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        Some hearts are forever…

      

      

      
        
        Derek McInnis left the Highlands for a life on the sea. The sea has captured a heart that no woman could.

      

        

      
        Until now.

      

        

      
        Margery’s disguise as a boy doesn’t hide a comely face nor shapely hips. She has no need for a man’s assistance.

      

        

      
        Until she does.

      

        

      
        And naturally, the man who offers his assistance is the man she can’t get out of her mind. Or heart.
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      It was a fine, soft day. The sort of day that made a man feel glad he was alive, and spring had finally returned. A warm breeze blew through Derek’s long hair, ruffling it, and he smiled at even that small pleasure. One he had missed.

      The breeze blowing through his hair, as it always had when he stood on the deck of one of his ships.

      He looked out over the landscape, marveling at its beauty. He’d missed it so, without being aware of missing it. Ben Nevis, the Grampians with their towering peaks. Lush greenery, so different from the endless stretches of the sea he’d grown accustomed to.

      Both sights were equally majestic in his eyes, but after a winter such as the one he’d lived through, his current surroundings were just slightly more welcome to his snow-weary eyes.

      Endless winter months spent indoors huddled around a fire for warmth and constantly in the presence of those also held hostage by snowdrifts and biting winds tended to bring a man’s sanity near its end. At least, if that man happened to be Derek McInnis.

      But it was spring, finally and for all, the warm air a blessing he swore to himself he’d never take for granted again. How could it be that he’d forgotten so easily the severity of a Highland winter?

      He’d told himself he remembered, could recall the dangerous cold and would never forget the poor souls lost to it, foolhardy young people for the most part. The sort who’d thought they would live forever. Unfortunately for them, that simply wasn’t the case. No man or woman who ventured out without a solid plan and a knowledge of how to read the ever-shifting weather could hope to make it back alive.

      He’d learned his lessons well in those days.

      Even so, with all of his history behind him and the memories still fresh and clear, he’d been taken aback by the utter brutality of the winter he and the rest of those taking shelter in the Duncan manor house had endured.

      It had come early, a mere six weeks after he’d arrived with his brother, Hugh, and Broc, and the young lass he’d rescued from drowning back in Kincarny. By then, Derek had already started to itch in the way a man accustomed to being on the go itched when he’d been in the same place for too long.

      His mind had begun to dance with visions of everything he could be doing—nay, should be doing as the owner of a thriving shipping business. Not the largest in all of Scotland, but thriving nonetheless.

      Then again, as he had soberly reminded himself time and again, he had no knowledge of how his warehouse had fared. He was unaware of the location of his ships. There was no telling whether he even owned a business any longer.

      Every time the image of that burning warehouse rose to the front of his mind like the bloated, gas-filled carcass of a dead sea creature, he’d nearly burst with the need to get to the coast and find out everything he could.

      That was before the first snowflakes had fallen in earnest, when there had still been a chance of making it down to Kirkcaldy without being caught in a storm. It had been his last chance, too, since the snow hadn’t let up for more than a week’s time over the course of the five months following.

      When it wasn’t snowing, the wind had roared, pushing the fresh powder against the walls of the manor, creating drifts which had all but reached the roof at times. It had been a never-ending battle against the elements, against snow which had seemed determined to make its way through every last chink and cranny in the stone walls. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d noticed the household staff, accompanied by anyone who cared to assist them, dipping rags into melted tallow and shoving the bits of cloth into any previously unnoticed crack. The tallow served to seal the cloth, preventing the snow from soaking it and rendering it useless against the ever-encroaching and insidious elements.

      But it had ended, as all seasons do, and the ground was soft as a result of the melting which had only ended a few days prior to Derek setting out.

      The gelding which Phillip had lent him was expert at picking his way over the muddiest sections, careful not to get himself and his rider helplessly stuck.

      Derek was glad for this, but it didn’t help that he wanted to get to Kirkcaldy immediately. He simply had to know the outcome of the fire which Dalla’s uncle had set before coming to his grisly end on the shoals.

      The sound of Broc’s gentle snorts were not a welcome one, since Derek knew they were the result of his first mate’s attempt at disguising his mirth.

      “What are you snickering at, if you don’t mind my asking?” he asked, casting a sour look over one shoulder at the hulking man riding astride his own borrowed horse.

      “At you, of course,” Broc answered in his deep rumble of a voice.

      “And why, might I ask?”

      “I know how eager you are to get back to it. You hate the way the horses are taking their time. Your fingers are so tight on the reins, you may just snap the leather.”

      Derek turned his gaze forward again with a scowl, unwilling to allow every one of his emotions to be read so plainly, but loosening his grip just the same. A man didn’t take well to the knowledge that his mind was so open for examination.

      But the kinship he had with Broc was different from any he’d known. Over the course of his life, only he and Hugh had ever been closer. It was a good thing, a necessary thing, that they be able to read the other’s thoughts and actions. That unspoken closeness had saved their necks on more than one occasion, while the seas churned and tossed their ship and its cargo.

      It took time for a captain to shout instructions to his crew when every last moment counted. Broc had never needed much instruction and, in fact, had a knack for instructing the crew just as Derek would. It had been a natural progression for Derek to name him first mate—had the business kept growing in its fashion, he would’ve made him a partner, perhaps in one or two years.

      Was all of that merely a memory now? His chest tightened at the thought of having lost so much of what was so dear to him. The only thing that had ever really, truly been his.

      He willed those thoughts out of his mind, as though that would work. He turned his attention to the countryside instead, breathing deep of the scent of pine as another breeze carried it to him. It was an intoxicating scent, clean and fresh. Unlike the salt sea air to which he’d become accustomed.

      They were just broaching the southern boundary of Duncan land, and he’d been warned time and again of the danger from warring clans. His route wouldn’t take him through their lands, which sat to the north and west of the Duncan stronghold. A good thing, too, as he had no desire to run into the Orkneys or the McGregors. He’d heard enough about them over the course of the winter to last the rest of his life.

      The muddy, uneven terrain would likely be enough to keep them to their lands, at any rate. He hoped so. He was having enough difficulty with his gelding, though he was far less accustomed to traveling on horseback than they were.

      Heather would carpet the ground soon enough, and the birch and oak trees would don their leaves. He could see it all so clearly in his memories of his childhood, when he and his twin brother had very nearly lived outdoors from sunup to sunset.

      Nothing could hold them back in those days, especially with such a brute of a father at home. Who would want to expose themselves to more violence if they could possibly avoid it?

      Those memories were nearly enough to keep Derek’s dark thoughts at bay—for the time being, at least. Almost enough for him to forget his eagerness to find everything he could about the fate of his ships and warehouse.

      That eagerness had gnawed at him throughout the long, cold, dark months. No matter how bright the fire or how warm the conversation—and he did certainly get along well with everyone who called the manor house their home—something had been missing.

      His brother, Hugh, had known. Hugh’s eyes had watched him with growing curiosity over the weeks leading up to the spring thaw. Once the wind had shifted, bringing with it the first blessed taste of what was to come, he’d pulled Derek aside.

      “I suppose you’ll be going now?” he’d asked, though it wasn’t a question.

      “Aye. I must. Though it won’t be to stay, mind. I’m only interested in finding out what’s happened to the warehouse, and the location of my ships.”

      “You’ll return to where we made landfall, then?” Hugh’s expression had been anything but confident.

      “And why not?”

      “For one, it’s far too dangerous a trek to be made over soaked earth,” he’d reasoned. “For another, the harbor itself was practically empty when we arrived. Or have you forgotten? What are the chances that anyone with knowledge of your business would have recently traveled through?”

      His brother had a good point, which Derek had been loath to admit. It was never easy for him to step aside in the face of another’s stronger reasoning.

      “What do you suggest I do, then?”

      “I’ve been thinking about it,” Hugh had replied.

      “I’m certain you have.”

      “And I believe you should travel south, instead. To the coast, to Kirkcaldy. It’s much larger, better established, and there’s a good chance you’ll hear word of your business interests there.”

      It was a good point, and Derek hadn’t had a choice but to take his brother’s advice. It had been so long since he’d called the Highlands home, since he’d been aware of the doings so close to where he’d become a man. Once business had begun to grow, his attention had focused mostly on the coasts of England and France, where the bulk of his profitable trade took place.

      When he’d left home, years earlier, the village hadn’t been much more than a wayside stop-off for sailors looking to replenish their supplies and perhaps indulge in a few of the pleasures ill-afforded a healthy, hot-blooded man out to sea for months at a time. Derek had never begrudged a crew their pleasures and had, in fact, worked such diversions into his schedules.

      Much better for a man to have something to look forward to than to take his frustrations out on others. Derek knew there were sailors who kidnapped young lasses and forced them into servitude aboard ship. He’d seen it with his own eyes.

      Even thinking about it sent a shudder of disgust through him. It had been years since he’d first taken to sea, first learning what it meant to live life on a ship. He’d been so eager in those days, so determined to learn everything he could in order to be the best there ever was. He’d wanted to know what made a good sailor and a poor one, what constituted a fair price for services rendered and the many ways merchants tried to swindle the men who risked their lives to transport the goods by which they made their fortune.

      It was then that he’d gotten his first look at what men were really capable of.

      Certainly, life in the Highlands had been no fairy story to tell children whilst tucking them into bed at night. He’d seen more blood and viciousness than most lowlanders, he would’ve reckoned, at the time well-accustomed to seemingly meaningless brutality before he’d begun to grow hair on his face. And yet nothing could have prepared him for what he’d seen chained below deck, living among the rats.

      She used to be a beautiful girl. He was sure of it. Her hair, had it been clean, would’ve shone like the late afternoon sun, all amber and warmth. Her too-wide, too-sunken eyes had been a charming shade of green, though the deep circles beneath them tended to distract from their beauty—that and the fact that she rarely opened them, having long since lost the strength. Or perhaps it was the only way she could protect herself. She didn’t want to see what was around her.

      She’d been dressed in rags, or even less than rags, her body so painfully thin she was little more than skin and bones. Sores had developed on her wrists and ankles after so many days spent shackled to a post and oozed a mixture of blood and pus. She’d reeked of filth and waste. And the dried sweat of the men who had so brutally used her.

      They’d sent him down to have his turn. That was the unholy hilarity of it all. They had expected him to take a look at the sickly wretch and be stirred to passion. Selfish bastards.

      She had never spoken a word to him, only opening her eyes when he’d spent many minutes speaking softly to her. It was a mystery whether she’d even understood English, but she must have understood the gentleness of his tone and the way he’d not laid a finger on her.

      They’d thrown her overboard the next day, having grown tired of her.

      Looking back, it was a blessing. Not a month had passed in all the years since that fateful voyage that he hadn’t thought of the poor lass and offered a clumsy prayer for her, never having been a praying man but feeling as though she deserved that much. He’d sometimes wondered about her family, about whether they’d long since stopped wondering what had happened to their lovely girl.

      “Are you listening to me?” Broc demanded.

      Derek was dimly aware of him pulling his horse up short.

      “What?” He threw a glance over his shoulder.

      “I suggested we make camp for the night.”

      They’d been riding for hours, mostly in silence as it took skill and focus to ride in such conditions. Conditions which Phillip, Jake, their wives, and most of the others had considered too dangerous.

      “Wait another week—even a fortnight,” Sarah had urged, his mother’s namesake at her breast. It had long since ceased embarrassing him, the sight of her bustling around the manor house while nursing her child. She was a busy woman, after all, wife of the laird and a skilled healer to boot. It wouldn’t do to keep herself locked away simply because she had borne a child.

      Phillip had had plenty to say about that, and their rows had woken the entire house on more than one occasion. But Sarah had won out, as she normally did when it came to things she truly cared about.

      Even so, out of respect to the laird and his good wife, the men of the house had made a habit of avoiding her when she nursed.

      There had no avoiding her just then, when she’d all but blocked the doorway leading from his chambers to the corridor just beyond.

      “There’s no need,” he’d assured her, trying to avert his eyes without appearing too obvious, though a blanket covered her modestly. “I grew up here, I know the terrain like the back of my hand. I know how soft and yielding the ground will be, how thick and deep the mud. How vulnerable the young trees and their roots, with the ground so loose around them.”

      “How hungry the animals will be, having woken from their slumber,” she’d reminded him.

      “Aye, that as well,” he’d acknowledged. “And how easy it will be to track and fell them whenever I have a mind to enjoy a piece of venison or boar. Or bear.”

      “Don’t mention bears, please.” She’d chuckled, though it had been a humorless sound. “Nor boars, nor anything else which might find you.”

      “I’ll be all right. If I can survive weeks at sea, I can survive anything. You just take care of wee Mary there, and your sister. Not to mention her husband.” He’d laughed.

      Poor Jake had been beside himself once Heather’s pregnancy had progressed to the point where she waddled more than she walked.

      “Do you think you’ll be back in time for the happy event?” she’d asked as they walked side-by-side to the stairs which led to the first floor.

      “I don’t see why not. You say she has another month?”

      “Most likely.”

      “I cannot imagine it taking that long for me to find what I need and return,” he’d surmised.

      She had merely laughed, shaking her head. “You might be surprised. Seldom do excursions made by members of the Duncan clan turn out as expected.”

      With this in mind, Derek looked around, taking in their surroundings with a practiced eye.

      The light was turning a shade of orange so particular to that time of year when the sun began its descent, casting the southernmost edges of the Grampian range and their snow-capped peaks in a haze of gold. It was nearly heartbreakingly beautiful—the sort of vision he wished his mother were still alive to see. She would’ve appreciated it.

      However, while beautiful, the setting sun brought with it the need to find or create shelter for the night. A fire would be welcome, the air turning decidedly chill so late in the day. It would only grow colder with each passing minute.

      They could heat the roasted rabbits which the cook from the manor house had provided them and create makeshift shelter using the blankets which Sarah had insisted they pack, along with a small bag of poultices, tinctures, and herbs from her collection. Just in case.

      Broc was waiting for his command, still the first mate. Still ready to defer to his captain.

      “Aye,” he decided with a firm nod, allowing reason to overcome his sense of urgency. “Let us set up for the night.”
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      From what Sarah and Heather had told him of the village, Kirkcaldy had grown in the fewer than two years since they’d taken their leave. By leaps and bounds.

      Derek looked around in wonder as they rode into the village, five days after they’d left the Duncan manor house. Both he and Broc were tired, irritable, and soiled after spending the better part of a week sleeping in mud which seemed to creep through even the thickest blankets.

      Even so, the wonder at such a bustling, prosperous village cleared most of the irritation he’d struggled with during the last legs of their journey.

      “I thought you said this was little more than an outpost,” Broc reminded him, the two of them riding abreast down the wide road which led into the village, careful to avoid the marshy sides.

      “It was when I was a boy,” Derek replied. “It’s grown considerably.”

      No matter how the girls had described the place, there was no understanding until he saw with his own eyes how it had exploded over the years. Buildings crowding each other, built with only the narrowest of alleys between them for the disposal of slop and waste. Thatched and wood plank roofs dotted the horizon, with smoke from dozens of fires rising until they created an ever-present cloud which hung heavy in the damp, early-spring air.

      “It must be the growth of the harbor,” Broc mused, half to himself. “It’s brought in far more trade, goods, and the like.”

      They fell in single file once a trio of heavily packed carts rolled past, each pulled by a pair of mules led by men who lobbed jokes back and forth, good-natured insults which invariably resulted in hearty laughter. The men raised their hands in greeting, their relief at the turn of the weather and their ability to go back about their daily routines obvious.

      Derek raised a hand in reply, unable to keep from smiling at their high spirits.

      “Would that everyone in the village was that friendly.” Broc chuckled as he fell in line with Derek once again.

      “Even if they aren’t, it’s of no concern.”

      “It’s only that I was thinking…”

      Derek laughed. “You? Thinking? When did you pick up that new trick?”

      Broc scowled, grumbling. “If that’s the attitude you wish to take, I expect you won’t want to hear the idea which came to me. It’s just as well, I’m sure.”

      “Do share,” Derek urged him, arranging his face in more serious lines.

      “I wondered, on seeing how busy the village is and how many ships are docked a ways yonder, whether there would be room for McInnis Shipping here in Kirkcaldy.”

      He had to give it to his first mate: he hadn’t considered it. Then again, they had only just taken sight of the village. His first thoughts had been of a hot meal, a mug of mead, and a bath. Business would come later.

      But Broc had a point. Reestablishing his business in Kirkcaldy, rather than returning to Kincarny, would mean living in closer proximity to his brother and the Duncans. They were family, like as not, and the past months spent living among them had reminded Derek of the benefits of living among loved ones.

      He did love them. Phillip and Jake were nearly as much his brothers as his twin, Hugh. Maccay was more like a close cousin than a longtime friend.

      And the women—Sarah, Heather, Alis, Dalla—were the closest things to sisters Derek had ever known. He’d give his life for any of them, and in fact, had nearly done just that on rescuing Dalla from drowning not long after their first meeting.

      He’d been without family for so long, he’d forgotten what it was like to have them in his life. Going back to Kincarny, so far from them, wouldn’t give him the pleasure he’d first assumed it would, back when his plan had been to return after a short visit with the Duncans.

      Damned, blasted winter. Complicating everything.

      “I suppose we ought to stop in the first tavern we come across,” he suggested, driving his thoughts back to the present. “The horses could use the rest, and I know I could.”

      “Aye,” Broc agreed, wincing as he stretched his thick shoulders. He wasn’t accustomed to spending days at a stretch on the back of a horse, and Derek barely smothered a knowing grin when he considered the saddle sores his friend must have developed since their departure from the manor house.

      “We’re bound to hear something of importance in such a thriving place,” he mused, speaking more to himself than to Broc.

      Rumors had a way of spreading when people lived in such close proximity. It would take little more than a single ship—not even a large one, at that—with loose-lipped sailors aboard to spread news of his warehouse hither and yon.

      Broc’s idea lingered in the back of his mind as they reached the first outlying buildings, refusing to stay silent. Was it possible? Could he rebuild here? There wasn’t overmuch love for Highlanders here in the lowlands, but Derek was hardly a wild clansman anymore. He’d learned to adapt, and fast, when the time came to do business with merchants from all walks of life.

      It behooved a man of business to ingratiate himself across all classes, to be whomever the men with the gold needed him to be.

      It didn’t take long for them to find a tavern, the smell of roasted meat and ale pouring from the open door along with several swaying, laughing men who seemed unable to steady their legs.

      Derek glanced up at the sun, its position nowhere near overhead. It wasn’t midday, yet these men were already well on their way to complete drunkenness.

      “Is it a holiday?” Broc asked, chuckling as one of the men fell flat on his rump in the mud.

      The other two laughed themselves nearly sick, leaning on each other to avoid their friend’s muddy fate.

      Derek shook his head. “I’ve lost track of time, but I don’t believe so.”

      The two of them tied off the horses along the post which ran the length of the tavern’s front-facing wall before going inside.

      It was a dingy place, cramped and full of the odors of men and sweat and the less-appealing aspects of life. Nothing Derek wasn’t familiar with thanks to the course of his travels. If there was one thing he’d learned early on in his career, it was the similarity of taverns the world round. The language spoken there might have been different, but the overall spirit was the same.

      Broc requested ale, bread, and whatever sort of meat the owner could find in the kitchen while Derek seated himself at one of the short, small tables. Short or not, cramped or not, it was a pleasure to take a seat in an actual chair again.

      He stretched his legs as far as he dared, warming himself by the modest fire in the long, deep hearth. After so many days spent living outdoors, he might as well have been in heaven.

      Broc joined him moments later, unsuccessful in hiding a wince of pain as he sat his sore rump on the unforgiving chair.

      Derek turned his face away to hide his laughter—it would’ve been rude and, more importantly, hypocritical. He, too, felt acutely the effects of riding for so long, even if they were as severe for him.

      “How are you faring?” he asked once his mirth was under control.

      Broc’s strong-featured face contorted in a grimace. “You damn well know, you sod,” he grumbled, quickly followed by good-natured laughter in which Derek soon joined in.

      “You’ll get used to it. We all did,” Derek promised as their refreshments were served by a comely lass who eyed them both from head to toe before turning away. She was a saucy one, no doubt about it.

      “Are lassies bolder in this part of the country?” Broc wondered aloud, his eyes following the girl’s progress as she crossed the room. “They’re certainly shapely enough.”

      “Aye, and possibly as dangerous as a dirk to the heart.” Derek chuckled around a mouthful of brown bread. He tore off a hunk of roasted boar and wrapped another piece of bread around it, savoring the succulence.

      While the Duncan larders had remained comfortably stocked throughout the long winter, the variety of choices had slimmed considerably in the last several weeks of their confinement. If he never had to eat root vegetable stew and dried meat again, it would be too soon.

      Broc’s eagerness to devour everything in front of them told Derek of his shared opinion.

      Once his appetite was somewhat sated, Derek could afford to turn his attention to the conversation around him. The usual village concerns, whose roof needed fixing after the weight of the winter snows had all but collapsed it, whose fields needed work after months of neglect. That would be everyone with a field to be worked, Derek supposed. Spring brought with it no end to chores.

      A pair of roughshod men strode in then, laughing and calling out for a cask of ale and the nearest wench to warm their laps.

      Broc and Derek exchanged a knowing look. Sailors, only just arrived in harbor.

      “Join us,” Derek invited them, moving to make room at the already crowded table. “We’ve been without the company of those in our line of work lo these many months.”

      “You’re seamen?” one of them asked, spitting on the hay-strewn floor.

      From the looks of it, this was a common practice among the tavern’s patrons.

      “Aye, homebound throughout the winter and itching for a new adventure.” Derek grinned.

      “You were likely better off for it,” the spitter assured them as he sat, splaying his legs open wide and leaning his elbows on his ill-patched, dirt-streaked tunic.

      His appearance, and that of his companion, caused Derek to wonder at the conditions under which the pair worked. Most sailors—at least, those under captains worth their salt—donned more presentable clothing when it came time to go ashore. These two were still barefoot, as they would be while climbing ropes aboard the ship.

      “It was a rough winter, to be sure,” the other said, shaking his head. When he laughed, a mouth full of rotten teeth was on full display.

      Derek remembered when such a sight would’ve turned his stomach, even after he’d seen a man disemboweled in battle.

      The man continued, “I’m surprised my blood hasn’t turned to ice.”

      “We were hung up in an ice bank for a while there,” the spitter admitted before spitting on the floor once again. “It looked fairly grim. Our last run of the season, or so the captain told us at the time. We were supposed to make it to harbor well before the weather changed, but it wasn’t to be.”

      “No one could’ve predicted this past winter,” Derek pointed out. He then ventured to ask, “Would it so happen that either of you two passed through Kincarny of late?”

      “Nay,” the second of the pair replied. “No one has.”

      “No one?” He exchanged a concerned glance with Broc, who remained silent.

      Broc was far more skilled at observation than he was at conversation. His insights often proved invaluable.

      “The entire harbor was destroyed by fire at the end of the summer,” the spitter reported. “It started in a warehouse, from what we were told—”

      “A fire set by filthy Norwegian scum,” the other asserted, snarling.

      “Aye, Norwegian scum. The fire spread before the villagers arrived with their buckets of water, but they would’ve done little good from what we heard. It was raining, but the wind was strong enough to whip the blaze up until it stretched over the docks, some of the fishing boats, the roofs of nearby buildings…”

      Derek’s stomach turned, the boar he’d just enjoyed staging a revolt. The fire had claimed not only his warehouse, but the livelihood of so many others. He was only glad Dalla wasn’t there to hear the sailors’ tale, as it would add to the guilt she’d struggled with as a result of her uncle’s actions in his attempt to kidnap and kill her.

      To think, Derek had been so eager to hear of the result of the fire. He’d never imagined how dreadful the result would be.

      All records of his ships, their cargo, all of it was destroyed. His ships were like as not sitting idle, his men without work to keep food in their mouths and the mouths of their families. And there he’d sat all winter, warm and well-fed in the bosom of the Duncan clan.

      The look which Broc shot him, his deep-set eyes troubled, expressed the same sentiment.

      The appearance of the saucy young wench diverted the attention of the sailors—the comely young lass looked considerably less enthused than she had on her first visit, Derek noted with a grim smile—which gave him the chance to speak somewhat privately with his friend.

      “You know, I’m certain they would’ve found other work by now,” Broc grumbled, leaning forward so as to avoid raising his voice.

      “Aye, it’s the best we can hope for.” He didn’t make a practice out of employing dotards or dimwits. His men were sprightly, smart, strong, and skilled. They would’ve had no trouble finding other positions.

      But what of the men who called Kincarny their home? They would’ve had no choice but to travel elsewhere to seek openings, and with the winter having been what it was…

      There was nothing to be done about that. It was in the past. If there was one thing Derek had learned, it was to leave the past where it was. It was far too heavy a burden to carry in one’s heart.

      Their refreshment long since finished, the two of them stood and prepared to find lodging for the evening.

      “There has to be an open room somewhere,” Derek reasoned. “With so many ships coming and going, some of them must carry passengers in need of a bed and wash basin.”

      “To sleep in a bed…” Broc muttered, sounding as though he were describing a dearly loved dream.

      Derek laughed, clapping his first mate’s broad back. “I wouldn’t get my hopes up if I were you, old friend. We won’t find anything half as comfortable as what we’ve grown accustomed to in the manor house.”

      “The thinnest straw tick would be more comfortable than what we’ve slept on over these last evenings,” he reasoned, groaning with the unhappy memory and stretching as if to soothe tight muscles.

      “To hear you tell it, one would think you were of royal blood, raised on the finest roast of beef and aged wine, sleeping in silk bedding from the day you were born…” Derek trailed off when he noticed a flurry of activity at the end of the narrow street, down by the docks.

      “What is it?” Broc asked when he noted the direction Derek’s attention had taken.

      “I don’t know.” That didn’t stop him from following his curiosity.

      He strode through the barely dried mud, careful to avoid piles of what looked like waste thrown from the windows which lined the street on both sides. A broad road separated the village from the harbor—it took caution and quick reflexes to cross without being run down by an ox-drawn cart or a team of horses.

      By the time he reached the outer edges of the crowd which was quickly forming around a trio of sailors, he was nearly out of breath.

      That didn’t stop him from noticing the wide-eyed, trembling scrap of a lass they held captive.

      Words flew, as did exclamations and more than a few knowing chuckles from the other bystanders.

      In the middle of all of it, one word was clear.

      Stowaway.
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      Margery had come so close to escaping without being noticed.

      It had been such a long journey, too, but she’d done everything in her power to stay silent. Hidden. Away from prying eyes and hands. Curled into a ball behind casks of ale which were obviously meant to be delivered to their destination, rather than enjoyed by the men who worked aboard the ship. They would leave her hiding place alone.

      A stroke of luck which Margery had celebrated. She’d taken it as a sign that her voyage was blessed by God, that He had turned a benevolent eye toward her. That He didn’t think her a fool for wanting…

      For simply wanting more.

      According to her estimation, four days had passed since she’d boarded the ship in Silloth. Not enough time to make it to the Thames, at least she didn’t believe so. Perhaps she had gotten close enough to it to make the rest of the way over land, as she had on her journey to Silloth from Thrushwood.

      She had already gone through too much to accept defeat.

      Beatrice would never believe the stories she had to tell. Sleeping in barns, burrowing into the hay to keep herself warm. Watching the activity in the farmhouses the barns belonged to, the little cottages with glowing fires visible inside. Hearing the laughter of loving families floating on the night air, reminding her of what she was missing out on by striking out on her own.

      Of what she’d always missed, except for the moments she’d shared with Beatrice. They were all the other had in the world. And they needed better than their miserable little lives in Thrushwood, no matter what anyone else said.

      She’d stowed away and hidden herself, heart racing all the while. Racing to the point where she wondered if she’d be able to keep from fainting as her eyes had darted about in the nearly pitch-black hold, searching for a place where she would remain safe. The casks had seemed the most likely hiding spot.

      And it had worked. For four nauseating days full of the rising and falling of the ship as it crossed the sea. Days full of the smell of her own waste as it collected in another corner of the hold, where she would venture only to relieve herself before scurrying back to her hiding place like the rats who called the ship home.

      More than once, she’d asked herself what she thought she was doing. How insane, thinking she could survive on a ship. With only the few bits of food she’d managed to purchase from a market stall in the harbor to keep her alive. Hunger had gnawed at her by the end of the third day and became nearly unbearable by the start of the fourth.

      That was just this morning.

      Perhaps it was for the best that her journey had come to an early finish.

      So long as she managed to get away from the angry, jeering sailors. Considering the grip they both had on her arms, the odds did not appear to be in her favor.

      A crowd had begun to gather, all of them thinking it amusing that a young woman dressed in boys’ clothing had been captured.

      Margery’s cheeks burned hot enough to hurt, feeling their eyes on her as their laughter assaulted her ears. Tears pricked behind her eyes, stinging, but she didn’t dare allow them to fall. It would be the height of humiliation.

      “What’d ya think you were doin’ there, lass?” One of the leering, stinking sailors leaned in closer, the stench of his breath making her nose wrinkle without her thinking about it.

      She didn’t wish to offend him, especially since her life was in his hands, but she couldn’t help it. He was repulsive.

      And it seemed as though he wanted an explanation.

      “I—I wanted to get to the Thames River,” she explained, her voice shaking. “I want to get to London.”

      “London?” He blinked, his face going slack.

      A moment later, he broke out in hysterical laughter which turned into a fit of coughing. The other sailors, the one holding her other arm and the one behind her, joined in.

      “What?” she asked, looking this way and that. The only person not in on the joke, her heart sinking fast with every passing second.

      “Lass, this ship isn’t going to London,” the first of them to stop laughing explained, wiping tears of mirth from his cheeks, where they cut a path through the dirt caked on his skin. “It departed from Silloth and traveled north, around the northernmost tip of Scotland. You wanted to go south.”

      “I…” Her voice seemed to disappear as the weight of the truth settled on her chest, nearly crushing her. She was in Scotland. No longer even in England. “Where am I now?”

      “Kirkcaldy,” one of them announced. “Just about as far from London as one could hope to get, I’d expect.”

      Another chorus of laughter, jibes, and general nastiness. Her soul shrank, just as she wanted to shrink and curl into a ball and fade into nothingness. They were laughing at her. They thought she was a fool.

      Perhaps she was.

      No, you’re not. It was Beatrice’s voice in her head, strong and clear. You’re brave and resourceful. You made it this far. They’re only angry with themselves for not having noticed you before now. They want to know how a silly little girl made a fool out of them. Don’t allow them to hurt you.

      Her spine straightened, her chin rising in defiance. “Take your hands off me. All of you.” Her voice was as strong and loud as it would be if she weren’t afraid at all.

      It was enough to silence them, at least, the three sailors gaping at her in surprise.

      The crowd
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