. “Don’t know what I thought. I was sure before I got here how I’d feel about Carryck, but now I’ve seen him and it’s not that simple. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man so tore up inside.”

“It’s a hard price he’s paying for his mistakes,” Nathaniel admitted. “But I don’t see there’s anything we can do for him. The Catholics and the Protestants have been at each other’s throats for almost two hundred years. Even if we wanted to stay here there’s nothing we could do to fix that.”

Hawkeye was silent, and Nathaniel had an unsettled feeling, as if something was coming his way he couldn’t predict or control. He said, “You’re putting a fright into me.”

“I know I am,” said Hawkeye. “And with some cause. I thought about just letting what I know go to the grave with Robbie, but I couldn’t live with it. I got no choice but to lay it out for you and let you make your own decisions. You and Elizabeth.”

“What’s this about?” Nathaniel asked.

His father put a hand on his shoulder. “Giselle Somerville,” he said. “And the son she bore you the winter after you left her in Montréal those many years ago.”

While his father talked, Nathaniel stood in the shadows of the forest and felt the truth of what he was saying crawl up through him and settle in his bones, word by word.

He said, “She never told me. Never said a word when I took leave from her, never sent for me.”

Hawkeye pushed out a heavy breath. “I know that.”

“But you believed her?”

“Not at first. Not until Robbie told me what he knew.”

“Iona could have let me know.” The first anger pushing up now, to be swallowed down again.

“She could have,” Hawkeye said. “But then she would have had another child taken away from her. Do you think she gave Giselle up to Somerville of her own accord?”

Somerville. All the time he had been sitting in the Montréal gaol, the boy had been nearby and Somerville had kept it from him.

“All these years, Giselle thought he was in France, being raised by her mother.”

“It looks that way.”

“Christ,” Nathaniel muttered. “Now what? Do I go looking for him, or do I leave him be? Maybe he won’t want anything to do with me, or with his mother. I wish I had had more of a look at him that night in Montréal.”

An ache swelled up deep inside him, like discovering a slowly seeping battle wound hours after the last shot had been fired.

Hawkeye rubbed a thumb over his chin. “You’ll have to work that out with Elizabeth, son. And I expect Giselle will have something to say about it—she won’t give up until she finds the boy.”

“Unless Stoker finds her first.”

Hawkeye inclined his head. “She’s made an enemy of him, that’s true.”

From the courtyard gate came the sound of Squirrel’s voice, calling for them. They started in that direction in silence, and then Nathaniel stopped cold.

“You were thinking of sending the boy—What did she call him?”

“Luke.”

“You want to send Luke here, to Carryck.”

Hawkeye nodded. “The thought crossed my mind, but it ain’t my decision to make. You need to think that through.”

“Do you think he’d take an interest in this place?” Nathaniel asked.

“Most men would,” said Hawkeye. “Especially a young man with no land and no prospects. A young man raised Catholic.”

“I’d never see him,” Nathaniel said, feeling the loss already before he had even come to know the boy.

Hawkeye said, “I’d have to lay claim to Jamie Scott’s place here. I couldn’t do that without talking to Jean Hope and to Jennet first. Making sure they wanted it that way. Then you’d have to claim Luke as your firstborn.”

They were just twenty yards from the gates now. From the courtyard came the sound of children’s laughter, and Curiosity calling out after them. Elizabeth stood in the window with a baby on her arm. She had circles under her eyes, but there was a settled and peaceful look about her that he had last seen at home in Lake in the Clouds, before they had any idea of what lay ahead. She smiled when she saw him and raised her hand.

“She’s a good woman,” Hawkeye said. “It might hit her hard at first, but she don’t have an unfair bone in her body. She’ll come around to the idea.”

“Maybe before I do,” Nathaniel agreed, and he went in to tell Elizabeth about his son.

•  •  •

Hannah was waiting for her grandfather just inside the gate, and she pulled him aside. Something of the brightness in her had gone away with Robbie’s death, some of her trust in the world. And he remembered now the morning he had walked out of Montréal with Nathaniel. How he had watched him change as they walked, leaving not just Giselle Somerville but some of himself behind, too.

“What is it, Squirrel?”

She said, “I need your help. I can’t do it by myself.”

He put a hand on her shoulder, felt the strength of her and the determination. People looked at the color of her skin and thought of her mother, but there was so much of his Cora in her, a fiery heart and a will of iron.

“Tell me.”

In Mahican she said, “Will you come down to the village with me, Grandfather?” It was strange hearing that language of his boyhood in this place, and it did what she wanted it to: it shut out the rest of the world and drew them closer together.

“When?”

“After dark.”

He kept his face impassive. To smile would be to make light of this errand of hers, and he would not insult her. “What is it that takes us to the village after dark?”

“Before I leave this place I must kill a bear,” she said. And then, more quickly: “They blinded her and chained her to a post. She asked me to set her free of this place, and I gave her my promise.”

A fine tension was in her now, her whole body shaking. She said, “I cannot go home and leave her.”

“Then we’ll go down to the village after dark,” Hawkeye said calmly. “And we’ll do what needs to be done. Let’s go in to eat now.”

She shook her head. “I have to go see the Hakim, first. Will you tell them?”

He nodded, and then waited and watched her run off, fleet as a deer.

Hannah found Hakim Ibrahim packing his instruments into their cases. He had seen three people he tried to save buried within two days, but when she hesitated at the door he looked up at her with his usual kindly and helpful smile.

“Ah,” he said, wiping his hands on a bit of muslin. “I was hoping to see you this evening. I have something for you before you leave this place tomorrow.”

Hannah drew in a deep breath and let it out again. She had feared he might be angry with her—it had been many days since she had come to work with him or even to speak to him—and found instead that nothing had changed. She said, “Are you leaving, too?”

“Yes. Tomorrow I must return to Southerness. The Isis is bound for Bombay.”

“You are going home, too, then.”

From the worktable he took a leather case the size of a large book and he put it down before her. Then he stood back, bowing from the shoulders. “Yes. And I have a parting gift for you.”

Hannah was so surprised that she did not trust herself to speak. She ran a finger lightly over the leather and then, with unsteady hands, untied the lacings. Four scalpels, two with curved blades, forceps, probes, and suture needles, each secured by a leather strap in a bed of dark blue velvet. The instrument handles were made of ivory, slightly yellow with age.

He said, “It will be some time before you are skilled enough to use these, but I have no doubt that you will put them to good use one day.”

She blinked the tears back, and nodded. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome. Now, I believe you came to talk to me about something else. Lady Isabel, or Rob MacLachlan?”

“I know what killed Robbie. The bullet must have hit the artery, here—” She touched her own chest at the midline. “The aorta. But no one can tell me what Lady Isabel’s illness is called.”

He folded his hands in front of himself. “There is no name for the affliction that I know. I have seen it only rarely, and each time it ends in death. In the Al-Qanun fil-Tibb, Ibn Sina writes of tubercles that settle in the kidneys. The condition of her skin would make that likely. The only way to know would be to perform an autopsy, but given the circumstances …” He paused. “I thought it best not to impose on the earl’s grief.”

Hannah thought for a moment. “But maybe it would be a comfort to him, to know why she died.”

Hakim Ibrahim closed his eyes briefly and opened them again. “He believes that his lack of faith in her was what brought about her death, and even if I were to find her body full of tumors, I could not convince him otherwise.”

Hannah said, “Then he is in need of your help, too.”

The Hakim had a very sad smile. “You have a generous and compassionate spirit, Hannah. But if you are to be a good physician one day you must learn to recognize when your skills are not what is needed.”

“‘First do no harm,’” Hannah said, and now she understood this concept as she had not been able to understand it before. “But if you cannot help him, who can?”

“His God,” said the Hakim. “And perhaps his priest. Now I have a question for you. Will you write to me, and tell me of your studies in medicine?”

“Yes,” said Hannah. “I would like to do that.”

“Then we will not say good-bye.” The Hakim smiled. “For our discussions do not have to end.”

She hesitated at the door, testing the weight of the surgical kit in her hands. “Do you really think I can be a physician one day?”

He bowed from the shoulders. “Of this, my friend, I am very sure.”
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The smell of the sea met them at Edinburgh, coming up suddenly as the coach started down a hill toward the city. Elizabeth sat up straighter, and even Hannah roused herself out of her daydreams.

“Headed home.” Elizabeth said it aloud now and then, perhaps just to convince herself that it was really true. They would spend this evening with Aunt Merriweather and tomorrow they would board a ship. When they next stepped onto land it would be in New-York harbor.

Curiosity’s thoughts were taking her in the same direction. She said, “Lord willing, we’ll be in Paradise before summer’s done. In time for the corn harvest, Hannah. Did you think of that?”

Hannah nodded. “In time for the festival at Trees-Standing-in-Water.”

“Ain’t even home yet and she ready to run off again,” Curiosity said with a sigh. “Me, I ain’t goin’ any farther than Lake in the Clouds. Don’ care if I never see another city. Or smell one, for that matter.” And she sniffed at Edinburgh, ripe with waste in the summer sun.

•  •  •

They came into the High Street, the women and children in the coach while Hawkeye, Nathaniel, and Will rode, surrounded by Carryck’s men. The earl would take no chances with their safety; it would soon be common knowledge that Daniel Bonner of New-York State had signed a document declaring himself the son of James Scott, and with that they would become targets of the Breadalbane Campbells. It did not matter that Hawkeye would keep his vow to leave Scotland and never come back again. It did not matter, because the grandson he had left behind in Canada had made no such vow.

Daniel played peacefully in Elizabeth’s lap. Nathaniel’s second-born son. She still had not come to a quiet place with this idea, but she would in time. Nathaniel had expected her to be angry, or hurt, or worried about her own children’s claims, but thus far she had felt nothing but confusion and some vague curiosity. He was watching her now from horseback, looking for some sign of her discontent, waiting for her anger to swell up.

Someplace inside, Nathaniel still believed that she regretted the life she was leaving behind, and only time would convince him otherwise.

“I suppose that Merriweather aunt of yours will want us all to set down with her,” Curiosity said, jerking Elizabeth out of her daydreams. “She’ll want the whole story.”

“I suppose she will,” Elizabeth agreed.

“But the whole story hasn’t happened, yet.” Hannah looked up from the piece of ivory she had been studying.

“Then we will tell her as much as we know,” said Elizabeth. “What is that in your hand, Squirrel?”

She held it up. Not ivory at all, but a tooth yellowed with age, long and curved.

“A bear fang,” Curiosity said, leaning forward to get a better look at it, and catching Lily’s hand away as she grabbed. “I didn’t know there were bears around Carryck.”

“There aren’t,” said Hannah, closing her fist around it. “Not anymore.”

Curiosity was looking more closely at Hannah’s face now, with concern and some disquiet. As Elizabeth was looking, seeing something new there in her familiar and beloved face, some equanimity that she had left behind her somewhere on this long journey and now found again. Robbie’s sudden passing had moved her in ways Elizabeth had not quite imagined.

“Did it come from Jennet?” asked Curiosity.

“Jennet has one just like it,” said Hannah. “She will wear it on a string around her neck.”

“Elizabeth, my dear, we must see a milliner before you sail. To go about with no protection from the sun, have you forgotten all your training? Something must be done, for you are already as brown as a—as a—”

“As an Indian,” supplied Hannah easily, looking at them over the rim of her teacup. She sent her father a sidelong glance, but Nathaniel kept his face impassive. He knew better than to get in the middle of one of Aunt Merriweather’s discussions about hats.

“I admit I have not been thinking of my complexion these last few months,” Elizabeth agreed, wiping biscuit crumbs from Lily’s mouth. “But I promise to wear a hat on the journey home.”

Aunt Merriweather had a way of rearing back with her head to look down the slope of her nose that always put Nathaniel in mind of a cross-eyed bird. She was doing it now, her mouth pursed into a little beak.

“I will charge Amanda with making sure of it,” she said. “If it were not for my lumbago, I would make the journey myself. Heaven knows what you young women will get up to, you are all so set on your independence. I did so count on bringing Kitty home to Oakmere with me, and see how she changed her mind at the last minute. I am still most seriously displeased, but perhaps you can persuade her, Elizabeth, once you are home again. Certainly you must see to it that she doesn’t fall under Dr. Todd’s influence. Such a very flighty young woman; she requires your firm hand if she cannot have mine.” She sniffed. “Of course, you might still get it into your head to turn privateer and sail off to China, children in tow. Certainly my son-in-law already looks the part.” And she scowled as if she had Will Spencer before her.

Elizabeth got up to plant a kiss on her old aunt’s cheek. “You are worried for us,” she said. “But please be assured, we have no interest in going anywhere but home, and that as quickly as possible.”

“Do not try to mollify me,” said her aunt, swatting at her with a folded fan. “I shall worry if it pleases me to worry, every day until I have word of your safe arrival. Now your husband has been waiting for you these twenty minutes, and his patience is not eternal, I am sure of it. Go on, the two of you, but do not be long.”

They went to see the ship that would take them home. Hawkeye and Will had been here before, as had Thomas Ballentyne in his new role as Carryck’s agent and factor. Even now Carryck’s men milled around the dock, and there they would remain until the Bonners were safe away.

And still, Nathaniel knew maybe better than Elizabeth did herself that she would not rest easy tonight unless she had examined the ship and met its captain and officers.

She was called Good Tidings, a small but comfortable packet on her way to New-York with the mails and a shipment of Scotch whisky for the governor and porcelain for his wife. A fast ship, and not so large that she would attract the attention of privateers—but well armed enough to repel anyone who showed unwelcome interest. The captain and owner was a Yorker by the name of George Goodey, a small man with a stern expression and a taciturn way about him; he showed them their quarters, had his sailors run out the guns for Nathaniel’s inspection, and then he bade them goodbye. He suited Elizabeth very well.

“Curiosity will lock horns with him,” she noted as they walked back to her aunt Merriweather’s lodgings. “And she will enjoy every minute of it.”

“It’ll be close quarters,” Nathaniel said. “Your cousin may get a little itchy.”

“Amanda is too pleased to have Will back again—even her mother cannot interfere with her happiness.”

“And what about you, Boots?” he asked, tucking her arm tighter under his own.

“Me? I would paddle a canoe home if that’s what it required,” Elizabeth said. “We have been gone only a little more than four months, but it feels like so much longer.”

They walked on in a comfortable silence for a while, and then she turned to him suddenly, and stretching up on tiptoe, she kissed him there on the High Street, with people all around.

“What was that for, Boots?”

“For keeping our children safe.”

“You’re thinking of Isabel.”

She nodded. “I can hardly think of anything else but Robbie, and Isabel.”

A flush was creeping up her cheeks, anger and grief pushing her to sudden tears. Nathaniel put his arm around her as they walked, willing to wait for her to put words to what she was feeling. Until she did that, she would have no peace.

It came in a low rush. “I cannot imagine what Carryck is suffering now, to have lost his daughter not because she was disloyal, but because he was too blind to see Moncrieff’s true nature.”

Neither did we see him for what he was, not at first. Nathaniel thought of saying this, but held his tongue, knowing full well that they would have to deal with it soon enough.

She said, “The look on Carryck’s face when we took our leave—I don’t think he will ever forgive himself for refusing to go to Isabel when he had a chance, there at the end. And perhaps he does not deserve forgiveness.” She was flushed with remembering, still full angry.

“You know I’m not likely to make excuses for the man,” Nathaniel said, as evenly as he could manage. “But it seems to me he knows well where the blame lies and he ain’t shirking it. I don’t know that he’d survive all this, if it weren’t for Jean Hope and Jennet. And you’ll forgive me, Boots, if I point out that the man buried his priest and his daughter within a day of each other. That’s punishment enough.”

She shook her head, quite forcefully. “He is getting what he wanted, Nathaniel. A way to keep Carryck free of the Breadalbanes, and an heir. Do you not worry about sending … Luke to him, knowing now how he dealt with his own daughter?”

“I don’t know that Luke will want to come here,” Nathaniel said slowly. “He’s more of a stranger to me than Carryck is. And the truth is, it don’t feel real, yet, the news about the boy. You’re asking me if I trust Carryck with a son I don’t know, and might never see again. I’ve been thinking about that all day long, and I’ll tell you what. He’s a man already, as old as I was when he came into the world. We’ll tell him what he needs to know about this place, give him the good and the bad of it, and he’ll make his own decision. And if he wants to come here and if that solves Carryck’s problems, well then, I’ll be glad for both of them, Boots. But I know one thing for sure, and maybe it’s something I can see and you can’t. Carryck will be relieved to get the boy if that puts an end to his problems, but there’s no joy left in this world for him. He buried that part of his life with his daughter. And Moncrieff.”

They had stopped walking while he said this, and Elizabeth was looking up at him with an expression divided between surprise and acknowledgment. A look came over her, the one that meant she was casting back through her memory for some words she had read somewhere, something to help her make sense of what she was feeling. And then she had them, and she spoke them out loud, but more for her own benefit than his.


“His flawed heart,—
Alack! too weak the conflict to support;
’twixt two extremes of passion, joy and grief,
Burst smilingly.”



“That’s about it, I’d say. Now where did that come from?”

“King Lear,” said Elizabeth. “A man who misjudged his daughter and paid for that mistake very dearly.”

“Maybe I should read that book,” Nathaniel said, trying to strike a lighter tone. “The days ain’t far off when Squirrel will be moving off on her own, and I suppose I should be ready.”

“We’ll read it together,” Elizabeth said firmly. “I’ll see if we can get a copy before we set sail.”

There was a carriage in front of the door when they arrived back at Aunt Merriweather’s lodgings, with gold trim and an elaborate crest upon the door. Elizabeth caught sight of a young man waiting inside, lolled back against the cushions.

“Someone has come to call,” she said to Nathaniel, and seeing the reluctant look on his face, she said, “I don’t care to sit with them, either. Let us go in through the kitchen entrance and see if we can avoid the visit.”

Curiosity was waiting for them in the upstairs parlor. When they came in she said, “A letter came while you were away.”

“A letter?” Elizabeth drew off her bonnet and put it on the table.

“From my Galileo,” said Curiosity. “He sent it to Oakmere and they sent it up here.” She stood and breathed deep, put back her shoulders and then smiled. Elizabeth smiled, too, realizing now that she had been holding her breath for bad news.

“Go on,” Curiosity said. “Read it out loud, Elizabeth.”


To my dear Wife, Curiosity Freeman

Our good daughter Polly writes this for me, with a quill I sharpened for her and the ink you made of dried blackberries last December. May the Almighty God hear our prayer and send you home to us healthy.

Lung-Fever has come to plague us here in Paradise. The Lord spared our girls and their husbands and this tired old man. Manny fell ill but his sisters nursed him back to health. The Judge is took right hard with it, but Daisy is nursing him and it look like he has weathered the storm. For the Lord thy God is a merciful God.

We ain’t seen Kitty since she took Ethan away to Albany, nor did we have word of her till just yesterday. She and the boy are well. She writes that last week she was married to Dr. Richard Todd. They say they will come home to Paradise in the fall, when the Fever is run its course and the Lord sees fit to lift this yoke.

Yesterday evening I went up Hidden Wolf to see how the folks there were faring and found the place deserted except for Runs-from-Bears. He is in good health. The women are gone to stay with their people in Canada, and Otter with them. I am sorry to pass on the news that Liam Kirby ran off some weeks ago when the affliction came upon us and he ain’t been seen since. I know Hannah will be sorry to hear it, too.

The girls want you to know that they have set plenty of beans and onions and pomkin. The spring grass is sweet and the livestock getting fat. God willing, Daisy will bring our first grandchild into this world in the late fall. The Lord moves in mysterious ways, his wonders to behold.

Now in the warm months the Miseries have left my back, but the Lord’s truth is this: the house is mighty quiet these days, but there’s no peace to be found here with you gone. Hurry home.

Your loving husband of these many years
Galileo Freeman
Paradise, New-York State
writ this sixth day of May in the Year of our
Merciful Lord 1794



“I don’t know what I dread more,” Curiosity said. “Telling your aunt about Kitty and Richard, or telling Hannah about Liam running off.”

Elizabeth sat down and spread the letter out on her lap, ran her finger over the finely formed letters. She said, “What do you think it means, Nathaniel?”

He shrugged, his face impassive. “I don’t know. Maybe Richard is hoping we won’t come home at all, thinking he’s still got a chance at getting Hidden Wolf.”

They were silent for a moment, each of them thinking about that and what trouble it would mean.

“Poor Liam,” said Elizabeth finally. “He lost faith in us, and I cannot say that I blame him very much. They have been a long time without word.”

“Well, I admit it ain’t the best news,” said Curiosity, getting up. “But my folks are alive and well, and so are yours. Up at Carryckcastle they got four new graves, you’ll remember. I’d say the Lord has been generous.”

Elizabeth turned to Nathaniel, who was lost in his own thoughts, and far away—perhaps in Canada, with the boy he had already claimed as a son before he had ever seen him by daylight.

“Don’t you think so, Nathaniel?” Curiosity pushed him.

He nodded. “Generous, indeed.”

A soft scratching at the door, and Aunt Merriweather’s waiting-woman came in. Maria had been in service at Oakmere for twenty years and Elizabeth had rarely seen her flustered, but now she was very much ill at ease. “Lady Crofton begs your company in the lower parlor.”

“Who has come to call, Maria?” Elizabeth asked.

“A Miss Somerville, mum,” said Maria, as she might have said the devil’s bride.

“Lordy,” said Curiosity, getting up with new energy. “I don’t much like the woman, but I got to give her credit for landing on her feet. And imagine that, Giselle and Merriweather together in the same room. The feathers must be flying a good mile high.”

Maria gave a tight little nod. “If you could come straightaway—”

“Where’s my father, do you know?” Nathaniel asked. “She’ll want to talk to him, too.”

“Yes, she has asked for him repeatedly,” Maria said. The sound of raised voices came up the stairwell, and she jumped nervously. “But Mr. Bonner went out with the viscount, sir. Some time ago. Please—”

“We’ll be right there,” Nathaniel said. “You can go tell her that.”

“Soon as we prime the pistols,” muttered Curiosity.

Elizabeth said, “I’m wearing her gown.” And heard for herself how odd this sounded: Giselle Somerville had sought them out—the mother of Nathaniel’s firstborn son had sought them out—and all she could think of was the gown she was wearing. But Nathaniel seemed to dread this meeting as much as she did, and he slipped an arm around her shoulders.

“We knew she might be in Edinburgh, looking for some sign of us,” he said. “Once she hears what we have to tell her, she won’t care what you’ve got on your back. She’ll be on a ship to Canada as fast as she can find one.”

They heard the irritated thump of Aunt Merriweather’s cane as they came down the stairs, three sharp taps that did not bode well. Elizabeth was reminded of the day her aunt had confronted Julian about the real extent of his gambling debt.

Nathaniel looked very serious, but Curiosity did not seem concerned. Her grin did not leave her until the moment that the footman opened the door for them.

“Obstinate woman.” Another three taps of the cane. Her aunt’s head swiveled around toward them on its long neck, and Elizabeth saw two things straight off: she was terribly irritated, and she was actually enjoying herself.

Before her stood Giselle Somerville, as finely dressed as she had ever been in a round gown of dark gold Indian ikat muslin. She wore a turban of silk gauze on her head, and a fiery expression. She took no note of Elizabeth at all, her attention focusing immediately on Nathaniel.

“This lady refuses to tell me where to find your father,” she said. “My business is with him, if what she says is true and Rob MacLachlan is dead.”

“It’s true, all right,” said Curiosity. “God rest his immortal soul.”

Aunt Merriweather’s eyes had narrowed. “If what I say is true? If? Let me warn you again, Miss Somerville, I will not tolerate such impudence, such incivility. How dare you come here with such scandalous falsehoods?”

“Aunt,” Elizabeth interrupted gently. “I think it would be best if Miss Somerville and Nathaniel were to have a word together, alone.”

“My business is with Dan’l Bonner,” Giselle said imperiously. “I have nothing to discuss with his son.”

Under Elizabeth’s hand, all the muscles in Nathaniel’s arm were tense but his voice came steady. He said, “I know about the boy.”

Aunt Merriweather turned as red in the face as Giselle was pale, but for once she was silenced by her surprise.

Giselle went still. “Very well, your father told you about him. And?”

“He ain’t in France.”

Some color came back into her cheeks. “Is it true, then. He’s in Montréal. And my mother?”

“Your mother, too. We need to talk.”

“I will make no apologies.” Giselle was struggling desperately, but her composure had been taken from her for once and Elizabeth was struck suddenly with a memory of that moment on the dock at Québec when she realized that her children were gone, and she could not call them back. It had torn a hole in her. Giselle had been living with that for eighteen years.

And maybe Nathaniel saw it, too, because his voice softened. “I don’t want any apologies,” he said. “I’m as much to blame for what happened. But I’ll tell you what you need to know. And something else—there’s a place at Carryck for the boy, and for you, too, if you want it.”

“Nathaniel,” said Aunt Merriweather, regaining her voice and the use of her cane, one thump for each word: “What does this mean?”

“Aunt,” Elizabeth said. “Let them discuss this matter in private. I promise, I will make everything clear to you.”

•  •  •

Late in the night, Elizabeth woke to the whisper of a misting rain. She had dreamed of Margreit MacKay and of Isabel, too. Women she had known for such a short time while they lived, and still they seemed determined to accompany her on the voyage home. Perhaps Robbie would come, too, if she thought of him hard enough. Perhaps all the dead were that close, and only waited to be summoned.

Nathaniel turned in his sleep. When he had come to her after his long talk with Giselle, the telling of what had passed between them had been slow and awkward, more questions raised than answered. Listening to him, Elizabeth realized that it was not their son who had forged an uneasy bond between Nathaniel and Giselle, but the uncertainty they shared. Luke was a stranger to them both, and might never be anything else.

“I wish I had spent more time talking to him, that night in Montréal.”

It was the last thing Nathaniel said before he fell into a sleep so deep that he did not stir when she rose to go to the window to look over the streets of Edinburgh, glistening damp in the lantern light, and in the distance, someplace, the sea.

She had once made the trip to Paradise full of dreams and visions of herself as a teacher. Now she made it again, and some of those same dreams were still with her, and within her grasp. The Lord has been generous, she whispered to herself. A prayer of acknowledgment and thanksgiving, the only one that would come to her now in spite of the dangers that lay ahead.

It turned out that Nathaniel was awake after all, coming up silently behind her to put a hand on her shoulder. She was shivering, and he slipped his arms around her.

“Goodness,” she said softly. “Tomorrow you must get us all onto a ship in spite of the Breadalbanes, and here you stand. You need your rest.”

“Ah, Boots. The bed’s no good to me without you in it.”

He felt her smile as she rocked back against him.

“So what are you looking at?”

“The first light of dawn,” she said, pointing. “I imagine I can see all the way home.”

It was a rare gift she had, this ability to look ahead, through the loss and heartache, beyond the hardship, to see so clearly the possibilities that waited for them. If they could be strong, if they could persevere.

“Listen,” she whispered. “Do you hear the sea? Tomorrow there will be a good strong wind to take us home.”



Epilogue


Miss Hannah Bonner
Lake in the Clouds
Paradise, New-York State

Dear Squirrel,

Now that your half brother and his mother have settled in at Carryckcastle, I suppose it’s time I keep my promise and write and tell what there is to say. Truth be tolt, tis no an easy task. Ye’ll want to hear guid tidings, and there’s little comfort in the tale I’ve got to tell.

He’s a slink mannie, is Luke. Tall and braw and bonnie, and slee as a fox. Cook calls him luvey, and bakes him tarts wi the last o the pippins. The Earl bought him a mare the likes o which ye’ll no see in all Scotland, as black as the devil and that smart, too. The lasses come up the brae for no guid reason but to sneiter and bat their eyelashes at him, and then run awa when Giselle catches sight o them. Even my mother smiles at Luke for all she looks daggers at me and makes me wear shoes. And what does it matter that I’m eleven years? I fear it has to do wi marriage, for it is first since she stood up wi the Earl that she’s turned so unreasonable. My only hope for a peaceful life is Luke’s mother, wha seems a reasonable woman (for all her lace and silk, she doesna mind what others wear on their feet or heids, either, and she is generous wi her stories o how she outfoxed the Pirate). They’ve become great friends, his mother and mine, and they sit tegither in the evening. If I’m aye chancie, some o Giselle will rub off and my mother will leave me be.

I must be fair and report that Luke is a hard worker and there’s naught mean-spirited in him, but he’s an awfu tease and worse luck he’s guid at it, in Scots and English both. I’ll admit that he’s no so donnert as he first seems, for all his quiet ways. It would suit me much better were he witless, for my father has decided that since my guid cousin kens French and Latin (taught to him by his grandmother in Canada, he says, and what grandmother teaches Latin, I want to know?), I must learn them, too, never mind that I speak Scots and English and some of the old language, too, having learned it from Mairead the dairymaid. But the Earl would no listen and so I sit every afternoon wi Luke, no matter how fine the weather. And just this morn I heard some talk o mathematics and philosophy, to make my misery complete.

He’s aye hard to please, is Luke, but when he’s satisfied wi my progress, he’ll talk o Lake in the Clouds, and then it seems to me that he misses the place, in spite o the fact that he spent so little time wi ye there. And he tells outrageous stories o trees as far as a man can see and hidden gold and wolves that guard the mountain and young Daniel catching a rabbit wi his bare hands, and then I ken that he’s a true Scott o Carryck, for wha else could tell such tales and keep a straight face all the while? But my revenge is this: I wear a bear’s tooth on a string around my neck, and he has nothing but the scapular my father gave him when first he came and took the name Scott.

I’m sorry to say that I canna like your brother near as much as I like you. But tell me this, as you’re as much my cousin as is Luke, do ye no think it’s time for me to visit ye in Paradise? Perhaps the Earl would let me come, if your grandfather were to ask him.

My mother sends her greetings, and bids me write that the pear tree she had planted ower Isabel’s grave has borne its first fruit this summer.

Your cousin and true friend,
Jennet Scott of Carryckcastle
First day of September in the Year of Our Lord 1795







Author’s Note

Carryckcastle, Carryckton, and Aidan Rig are fictional places, just as the Earl of Carryck and his family are fictional. Real characters pop up throughout the story, however, and they include General Major Phillip Schuyler and his wife, Catherine; Sir Guy Carleton, Lord Dorchester, and his wife, Maria, Lady Dorchester; Anne Bonney, pirate; Robert Burns, exciseman and poet; Willie Fisher; Flora, Countess of Loudoun; John Campbell, 4th Earl of Breadalbane, chief of the Glenorchy line, and Flora’s guardian.

While Carryck is a fictional character, the religious and political conflicts which define his character and his relationship to the nonfictional Campbells were all too real. Also very real were the growing tensions between England, British Canada, and the young United States. In 1794, the United States did try to ship grain to France in an attempt to relieve the great hunger which resulted from the British blockade. The ensuing naval battle in which Hawkeye and Robbie were entangled—the Glorious First of June—was won by the British over the French. The tensions between Britain and the U.S. continued to escalate, leading to the War of 1812, sometimes called the Second Revolutionary War.

Medicine was advancing at a rapid pace at the end of the eighteenth century, but physicians had not yet put a name to the disease that ended Lady Isabel’s life—the same disease that killed Jane Austen. Its primary symptoms were debilitating fatigue, weight loss, nausea, and discoloration of the skin. It is now known as Addison’s disease, and sometimes as tubercular kidney—a type of tuberculosis which settles in the adrenal glands, causing them to stop producing cortisol, a hormone necessary to sustain life. Today this is a rare, chronic but treatable condition.

Monsieur Dupuis suffered from end-stage melanoma of the skin, a disease that is still fatal unless it is caught early.
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