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  Prologue

  
  




A dark-haired woman hesitated at the bedside. Her mother lay so still, so peaceful. If not for her ragged breathing, she would almost look like she was already gone.

Slowly, the older woman’s eyelids fluttered open to reveal strange amber eyes, identical to the ones now staring back at her.

“Come closer, peedie1 freck.2 Just na too close.”

The younger woman’s breath hitched at the term of endearment. It had been so long since her mother had called her that, so long since she had been a small child content to sit in her mother’s arms.

She did as she was bidden, sitting in the chair nearest Bethany Fairborn’s frail form. Now that Briony was closer, though, the beads of sweat on her mother’s forehead stood out more prominently.

Bethany coughed into her hand several times, making her daughter’s heart clench.

“I shall always love you, my dear bairn.3 Remember that, no matter what happens. And you must promise me something before I go,” Bethany whispered with all the strength she could muster.

“Anything, Mum,” the young woman answered.

“You must stay away from the water.”

Briony looked down at the floor, holding back tears as she tried to get a handle on herself. She couldn’t fathom why this was her mother’s dying wish, why this was so important.

Is her fear o’ the sea that strong? How can she hate it so much?

Briony felt the enigmatic pull she always did when she thought of the ocean. It called to her in a way she could neither explain nor understand. She had no reason to desire it as she did, for the sea had stolen her father from them years ago. At least, that was what her mother told her since Briony had no memory of the man.

She glanced out the window of the small cottage, wishing she could run to the waves at that very moment and escape the expectation lurking in her mother’s eyes. No matter how Briony replied, she knew she would cause misery; the only question was who would have to bear it.

She turned back to her mother, ignoring the lump in her throat as she said, “I promise.”

At hearing those words, Bethany gave Briony an earnest smile that lit up the room much more than the candles around them. Then, with a small sigh, the older woman closed her eyes and relinquished her spirit.

Briony almost felt it depart, ascending from her mother’s physical form before slipping away.

And it was at that precise moment that a series of bloodcurdling howls rang through the air. The sounds rose from just beyond Everton’s shores, filling the entire village with dread. The only person who didn’t notice them was the young woman herself, for the cries melded with her own moans of anguish as perfectly as if they had all come from the same throat.





  
    1
    Small.
  

    2
    A child or animal that wants attention.
  

    3
    A child.
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  A Night of Reluctant Guests

  
  




Orkney Islands,4 1759




Briony Fairborn gaped at the ship coming up near the shore below her cottage. Her home lay on a rocky cliff overlooking the vast blue ocean. Drulea Cottage was well known to passersby, for it stood alone against the horizon as a haunting silhouette whenever someone came to the village of Everton.

On this particular evening, Briony had been sweeping some dirt from her kitchen floor when the unexpected ship caught her eye. At first glance, she could have easily mistaken it for one of the ships Everton often traded with during the warm months. The village was firmly established as a seller of furs and lumber because of the abundant forest that bordered it. It was one of the only places in Orkney that possessed several trees.

But what would a ship be doing coming in at this hour?

The village’s usual trade partners knew better than to come in this late. This ship appeared to be struggling to reach the port, which was understandable with the strong winds that usually met sailors as they arrived. Although Everton welcomed outside trade, strangers often felt a sense of foreboding when their ships came close, almost as if nature herself was urging them to stay away.

Briony watched the ship successfully dock. Since most of the villagers were probably already in bed, she wondered if anyone else had noticed the new arrival. The passengers and crew might need a guide once they departed their vessel. Briony set down her broom and checked her reflection to make sure she was presentable.

Staring back at her was a lovely young woman with thick black hair and amber, almost yellow, eyes. Her cheekbones were prominent, and her skin was clear and pale. Her dear friend, Adaira, often told her she was quite pretty, but Briony expected Adaira was only trying to make her feel better for never getting any suitors.

Once she was ready, Briony marched down the path to the next closest home; it belonged to Mister and Mistress5 McGuff. They wouldn’t appreciate being called upon without an invitation, especially by her, but Mr. McGuff was one of the village leaders and would want to know about the strangers’ arrival.

Briony slowly raised her fist to the dark wooden door and knocked. After a moment, the door opened, and there stood five-year-old Fergus, his thumb in his mouth. He smiled when he saw her and held out his arms for a hug.

Picking the boy up happily, Briony said, “Hello, Fergus. How are you this evening?”

His little brown eyes scrunched up as if he was about to cry. “My mum’s mad at me, Mistress Briony. She says I should na have let Mr. Gully into sissy’s bed.”

“You put Mr. Gully in Hannah’s bed?” Briony echoed, trying to keep the laugh out of her voice.

Fergus nodded, his lower lip quivering. “He looked cold, so I thought he would like her blanket and koad. 6”

“And you thought Hannah would want a frog in her bed?”

“Why na? Mr. Gully’s na just any frog. He’s—” Fergus broke off when he spotted his mother approaching the doorway.

Briony took a stabilizing breath at the sight of her. As always, Penelope McGuff looked so put together that it was almost impossible to tell that she had just woken up: brown hair back in a smooth bun, dress not ruffled in the slightest—the very picture of a proper Orcadian wife. The only thing that contradicted her neat appearance was the sleep lingering in her eyes.

But Penelope’s haze of slumber departed the instant her eyes latched onto the young woman holding her son. “Briony, put him down this instant. And Fergus Matthew. You know yer supposed to be in yer room right now.”

Briony knew better than to argue and put him down as quickly as she could without injuring the boy. As for Fergus, he knew the safest place for him was far from his mother, so he did as he was told without even pausing to say farewell.

“Briony Fairborn, you better have a good reason fer coming here so late,” Penelope McGuff spat.

Briony scoffed. “O’ course I do. Do you think I would listen to yer venom otherwise?”

Penelope’s eyes flashed. “I ought to have you thrown out o’ town, you—”

“And lose the best midwife in all Orkney?”

Penelope was red-faced with anger. “Bah! The only reason yer still around is because yer mother saved my Hannah’s life. Got nothing to do with yer skills.”

Briony knew Mrs. McGuff was lying—Briony came from a line of the finest midwives Scotland had ever had. In all the decades the Fairborns had been in Everton, they had rarely lost a babe or mother. Mrs. McGuff would be a fool to get rid of Briony, no matter what her personal feelings were.

Rather than continue their never-ending argument, though, Briony switched subjects. “I thought yer husband would like to know that a ship just came into port.”

Penelope raised her thin eyebrows, deepening the wrinkles on her forehead. The woman was about ten years Briony’s senior, though she acted like the age difference was much greater. “A ship coming in now? That’s mighty peculiar. Aye, Donal must know about this. Have you told anyone else, lass?”

“Nay, you were the first.”

“Then dinna just stand around waiting fer some grand reward fer having eyes that work. Get to Adaira Stubbins and tell her so that the inn can be ready fer guests.”

As soon as she’d said that, Mistress McGuff stepped back and slammed the door in Briony’s face.

The young woman huffed and turned from the door. A wee bit o’ gratitude would have been nice.

Everton Inn was about half a mile from the McGuffs’ cottage, but Briony was used to the walk, so it wasn’t long before she reached her destination. A drizzle fell upon her as she did, darkening her blue dress until it was almost black.

Briony suspected Adaira was still awake, so she checked the kitchen and found her taking a fresh pie from the oven. Briony wasn’t surprised to find her there; though Adaira ran everything at the inn for her aging father, her favorite place was undoubtedly the kitchen. The whole village appreciated her dedication to baking, and no one could rival her delicious pastries.

“Hello, Adaira.”

Adaira jumped and almost dropped her latest masterpiece. She managed to catch her balance just in time and set the pie down to cool. She spun around to the cause of the trouble, her eyes softening at the sight of Briony.

“Briony, you gave me such a fright. What are you doing here at this time o’ night?” she asked as she sat down on a stool.

“I’m sorry to trouble you, but there are newcomers at the dock, and I thought I’d give you some time to prepare lodging fer them.”

Adaira frowned, bouncing up from her seat to grab towels from the linen closet. “Newcomers? How many?”

“I only saw the ship from my cottage, so I could na tell you,” Briony replied, following her friend out of the kitchen.

“There better na be very many. Otherwise, I won’ be able to accommodate them all.”

“Would you like some help?”

“Aye, please,” Adaira said as she handed Briony towels. “I may need quite a bit if there are a lot o’ newcomers. Especially if my current guests remain much longer. Mr. Burgess and his son, William, have been here fer twelve days, and they seem to like it so much that I would na be surprised if they decide to build themselves a house.”

“Do you truly think so? William would certainly like that, given how attached he is to you.”

Adaira shrugged noncommittally and looked away. The two of them walked to the first open guest room, and Adaira placed two towels on the bed.

The front door wrenched open and slammed against the wall. “Adaira,” a man called.

The friends rushed to the foyer, dumping the rest of the towels on the bed as they left.

Gareth Peterson, the son of the vicar, stood at the entrance, his face frantic. His messy brown hair was soaked, and he seemed to barely have enough strength to stand. “Adaira, do you have any rooms?”

“Aye, Gareth, what is it?”

Gareth panted a few times and leaned against the door to support himself, carelessly dripping water onto the floor. “There are some strangers who just came in. One o’ them is hurt. Doctor Sherwin is with him, but they have to move him inside. I had to see if you had anywhere to put him up.”

“How many—” Adaira started to ask, but Gareth was already pushing himself off from the door and scrambling back outside.

Briony and Adaira hurried after him and peered out the doorway. About a quarter of a mile down the path, a man was being carried on a stretcher by Donal McGuff, Matthew Levins, and Tam McLaren. Dr. Ewan Sherwin walked nearby, keeping a close eye on the men as they moved. They came up the hill slowly, their feet digging into the saturated earth.

When they got closer, Briony examined the injured man. His blond hair was like wet straw, and his beard was neatly trimmed. Coupled with what looked to be high-quality clothing and an impressive stature, Briony surmised he would be very good-looking if his face weren’t contorted in pain.

The man grunted as the villagers stumbled on the path, turning his head in her direction. Briony drew back so that he wouldn’t catch her staring, but the man’s eyes never opened for the entire trip up the hill.

Briony couldn’t see any blood, but he was missing his right shoe, and his exposed foot and ankle were severely swollen. How could that have happened?

Briony Fairborn, why would you care more about the cause o’ the man’s circumstances than about his well-being? Briony almost smiled at the thought of her mother’s scolding voice. Bethany had always urged her daughter to be kind above all else, despite Briony’s curious nature. With a twinge of guilt, Briony sent up a prayer for the man’s health and watched as her drenched neighbors carried him inside.

Only after that did Briony become aware of the other two foreigners coming up the path behind them. One was a beautiful young woman in an expensive-looking dress, and the other was a heavily built, bearded man in uniform. The woman looked to be near tears, or perhaps she was already crying, but Briony couldn’t be certain in such heavy rain. Her blond hair was done up in an intricate braid, the likes of which Briony had never seen before.

The man had a grim expression, and his eyes kept shifting warily among the villagers. Something about him sent a shiver down Briony’s spine, though she had no idea why.

“Briony, I need that help you offered,” called Adaira, who had gone into the hallway while Briony was staring.

“Aye, what would you have me do?”

Adaira zoomed back to the linen closet and jerked it open. She thrust some blankets into Briony’s arms. “Put fresh blankets in all the rooms, starting with the injured man’s.”

Without another word, Adaira scurried off to the kitchen. Briony did as her friend wanted, shuffling into the nearest bedroom even though it was already bursting with people.

“Set him down gently now, men. We dinna want to worsen his condition,” Dr. Sherwin urged.

They slowly put the man on the bed and moved back.

“Good,” the doctor said. “Now, you must step out and let me do my job. I can’ work with all o’ you in here.”

The two foreigners nodded, politely stepped around Briony, and walked out in the direction of the sitting room.

Matthew Levins, on the other hand, didn’t possess such manners.

“Get out o’ the way, Fairborn wench. Did you na hear the doctor?” he growled. Donal McGuff and Tam McLaren stood behind him, not as vicious with their gazes but unable to leave with Matthew blocking them.

“I have blankets from Mistress Stubbins. Do you need them, Dr. Sherwin?” she asked, not budging from her place.

Dr. Sherwin looked up, only then noticing her presence. At first, he scowled, but then his countenance became pensive. “Actually, I may need you, Briony Fairborn.”

“Dr. Sherwin, you can’ seriously want help from her.” Matthew looked at the doctor as though he was insane.

But Dr. Sherwin sent him a condescending glare. “You mean the only person in the whole village with a wee bit o’ medical knowledge besides myself? Nay, why would I possibly want her help? I may na like the woman, but she’s my only option, so unless you want to tell that distraught lass outside that this man died because we were busy arguing, I suggest you get out.”

Matthew reddened and clamped his mouth shut. He and the other men bustled out, all giving Briony dirty looks, which she easily returned.

“Briony Fairborn, if yer quite done glowering at everyone, this man needs our help.” The doctor gestured for her to join him at the man’s bedside.

Briony turned sheepish and scurried over. “What do you need me to do?”

“The man’s tibia is fractured at the ankle, so the first thing we need to do is . . .”




* * *




Once the man’s immediate needs were met, Dr. Sherwin told Briony to bring the people waiting outside into the room.

When Briony exited, though, she found only the young blond woman; the bearded man from earlier was nowhere to be seen. Briony felt a touch of compassion at the tears she saw shining on the woman’s face.

This injured fellow must be very important to her. The two of them looked close in age, so Briony’s first guess was that they must be married. She didn’t see a ring on the woman’s hand, but perhaps they didn’t wear them in the land these strangers were from.

“Mistress, you can see him now,” Briony stated.

The woman started at the midwife’s arrival before wiping her eyes with a handkerchief. “Is he well?”

“He’s resting right now. Dr. Sherwin is waiting to talk to you,” Briony said as she took the young woman down the corridor.

When they arrived at the man’s room, the doctor rose from his seat. “Mistress Mendes, I set the bone in place and gave him some medicine fer the pain. He’ll be all right, but healing will be slow. ’Twill be about six weeks before he recovers. I’d like fer you to remain here until then.”

The woman’s mouth twisted slightly before she nodded. “Thank you, Doctor. My brother and I are indebted to you. And to you as well, Mistress . . .?” She turned to the midwife.

Brother? Now that Briony thought about it, the two did have similar features.

“Fairborn, but you dinna have to thank her,” Dr. Sherwin butted in.

Briony’s mouth dropped open in disbelief. I did almost as much as the doctor did, and now he’s trying to take all the credit.

But before she could call him out, Mistress Mendes placed a hand on Dr. Sherwin’s arm and said, “I apologize for our eventful arrival. Everyone has been so helpful to us. I only hope we can repay that kindness during our time here.”

The doctor blushed, and Briony noted how his eyes lingered on the woman’s hand. “There’s no need. The village o’ Everton welcomes you and will continue to fer as long as you remain. Fer now, we’ll leave you to sit with him. If you’d like, I can let yer other companion know o’ yer brother’s status.”

Mistress Mendes batted her eyes and nodded before pulling her hand away. “Please do. Captain Costa had to go down to the ship to see about repairs; he’ll be most relieved to hear the good news.”

“Then I’ll make sure he hears it. Good night, mistress.” Dr. Sherwin stepped back as the beautiful woman sank into the chair nearest her brother’s bed.

“Good night,” she sighed, turning to look at her brother’s sleeping form.

The doctor backed up toward the doorway and tried to slip out, but as he did so, he suddenly tripped over himself.

Briony snorted at the man’s awkwardness, but neither he nor Mistress Mendes paid her any mind. I might as well na even be here.

With a roll of her eyes, Briony followed the doctor out, not bothering to bid Mistress Mendes good night.

“What was that back there?” Briony asked once she’d shut the door. “I did na think you were capable o’ being nervous around any—Hey!”

Dr. Sherwin was already walking away as if she hadn’t spoken at all.

“O’ all the rude, arrogant—”

“You best be getting to Captain Costa,” he called without turning. “’Tis time fer me to be heading on to bed.”

Briony marched forward. “But, Dr. Sherwin, you—”

“Oh, pardon me,” exclaimed William as he opened his bedroom door and almost collided with the midwife. Briony looked down at the tired eight-year-old standing there in his nightclothes.

“’Tis quite all right, William. I better be going.” She looked back up and saw that Dr. Sherwin was gone.

“Is everything fine out here, Mistress Fairborn? I heard a lot o’ noise.”

“We had some late visitors come in, but ’tis nothing to worry about. You can rest easy.” She smiled at the brown-haired boy, thinking how sad it was that he was more courteous than most of the men in town.

“Have a good evening, then, Mistress Fairborn.”

“And you too, William.”

Briony remained in the hallway for a few moments after William had gone back inside. She had half a mind not to go see this Captain Costa. She was tired, and in that brief moment when she’d seen the captain, his dour expression had unnerved her quite a bit.

But then she thought of Mistress Mendes and how much she cared about her brother. If Captain Costa cares about Mr. Mendes half as much as that, ’twould be unkind o’ me to just turn in fer the night without talking to him.

With a sigh, Briony made her way back to the sitting room at the front of the inn. She peered out a window and was glad to see that the rain had abated, though the overcast sky told her it could start up again at any moment. Only then did Briony think to check the time.

She looked back at the clock on the mantel to see it was already a quarter past ten. With Midsummer’s Eve fast approaching, it was almost Simmer Dim, a time in summer when the sun only went down enough to create a sort of twilight until it rose again at about four in the morning.

Briony tugged open the front door of the inn and made her way down the hill. She tried to avoid the wet areas on the path, but mud still spattered her dress and shoes as she walked. And though the rain had ceased, a fierce wind continued to blow, almost stealing her yellow headscarf several times. A few of her ebony locks escaped their binds and blew about like angry snakes, which lent a haunting look to her overall visage.

She was careful to keep her features as blank as possible when she arrived at the ship, a task she did so well that no one would have been able to tell she was anxious.

No one except me, that is.

“Hello? Captain Costa?”

Briony didn’t hear an answer, so she took a step onto the ship. She noticed the words São Nicolau on the side and assumed that must be its name. It seemed sturdy under her feet, but Briony felt uncomfortable nonetheless. The vessel looked like it had taken quite a beating—one of the masts had completely collapsed and now lay in pieces, the sides of the hull had several holes in them, some of the deck’s floorboards were missing, and many of the other floorboards were damaged. Briony knew little about ship repair, but she could tell this would take many days to fix.

“Hello?” There was still no answer, so she made her way over to the doors leading below deck.

Suddenly, a startled shout in a foreign tongue came from right behind her. Briony jumped, staunching a scream of surprise. She spun around and found a young sailor staring at her. He had brown hair and hazel eyes with a curious glint in them.

“Oh, I did na see you there. I’m looking fer Captain Costa. Have you seen him?”

“Want Costa?”

“Aye, Costa.”

He replied in that same foreign language again, and her eyes widened in confusion. He waited for her to respond, but when she didn’t, he marched to the door below the ship’s wheel and opened it.

Briony nodded her thanks, hoping the captain would be able to understand Scots English. She wandered over and peeked inside, instantly spotting the burly man from earlier leaning over a table covered in maps.

“Captain Costa?” Briony asked.

“Yes, senhorita?7 What do you need?” he said gruffly, turning to her as though greatly reluctant to stop his current task.

“I came to tell you that Mr. Mendes is going to be all right. He’s sleeping right now and will need some time to recover before you leave—”

“How much time?” he cut in. He took a step around the table toward her, making Briony even more intimidated.

“Six weeks.”

Captain Costa grumbled something Briony didn’t understand but that she suspected was a curse. He returned to his previous position and looked away from her.

“Where do you hail from?” she asked.

“Portugal,” he said, keeping his eyes on his maps.

“Were you intending to sail here?”

“Senhorita, I’m very busy, and you’re hindering my work. Unless you have something else worth mentioning, please leave.”

Briony was very put off by the man’s unfriendliness, so she simply said, “Nay, that was all,” and left for Drulea Cottage.

How rude. And I was trying to be kind. I did na have to come down here. . . . I hope Mr. Mendes is na like the captain. If he is, then he can’ heal quickly enough.





  
    4
    An archipelago in the Northern Isles of Scotland.
  

    5
    A woman of high social standing, regardless of marital status. (Miss was not used for adult women unless referring to a prostitute.)
  

    6
    Pillow.
  

    7
    Portuguese title for an unmarried woman.
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  Cold as the Sea

  
  




“Nay, Mum, come back,” Briony shrieked as she awoke in a sweat. She jerked about in panic, wondering where her mother was.

But then the cold memory of Bethany’s death pierced her mind, and she realized she had only been dreaming.

Briony got out of bed slowly, still reeling from the vividness of the dream: She was standing on the beach, staring up at Drulea Cottage high on the cliff. Suddenly, her mother’s voice cried out, and Briony turned to see Bethany Fairborn a ways off in the sea, struggling to stay afloat. Briony went out to her, trying to reach her before she went under. But then an immense wave broke over Bethany, and she was gone.

Briony had been plagued by nightmares like these since Bethany’s death almost a year before. Her mother had died from influenza, but strangely enough, Briony’s dreams tended to center around water.

As she took a few deep breaths to steady herself, Briony’s nostrils filled with the flowery aromas from outside. Normally, she could dismiss the painful nightmares after a few moments, but not so on this particular morning. An uneasy knot twisted within her stomach, refusing to uncoil even as she went about her normal routine. Briony tried to ignore it as she got ready for the day, but ignoring it only seemed to make it worse.

Perhaps ’tis because the anniversary o’ her death is so close. I just need to think about something else. I suppose I’ll go down and ask Adaira how that Mr. Mendes is doing.

Briony put on a pink dress and brown headscarf and headed out. As she meandered toward the inn, she could hear the sea echoing in her ears. Many emotions billowed up within her, and try as she might, the night she wanted to forget, the night her mother had passed, came to the forefront of her mind.

It had happened just before Johnsmas, the day when all of Everton reveled in the start of summer. In the past, this had been a time of celebration and mirth, but death’s cold fingers had made that impossible for the Fairborn family that year. Briony had longed to embrace her ailing mother, or even just hold her hand, but that could have spread the illness, so she’d had to keep her distance. All she could do was watch as the woman grew weaker and weaker until she could barely lift her head from her pillow.

But even at the end, Bethany Fairborn had composed herself with a dignity and strength of character that few could attain. If only it hadn’t been to make Briony promise something she knew she would regret.

“You must stay away from the water. . . .”

Briony didn’t recall the strange sounds or the great storm her neighbors claimed there had been that night, but those words remained crystal clear. The urgency in her mother’s voice as she’d made this final request had been all too familiar, for it was the same tone she’d always taken when discussing this topic. A topic they’d been fighting over for Briony’s entire life.

No matter how much Briony had begged, bartered, and shouted, Bethany had steadfastly kept Briony from entering or going near the water. Even without ever having touched it, though, Briony’s heart still beat to the rhythm of the waves. Her lungs still rejoiced in the salty air. Her eyes still brightened at every beauteous sunset, whose light danced across the water like a maiden in love.

Briony shook herself back to reality and turned her eyes from the sea. Mum was right; the ocean is a wicked temptress. Why else would I desire the very thing that killed my father?

Before she could ruminate on thoughts like these further, though, she realized she had arrived at the inn. She went into the kitchen and saw Adaira removing some muffins from the oven. Another batch already sat on the table.

“Good morneen,8 Adaira. May I trouble you fer a spell?” Briony asked as she walked up behind her friend. Adaira started at the noise, nearly launching her muffins into the air.

“I swear you’ll be the death o’ me, Briony.” Adaira set the muffins down so hard they wobbled on the tray. “Or at least the death o’ my baking. ’Tis too dangerous fer my pastries these days. I’m liable to give up on baking them.”

“Nay, you can’ do that.” Briony waved her hands. “The entire village would be after me.”

“Then perhaps I won’ today. I’m na making any promises fer morn9 though,” she threatened, furrowing her brow. Briony did her best not to laugh, but Adaira saw right through her.

“You better take me seriously, you know.” Adaira waggled a finger at her.

Briony chuckled, giving up on holding it in. Adaira’s scowl shifted instantly, and soon she was laughing with her.

“What’s all this noise in here?” came an indignant shout that immediately staunched the women’s happy spirits.

Terrence Stubbins hobbled into the room with his cane, and Briony held in a sigh at the sight of him. She hated that poor Adaira was saddled with such a curmudgeon. His wrinkled clothes reeked of alcohol. No doubt he spent most o’ the night in the tavern again.

“I apologize, Father. We did na mean to wake you. Please, go back to bed,” Adaira urged.

Terrence looked between the two of them, disapproval glinting in his eyes. “Causing so much ruckus. I know I did na raise you to be that way, daughter. Must be this one’s influence on you. Heaven knows she’s na good fer anything but trouble, just like her mother.”

Briony seethed, opening her mouth to reply, but Adaira placed a hand on her arm. The contact helped Briony clamp down on her anger, for Adaira’s sake.

When Terrence realized neither of the women was going to say anything else, he turned around and waddled back toward his bedroom, grumbling as he went.

Briony rolled her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Briony. I know ’tis hard, but if you get into an argument with him, ’twill only make things worse.” Adaira removed her hand from Briony’s arm.

Briony looked away. “Aye, aye, I know. But still, how can he talk like that? ’Twas na my mother’s fault. She did everything she could.”

Adaira’s voice became pained. “I know that. And I believe he knows it too, but he’s just so bitter that he wants someone to blame.”

“If he had na been so caught up in superstition, maybe things would have been different.”

Then maybe my mother would have known Valerie Stubbins was pregnant soon enough to prevent at least one o’ the deaths.

Adaira ran a finger along the counter, a wistful expression on her face. “Or maybe they would have been just the same. We’ll never know now. All we can do is try our best to move forward.”

“I just wish he could do that too,” Briony said with a huff.

“So do I. I thought he’d get better over time, but the longer my mum and brother are gone, the worse he gets. I’m surprised Tam still puts up with him at the tavern if he’s as ill-tempered there as he is here.”

“You know Tam will put up with just about anything as long as he gets paid. . . .” Briony’s voice trailed off, and she stared out the window, stewing on Terrence’s words.

Old wives’ tales claimed fairies might harm the mother or abduct the child if knowledge of a pregnancy was widespread. Because of this, Terrence had convinced Valerie to keep her condition hidden for as long as possible. No one but the family had known, not even Bethany Fairborn, who had taken care of all expectant mothers in Everton since she had become the town midwife.

No one could have predicted the tragedy that was to come. Valerie had gone into labor three months early while Dr. Sherwin was out of town, and by the time Bethany had reached Valerie’s side, it was too late. She had done everything she could, but it wasn’t enough to save them.

“Anyway, why have you come so early this morneen?” Adaira asked, drawing Briony from her thoughts.

“I needed something to distract me,” Briony said, not meeting her friend’s eyes.

“Another nightmare?”

Briony nodded.

“My father’s cruel words must have been even harder to hear, then. I’m sorry, dearie.”

“I’ll be all right. Did you know it has been almost a year since she died?”

“Aye, just a few weeks from now. I’m sure ’tis still very difficult to bear. Just remember that I’m here fer you.” Adaira’s face was full of compassion, so much so that the midwife’s eyes began to well up with tears.

Briony coughed and turned away. “I wanted to see how that man who came in yesterday with the broken leg is doing . . . Mr. Mendes?”

Adaira accepted the shift in topic with a sad, understanding smile. “His sister went out to their ship a wee bit ago to talk to that other fellow who came with them. She asked if I could take her brother a few muffins if I finished baking before she returned. How about you take them instead and see fer yerself?”

“All right, though I must warn you that na as many may get down there as I take,” Briony said, trying to lighten the somber mood. She grabbed four muffins and put them on a plate.

Adaira winked. “Just so long as you dinna let any o’ my guests go hungry.”

“Never.” Briony grinned and strode off toward the bedrooms. She knocked lightly at the foreigner’s before entering.

Mr. Mendes lay in the bed with his back to her. The brown shirt he wore clung closely to him, hinting at lean muscle beneath.

The man's splinted foot rested on a pillow, reminding Briony of the strenuous process she and Dr. Sherwin had gone through the night before. The swelling in his leg and foot seemed to have gone down some, but a frightful bruise stretched across the exposed skin. I really wish I knew how that happened.  

“I’m sorry to trouble you, Mr. Mendes, but I brought you some breakfast.”

The man shifted toward her, grunting as he turned. She felt bad for making him move since she could tell it was painful, but then she lost her train of thought when she met his striking eyes, pale green like the wings of the butterflies around her cottage.

“I didn’t hear you come in. Are you Dr. Sherwin’s wife? I apologize for not introducing myself when you were helping him—”

“You dinna need to apologize. You were in far too much pain last night fer introductions. And nay, I’m na married to Dr. Sherwin. I’m Briony Fairborn, the village midwife.” She put the plate down on the small table next to his bed.

“Senhorita Fairborn, I’m in your debt. Without you and Dr. Sherwin, I don’t know what I would have done.”

Briony smiled. “Think nothing o’ it. I was glad to help. How are you feeling this morneen?”

“Much better than yesterday, as you can tell, I’m sure. My leg still hurts quite a bit, but I expect it takes a long time to fully recover. You do think it will fully recover, right?” His voice and countenance seemed nonchalant, but Briony caught a brief glimpse of fear in his eyes.

“From what Dr. Sherwin said last night, it sounds like you will be just fine.”

Mr. Mendes exhaled a heavy breath, revealing his genuine worry about the matter. “Good. And did he say how long it will take the bone to heal?”

“About six weeks. The doctor wants you to stay here until then.”

The man’s face darkened in disappointment for a moment, much like his sister’s and the captain’s had upon hearing the recovery time, but then a sparkle came into his eyes. “In that case, perhaps I’ll get to see you again while I’m here. I’m much more charming when I’m not in pain, you know.”

Briony flushed. Is he flirting with me?

“I-I’m sure you are.” She internally winced at how stupid she sounded.

The man smiled. “Once I’m back on my feet, I’ll do my best to prove it to you.”

Briony frowned even as her heart skipped a beat. How do I respond? Do I want him flirting with me?

Her gaze flickered back to his light-green eyes. She couldn’t tell if he was being sincere or not.

Probably na, and even if he is, once he knows the truth o’ my upbringing, he’ll want nothing to do with me. I better na give him any false hope.

“Dinna trouble yerself, sir. You must have better things to do. I certainly do.” She spun around without waiting for his reply and marched out.

There. I hope that was rude enough fer him. I’m sorry, Mr. Mendes, but you dinna want to get to know me. ’Tis better fer both o’ us.
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As Briony reached the end of the corridor, Adaira came by with some washcloths. She stopped and asked, “How is he doing?”

“I can’ tell if the medicine Dr. Sherwin gave him is working extremely well or if he’s simply skilled at masking his pain. Either way, he was very . . . agreeable.” Briony hoped Adaira didn’t notice how her voice cracked a little as she spoke.

“Agreeable? Hmm, that’s good. Even if he was na, I might overlook it since he’s such a handsome fellow. Perhaps he may need to stay longer than Dr. Sherwin initially thought. Broken bones do take a long time to heal,” Adaira said with a smirk.

“Nay, Adaira, you can’ be thinking that,” Briony shouted, just as Mr. Burgess and his son passed by. The elder one was courteous enough not to stare, but William, clearly intrigued by the women’s conversation, stopped to listen.

When Mr. Burgess noticed that his son wasn’t moving anymore, he turned and grabbed the boy’s shoulder. “William, come along. Yer being impolite. My apologies, mistresses.”

Adaira nodded at him, but Briony was too embarrassed to look Mr. Burgess’s way.

William gave both the women a sheepish smile. “Sorry.”

Briony said nothing, but her face was warm as she watched the boy scurry after his redheaded father. Once the Burgesses were in their room, Briony pulled Adaira into the privacy of the kitchen.

“So what is it yer so sure I’m thinking? It must be bad fer you na to want others to hear,” Adaira sneered.

“You wish to set him up with me. You can’ try to be a matchmaker in my life. I know this man is na from around here, but as soon as he discovers the truth about me, he’ll lose any interest he might have had. ’Tis unlikely he would be interested, anyway.” The words tasted like ash in Briony’s mouth even though she was only being a little dishonest.

Adaira raised her eyebrows, the smirk not leaving her face. “Why do you think I was intending him fer you? I was meaning to snatch him up fer myself. But since you jumped to that conclusion so readily, that must mean you find him attractive, too. Perhaps you would be a better fit fer Mr. Mendes than I. I’ll have to keep that in mind.”

“What? I—” Briony broke off with a frustrated growl.

Why do I make it so easy fer her? I should know better than that by now. After all, we’ve been friends fer years. . . . Wait a second—

The amused expression on Adaira’s face told Briony she had fallen directly into her trap. “Adaira, yer such a toad. You were never intending Mr. Mendes fer yerself.”

Adaira burst out giggling. As per usual, her laughter was so contagious that Briony couldn’t hold back a few chuckles of her own.

“Now you’ve told me all I need to know, Briony. Mr. Mendes is in my sights fer you, so I’ll be doing my best to give you two the chance to get to know each other better.”

“Please dinna do that, Adaira. Please.”

“Why na? He would be a mighty lucky man to snag you.”

Briony sighed. “I may have been a wee bit rude to him earlier. I’m sure his opinion o’ me is na good.”

Adaira frowned. “Why were you rude? Did he say something that made you angry? You know you let that temper get the better o’ you all too often.”

Briony shook her head and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Nay. He was—I think he was . . . flirting with me.”

Adaira’s face lit up like the fires of Johnsmas. “Briony, that’s wonderful. I told you yer a catch. ’Tis about time someone else noticed how pretty you are.”

“So you say,” Briony groaned.

“And I’ll keep saying it until you start to believe it,” Adaira declared, placing a hand on her hip. She gave Briony a sharp look, daring her to say anything else.

Briony rolled her eyes and turned to leave.

But Adaira wasn’t finished. “I still dinna understand why you were rude.”

How can she na get it? Briony turned back to her friend. “Because it can’ go anywhere. I’m illegitimate. I have no chance at finding a husband.”

“Briony, yer a great person. Yer parents’ status when you were born does na change that.”

“O’ course it does. It changes everything. You dinna understand. Yer na like me. You did na grow up with everyone hating you fer something you had no control over.”

Adaira’s eyes filled with hurt. “Yer right, I’m na like you. I’m just the daughter o’ the town drunk.”

Shame colored Briony’s cheeks. She reached out a hand to the woman’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Adaira. I know you’ve had to overcome yer father’s reputation. And you have. No one resents you fer his behavior. They know yer different from him. But they can’ see past what my mother did. And my grandmother. And even my great-grandmother. I have a legacy o’ illegitimacy. Everyone is just waiting fer me to end up the same way they did. No man will think me worthy o’ being a wife. ’Tis a hard truth, but I’ve come to accept it.”

“Well, I will never accept that fer you. I will always keep hoping and praying that the right man comes along who sees you fer who you are.”

Briony didn’t know how she got to have such a good friend, a true sister. She released Adaira’s shoulder with a smile. “Thank you. If it weren’ fer you, I dinna know where I’d be. I better get going though. I need to go to the market, but I have to go back home first to get my basket. Do you need anything?”

“Nay, I’m stocked up pretty well right now. I’ll see you later, then.”

Briony nodded and left, humming to herself. Adaira’s words were comforting, but as she walked, her thoughts strayed back to Terrence Stubbins’s comment and the village’s general outlook on her family. While she understood their aversion to an extent, she also knew one misdeed didn’t destroy everything good about a person.

Briony’s mother had always shown kindness, despite what she had received in return. She had always been so strong. Briony wouldn’t have even thought her mother was capable of tears if not for one night—

Briony paused, remembering that moment:

She was eight years old. Someone was crying in her dream, and it woke her up, but as soon as she opened her eyes, she realized the sound wasn’t coming from her head; it was coming from outside. She tiptoed out the back door only to find her mother gazing at the ocean. That wasn’t so strange since she often caught Bethany doing that when she thought Briony wasn’t looking.

But why is she crying? She never cries.

“Mum, why are you sad?” Briony whispered.

Bethany slowly turned to her daughter. She gave Briony a small grin, despite the sorrow in her eyes.

“Come here, my peedie freck,” she said as she held out her arms.

Briony eagerly got into her mother’s lap, but she continued to look at Bethany expectantly.

“I was only a wee bit homesick, and I thought that if I came out here, I would na wake you. Looks like I was wrong though,” Mum admitted with a yawn.

“But we are home, aren’ we?” Briony asked.

This was the only home she had ever known, and Mum had always told her the cottage had been in the family since Briony’s great-grandmother claimed it.

“Aye, we are, bairn. But we also have another home, an old home I sometimes think about.”

Little Briony frowned in confusion. She knew for certain she had never been there. “Why do we na live there?”

“Well, Briony, I knew this would be a better place fer you. A safer place. Because no matter what, I’m going to make sure you stay safe. Do you understand?” Bethany said firmly, as though she was desperate to make sure her daughter knew it.

Briony nodded before nestling into her mother’s embrace. Soon after, she fell asleep, and the subject of their “other home” was never mentioned again.

It had been such a long time since Briony last thought about that conversation that she’d almost forgotten it. Rather than feeling pain at the memory, though, Briony felt a spark of curiosity.

Why did I never ask her about it again? If Mum did live somewhere besides Drulea Cottage, what made her come back?

Briony opened the door to head to the market only to find Dr. Sherwin standing just outside. He cleared his throat upon seeing her and looked about awkwardly for a few seconds before speaking.

“Greetings, Mis . . . tress Fairborn.”

Briony raised her eyebrow at the slip. She had long suspected no one called her “mistress” except to her face, since everyone thought she was a strumpet.10 It didn’t matter that she had never even kissed a man before.

“What do you want, Dr. Sherwin?” He was delaying her trip to the market, and every second wasted was another second she could be missing out on a great deal.

“May I come in?”

Briony groaned inwardly, but courtesy demanded she comply. She nodded and stepped back to allow him entrance.

She gestured to one of her two wooden chairs. “Have a seat.”

“I shall be brief, Mistress Fairborn,” he said as Briony lowered herself into the other chair. “I need you to help Mr. Mendes in his recovery. The swelling in his ankle has gone down significantly, and I believe he’ll be ready fer some light exercise soon. However, he will need someone to walk with him because he’s na ready to put all his weight on his ankle yet.”

Briony frowned. “I have no experience in something like this. Besides, ’tis na my duty to help him. Why can his sister na do it?”

“Mistress Fairborn, Everton must be accommodating to its guests. How would it look if we weren’ even able to provide an injured visitor with proper care while he’s here? Surely ’tis too much to ask Mistress Mendes to do it herself. Nay, it must be you.”

Briony scoffed. This man’s obsession with appearances is too much to bear.

“Yer his doctor, na me. Dinna you wish to look good in front o’ Mistress Mendes?”

The doctor coughed and looked away. “I’m sure I dinna know what you mean, Mistress Fairborn.”

“Hmm, o’ course na.”

“The simple fact is I have other patients besides Mr. Mendes. Surely you can spare some o’ yer abundant time to give him the help he needs.”

Briony glared at him as she remembered how he had taken all the credit for setting the man’s bone. This time, she wasn’t going to just go along with him. “I’m na yer servant to order around as you please. If you want it done, you do it.”

Dr. Sherwin’s eyes narrowed. “I’d be a wee bit more gracious fer this opportunity if I were you.”

“Opportunity? What sort o’ opportunity is this fer me? All I’ll be doing is easing up yer workload.” Briony rose from her seat, about to tell Dr. Sherwin to leave.

“Mistress Fairborn, show some decorum, fer heaven’s sake. Do you think raising yer voice is going to help you? I could easily take away yer only source o’ income if I tried.”

Briony gasped. “Take away my job? You could na do that.”

The man sneered. “Do you truly want to test that?”

“If that’s true, then why have you na already done it?”

“I may na like you, Mistress Fairborn, but I’m na cold-blooded enough to force you from yer home.” He leaned back in the chair, wiping his glasses with a handkerchief as though the conversation bored him.

Briony snorted in disbelief. Then a memory washed over her, a memory of something she hadn’t thought about in a very long time. Pain pounded in her temples as she tried to push it away.

“Nay, you tried to do something worse.” Her voice was only a whisper, but out of the corner of her eye, Briony thought she saw Dr. Sherwin stiffen for a moment before continuing to clean his glasses.

“Perhaps yer unwillingness is because I did na offer you money.”

Briony’s temper flared. “What? ’Tis na about money. ’Tis about—Ugh, you would na understand. Fine, I’ll do it, but fer Mr. Mendes’s sake. Na fer Everton, and certainly na fer you.”

She stomped over to the door and opened it. Regardless of manners, she was unwilling to let the man stay a moment longer.

Dr. Sherwin rose from his chair as if he was suddenly too good to sit in it. “Once you start, you’ll need to come see me at four o’clock every other day to let me know his status. If anything needs to be changed to help him heal faster, I can decide then.”

Briony just glowered at the doctor as he moved to the exit. He had barely stepped over the threshold when she slammed the door behind him.
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After taking a few minutes to compose herself, Briony made her way down to the market. This was always one of her favorite places to go. There were so many sounds and smells permeating the air, and the entire space hummed with a special sort of energy. Apart from Everton Inn, the market square was the heart of the village, the place where news of the outside world spread to listening ears and rare trinkets could be attained for only a few coins. It was a tiny world of its own, one where Briony’s money was just as good as everyone else’s and she could pretend she wasn’t the village outcast.

She wove her way past the first few merchants, who were trying to sell linens and jewelry at their stalls. They called to her charmingly, claiming they offered the latest fashions from England and Wales. She was tempted to stop, but she knew that if she did, she would spend more money than she ought to, so she marched past without a second glance at the alluring wares.

The man who normally sold her seafood was named Vincent McLaren, the second son of old Steven McLaren. Vincent was a smelly fellow with large ears and a portly belly. He had a habit of saying strange things that no one understood. Most people dismissed his words as the ravings of a lunatic, but Briony wasn’t so sure. There was something about him that made her wonder if he knew more than people gave him credit for. He was also one of the only fishermen whose business wasn’t completely controlled by the laird.11

“Fish! Come get yer fresh fish here! Hello, Mistress Fairborn, would you like to buy a lovely trout this morneen? Caught one just two hours ago, and he put up quite a fight. I’m only asking fer my usual price. No doubt he’ll taste delightful.” He gestured toward the fish in question while giving her a practically toothless smile.

If Briony were to make a list of her greatest weaknesses, her temper would be at the top, but sea trout was definitely in the top five. She simply couldn’t refuse to purchase it anytime it was available. It was a shame for her that Vincent also knew about that weakness because every time she came to the market, he would make sure she knew about his latest catch.

“You know me too well, Mr. McLaren. I’ll take it,” Briony replied as she stared at the trout. It lay between several cod and a few haddock, just waiting to be cooked. She moved a hand to her pocket12 to retrieve some money.

“Indeed, ’tis quite dangerous. Really, ’twould be too easy to guess. You should be more careful,” he mumbled.

Faint alarm bells rang in her mind. “Is it such a danger?” Briony asked even though she had no idea what he was talking about.

“Truly ’tis, miss. If the others could only see the signs, they would get such a fright they might run you out o’ the village.” Vincent gave her a look as though she should know what he meant, but Briony was even more puzzled than before.

Signs o’ what? I already give many o’ them a fright, but . . . Why am I even trying to understand him? Most o’ what he says does na make sense.

“Do you have any shrimp today?” she asked, hoping to change subjects. Mr. McLaren nodded and brought some into view from behind the stall. They looked fresh enough, so she said she would take them also.

She was just about to move on when she heard a throat clearing behind her. “That was my fish there, lass. Hand it over,” demanded a nasal voice.

Briony winced and spun around to none other than Lady Oliver, the laird’s wife.

The midwife twisted her face into a hard smile as she looked the older woman in the eye. Lady Oliver’s wrinkled skin hung bulbously from her face, making her sneer even more grotesque. She claimed she was only forty years of age, but Briony suspected she was at least fifty. Today she wore an elaborate green dress with jewels around her throat, but all that beauty did nothing to hide the woman’s overall ugliness, both inside and out.

She may not have been an Oliver by blood, but she and her husband were well matched in their singular animosity toward the Fairborns. While most of Everton avoided Briony as much as possible, the Olivers seemed to specifically seek her out to harass her.

Just as their son, Alastair, did before he died eleven years ago.

Three of Lady Oliver’s servants stood in front of her, one of them extending his hand toward the trout.

Briony leaned away from the man’s hand. “’Tis the only trout Mr. McLaren has, Lady Oliver, and I have na been able to eat one in more than a fortnight.”

The other woman scoffed. “Neither have I, so you best be giving it to Hamish here before you anger me.”

Briony narrowed her eyes at the deceitful hag, for she had seen Hamish Dunnet buy six trout only a week before. If Lady Oliver were simply less gluttonous, Briony wouldn’t have been in such a pinch. As it was, though, she was lucky if she managed to snag a single trout every couple of weeks.

And what if yer presence is already angering me? Briony opened her mouth, ready to say precisely that, but then she thought back to her conversation earlier with Dr. Sherwin. And his threat.

She sighed. Best na to argue with too many people on the same day. Especially one who is even less reasonable than the doctor. Taking one last look at the delectable fish, she dropped it into the servant’s hand.

“Ah, so yer na completely stupid, after all. I must be going now. This place smells much too natural13 fer my sensitivities,” Lady Oliver said before sauntering away. The servants trailed after her like moths to a flame.

Briony huffed at the slight, but then she realized something else: the sneaky woman had gotten the fish without even paying for it.

“That thief. I ought to just—”

“Calm yerself, lass. That would na happen if she knew. She would na dare speak ill o’ you if she knew where you came from. Oh, if only.” Vincent cackled.

“Mr. McLaren, what are you talking about?” Briony locked her eyes onto the odd man, trying to force an answer from him with her penetrating gaze.

Vincent looked away guiltily. “Best you dinna find out from me. That’s na the way. Nay, ’tis na the way. You must learn fer yerself. ’Tis the only way to true knowing. True knowing is better than showing.”

The man smiled madly and spun around in a circle, seemingly caught up in delirium.

Briony grimaced, tired of his riddles. “If you won’ tell me, then how shall I know?”

Vincent spun back to her with a small frown. “The others dinna know, only I. And I shall never tell you. Nay, I promised. A promise must be kept.”

“Others? What others?”

The man’s eyes widened, and his face turned pale. “No others. Na a one. Only you, dearie.”

Before Briony could ask more, Vincent turned and dashed out of the stall, his arms flying above his head. The other
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