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Chapter 1: The Butcher’s Shadow
[image: ]


Edinburgh, April 1746—One Week After Culloden
Edinburgh didn’t mourn Culloden.
It bled.
––––––––
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Rain slicked the Royal Mile like old bood, and every window shutter was nailed shut against the Butcher’s men. Kit Valentine moved through the gloom like a rumor given bones—hood pulled low, black ribbon hidden beneath a widow’s veil, the ghost of a silver unicorn warm against her ribs.
––––––––
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They’d lost the field.
But the war?
The war had just learned to walk in shadows.
The city was a cage wrapped in tartan grief.
––––––––
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Redcoats patrolled in pairs, muskets slung, eyes sharp for white cockades or Highland accents. Suspected Jacobites vanished nightly—dragged from cellars, snatched from alehouses, never seen again. The Duke of Cumberland’s orders were clear: “Pacify the Highlands. Root out rebellion. Show no mercy.”
––––––––
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And leading the purge was Silas Crowe Harrow’s protégé, the man Londoners called the Butcher of Bengal. He’d arrived three days ago with a warrant signed by Cumberland himself:
“Capture the Phantom—alive or in pieces.”
––––––––
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Kit had seen the broadsheet nailed to St. Giles’ door.
She’d carved a saltire into the wood beneath it before dawn.
––––––––
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Let him come.
She and Finn were hiding in a bolt hole beneath a weaver’s shop in the Canongate—damp, narrow, smelling of lanolin and fear. Finn paced the length of the room, sharpening his knife with slow, methodical strokes.
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“We can’t stay,” he said. “Crowe’s men questioned the baker this morning. They know someone’s helping fugitives.”
––––––––
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Kit sat by the grate, mending a tear in her coat with black thread. “Then we move tonight. Glasgow. Eleanor’s got a print shop there. Safe.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Glasgow’s burning,” Finn said grimly. “Crowe’s already there. He hanged three men in the square yesterday—just for speaking Gaelic.”
––––––––
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Kit’s needle stilled. “Then we don’t run. We fight.”
––––––––
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He stopped pacing. “Kit—”
––––––––
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“No.” She looked up, eyes blazing. “Culloden broke their army, not their spirit. If we vanish now, the Phantom becomes a ghost story. And ghosts don’t free prisoners.”
––––––––
[image: ]

He studied her—the hollows under her eyes, the new tension in her jaw, and the way her fingers kept drifting to the black ribbon at her throat. “You’re not sleeping.”
––––––––
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“I’m listening,” she said. “For the silence before the scream.”
That afternoon, disguised as a laundress, Kit ventured into the city.
––––––––
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The air reeked of wet wool and despair. Women queued for bread with hollow eyes. A boy no older than ten scrubbed blood from the cobbles outside a tavern—"Where they dragged out Alistair MacTavish,” a woman whispered. “Crowe made his wife watch.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Kit’s stomach turned.
This wasn’t justice.
This was slaughter dressed as order.
––––––––
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She found the first sign of resistance near Holyrood: a saltire scratched into a redcoat’s patrol post, fresh and deep. Beneath it, a single black ribbon was tied to a nail.
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They’re still here.
––––––––
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Her heart lifted—just for a heartbeat.
––––––––
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Then she saw him.
––––––––
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Silas Crowe stood at the end of the close, flanked by two redcoats, his face gaunt, eyes like flint. He wasn’t handsome, not like Harrow. But there was a stillness to him—a predator’s patience—that made her skin crawl.
––––––––
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He looked directly at her.
––––––––
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Not through her disguise.
At her.
––––––––
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She didn’t flinch. Just bowed her head and hurried past, basket of linens clutched to her chest.
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But as she turned the corner, she heard his voice—low, calm, and carrying like a blade:
“Tell the Phantom I’ve brought her a gift. A rope that never breaks.”
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Her blood ran cold.
––––––––
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He knew.
Back in the bolt hole, Finn was waiting with grim news.
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“Moira MacLeod’s been arrested,” he said. “Crowe’s holding her in the Tolbooth. He’s using her to draw out the clan network.”
––––––––
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Kit went still.
Lady Moira—an exiled Jacobite noblewoman, sharp as a stiletto, and one of the few who’d stood with them at Culloden. She’d smuggled messages in embroidery, hidden fugitives in wine casks, and once kissed Kit in a moonlit garden with more fire than either dared admit.
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“She won’t talk,” Kit said.
––––––––
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“She won’t have to,” Finn replied. “Crowe doesn’t need names. He just needs bodies to hang as warning.”
––––––––
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Kit stood slowly. “Then we get her out.”
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“Kit, it’s a trap.”
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“It’s a test.” She met his eyes. “If the Phantom abandons her own, the legend dies here.”
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He held her gaze a long moment. Then nodded. “Then we do it smart.”
They planned in whispers by candlelight.
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The Tolbooth was fortress like, with thick walls, narrow windows, and guards every hour. But Moira’s cell faced the back alley, and the drainpipe outside was rusted but climbable.
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“I’ll create a diversion,” Finn said. “The sapper’s smoke charges still work in the rain.”
––––––––
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Kit shook her. “No. Crowe expects that. He’ll be waiting in the smoke.”
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“Then what?”
––––––––
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She touched the unicorn at her waist. “We give him what he wants.”
At midnight, Kit stood alone in the alley behind the Tolbooth, no disguise, no veil—just her black courtesan’s gown (patched but proud), the black ribbon tied snug at her throat, and the scar beneath it pale in the moonlight.
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She didn’t hide.
She called.
––––––––
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“Crowe!” Her voice rang off the stone walls. “I’m here!”
––––––––
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Silence.
Then boots on wet cobblestone.
––––––––
[image: ]

He appeared at the top of the alley, sword sheathed, hands empty. “I wondered when you’d stop running.”
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“I never ran,” she said. “I was lured.”
––––––––
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He smiled faintly. “Brave. Or stupid.”
––––––––
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“Brave is just stupid with better posture.” She took a step closer. “Let Moira go. Take me instead.”
––––––––
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He studied her—the ribbon, the defiance, the fire in her eyes that refused to gutter. “Why?”
––––––––
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“Because I’m the Phantom,” she said. “And you want the head, not the hand.”
––––––––
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He considered it. “And if I say no?”
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“Then I vanish again. And you spend the rest of your life chasing smoke.”
––––––––
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He held her gaze a long moment. Then nodded. “Dawn. At the gallows. You surrender. She walks.”
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“No tricks,” she said. “I see her free before I step on the platform.”
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“Agreed.”
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He turned to leave. Paused. “Harrow admired you, you know. Said you were the only worthy adversary he ever faced.”
––––––––
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Kit’s throat tightened. “He was wrong. I wasn’t his adversary. I was his reckoning.”
––––––––
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Crowe’s eyes darkened. “Then may God have mercy on us both.”
––––––––
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And he was gone.
Back in the bolt hole, Finn was furious.
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“You’re not going to the gallows,” he said. “Not again.”
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“I’m not surrendering,” she said quietly. “I’m setting a stage.”
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He stared at her. “What are you planning?”
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She reached into her coat and pulled out a folded slip of paper—Moira’s last message, smuggled out in a loaf of bread:
“Crowe keeps prisoner lists in a strongbox beneath his bed. The key is hidden in his boot. —M”
––––––––
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Kit’s eyes gleamed. “While he’s watching me ‘surrender,’ you’ll steal those lists. Every name. Every location. And we’ll free them all.”
––––––––
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Finn’s anger melted into awe. “You’re using yourself as bait.”
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“I’m using the legend as bait.” She touched the black ribbon. “Let him think he’s caught the Phantom. While we burn his world down.”
––––––––
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He pulled her into a hard embrace. “Don’t die on me, Kit.”
––––––––
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“I’m not done living yet,” she whispered against his shoulder.
That night, as rain returned, Kit sat by the window, the silver unicorn in her palm.
––––––––
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She thought of Tyburn.
Of Harrow’s final look.
Of the girl in London who now wore her ribbon.
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She wasn’t just a woman anymore.
She was a promise.
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And promises had to be kept.
––––––––
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Outside, a distant voice began to sing—a child’s voice, soft but clear:
––––––––
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Phantom walks, Butcher waits,
Saltire shines through iron gates.
Wear black, hold fast, do not fear—
The Phantom’s fire burns ever near.
––––––––
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Kit closed her eyes.
And for the first time since Culloden,
She felt hope.
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Chapter 2: Widows of the Moor
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The Highlands, April 1746—Three Days After Culloden
They called them the Silent Women.
––––––––
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Not because they couldn’t speak—but because they refused to weep.
––––––––
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Kit saw them first from the ridge above Culloden Moor: a line of women in black, moving like shadows through the battlefield turned graveyard, barefoot despite the frost, faces smudged with ash, hands raw from digging. They carried no shovels. Only their fingers, their nails, their grief.
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Each one searched for a body.
Each one carved a saltire into the earth above the grave they found.
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Finn reined in his horse beside her. “We shouldn’t be here.”
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“We have to be,” Kit said softly. “This is where the war lives now.”
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They’d left Edinburgh under cover of fog, riding hard north with forged passes and stolen horses, following whispers of a safe house near Inverness run by Lady Moira MacLeod, if she was still free.
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But the moor had drawn them like a wound draws a hand.
Below, a woman straightened from a shallow grave, her back bent, her breath fogging the cold air. She turned—and Kit recognized her.
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Eilidh MacTavish.
Wife of Alistair MacTavish—the man Crowe had hanged in Edinburgh.
Kit had seen her scrubbing blood from the cobbles just days ago.
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Now, here she was, burying her husband with her own hands.
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Kit dismounted and walked down the slope, Finn close behind.
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Eilidh saw them coming. Didn’t flinch. Just watched, eyes hollow but sharp.
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“You’re the Phantom
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