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  Chronology of the Novels: When to Read What?


  
    The Lord John novellas and novels1 are sequential, but are built to stand alone; you don’t need to read them in order.

  


  In terms of their relationship to the larger Outlander novels: These books are part of the overall series, but are focused for the most part on those times in Lord John’s life when
  he’s not “onstage” in the main novels. This particular book focuses also on a part of Jamie Fraser’s life not covered in the main novels.


  All of the Lord John novels take place between 1756 and 1766—this one is set in 1760—and in terms of the overall Outlander novels/timeline, they thus occur more or less in the middle
  of Voyager. So you can read any of them, in any order, once you’ve read Voyager, without getting lost.





  Prologue
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  If you deal in death routinely, there are two paths. Either it becomes routine, in which case ye risk killing for nothing and thus lose your soul—for if the lives ye
  take are worth nothing, neither is yours.


  Or you become that much more aware of the value of a life and that much more reluctant to take one without the direst necessity. That way you risk losing your own life—there are the
  quick and there are the dead, and I do not mean what St. Paul meant about that—but not your soul.


  Soldiers manage by dividing themselves. They’re one man in the killing, another at home, and the man that dandles his bairn on his knee has nothing to do wi’ the man who crushed his
  enemy’s throat with his boot. So he tells himself, sometimes successfully.


  But it marks you, killing. No matter why it’s done.


  It’s a brand upon your heart, and while it may heal, the mark canna be removed, save by a blade. All ye can hope for is a cleaner scar.





  SECTION I
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  The Fate of Fuses





  1
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  April Fool


  Helwater, the Lake District


  April 1, 1760


  IT WAS SO COLD OUT, HE THOUGHT HIS COCK MIGHT BREAK off in his hand—if he could find it. The thought passed through his
  sleep-mazed mind like one of the small, icy drafts that darted through the loft, making him open his eyes.


  He could find it now; had waked with his fist wrapped round it and desire shuddering and twitching over his skin like a cloud of midges. The dream was wrapped just as tightly round his mind, but
  he knew it would fray in seconds, shredded by the snores and farts of the other grooms. He needed her, needed to spill himself with the feel of her touch still on him.


  Hanks stirred in his sleep, chuckled loudly, said something incoherent, and fell back into the void, murmuring, “Bugger, bugger, bugger . . .”


  Jamie said something similar under his breath in the Gaelic and flung back his blanket. Damn the cold.


  He made his way down the ladder into the half-warm, horse-smelling fug of the barn, nearly falling in his haste, ignoring a splinter in his bare foot. He hesitated in the dark, still urgent. The
  horses wouldn’t care, but if they noticed him, they’d make enough noise, perhaps, to wake the others.


  Wind struck the barn and went booming round the roof. A strong chilly draft with a scent of snow stirred the somnolence, and two or three of the horses shifted, grunting and whickering.
  Overhead, a murmured “ ’ugger” drifted down, accompanied by the sound of someone turning over and pulling the blanket up round his ears, defying reality.


  Claire was still with him, vivid in his mind, solid in his hands. He could imagine that he smelled her hair in the scent of fresh hay. The memory of her mouth, those sharp white teeth . . . He
  rubbed his nipple, hard and itching beneath his shirt, and swallowed.


  His eyes were long accustomed to the dark; he found the vacant loose box at the end of the row and leaned against its boards, cock already in his fist, body and mind yearning for his lost
  wife.


  He’d have made it last if he could, but he was fearful lest the dream go altogether, and he surged into the memory, groaning. His knees gave way in the aftermath and he slid slowly down
  the boards of the box into the loose piled hay, shirt rucked round his thighs and his heart pounding like a kettledrum.


  Lord, that she might be safe was his last conscious thought. She and the child.
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  HE PLUNGED at once into a sleep so deep and luxurious that when a hand shook him by the shoulder, he didn’t spring to his feet but merely stirred
  sluggishly, momentarily befuddled by the prickle of hay on his bare legs. His instincts came back to life in sudden alarm and he flung himself over, getting his feet under him in the same motion
  that put his back against the wall of the loose box.


  There was a gasp from the small form in the shadows before him, and he classified it as feminine just in time to restrain himself from reflexive violence.


  “Who’s that?” he demanded. He spoke low, his voice hoarse with sleep, and the form swayed back a little farther, exhibiting dubiousness.


  He was in no mood for foolishness and shot out a hand, grabbing her by the arm. She squealed like a pig and he let go as though she were red-hot, cursing himself mentally as he heard the
  startled grunts and rustlings of his fellow grooms overhead.


  “What the devil’s that?” Crusoe demanded, in a voice like a clogged pipe. Jamie heard him clear his throat and spit thickly into his half-filled pot, then bellow down the
  ladder, “Who’s there?”


  The shadowy form was making wild motions, beseeching him to be silent. The horses were half awake, snorting with mild confusion but not panicked; they were used to Crusoe shouting in the night.
  He did it whenever he had the money to buy drink, waking from nightmares in a cold sweat, shrieking at his demons.


  Jamie rubbed a hand over his face, trying to think. If Crusoe and Hanks didn’t already know he was gone, they’d notice in the next few seconds.


  “Rats in the feed,” he shouted up. “I killed one.” It was a feeble story; there were always rats in the feed, and no one would have stirred a finger to investigate their
  noises in the dead of night, let alone hunt them in the dark.


  Hanks made a sound of disgust, rustling his bedclothes. “The Scotchman’s buggering the horses again,” he said conversationally to Crusoe, though clearly speaking loud enough to
  be heard below. “Ought to speak to his lordship about it.”


  Crusoe grunted angrily. “Well, whatever the fuck you’re doin’, MacKenzie, be quiet about it!” he shouted, and flung himself over on his pallet in a flurry of bother.


  Jamie’s heart was pounding again, with annoyed agitation. He reached for the young woman—no auld crone squealed like that—but slowly this time, and she made no demur when he
  took her by the arm. He led her down the stone-flagged aisle between the stalls and outside, shoving the sliding door to behind them with a rumble.


  It was cold enough out to make him gasp, an icy wind flattening his shirt to his body and stealing his breath. The moon was obscured by racing cloud, but enough glow came from the sky for him to
  make out the identity of his intruder.


  “What the devil d’ye want?” he snapped. “And how did ye ken where I was?” It had dawned on him that she hadn’t just stumbled over him in the hay, for
  why would a lady’s maid be poking about the stables at night? She’d come looking for him.


  Betty lifted her chin.


  “There’s a man what wants to talk to you. He sent me to say. And I saw you come down from the loft.”


  That last sentence floated in the air between them, charged like a Leyden jar. Touch it, and there’d be a spark that would stand his hair on end. Christ. Did she have any notion what it
  was he’d been doing?


  He caught the hint of a smirk on her face before a cloud shadow obscured it, and his ears went suddenly hot with rising blood.


  “What man?” he said. “Where?”


  “An Irishman,” she said. “But a gentleman. He says to tell you the green branch will flower. And to meet him on the fells, where the old shepherd’s hut is.”


  The shock of it nearly made him forget the cold, though the wind was ripping through the linen of his shirt and he was shivering so hard that he found it hard to speak without his voice shaking.
  And that wouldn’t do.


  “I’ve nothing to do wi’ any Irishmen,” he snapped. “And if he comes back, ye may tell him so.” He put a hand on the door, turning to go in. “I’m
  going to my bed. Good night to ye.”


  A light hand ran down his back and stopped just above his buttocks. He could feel the hair there bristle like a badger’s, and not from the cold.


  “Your bed’ll be cold as death by now.” She’d stepped close; he could feel the slight warmth of her body behind him, the heat of her breath through his shirt. And she
  still had her hand on him. Lower now. “Mine’s a good deal warmer.”


  Holy Lord. Arse clenched, he moved deliberately away from her and pushed the door open.


  “Good night,” he said, without turning round, and stepped into the rustling, inquisitive dark of the stable. He saw her for an instant as he turned to shut the door, caught in the
  flickering moonlight, her eyes narrowed like an angry cat’s.
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  HE MADE NO EFFORT to be quiet, climbing the ladder back to the loft. Hanks and Crusoe were pointedly silent, though he thought neither one was asleep.
  God knew what they’d say about tonight’s incident, but he wasn’t disposed to be worrit over that pair. He’d enough else to think on.


  Betty, for one. For if anyone on Helwater estate knew his great secret, it was she. Betty had been Geneva Dunsany’s lady’s maid before becoming maid to her sister after
  Geneva’s death. How much of a confidante had she been, though?


  He could still feel the pressure of her hand on his backside and squirmed his arse irritably into his pallet, the straw under his blanket poking him. Damn the woman. She’d given him an eye
  when he’d first come to Helwater from Ardsmuir prison three years before, a paroled Jacobite traitor, but a lady’s maid had little to do with a groom, and it was easy enough not to see
  her long-eyed glances when she came to tell him that Lady Geneva wanted her horse. Not so easy to avoid Lady Geneva.


  He grimaced in the dark at thought of Geneva. He wasn’t feeling charitable at the moment but crossed himself nonetheless and said a brief prayer for the repose of her soul, as he did
  whenever she came into his mind. He owed her that much, poor lass, no matter what she’d done to him.


  But why the devil was Betty playing the loon now? Geneva had been dead more than two years, and Betty herself had come back to Helwater soon after her mistress’s death in childbirth.
  She’d not spoken a word to him in the last six months; why go to the risk of coming to the stable at night—and, come to that, what had the silly wee bitch intended? Climbing the
  creaking ladder and sliding into his bed unannounced, with Hanks and Crusoe curled under their blankets six feet away, their great ears flapping? Sneaking him into the servants’ attic?


  She couldn’t have meant to wait below for him; she hadn’t known he’d come down. For that matter . . . she said she’d seen him descend the ladder, but she hadn’t
  come to him then. Why not?


  The logical answer presented itself, with a small jolt to the pit of his stomach. She hadn’t been looking for him at all.


  He sat bolt upright before the train of his thought had entirely finished, his body grasping the point at once. She’d come to meet someone else, and that meeting had been interrupted by
  his own inopportune appearance.


  An intruder couldn’t have hidden in an occupied stall or anywhere else . . . save the vacant loose box near the door.


  And that’s why she woke me, he thought, hands clenching on the blanket. She had to draw me away, so the fellow could get out. Christ, he was in there with me! His skin
  prickled with mingled embarrassment and fury. The notion that . . . could it be possible . . . surely he would have sensed someone . . . ?


  But he wouldn’t. He’d been so desperate to find solitude in which to reach Claire for that one necessary moment that he wouldn’t have noticed a bear lurking in the shadows,
  provided it hadn’t tried to interrupt him.


  One of the cocks in the hen coop crowed, two more on its heels. A sleepy “Oh, fuuuck” came from a nearby pallet. A loud rustle of someone sitting up, and the hawking and snorting
  started. Hanks smoked heavily—when he could afford it—and took a good quarter hour to start breathing in the morning.


  Jamie breathed deep himself, thinking. Then flung back his blanket and rose to meet what was likely to be an interesting day.





  2
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  Erse


  London


  Argus House, residence of Harold,


  Duke of Pardloe


  LORD JOHN GREY EYED THE RIBBON-TIED PACKET ON HIS KNEE as though it were a bomb. In fact, it couldn’t have been more explosive had it been filled
  with black powder and equipped with a fuse.


  His attitude as he handed it to his brother must have reflected this knowledge, for Hal fixed him with a gimlet eye and raised one brow. He said nothing, though, flicking loose both ribbon and
  wrapping with an impatient gesture and bending his head at once over the thick sheaf of densely written sheets that emerged.


  Grey couldn’t stand to watch him read through Charles Carruthers’s postmortem denunciation, recalling each damning page as Hal read it. He stood up and went to the window of the
  library that looked out into the back garden of Argus House, ignoring the swish of turning pages and the occasional blasphemous mutterings behind him.


  Hal’s three boys were playing a game of tigers and hunters, leaping out at one another from behind the shrubbery with shrill roars, followed by shrieks of delight and yells of “Bang!
  Take that, you striped son of a bitch!”


  The nurse seated on the edge of the fish pool, keeping a tight grip on baby Dottie’s gown, looked up at this but merely rolled her eyes with a martyred expression. Flesh and blood has
  its limits, her expression said clearly, and she resumed paddling a hand in the water, luring one of the big goldfish close so that Dottie could drop bits of bread to it.


  John longed to be down there with them. It was a rare day for early April, and he felt the pulse of it in his blood, urging him to be outside, running barefoot through young grass. Running
  naked down into the water . . . The sun was high, flooding warm through the glass of the French windows, and he closed his eyes and turned his face up to it.


  Siverly. The name floated in the darkness behind his eyes, pasted across the blank face of an imagined cartoon major, drawn in uniform, an outsize sword brandished in his hand and bags of
  money stuffed into the back of his breeches, obscene bulges under the skirt of his coat. One or two had fallen to the ground, bursting open so that you could see the contents—coin in one, the
  other filled with what looked like poppets, small wooden doll-like things. Each one with a tiny knife through its heart.


  Hal swore in German behind him. He must have reached the part about the rifles; German oaths were reserved for the most stringent occasions, French being used for minor things like a burnt
  dinner, and Latin for formal insults committed to paper. Minnie wouldn’t let either Hal or John swear in English in the house, not wanting the boys to acquire low habits. John could have told
  her it was too late for such caution but didn’t.


  He turned round to see Hal on his feet, pale with rage, a sheet of paper crumpled in one hand.


  “How dare he? How dare he?”


  A small knot he hadn’t known was there dissolved under John’s ribs. His brother had built his own regiment, the 46th, out of his own blood and bones; no one was less likely to
  overlook or condone military malfeasance. Still, Hal’s response reassured him.


  “You believe Carruthers, then?”


  Hal glared at him.


  “Don’t you? You knew the man.”


  He had known Charles Carruthers—in more than one sense.


  “Yes, I believed him when he told me about Siverly in Canada, and that”—he nodded at the papers, thrown in a sprawl across Hal’s desk—“is even more
  convincing. You’d think he’d been a lawyer.”


  He could still see Carruthers’s face, pale in the dimness of his attic room in the little garrison town of Gareon, drawn with ill health but set with grim determination to live long enough
  to see justice done. Charlie hadn’t lived that long, but long enough to write down every detail of the case against Major Gerald Siverly and to entrust it to Grey.


  He was the fuse that would detonate this particular bomb. And he was all too familiar with what happened to fuses, once lit.
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  “WHAT IS THIS?” Hal was frowning at one of the papers. Grey put down the book in his hand and came to look. The paper was in
  Carruthers’s handwriting, as painstakingly executed as the rest; Carruthers had known he was setting down evidence for a court-martial and had done his best to make it legible.


  It was legible—insofar as Grey could make out the various letters that composed the words. But the words themselves looked like nothing he had ever seen before.


  
    
      
        Éistigí, Fir na dtrí náisiún.


        Éistigí, le glór na hadhairc ag caoineadh san goath.


        Ag teácht as an oiche.


        
          Tá sí ag teacht.

        


        Tá an Banrion ag teacht.


        Sé na deonaigh, le gruaig agus súil in bhfiainne,


        Ag leanúint lucht mhóir an Bhanríon.

      

    

  


  It looked like the sheerest gibberish. At the same time, there was something . . . civilized—was that the word?—in its appearance. The words bore all manner of strange accents and
  looked like no language with which Grey was familiar, and yet the text was punctuated in what seemed a logical fashion. It was laid out upon the page in the style of verse, with evident stanzas and
  what certainly looked like a repeated refrain—perhaps it was the text of a song?


  “Have you ever seen anything like that before?” he asked Hal. His brother shook his head, still frowning.


  “No. It looks vaguely as though someone had made an effort to transliterate Greek, using the Roman alphabet—but the words certainly aren’t Greek.”


  “Nor Hebrew,” Grey said, peering at the first line. “Russian, perhaps? Turkish?”


  “Perhaps,” Hal said dubiously. “But why, for God’s sake?”


  Grey ran through in his mind what he knew of Carruthers’s career but turned up no particular connections with exotic languages. Neither had Charlie ever struck him as being remarkably well
  educated; he was always getting into a muddle over his bills when Grey first knew him, through simple inability to add, and his French was fluent but uncouth.


  “Everything else in the packet pertains to Siverly and his misdeeds. So logically this must, too.”


  “Was Carruthers particularly logical?” Hal eyed the stack of papers. “He’s legible, I’ll give him that. You knew him a great deal better than I, though—what
  d’you think?”


  Grey thought a lot of things, most of which he didn’t intend to speak out loud. He had known Charlie Carruthers fairly well—in the Biblical sense, among others—though for only
  a short time and that time, more than ten years ago. Their meeting in Canada the year before had been brief—but Charlie had known Grey very well, too. He’d known who to trust with his
  inflammatory legacy.


  “Not particularly logical, no,” he answered slowly. “Rather determined, though. Once he’d made up his mind to something, he’d see it through.”


  And he nearly had. In spite of a failing heart, Carruthers had clung to life stubbornly, compiling this damning mass of testimony, determined to bring Major Gerald Siverly to justice.


  “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for justice,” he had whispered in John’s ear, during their last meeting. Grey picked up the little stack of papers and shuffled
  them neatly into order, smelling in memory the scent of that attic room in Gareon, near Quebec. Pine boards, hot with a stifling turpentine perfume. Soured milk and the moldy sweetness of mouse
  droppings. The scent of Charlie’s skin, sweating with heat and with illness. The touch of his deformed hand on Grey’s face, a light touch but strong with the force of memory.


  “I hunger, John,” he’d said, his breath heavy with approaching death. “And you thirst. You won’t fail me.”


  Grey didn’t intend to. With slow deliberation, he tapped the papers on the table, squaring them, and set them neatly down.


  “Is there enough here, do you think?” he asked his brother. Enough to cause a general court-martial to be called, he meant—enough to convict Siverly of corruption, of abuse of
  his office. Of misconduct amounting to the murder of his own men. Siverly did not belong to Hal’s regiment, but he did belong to the army to which Hal—and Grey himself, come to
  that—had given most of their lives.


  “More than enough,” Hal said, rubbing a hand over his chin. It was late in the day; the bristles of his beard made a tiny rasping sound. “If the witnesses can be found. If
  they’ll speak.” He spoke abstractedly, though, still puzzling over the mysterious sheet.


  
    
      
        
		  
           
          
            Do chuir siad na Róisíní Bhán ar an bealach go bua.


            Agus iad toilteannach agus buail le híobáirt an teannta ifrinn.


            Iad ag leanúint le bealach glór an Bhanríon.

          

        

      

    

  

 




  “Do choo-ir see-ad na Royseence . . .” he read aloud, slowly. “Is it a cipher, do you suppose? Or a code?”


  “Is there a difference?”


  “Yes, there is,” Hal said absently. He held it up to the light from the window, presumably to see if anything showed through, then bent and held it over the fire.


  Grey stopped his involuntary move to snatch the paper; there were ways of doing secret writing, and most of those showed up with heat. Though why one would add an overtly mysterious code to a
  paper with hidden writing, thus drawing attention to it . . .


  The paper was beginning to scorch and curl at the edges, but nothing was showing up save the original words, cryptic as ever. Hal pulled it back and dropped it smoking on the desk, shaking his
  fingers.


  “For what the observation is worth,” Grey said, gingerly picking up the hot sheet, “I don’t see why Carruthers would trouble himself with encoding this particular
  document. Given the rest of it, I mean.”


  Hal compressed his lips but nodded. “The rest of it” included specific denunciations of a number of men—some of them powerful—who had been involved in Siverly’s
  defalcations. If Carruthers trusted Grey to handle such incendiary stuff, what might he have balked at?


  “Besides, Charlie knew he was dying,” Grey said more quietly. He laid the sheet on top of the others and again began to tidy them into a square. “He left this packet addressed
  to me. He expected me to use it. Why would he have tried to conceal some part of the information from me?”


  Hal shrugged, acknowledging the argument.


  “Then why is it here? Included by mistake?” Even as he suggested this, he was shaking his head. The packet itself had been meticulously assembled, with documents in chronological
  order. Some of the papers were Carruthers’s own testimony; some were statements signed by other witnesses; some were original army documents—or perhaps copies made by a clerk. It was
  impossible to tell, unless the original had borne a stamp. The whole bundle spoke of care, precision—and the passion that had driven Carruthers past his own weakness in order to accomplish
  Siverly’s destruction.


  “It is Carruthers’s hand?” Unable to let a puzzle alone, Hal reached out and took the sheet of gibberish from the top of the stack.


  “Yes,” Grey said, though that much was obvious. Carruthers wrote a clear, slanted hand, with oddly curled tails on the descending letters. He came to look over Hal’s shoulder,
  trying to see if the paper provided any clue they could have missed.


  “It’s laid out like verse,” he observed, and, with the observation, something fluttered uneasily at the back of his mind. But what? He tried to catch a glimpse of it, but the
  thought skittered away like a spider under a stone.


  “Yes.” Hal drew a finger down the page, slowly. “But look at how these words are repeated. I think it might be a cipher, after all—if that were the case, you might be
  picking a different set of letters out of each line, even though the lines look much the same in themselves.” He straightened up, shaking his head. “I don’t know. It could be a
  cipher that Carruthers stumbled onto in Siverly’s papers but to which he hadn’t the key—and so he merely copied it and passed it on in hopes that you might discover the key
  yourself.”


  “That makes some sense.” John rocked back on his heels, narrowing his eyes at his brother. “How do you come to know so much about ciphers and secret writings?”


  Hal hesitated, but then smiled. Hal smiled rarely, but it transformed his face when he did.


  “Minnie,” he said.


  “What?” Grey said, uncomprehending. His sister-in-law was a kind, pretty woman, who managed his difficult brother with great aplomb, but what—


  “My secret weapon,” Hal admitted, still smiling at whatever thought amused him. “Her father was Raphael Wattiswade.”


  “I’ve never heard of Raphael Wattiswade.”


  “You weren’t meant to,” his brother assured him, “and neither was anyone else. Wattiswade was a dealer in rare books—traveled to and from the Continent regularly,
  under the name Andrew Rennie. He was also a dealer in intelligence. A spymaster . . . who had no sons.”


  Grey looked at his brother for a moment.


  “Tell me,” he begged, “that her father did not employ Minnie as a spy.”


  “He did, the scrofulous old bugger,” Hal replied briefly. “I caught her in my study one night during a party, magicking the locked drawer of my desk. That’s how I met
  her.”


  Grey didn’t bother asking what had been in the drawer. He smiled himself and picked up the decanter of sherry from the tea tray, unstoppering it.


  “I gather you did not immediately have her arrested and taken before a magistrate?”


  Hal took a sherry glass and held it out.


  “No. I had her on the hearth rug.”


  The decanter slipped from Grey’s fingers, and he caught it again by pure luck, splashing only a little.


  “Did you, indeed?” he managed.


  “Give me that, butterfingers.” Hal took the decanter from him, and poured carefully, eyes fixed on the rising amber liquid. “And, yes, I did.”


  Grey wondered, reeling, whether Minnie had been a virgin and decided instantly not to ask.


  “Then I put her into a coach, made her tell me her address, and said I would call on her in the morning, to ask after her welfare,” Hal said offhandedly, and passed John a glass.
  “Here. Hang on to it this time. You look as though you need it.”


  He did, and drank off the sherry—which wasn’t bad—in a couple of gulps.


  “She didn’t . . . actually give you her address, did she?” he asked, and cleared his throat, trying not to glance at the hearth rug. It had been there for years and years, a
  very worn small carpet with the family crest woven into it, much pocked with burn marks and the edge of it scorched. He thought it had been a wedding present from Hal’s first wife,
  Esmé, to her husband.


  Hal laughed.


  “No, of course not. Neither did she tell it to the coachman—persuaded him to let her out at Kettrick’s Eel-Pye House, then legged it down the alley and disappeared. Took me
  nearly six months to find her.”


  Hal disposed of his own sherry with dispatch, then plucked the questionable sheet off the desk again.


  “Let me show her this. She’s not had much opportunity to practice of late, but she might be able at least to tell us if it is encoded.”


  Left alone with the decanter and the hearth rug, Grey poured another drink and went back to the balcony. The garden was quiet now; the sky had clouded over and the boys had gone in for their
  tea—he could hear them rumpusing in the nursery overhead. Dottie and her nurse were both sound asleep on the grass by the fish pool, Dottie’s gown still firmly in the nurse’s
  grasp.


  He wasn’t quite sure whether Hal’s story had shocked him or not. Hal made his own rules; John had long been aware of that. And if he’d temporarily had the upper hand of Minerva
  Wattiswade, he’d long since lost it—Hal himself knew that.


  He glanced up at the ceiling, the recipient of a loud crash as a chair was overturned, shrill voices rising in the aftermath. How old was his nephew Benjamin? He glanced at the hearth rug.
  He’d been abroad when Benjamin was born, but his mother had written to apprise him of the event—he remembered reading the letter in a tent, with rain pattering on the canvas overhead.
  He’d lost three men the day before and was suffering some depression of spirit; news of the child’s birth had comforted him.


  He imagined it had comforted Hal, too. Grey had learned—recently, and quite by accident—that Hal’s first wife, Esmé, who had died in childbirth and the child with her,
  had been seduced by one of Hal’s friends, Nathaniel Twelvetrees, and that Hal had subsequently killed Twelvetrees in a duel. He thought that his brother had likely been quite insane at the
  time. How long after that had he met Minnie?


  A flash of white showed at the door of the conservatory, on the far side of the garden. Minnie herself, and he drew back instinctively, though she couldn’t see him. She looked up
  calculatingly at the sky, then glanced at the house. It wasn’t raining yet, though, and she went back into the conservatory. A moment later, Hal appeared from the kitchen door and went in
  after her, paper in hand.


  He was deeply startled at what Hal had told him—but not, on consideration, all that surprised that Hal had told him. His brother was secretive and self-controlled to a fault, but a
  tight-closed kettle will spurt steam when it reaches the boiling point. To Grey’s knowledge, Hal had only three people in whom he would confide—his own mother not being among them.


  The three were Grey himself, Harry Quarry—one of the regimental colonels—and Minnie.


  So what, he wondered, was presently boiling under Hal? Something to do with Minnie? But Grey had spoken to her when he came in, and she’d given no indication that anything was wrong.


  A spatter of rain on the window and shrieks from below made him look; a sudden shower had floated over the garden, and the nursemaid was dashing for the house, Dottie crowing in delight at the
  raindrops and waving her arms. He put his head out, to feel the rain himself, and smiled at the fragrant freshness of the air and the splash of rain on his skin. He closed his eyes, abandoning all
  thought, speculation, and worry in the momentary pleasure of breathing.


  “What the devil are you doing, John?”


  He withdrew his head reluctantly, drew the window to, and blinked water from his lashes. Hal was staring at him in disapproval, page in hand. There was a dark pink camellia in his button hole,
  leaning drunkenly.


  “Enjoying the rain.” He wiped a hand over his face and shook himself a little; his hair was damp, as was his collar and the shoulders of his coat. “Was Minnie able to be of
  help?”


  “Yes.” Hal sounded surprised at the admission. “She says it’s neither a code nor a cipher.”


  “That’s helpful? What is it, if it’s neither code nor cipher?”


  “She says it’s Erse.”
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  ERSE. THE WORD GAVE Grey a very odd sensation. Erse was what folk spoke in the Scottish Highlands. It sounded like no
  other language he’d ever heard—and, barbarous as it was, he was rather surprised to learn that it existed in a written form.


  Hal was looking at him speculatively. “You must have heard it fairly often, at Ardsmuir?”


  “Heard it, yes. Almost all the prisoners spoke it.” Grey had been governor of Ardsmuir prison for a brief period; as much exile as appointment, in the wake of a near scandal. He
  disliked thinking about that period of his life, for assorted reasons.


  “Did Fraser speak it?”


  Oh, God, Grey thought. Not that. Anything but that.


  “Yes,” he said, though. He had often overheard James Fraser speaking in his native tongue to the other prisoners, the words mysterious and flowing.


  “When did you see him last?”


  “Not for some time.” Grey spoke briefly, his voice careful. He hadn’t spoken to the man in more than a year.


  Not careful enough; Hal came round in front of him, examining him at close range, as though he might be an unusual sort of Chinese jug.


  “He is still at Helwater, is he not? Will you go and ask him about Siverly?” Hal said mildly.


  “No.”


  “No?”


  “I would not piss on him was he burning in the flames of hell,” Grey said politely.


  One of Hal’s brows flicked upward, but only momentarily.


  “Just so,” he said dryly. “The question, though, is whether Fraser might be inclined to perform a similar service for you.”


  Grey placed his cup carefully in the center of the desk.


  “Only if he thought I might drown,” he said, and went out.





  3
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  An Irishman, a Gentleman


  Helwater


  April 2


  JAMIE DRESSED AND WENT DOWN TO FORK HAY FOR THE horses, disregarding the dark and the chill in his hands and feet as he worked. An Irishman. A
  gentleman.


  Who the devil could that be? And—if the Irishman existed—what had he to do with Betty? He kent some Irishmen. Such Irish gentlemen as he knew, though, were Jacobites, who’d
  come to Scotland with Charles Stuart. That thought froze what small parts of him weren’t chilled already.


  The Jacobite Cause was dead, and so was the part of his life connected with it.


  Have sense, though. What would such a man want with him? He was a paroled prisoner of war, held in menial servitude, not even allowed to use his own notorious name. He was no better than a black
  slave, save that he couldn’t be sold and no one beat him. He occasionally wished that someone would try, to give him the excuse of violence, but he recognized the desire as idle fantasy and
  pushed the thought aside.


  Beyond that . . . how did anyone, Jacobite, Irishman, or Hottentot, know where he was? He’d had a letter from his sister in the Highlands only a week before, and she’d certainly have
  mentioned anyone inquiring after him, let alone an Irishman.


  The air of the stable was changing, gray light seeping in through the chinks of the walls. The dark was growing thin and with it the nightly illusion of space and freedom, as the grimy boards of
  his prison faded into view.


  At the end of the row, he put down his pitchfork and, with a hasty glance over his shoulder to be sure neither Hanks nor Crusoe had come down yet, he ducked into the empty loose box.


  He let out his breath slow, as he would when hunting, and drew it in again slower, nostrils flaring to catch a scent. Nothing but the dry smell of last August’s hay in the stall; behind
  him, the tang of fresh manure and the sweetness of mash and horses’ breath. The hay was tumbled, trampled in spots. He could see where he had lain last night—and a slow flush rose in
  his cheeks—and another spot, perhaps, where someone might have stood, in the far corner.


  Little wonder the man hadn’t spoken to him, in the circumstances. He coughed. If he’d been there, and Jamie rather hoped he hadn’t.


  Irishman. An Irish gentleman. The only connection he could think of . . . His fists curled tight as the thought came to him, and he felt the echo of impact in the bones of his knuckles.
  Lord John Grey. He’d found an Irishman—or the hint of one—for John Grey, but surely this could have nothing to do with Grey’s matter.


  He hadn’t seen Grey in over a year and, with luck, might never see him again. Grey had been governor of Ardsmuir prison during Jamie’s imprisonment there and had arranged his parole
  at Helwater, the Dunsany family being longtime friends. Grey had been in the habit of visiting quarterly to inspect his prisoner, and their relations had gradually become civil, if no more.


  Then Grey had offered him a bargain: if Jamie would write letters making inquiries among those Jacobites he knew living abroad regarding a matter of interest to Grey, Lord John would instruct
  Lord Dunsany to allow Jamie also to write openly to his family in the Highlands and to receive letters from them. Jamie had accepted this bargain, had made the desired inquiries, and had received
  certain information, carefully worded, that indicated that the man Lord John sought might be an Irish Jacobite—one of those followers of the Stuarts who had called themselves Wild Geese.


  He didn’t know what use—if any—Grey had made of the information. Things had been said at their last meeting that—He choked the memory of it off and picked up his fork,
  driving it into the pile of hay with some force. Whoever Betty’s Irishman might be, he could have nothing to do with John Grey.
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  WITH THE USUAL VAGARIES of spring, the day had not so much dawned as it had merely stopped being night. Fog lay on the fells above Helwater in huge dirty
  banks, and the cold sky was the color of lead. Jamie’s right hand ached. It had been broken once in a dozen places, and every one of them now informed him in a piercing whinge that it was
  going to rain.


  Not that he needed telling; the steel-gray light aside, he could feel the heavy damp in his lungs and his sweat chilled on him, never drying. He worked like an automaton, his mind in two places,
  and neither of those where his body was.


  Part of his thoughts dwelled on Betty. He needed to talk with that wee besom, preferably in a place where she couldn’t get away from him easily.


  The lady’s maids usually took their meals with the housekeeper in her sitting room, rather than joining the lower servants in the kitchen. He couldn’t go beyond the kitchen into the
  house—not openly. He paused for an instant, hayfork in hand, to wonder just what would happen if he entered surreptitiously and was caught? What could Lord Dunsany do to him? He
  couldn’t be dismissed, after all.


  That ludicrous thought made him laugh, and he went back to his work and his thinking in a better humor.


  Well, there was church. The Dunsanys were Anglican and usually attended St. Margaret’s, the village church in Ellesmere. They traveled by coach, and Betty normally went with Lady Dunsany
  and Lady Isobel, her mistress. He was under parole as a prisoner of war; he couldn’t set foot off the estate at Helwater without leave from Lord Dunsany—but the big coach required a
  team of four, which meant two drivers, and Jamie was the only groom who could drive more than a gig.


  Aye, that might work; he’d see. If he could get within reach of Betty, he could perhaps slip her a note that would bring her out to talk to him. God knew what he’d say, but
  he’d think of something.


  He could of course entrust such a note to one of the kitchen maids when he had his breakfast, but the fewer people who had to do with this business, the better. He’d try it alone
  first.


  That much tentatively decided, he stopped to wipe his face with the grubby towel that hung on a hook over the bran tub and turned his mind again toward Betty’s Irish gentleman.


  Did he exist at all? If he did, what the devil did he want with Alex MacKenzie? Unless, of course, it wasn’t Alex MacKenzie but instead Jamie Fraser whom he—


  This embryonic train of thought was severed by a skittering thud and the appearance of Hanks at the foot of the ladder, yellow-jowled and smelling rancid.


  “Here, Mac,” he said, trying to sound jovial. “Do me a favor?”


  “Aye. What?”


  Hanks managed a ghastly half smile.


  “Doncher want to know what it is?”


  “No.” What he wanted was for Hanks to leave, and now. The man stank as though he were dead inside, and the horses near him were whuffling and snorting in disgust.


  “Oh.” Hanks rubbed a trembling hand over his face. “ ’S not much. Just . . . can you take my string out? I’m not . . .” The hand fell limp in sweeping
  illustration of all the things that Hanks was not.


  A gust of wind came in cold beneath the stable door, smelling of the coming rain, whirling chaff and straw along the bricks between the boxes. He hesitated. It would be pouring within the hour.
  He could feel the storm brooding up there on the fells, dark with its gathering.


  Rain wouldn’t trouble the horses; they loved it. And the fog would go when the rain fell; no great danger of getting lost.


  “Meet him on the fells,” Betty had said. “Where the old shepherd’s hut is.”


  “Aye, fine.” He turned his back and began to measure out the bran and flaxseed for the mash. After a moment, he heard Hanks stumble toward the ladder and he half-turned, watching in
  idle curiosity to see whether the man might fall and break his neck. He didn’t, though.


  
    April 3

  


  In the event, it had rained too hard to get high up on the fells. Jamie had taken his string of horses pounding through the mud of the lakeshore road, then walked them through
  the shallows of Glassmere to get the worst of it off, then back to be rubbed down and dried. He’d glanced up toward the fells once, but the rain hid the heights where the ruins of the old
  shepherd’s hut lay.


  It was cold on the fells today but bright, and he had no string to fash with. Augustus’s coat steamed from the effort of the climb, and Jamie reined up at the crest of the rocky path to
  reconnoiter and to let the horse breathe. This high up, the landscape was still patched with winter, rags of frozen snow in the lee of the rocks and dripping icicles still hanging under ledges, but
  he felt the sun’s warmth on his shoulders and there was a faint haze of green over White Moss, just visible in the distance below.


  He’d come up this way, approaching the ruined shepherd’s cottage from behind and above, to give himself an opportunity to look things over. There was no reason to suspect ambush or
  trap, but instinct had kept him alive so far and he seldom ignored its grim mutterings in his ear.


  He’d not been up here in months, but very little changed on the fells, save the weather. There was a small tarn below, rimmed with a crescent of thin ice, last year’s dry reeds
  poking black through it, not yet supplanted by new growth. The shepherd’s hut was just beyond the tarn. So ruined was it that from the water’s level you’d never see it, taking it
  for no more than another heap of lichened stones. From above, though, the square foundation was clearly visible—and, in one corner, something flapped in the wind. Canvas, maybe? There was a
  bundle of some kind there, he was almost sure.


  Nothing moved below save the flapping canvas and the wind in the last of winter’s grass. He slid off Augustus and hobbled him, leaving the gelding to nose among the rocks for what might be
  found there. He walked a short way along the ridge for a better view and, emerging from behind a jutting outcrop, saw the man sitting on a rock, thirty feet below him, also watching the ruined
  hut.


  He was thin; Jamie could see the bones of his shoulders stark under his coat. He wore a slouched hat, but as Jamie watched him, he removed this to scratch his scalp, revealing a head of brown
  curls streaked with gray. He seemed familiar, and Jamie was racking his memory in search of the man’s name when his foot dislodged a small rock. It made a tiny sound, but enough. The man
  turned and stood up, thin face lighting. He’d lost an eyetooth, Jamie saw, but it didn’t impair the charm of his smile.


  “Well, and is it not Himself? Well met, Jamie dear, well met!”


  “Quinn?” he said, disbelieving. “Is it you?”


  The Irishman glanced quizzically down at his body, patted his chest, and looked up again.


  “Well, what’s left of me. There’s none of us is all we once were, after all—though I must say ye’re lookin’ well in yourself.” He looked Jamie up and
  down with approval. “The air up here must agree with ye. And ye’ve filled out a bit since last I saw ye.”


  “I daresay,” Jamie replied, rather dryly. When last he’d seen Tobias Quinn, in 1746, he had been twenty-five and starving along with the rest of the Jacobite army. Quinn was a
  year younger than himself, and Jamie saw the lines in the Irishman’s face and the gray in his hair with a sense of dismay. If Quinn felt any similar emotion at sight of Jamie, he kept it to
  himself.


  “Ye might have told Betty your name,” Jamie said, making his way down. He held out a hand to the Irishman, but Quinn stood and flung his arms round Jamie, embracing him. Jamie was
  startled and embarrassed to feel tears come to his eyes at the touch, and he hugged Quinn tight for a minute, to blink them back.


  “She knows my name. But I wasn’t sure ye’d come, if ye knew ’twas me.” Quinn stood back, brushed an unashamed knuckle under his own eyes, and laughed. “By the
  Blessed Mother, Jamie, it’s glad I am to see ye!”


  “And I you.” That much was true; Jamie left alone the question of whether he would have come, knowing it was Quinn who waited on the fells. He sat down slowly on a rock, to gain a
  moment.


  It wasn’t that he disliked the man; quite the opposite. But to see this bit of the past rise up before him like a ghost from blood-soaked ground roused feelings he’d gone to great
  trouble to bury—and memories were stirring that he didn’t want back. Beyond that . . . instinct had given over muttering in his ear and was talking plain and clear. Quinn had been one
  of Charles Stuart’s intimates, but never a soldier. He’d fled to France after Culloden, or so Jamie had heard. What the devil was he doing here now?


  “Ah, sure that Betty’s a fine girl, and her with those snapping black eyes,” Quinn was saying. He eyed Jamie, head on one side. “She’s a bit of a fondness for
  you, my lad, I can tell.”


  Jamie repressed the urge to cross himself at the thought.


  “Ye’ve a clear field there,” he assured Quinn. “Dinna fash yourself that I’d queer your pitch.”


  Quinn blinked at him, and it struck him of a sudden that “queer your pitch” was one of Claire’s expressions; maybe it was not merely English but from her own time?


  Whether Quinn was puzzled or not, though, he plainly took Jamie’s meaning.


  “Well, I might, too—save that Betty’s me late wife’s sister. I’m sure there’s a thing or two in the Bible about not doing the deed with your late wife’s
  sister.”


  Jamie had read the Bible cover to cover several times—from necessity, it being his only book at the time—and recalled no such proscription, but he merely said, “I’m sorry
  to hear about your wife, man. Was it lang since that she died?”


  Quinn pursed his lips and tilted his head from side to side.


  “Well, when I say ‘late,’ I don’t mean necessarily that the woman’s deceased, if ye take my meaning.”


  Jamie raised one brow, and Quinn sighed.


  “When it all went to smash after Culloden, and I had to scarper to France, she took a hard look at my future prospects, so to speak, and decided her fortunes lay elsewhere. My Tess always
  did have a sound head on her shoulders,” he said, shaking his own head in admiration. “She was in Leeds, the last I heard. Inherited a tavern from her last husband. Well, by
  ‘last,’ mind, I mean the latest one, because I don’t for a moment think she means to stop.”


  “Oh, aye?”


  “But that’s what I wanted to speak with ye about, conveniently enough,” Quinn went on, waving an airy hand in dismissal of the erstwhile Tess.


  “About Leeds? Or taverns?” Jamie prayed that the man didn’t mean wives. He’d not mentioned Claire to anyone in several years and would rather have his toenails pulled out
  with horsenail pliers than be forced to talk about her.


  “Culloden,” Quinn said, causing equal amounts of relief and dismay in the bosom of his hearer. Culloden came about fourth on Jamie’s list of things he didn’t want to talk
  about, preceded only by his wife, Claire; his son, William; and Jack Randall.


  Jamie got off the rock, feeling obscurely that he’d rather be on his feet just now, though not knowing whether it was needing to feel ready to meet whatever was coming or an incipient urge
  to flee. Either way, he felt better standing.


  “Or rather,” Quinn amended, “not Culloden so much as the Cause, if ye take my meaning.”


  “I should think the two are much the same,” Jamie said, not trying to keep the edge out of his voice. “Dead.”


  “Ah, well, now there ye’re wrong,” Quinn said, waggling a bony finger at him. “Though of course ye’ll have been out of touch.”


  “I have, aye.”


  Quinn continued to ignore the edge.


  “The Cause may have suffered some reverses in Scotland—”


  “Reverses!” Jamie exclaimed. “Ye call what happened at Drumossie reverses?”


  “—but it’s alive and thrivin’ in Ireland.”


  Jamie stared at him for a moment of blank incomprehension, then realized what he was saying.


  “Jesus!”


  “Ah, thought that would gladden yer heart, lad,” said Quinn, choosing to interpret Jamie’s cry as one of hallelujah rather than horror. He smiled, the tip of his tongue poking
  briefly through the hole left by his missing eyetooth.


  “There’s a group of us, see. Did Betty not pass on what I said about the green branch?”


  “She did, aye, but I didna ken what she meant by it.”


  Quinn waved a hand, dismissing this.


  “Well, it took some time to pull things together after Culloden, but it’s all moving a treat now. I’ll not give the details just yet, if ye don’t mind—”


  “I dinna mind a bit.”


  “—but I will say that there’s an invasion planned, maybe as soon as next year—ha-ha! Would ye look at your face now? Flabbergasted, aye? Well, I was, too, first I
  heard of it. But there’s more!”


  “Oh, God.”


  Quinn leaned forward conspiratorially, lowering his voice—though there was no one near enough to hear save a soaring peregrine overhead.


  “And this is where you come into it.”


  “Me?!” Jamie had begun to sink back onto his rock, but this brought him up all standing at once. “Are ye mad?”


  He hadn’t meant it as a rhetorical question, but neither did he expect an affirmative answer, and it was just as well, because he didn’t get one.


  “Have ye ever heard”—and here Quinn paused to dart his eyes one way and then the other, looking out for invisible watchers—“of the Cupán Druid
  riogh?”


  “I have not. A cup . . . ?”


  “The cup o’ the Druid king, the very thing!”


  Jamie rubbed a hand over his face, feeling very tired. “Quinn, I’m pleased to see ye well, but I’ve work to do and—”


  “Oh, indeed ye have, lad!” Quinn reached out and fastened an earnest hand to Jamie’s forearm. “Let me explain.”


  He didn’t wait for permission.


  “It’s the ancient possession o’ the kings of Ireland, the Cupán is. Given to the king of kings by the chief Druid himself, so far back folk have forgotten the
  time of it.”


  “Oh, aye?”


  “But the people know it still; it’s spoken of in the legends, and ’tis a powerful symbol of kingship.” The hand on Jamie’s forearm tightened. “Think, now. How
  would it be, Prince Tearlach riding into Dublin, standin’ in the courtyard o’ Dublin Castle, between the Gates of Fortitude and Justice, with the Cupán raised high
  as he claims all of Ireland for his father?”


  “Well, since ye ask . . .”


  “Why, man, the people would rise from the bailes and the bogs in their thousands! We should take England with scarce a shot fired, there’d be so many!”


  “Ye have seen the English army . . .” Jamie began, but he might as well have tried to stop the tide coming into the River Ness.


  “And that’s where you come in!” Quinn let go of his arm at last, but only in order to prod him enthusiastically in the chest.


  Jamie recoiled slightly. “Me?”


  “See, the thing is, we’ve found the Cupán—lost for two hundred years it’s been, and legends saying the faeries took it, the Druids reclaimed it, all manner
  of tosh, but we—well, I myself, in fact”—here he tried to look modest, with indifferent results—“discovered it, in the hands of the monks at the monastery of
  Inchcleraun.”


  “But—”


  “Now, the monks are keepin’ the precious thing close and quiet, to be sure. But the thing is, the abbot at Inchcleraun is one Michael FitzGibbons.” He stood back a bit, looking
  expectant.


  Jamie raised the brow again. Quinn sighed at such obtuseness but obliged with more information.


  “Mi-chael Fitz-Gib-bons,” he repeated, prodding Jamie’s chest anew with each syllable. Jamie moved back out of reach.


  “FitzGibbons,” Quinn repeated, “and the man first cousin to your godfather, Murtagh FitzGibbons Fraser, is he not? To say nothing of having grown up in the house of your uncle
  Alexander Fraser, and the two of them thick as thieves? Though perhaps that’s not quite the figure of speech to be using for a pair of priests, but what I mean to say is, they might be
  brothers, so close as they are, and the two writing back and forth from month to month. So—”


  Finally, Quinn was obliged to draw breath, giving Jamie the chance to stick a word in edgewise.


  “No,” he said definitely. “Not for all the tea in China.”


  Quinn’s long face creased in puzzlement. “China? What’s China got to do with it, for all love?”


  Ah. Another of Claire’s sayings, then. He tried again. “I mean I will not try to persuade my uncle Alexander to pry this thing out of FitzGibbons’s hands.”


  “Oh, no, that’s not what I had in mind, at all.”


  “Good, because—”


  “I want ye to go to Inchcleraun yourself. Oh, now, there’s that look on your face again!” Quinn laughed in amusement, rocking back, then planted his hands on his knees and
  leaned forward.


  Jamie leaned forward, too, to forestall him.


  “Quinn, I’m a prisoner of war. I’ve given my parole. Surely to goodness Betty told ye as much?”


  “Sure and I didn’t think ye were here for your health,” Quinn said, with a glance round at the bleak fells and the desolate ruins of the shepherd’s hut. “But
  that’s of no moment.”


  “It’s not?”


  Quinn waved this aside as a mere quibble.


  “No. It’s got to be someone Father Michael trusts and at the same time someone known to be at the right hand o’ the Stuarts, who can swear that the Cupán
  won’t be misused but put to its right and sacred purpose in restoring a Catholic monarch to the throne of Ireland. And a man who can raise and lead an army. People trust you, ye
  know,” he said earnestly, tilting his head up and examining Jamie’s face. “They listen when ye speak, and men will follow ye without question. It’s known of ye.”


  “No longer,” Jamie said, and found he was clenching his fists; his throat was dried by the wind, so the words came hoarse. “No. No longer.”


  Quinn’s fizzy manner had calmed somewhat. He clasped Jamie’s hand in both his own.


  “Man, dear,” he said, almost gently. “Kings have their destiny about them—but so do those who serve them. This is yours. God’s chosen ye for the task.”


  Jamie closed his eyes briefly, drew a deep breath, and pulled his hand free.


  “I think God had best look elsewhere, Quinn,” he said. “The blessing of Bride and Michael be on you. Goodbye.”


  He turned and walked away, finding Augustus where he’d been left, peacefully cropping the tufts of wiry grass that grew between the rocks. He removed the hobbles, swung up into the saddle,
  and turned the horse’s head toward the trail. He hadn’t meant to look back but at the last minute glanced down toward the shepherd’s hut.


  Quinn stood there in dark silhouette against the late-afternoon sun, a stick-jointed marionette with a nimbus of curls. He lifted a long-fingered hand and waved in farewell.


  “See ye in Dublin town!” he called. “Stuart go bragh!” and his merry laugh followed Jamie down the steep track toward Helwater.
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  HE RODE DOWN from the fells, prey to an unsettling mix of emotions. Incredulity and impatience at Quinn’s fat-heided scheme, a weary dismay at the
  realization that the Jacobite Cause was still alive, if only faintly squirming, and irritation at Quinn’s attempt to inveigle him back into it. More than a bit of fear, if he was honest. And
  notwithstanding all that . . . joy at seeing Quinn again. It had been
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