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      Tothill Fields, Westminster

      January 1652

      

      The Ayrshire lad lay mouldering in a corner for days before their English captors thought fit to drag him out. This proved to be the only way to get past their gaolers: a bloated body seeping blood and foam.

      Iain Johnstone watched as the door shut, heard the bolt slide into place. The meagre light from the corridor extinguished. One hundred twenty-four days a prisoner of war. Deep in his marrow, he feared that he’d never see Scotland again.

      His world was confined to a stone cell filled with his broken countrymen, a plague of rats, and the fetid stench of shite; his only nourishment a cup of thin ale and a few ounces of bread each day. This the reward for following Charles the Second into England to regain his lost throne. Fortune never favoured the invaders—unless they were Oliver Cromwell. If Iain’s mouth wasn’t parched and filled with sores, he’d spit on the ground.

      “A pox on the damned curs,” Iain muttered to himself, and not for the first time. He leaned against a gnarled post, his muscles stiffened by the cold. His torn, hodden-grey cloak provided little warmth. Though a couple of braziers were positioned at either end of the cell, there never seemed to be enough coals to heat the room beyond a few feet. Iain alternated between stamping his feet and pacing a short loop until exhaustion defeated him. Those who rested on the stone floor succumbed the fastest to gaol fever, their battle-worn bodies claimed by damp and misery.

      Once a battalion of proud men, they had been driven to London like a herd of cattle. Now each and every one of them waited for the cull. Daily their numbers shrank. In this cell alone, one hundred beaten men had dwindled down to fifty. Bouts of wheezing coughs and streams of bloody spittle eventually settled into deafening silence. With every loss, Iain found it harder to call out the names of the newly dead, but he forced himself to do it. He hoped when death finally claimed him, someone would be there to announce that Iain Locharbaidh Johnstone was on his way to join his ancestors.

      A racking cough seized him, and he doubled over, chest burning while he gasped for breath. Damn it, his bones would not be buried in this shitten land. They belonged in the hills of his forefathers and buried beside his wife, not dumped into the common fields of his enemy. No worse fate for a Scotsman.

      A hand touched his shoulder. David Glencross leaned closer. “All right?”

      “Aye,” Iain said with effort, grateful for his brother-in-law’s concern.

      Glencross snorted. “You look like something the hound tossed up.”

      Iain scratched his tangled beard. “Mind yourself—you look far worse.”

      Glencross looked gaunt, his copper hair lank, his face pinched. “It would have been better if they'd killed us on the field,” he said in a low voice. “Better than rotting in this hole.”

      There had been a time when Iain would have knocked Glencross out for the defeatist suggestion, but the bugger was right. Iain had been thinking the same thing.

      Powick—the pass to Worcester. The name tasted like dirt in his mouth.

      Iain and his men had held that bloody meadow against Cromwell’s Ironsides for the better part of the day. The fighting had been thick around them, with each man determined not to give up his square foot of ground, but there was only so much they could do against an enemy surging like maggots over a carcass. Iain’s helmet had taken the brunt of an enemy sword, and when he'd regained consciousness, he'd found himself heaped inside a prisoner van.

      The wind whistled through a crack in the thin daub, carrying the scent of river mud. Iain clung to that breath of air. For one moment, he was home on the Middle Shires. Then a moan yanked him back to reality.

      McCaul, Iain’s oldest friend, lay two feet away, gripped by gaol fever. Once dark and bluff as a mountain, the man was now shrivelled, his ribs showing through his ripped tunic. Massive fists curled into claws, and he lay still. Too still. A yellow pallor tinged his sunken cheeks.

      Iain had dodged those fists on more than one occasion. The two men had scrapped together since before they were breeched, but that didn’t keep them from having each other’s back.

      “McCaul?” Iain’s voice was painful and raw. He dropped to his haunches and nudged the man. No response. “Alan?”

      Glencross caught Iain’s eye and shook his head.

      “McCaul, you’d better get up,” Iain said. “I’ve bet Glencross that you’ll beat him for the next scrap of bread, and I mean to collect, right.” He waited for a response. Nothing. “Get up, man. I’m beginning to think you’re favouring the lad for this wager. We’ve been mates longer.”

      McCaul’s lips began to move. Iain bent closer and heard him murmur the words from an old song that spoke to the hope of returning . . .

      “Home,” McCaul whispered. The dying man’s words were a fist driven into Iain’s stomach. How was he to honour his friend’s last request?

      Damn.

      Iain rubbed his forehead with the heel of his hand. “We’ll go together, right.” The lie filled his mouth like bile.

      McCaul tugged on the necklace he always wore. Even this movement was too much for him.

      “What about that?” Iain asked.

      “Take . . . with you.”

      Iain laughed—a derisive, mocking bark. How could he? But McCaul’s sunken eyes wouldn’t allow him to turn away. “Promise,” McCaul whispered.

      One moment of peace. McCaul deserved at least that. “Aye.” Iain bent over McCaul and lifted the chain over his head. He clenched it in his hand and the silver links bit into his skin. “Who should I give it to?”

      Silence.

      “Alan?” There would be no further response. McCaul’s chest no longer rose or fell.

      Iain bowed his head and turned away. Another severed link. McCaul had been the strongest man he knew, his mettle like tempered iron. For years, Iain had thought him indestructible. If McCaul had been felled by this damned ordeal . . .

      Iain reached across, his hand no longer steady. Tenderly, he shut McCaul’s eyes.

      “He was a good man,” Glencross said in a low tone.

      “Aye,” Iain replied thickly. The back of his throat felt like he had swallowed a fistful of burrs.

      They stayed there for a moment, nurturing their silence, before Iain rose. A few had gathered around, but most paid no attention to them. Just another Scotsman who managed to go home, even if home was now in the heavens and not the shires.

      Iain lifted his voice so that it carried to the far reaches of the room. He’d honour his friend’s Highland roots. “Alan McCaul Vic Achan Vic Coull has passed from this earth. May he nae be forgotten.”

      He repeated it three times, and by the last, his voice cracked. He cleared his throat and stared past the heads of his countrymen.

      Iain no longer feared that he’d never see Scotland again. He knew with absolute certainty that he wouldn’t.

      

      The door swung open, and a gaoler appeared at the entrance. They’ve finally come, Iain thought. He and Glencross had covered McCaul as best they could, but a full day had passed and no one had arrived to carry the body away. Iain worried McCaul would be like the Ayrshire lad. That wasn’t going to happen to Alan McCaul. Not if Iain Locharbaidh Johnstone had something to say about it.

      “Hey!” He pushed his way past the other prisoners to reach the gaoler. “There’s a brave man that’s gone to his Maker. Fetch a man of God to give him a proper blessing—preferably a Presbyterian one.”

      The gaoler looked past Iain to where McCaul lay. “Brave man? Looks like a bloody Scot to me. One less won’t worry me none.” He shrugged. “I’ll get to it when I do.”

      The man was about to turn away when Iain grabbed him by the throat. The gaoler stretched on his toes to avoid having his windpipe crushed.

      “I told you to bring a man of God,” Iain snarled in his face. “I’ll nae ask again, ye shitten bastard. Get someone now, or there’ll be two bodies that’ll need a blessing.” The gaoler’s face turned purple, and he spluttered a cry for help.

      Two guards rushed in and pulled Iain off the gaoler. Before he could shake them off, they grabbed his arms and pinned them behind his back. Iain roared, but their hold tightened until he thought his shoulders would pop.

      “Enough,” a voice called out. “Gaoler, cease.”

      A lean, dark-haired man strode into the room, a sharp contrast to the grubbiness of the guards. His crisp, cream brocade coat showed off the duskiness of his skin. A bloody Welshman by the look of him.

      “I have no time for this indulgence,” the man said. “I’ve asked you to bring me a prisoner by the name of Captain Iain Johnstone.”

      The guards pulled Iain forward. “Your man,” said the gaoler.

      “Iain Locharbaidh Johnstone?”

      The hairs on the back of Iain’s nape lifted. This man knew his byname, even pronounced it correctly as Lockarbee. “Aye? What do you fockin' want?”

      The Welshman ignored the question and turned to the gaoler. “Where is that private room you promised?”

      “Aye, my lord. This way.” He adjusted his cap and motioned for two soldiers to grab Iain.

      They pushed him through the door and hurried him down a narrow corridor to a small room. A cracked window overlooked bleak, marshy fields. Iain squinted against the flood of sunlight. As his eyes adjusted, his attention locked on several earthen mounds. They stood out like fresh scabs. Iain couldn’t tear his gaze away. That was where he would end up. Bitterness choked him. Southron bastards.

      “A moment alone,” the Welshman said to the gaoler, but the man made no attempt to leave. “Was there something in my order you didn’t understand?”

      “My fee.” The gaoler struck out his grubby hand, bold-faced.

      The Welshman smiled, but Iain wasn’t fooled. He hadn’t missed the flatness in the man’s black eyes. “Send a boy to fetch it from Chief Justice Blackmore. ’Tis upon his business that I’m here.”

      The gaoler’s eyes widened. “Pardon, my lord. I wasn’t aware.” He was already at the door. “Knock when you’re ready.”

      The door clanged shut behind him.

      Iain drew himself to his full height. He refused to show weakness before this one. “Who are you?”

      “Nathaniel Lewis, barrister of Lincoln’s Inn at your service.” He selected a stool and, before he sat down, dusted the seat with kid-leather gloves. Motioning to another stool, he said, “Take your ease, Scotsman.”

      Iain’s curiosity overcame his desire to defy the man. “I don’t know you. What’s your business with me?”

      “You’re Captain Johnstone from Colonel Montgomery’s regiment?”

      “Aye.”

      “Formerly a moss-trooper?”

      “Formerly?” Iain’s brow lifted. “What are you, the law concerned with a bit of horse trading and border reiving? Here’s a bit of fiddler’s news for you—fighting for the King is an even greater crime, they say. Crusade elsewhere.”

      “And Lord Johnstone, the Earl of Hartfell, is your kinsman?”

      “Aye,” Iain said warily. The lord of his house had been held as a hostage for the good behaviour of the Johnstones for a few years now. A family trait, this being imprisoned. “He couldn’t have sent you.”

      “Indeed, he didn’t. I’m here as a favour for a mutual acquaintance—a friend, you could say,” Lewis said, toying with a heavy onyx ring on his finger. “I was asked to facilitate arrangements for your release.”

      Iain remained silent. Foppish barristers did not walk into Tothill Fields and offer an enemy soldier a pass to freedom. This man smelled of privilege and ease, not the sort to get his hands dirty or risk stretching his own neck.

      “No response?” Lewis said. “I see you’re overwhelmed.”

      Iain leaned back in his chair and rubbed his sore shoulder as his mind whirled. He didn’t know anyone in England. The Southroners he knew had either died at Worcester or were rotting in one of the other cells. “Who is it—this friend who sent you here?”

      “I am not a lackey to be sent anywhere, Captain Johnstone,” Lewis replied, his tone flat. “I choose my assignments with care.”

      “A man deserves to know who he’ll owe his life to. Give me a name, Welshman.”

      “James Hart,” Lewis said. “In this case, he’s repaying you for saving his life. I believe that shall make you both even.”

      Iain scratched his beard and gave a grudging smile. Damn that wily Southroner. Hart should have been hanged a long time ago for highway robbery—instead, he had been rewarded with a commission from the King. Of course the bugger managed to escape from Worcester. “Where’s the devil now?”

      “Safely in The Hague with his family. He highly recommends the change.”

      Iain snorted and folded his arms across his chest. “I care only for Scotland.”

      A ghost of a smile touched Lewis’s mouth, putting Iain on his guard. “I had hoped you might say that.”

      Iain’s eyes narrowed. “Aye? Why is that?”

      “What have you heard about matters in Scotland?”

      Iain clenched his jaw and didn’t reply. He hadn’t been able to escape the talk of the guards. The bastards had taken great joy in gossiping about their bloody invasion and occupation. A copy of Mercurius Politicus had spread through the bridewell with the latest grim news. “Naught but English propaganda. I wipe my arse on it.”

      “I wish it were only talk. The English have occupied most of the south, including Dumfries and the border lands. Your home is there, is it not?”

      “Aye,” Iain gritted out.

      “With most of the Scottish army taking their leisure here,” Lewis continued, “Cromwell’s commander, General Monck, has started to make inroads into the Highlands. There were four strategic strongholds that stood between him and a complete occupation of Scotland: Dumbarton, Bass Rock, Brodick Castle and Dunnottar. Now there are three. Dumbarton fell a fortnight ago. It’s only a matter of time before the others are lost too. The Highlands are teetering on disaster.”

      Hot rage coursed through Iain, making him want to roar and smash something. He clamped it down and dug his heels into the dirt floor. “You’re a bloody-mouthed rogue. Offer me freedom, then tell me that I won’t have a home to return to.”

      “You can still serve your country.”

      “Aye? How do you see that?”

      “In the Highlands. There are many from the south who have taken refuge there. They could use your leadership. The King relies on all his remaining allies. He will not forget those who help him.”

      Iain snorted. Will-o'-the-wisp promises. He was past caring a flea for that cursed Stuart King. The man was a cat—he'd land on his feet. The same could not be said for himself . . . or Scotland. “To the Highlands, you say?” Iain's attention drifted to the window and the rows of bare mounds. He had no home, no wife, and no son to leave his name. Highlanders were a strange breed, but at least they’d have a common enemy to fight. Anything to drive the caw-handed Southroners from their shores. “Aye,” he said with a curt nod. “I’m your man.”

      The barrister smiled, a calculating expression that made Iain wary. “One more detail. You’ll be carrying dispatches for the Marquis of Argyll.”

      “You’re working with that worm?” Iain’s brow rose.

      “He is key to the resistance.”

      “’Tis a poor day when we have to rely on Argyll to save Scotland.” Iain snorted. “Was that Hart’s idea?”

      “Hardly. It was entirely mine. Why waste an opportunity to achieve more with the same stone throw?”

      “A right fool cause, putting your faith in Argyll. The worm will save his own skin first, damn the rest. The Campbells always do.”

      “King Charles works with whom he can. These are desperate times.”

      Iain studied Lewis carefully. There was something about his manner that still didn’t sit well with him. He didn’t entirely trust him, and yet Hart obviously relied on the man. Iain hadn’t seen anything yet to suggest a reason. “Aye, they are desperate,” he said. “My men and I are moss-troopers, and our forefathers reivers. We spit in the shifting wind. When do we leave?”

      There was a heavy silence before he answered, “You’ve misunderstood my offer. There’s no we, only you.”

      Iain stared at him blankly, not entirely comprehending. “My men are included in your pass, right?”

      “Unfortunately, they are not.”

      Iain leaned forward, hands braced on his knees. “I have nine men left in my troop, and the rest are dead. I’ll nae leave without them. Crawl back into your hole and find a few more passes.”

      Lewis shook his head. “Impossible. Getting even one required a great deal of creativity.”

      Iain jumped to his feet and began to pace. His gaze pulled to the barrow mounds visible through the grimy window. Thoughts of his wife and her grave on the crest of a hill flashed in his brain. Glencross was her brother—the pair had been as close as twins. Damned if he was going to sever his last tie to Innis and leave her brother behind. And abandoning his men like a cowardly toad? Impossible. Iain would deserve to be planted in the English ground if he turned his back on them. “No deal,” he growled. “They are my men and have been loyal to me and my house long before this Stuart King drew his first breath. They come, or I stay.”

      “You would turn your back on your country?” Lewis’s brow lifted.

      “Don’t talk to me about duty, you slimy Welsh bastard,” Iain said. “I know the meaning of the word better than you. These men are kin, and I’ll nae leave them here. We stand or fall together. You want your sodding dispatches sent, my men must come.”

      “We all must make difficult decisions,” Lewis said.

      “I’ve made mine.” Iain reclaimed his seat and folded his arms across his chest.

      Lewis’s expression hardened. “I don’t have time for this.”

      “You seem like a resourceful scoundrel. Get a few more passes. I can wait. I have all the time to piss on, right.”

      The barrister’s gaze raked Iain from the top of his tangled blond hair to the holes in his boots. “You’re flushed and sweating. Your hands are trembling. I give you a month, no more. And those men will be dead anyway. Time is certainly not your friend.”

      “And that worm Argyll needs your papers.” Iain’s laugh turned into a painful cough, leaving him to gasp for breath. When he regained the power of speech, he said, “Time is not your friend if you want those dispatches to reach Scotland.”

      “There's any number of men who can carry my dispatches,” Lewis replied evenly. “This bridewell is full of candidates. I'm doing you the favour.”

      Iain couldn't argue with that. He might be stubborn, but no one ever accused him of being daft—nor of being a faithless bastard. He folded his arms across his chest.

      Lewis drew a folded piece of paper from his coat and held it up. “One pass. Only one.” The barrister's tone remained casual, as though he didn't care. But he did—Iain read it in the way the barrister's fingers gripped the paper and the hardness of his tone.

      Iain frowned, tugging his beard. What had the man said? He wasn't a lackey to be sent anywhere. This man had his pride and cared for appearances. Why else would he appear here in this stinking hole dressed in spotless cream brocade? To prove something.

      “Aye, there are others who would play messenger and kiss your muddy boots for the privilege, but then you'd have to explain to Hart how you failed.” Iain let that soak in for a moment. “He’s not one to ever let you forget it. I wager that would sting.”

      Lewis took a few moments to answer. His expression remained stony, but there was a telltale tic in his jaw. “I’ll see what I can do, but I make no promises.” He rose to leave and paused at the door. “You may have to reconsider your position, Iain Locharbaidh Johnstone.”

      “Go to hell.”

      Lewis carefully put on his gloves and gave a curt nod. “I may very well see you there.”

      

      When Iain returned to the cell, his men swarmed him.

      “What did they want?” Killean Ross asked him. The youngest officer in the troop, Killean was a wiry young man whose father had ridden with Iain at the start of the war. Iain had agreed to keep a special eye on the son. Failed there too.

      “Convinced the damned buggers to let us go, did ye?” another man, Masterton the Younger, said with a short bark of laughter. An old grizzled man, Masterton still answered to the Younger, long after his even more grizzled sire had been laid to rest. As usual, Masterton drilled close to the bone. Nothing slipped past that one.

      “Aye, they were taken by my wit,” Iain said wryly.

      Glencross elbowed his way to reach Iain. “You’ve returned,” he said with a relieved grin. “I feared you were headed for the rack.”

      “These Southroners have more sophisticated forms of torture,” Iain answered. Needing some space to take stock of his bleak future, he wended his way back to the corner he claimed as his own.

      Another man, Dunsmore, blocked his way. “What did they want with you?” Dunsmore wasn’t one of his moss-troopers, but the man seemed determined to latch on to them. He had made no attempt to hide the fact that he was kin to a rival house of the Johnstones, the Maxwells—and a misbegotten whelp, if rumour could be credited. Iain couldn’t decide what was worse—a Southroner or a Maxwell. Both seemed to be cut from the same cloth. “Out with it. We deserve to know.”

      “Piss off, Dunsmore. I owe you nothing.” Iain tried to push past him, but the man planted himself before Iain like a rough-hewn troll.

      “You were singled out by a whip-ma-denty toad, and I’m guessing it weren’t for his amusement. Spit it out,” he growled.

      Normally, Iain would have knocked out the man’s teeth and let him spit them out, but there was no point of fighting each other when their enemy stood on the other side of the door, even if it was a half-Maxwell begging for it. Here in the bridewell, old grudges were put aside. Even so, Iain wasn’t yet ready to lay down and die. He squared his shoulders and crowded the bystart. “Back off, Dunsmore. You don’t question my authority, right.” Masterton and Killean moved in behind Dunsmore while Glencross stood beside Iain.

      Sensing the mood darkening around him, Dunsmore backed down. “These lads deserve to know any news.”

      “Scotland is burning, and we’re here. That’s your news,” Iain muttered, stepping away. He finally reached his corner and sank to the ground with his shoulder to the wall. Absently, he traced the hatch marks he had been scraping into the daub.

      Glencross sat down beside him and tipped his head against the wall. He didn’t say anything, only waited for Iain to work through his anger. Glencross knew when to give him space. Finally, Iain sighed and said, “They wanted me to take dispatches to Argyll.”

      “Aye, that worm?”

      Iain grinned suddenly. For a moment, it felt good. “I told them to shove it. Needed my lads to go along. You’re too amusing to be left behind.”

      Glencross snorted and then broke into a ragged cough.

      Iain heard the rattling looseness in Glencross’s chest. “When did that start?”

      “What, this?” Glencross asked, swiping away the spittle with the back of his hand. “Nay, ’tis naught.” His grin was brittle, and he turned away to continue coughing.

      Iain didn’t reply.  McCaul had started that way. With the poor rations and the dampness, he had gone downhill within a fortnight. It might have been better if Iain had negotiated for one additional pass instead of ten.

      “You should’ve gone,” Glencross said finally.

      “Shut up and get some rest,” Iain said.

      Glencross nodded and curled up on the ground.

      Iain leaned his head against the post and closed his eyes. He shut his ears to the men moaning around him and allowed himself to think of his home in Dumfries. There’d be snow on the hills, and the sheep would be eating their way through the winter fodder. He pictured the dry-stacked wall that marked the boundaries of his land. Moss and lichen filled the cracks between the stones. Iain tried to remember the bracing scent of the winter fields and the path leading to the little grassy knoll in the kirkyard. At the base of the largest pine tree, a pile of rocks were stacked one above the other to form a cairn, marking where his wife and stillborn son lay.

      If Iain died—when he died—that was where he needed to be buried. He hadn’t been there for Innis in life, but he had meant to be there for her in death. But a common grave in the marshes was more like to be his resting place. Far from home.

      

      A sound nipped at the edge of Iain’s sleep, foreign to the usual snoring and coughing of men or creaking of a rickety building. It came from a distance, muffled yet urgent.

      Iain propped himself on his elbow and canted his head. Silence—then pounding boots. He pushed himself upright, giving a warning shout to his men a moment before the door was flung open and a troop of soldiers charged inside with torches and cudgels.

      “Get up—get moving,” one of the guards bellowed.

      The Southroners swarmed the room, kicking men to their feet, beating them if they didn’t rise fast enough.

      Iain didn’t know what awaited them, only that he wasn’t going without a fight. His men gathered around him, their expressions intense and focused. They were braced for a round.

      “Always ready, lads,” Iain called out to them, the Johnstone rally cry.

      “Aye, ready,” they answered back.

      Roaring, they charged in unison at the advancing guards. Iain picked out one of the men who had pinned him earlier and drove his fist into his stomach. The guard doubled over, but before Iain could deliver a punishing uppercut, another guard swung a cudgel at his head. Iain dodged the swing but lost his balance. He stumbled backwards and couldn’t recover quickly enough to fend off two more guards who rushed at him. Another cudgel swung, and this time he took it on the shoulder—pain ripped through his arm. He could barely lift his arm to fend off another swing. Just as he fell, he saw Glencross take a hit to the head before being dragged away.

      Two guards yanked Iain to his feet, one grabbing him by McCaul’s necklace. The links snapped, and the piece fell with a clang to the stone floor. McCaul!  In vain, Iain tried to retrieve it, but the guards were already hauling him away to the door. No matter how hard he tried to buck them off, they only twisted his arms harder until he had to bite back a cry of pain.

      “You will behave, Scotch scum,” one man snarled in his ear.

      Once outside in the darkness, a bitter wind slapped Iain’s face. Flaming rushlight cut across his vision, and he flinched from the bright flash. The flare of smoke from the torches was acrid and stung his eyes. Men were being herded across the fields in all directions.

      What the fockin' hell is going on? Were they being herded for execution? Iain dug deep to brace himself for what was to come.

      Musket shots sounded. Iain flinched, hating himself for the weakness. He searched for Glencross and the others, thought he saw them ahead, but then a group of soldiers crossed his path.

      In the distance, a man was calling out numbers. “One hundred five . . . one ten . . . one nineteen . . . ” Someone slapped Iain on the back of the head and called, “One twenty. Last one for the Jane Marie.”

      They herded Iain to a caravan of wagons where Glencross and the others were being held with muskets and staves. When Iain reached them, his captors pushed him to the ground. Iain heaved himself up and whirled around to face the guards only to find a sharp end of a pike levelled at his face.

      “I’ll not hesitate to spear you, Scotch devil,” the pikeman said, jabbing the point at him.

      “Then do it, ye bastard,” Iain ground out. He held the man’s wavering gaze and spat at his feet. The bugger didn’t have the stones to do it. The pikeman’s face darkened, and his nostrils flared. He drew back his pike and threatened to skewer Iain when another man, wearing his authority through his swagger, clamped a hand on the pikeman’s forearm. “Give it over,” he said. “We’ll be shot of them soon enough.”

      “Good riddance,” the pikeman muttered, glaring at Iain.

      A loose collection of men inspected the gathered prisoners. They were dressed in the Monmouth caps and jackets normally worn by sailors, and they had the unsavoury look of the docks about them.

      The pikeman jabbed Iain’s back. “Get moving,” he said and forced him into one of the wagons. “The tide won’t be waiting long.”

      Inside, over thirty men were crammed in tight. Iain found himself beside Glencross and Killean. One of the tars secured the wagon door, and they were cast in darkness save for weak rushlight that flickered through the side grates.

      Iain shouldered someone to reach the barred window and craned his head to see what was happening. The lieutenant of the guards was speaking with another man who seemed to be the leader of this ill-hadden group of men. After a brief discussion, both men nodded and shook hands. Coin changed hands, and the lieutenant whistled to his men.

      “What’s happening?” Glencross asked. But he knew the answer. They all knew the answer. The bloody English had just sold them.

      White-hot fury burst through Iain’s brain. He drove his fist into the side of the wagon. “Bastard Southroners.” The wagon started moving. Iain gripped the wooden bars and pulled with all his might, but they didn’t budge. “Misbegotten whoresons! Where are you taking us? Where the hell are we going?”

      The wagon passed the pikeman. He looked up and gave Iain a mock salute before answering, “Barbados, mate. And good riddance to you all.”
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      An Gallbhaile; Munster, Ireland

      

      Mairead O’ Coneill’s violin called out to her. The only time she found to play was in the predawn, when her uncle’s family still lay abed. She anticipated the taste of that charmed hour, alone and intimate with her music.

      Pressed between her two sleeping cousins, Mairead edged her way down the length of the bed, careful not to wake the other women. Ciara remained curled on her side, with a lily-white hand tucked under her cheek, while Bronagh snored.

      Mairead held her breath as she eased from the bed. She couldn’t bear Bronagh’s questions if she were caught sneaking out of the room. It was even too early in the morning for Ciara to defend Mairead from Bronagh’s shrewish tongue. Golden Ciara made everything bearable, but even so, Mairead didn’t share her early morning indulgence with her; this was for herself alone.

      She crept across the floor to grab her shoes and woollen cloak from the chair. Not bothering to pin her hair, she left the light brown curls to hang down her back. Mousy brown, Bronagh called it. No matter, Mairead thought with a toss of her head. Ronan thought it grand.

      Mairead hurried downstairs, past the sleeping servants in the kitchen, to slip outside. Freedom! The predawn air smelled spicy and fresh. She dashed down the garden path towards the barn. The building loomed in the dim light, flanked by a stand of crooked firs. The glen of An Gallbhaile stretched before her like a gently sloping bowl. In the distance, the Galtee Mountains filled the horizon, growing more distinct with the lightening sky, as though they were being shaped before her eyes.

      Inside the barn, the earthy warmth of cows and horses enveloped Mairead as her eyes grew accustomed to the darkness. A small opening in the hayloft gave all the light she needed. By now, the sky was beginning to turn slate grey.

      She hurried to the far corner of the barn where a small trunk nestled beside the oat bin. Mairead knelt in the straw and withdrew from the trunk a bundle wrapped in a pony blanket. Eagerly, she parted the woollen covering, revealing the gleaming curves of her violin. It had been her cousin Diarmuid, with his winning smiles and conspiratorial winks, who had suggested she hide it in there.

      Mairead’s father had never held with the instrument, and she never expected Uncle Mulriane to be more accommodating. As it was neither a harp nor a lyre, it offended her father, and he refused to hear her play it. Ireland is overrun with enough foreigners as it is, he often railed, and he wasn’t about to violate his ears too. This had been a matter of principle.

      She had only come to own the violin through the ill fortune of a Scottish minstrel. The man had arrived from Italy and, after being in Galway six months, struggled to settle his credit in her father’s store. Having nothing else, he offered to trade his violin. Despite his prejudice, Mairead’s father wasn’t a foolish man. Better to collect a little than nothing, so he accepted the man’s offer and immediately passed the instrument to his only daughter. Mairead suspected that the minstrel’s offer to teach her how to play was made so he would not entirely be parted from the instrument. Their lessons lasted a season, and in that time the dear violin had rooted itself deep in Mairead’s heart. That had been the spring of her eighteenth year; three months before the devil himself, Oliver Cromwell, arrived in Ireland with his English horde. Two very long years ago.

      Mairead ran a hand down the violin’s smooth wood. The patina of wear only enhanced its beauty, and its shape fit neatly in her trim hands. There was something about the violin that Mairead craved, some quality of its notes that bound her to it. She daren’t say out loud, lest she forever scandalise her Mulriane relatives, but it had a soul, and it spoke to her.

      The cows started stirring. Not much time left.

      When the air was bright and crisp, she had a desire to test her violin’s voice against the fir-scented mountain air. She left the barn and hurried to the edge of a small copse, far enough away that no one would hear. She tucked the violin under her chin and raised the bow to the strings. Thrum.

      Mairead never knew what song would come out each morning. If Bronagh had been particularly trying, Mairead played a fierce, uncompromising medley, and her bow quivered in retribution. Or after the first time—the only time—Ronan MacCarthaigh had made love to her in the barn loft, a soft melody poured out of her fingers, playful and brimming with the wonder of first love.

      But today, the melody that came out of her was melancholy. She closed her eyes and revelled in its heart-tugging tones, so low and clear. Leaning into the tune, she thought of her mother lying cold in her grave and her father and brothers, still back in Galway, besieged by the English. If the town were forced to capitulate, would the English show mercy, or would they take their revenge and slaughter without remorse?

      The fear, the ache of uncertainty directed how her fingers moved across the fingerboard, and she threw herself into the lament. The melody changed and introduced lower notes that played against the higher, unlocking gnawing fears, ones she dared not examine too openly for fear of what they meant.

      Mairead’s lover, Ronan, hadn’t come around to see her after their initial tryst in the loft. One day turned into another until an entire fortnight had passed, leaving Mairead anxious. Theirs had been an impassioned courtship and Ronan most persuasive. Had he been called away to attend his father’s business, unable to send word, or was he loathe to publicly declare himself until after the fear of invasion had been averted?

      Mairead’s excuses for Ronan’s absence began to wear thin each passing day, leaving a mounting fear. Something must have happened to him. And during these troubled days, something might be very dire indeed.

      The melody turned bittersweet, and her eyes pricked with tears.

      The sun’s rays arched across the sky, painting the clouds in soft hues of red and rose. Mairead’s breath puffed out in the air in a silver mist. The cock crowed, hard and tinny. As she gave the violin a last caress with her bow and the final note trembled in the crisp air, a string snapped.

      The song finished on a discordant note.

      

      Mairead tucked her violin back in its hiding place, troubled by the ruined string. How she was to replace it, being indefinitely here in the country, she didn’t know. Under normal circumstances, she could have sent word to her father for one.

      At the thought of her father and brothers, a lump settled in her throat. She hadn’t seen them for nearly a year, not since Mairead’s oldest brother had brought her down from Galway to stay with Uncle Mulriane’s family—to keep her safe from the invading English, who were besieging one port town after another. Cromwell and his lieutenants were determined to eradicate all Royalist support in Ireland for the exiled King Charles.

      You’ll be safe in the country, her father had assured her before she left. He had cupped her face and pressed a kiss on her forehead. The scent of pipe tobacco had lingered on his fingers and burrowed into her memory. Mairead had a sudden longing for home.

      As she rose to her feet, the barn door swung open. Mairead spun around, and her heart skipped a beat when she saw who it was.

      Ronan stood at the door holding his horse’s bridle, his travelling cloak swept rakishly to one side. When he saw her, he blinked his amazement. “Mairead?”

      Mairead held herself in check, locking her limbs so she wouldn’t fling herself into his arms. He had stayed away for over a fortnight, and she wasn’t prepared to reveal herself as either needy or desperate. “Ronan MacCarthaigh, what are you about, and at this hour?” She tried to sound nonchalant, as though she didn’t care how he answered. Except she did. Her happiness hinged on it. Meanwhile, she drank in the sight of his chiselled features and thick, black hair, as beautiful as a raven’s wing.

      A strange look passed over Ronan’s face before he removed his cap. “I’ve come to meet Diarmuid.”

      Oh. He hadn’t come for her. Ronan avoided her eyes and instead made a pretence of looking around the place, as though he suspected Diarmuid of hiding in one of the cattle stalls.

      “It must be fairly important, I suppose, to bring you out so early. The sun isn’t even up,” Mairead said. She found it hard to keep her voice steady, even though her heart was trembling in hurt and confusion.

      As though to name her a liar, the sun slanted through the open doorway, lighting the straw scattered on the ground between them. At one time, Mairead might have edged forward, so casually, to step into the pool of sunlight to solicit a compliment from Ronan. Instead, she remained in the shadows.

      “’Tis a matter of great import.” Ronan glanced back at the door. His tone was distant, devoid of the honeyed warmth that had wooed her so thoroughly.

      Mairead finally noticed the flintlock pistols tucked in his belt. A coldness washed over her, but she approached him boldly. “Why do you have those?”

      “Never mind—best you don’t know.”

      But Mairead thought she did. A man did not arm himself these days without deadly intent. She had overheard enough debates between Ronan and Diarmuid about the English invaders and how best to drive them away. “You’re joining the Tóraidhe,” she said flatly, desperately hoping she was wrong.

      Ronan’s expression hardened. “We follow Edmund O’ Dwyer. We’ll strike at those English devils and teach them Munster is not theirs for the taking. Every man who claims to love Ireland has a duty to fight these bastards. What kind of patriot would I be if I did not join the fray?” His black eyes shone with passion, though not for her.

      Mairead drew closer. “I’ll not think less of you if you were to stay here.” She reached up to touch his cheek, but he drew away. Mairead dropped her hand. “Your da needs you, Ronan,” she said more sharply than she intended. “Uncle Mulriane won’t permit Diarmuid to go—”

      “Pity’s sake, Mairead. Your uncle knows. We go with his blessing.”

      A cold thought seeped through Mairead. She hugged herself tightly and said in a low voice, “When were you going to tell me?”

      Ronan raked his tapered fingers through his glossy black hair and gave her a small smile. “I’m telling you now, sure.”

      Normally, Ronan’s smiles weakened Mairead’s knees, but this time she only felt unease. “You weren’t planning on it, were you, Ronan? Had I not been here, you would have left without a farewell.” A million excuses flitted through her brain, a million reasons why Ronan would have stolen away to battle the English without coming for one last kiss. Mairead discarded them all. “Do you love me, Ronan?” He hadn’t once said it, not even during his wooing, not even after his having.

      Ronan scuffed his feet against the straw and wouldn’t meet her direct gaze. “Sure, I care about you, Mairead. But I . . . daren’t bind you to me, not now, not with the uncertainty of this war.”

      Mairead’s heart gave a sick lurch, and she could barely breathe. But I gave myself to you. Is that not binding enough?

      Ronan’s eyes darted to the door, and he straightened his shoulders. “I have to go.” Before he left the barn, he added, “Be well, Mairead.” With that, he shut the door behind him.

      Mairead could not move. She stared at the spot where Ronan had been. Everything she had felt so sure about had crumbled to dirt. Ronan didn’t love her. All those warm looks, catching her behind the barn and showering her with affection, had been for what—a quick toss? A passing fancy? Easily forgotten.

      Mairead sank to the ground and covered her face. She had been so proud for having attracted Ronan’s attention. Bronagh had always been sweet on him and preened whenever he was in the room. And Ciara—even she had a pretty blush whenever Ronan came by, no doubt half wishing that her father had betrothed her to Ronan instead of their cousin’s son. Meanwhile, Mairead had hugged her clandestine love to her breast, the sweetness intensifying the longer that she and Ronan had kept their secret.

      Such a fool.

      Mairead squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t cry; no tears would come, only a bleak despair. She drew her knees tightly to her chest, drawing herself into a ball over the shame and humiliation. Mairead had given him what was most precious to her, believing they would be together.

      What was wrong with her that she hadn't seen his true nature? She had been fooled by his easy manner. His teasing smiles had disarmed her, and his touch had melted her natural caution. He had listened to her as though she were the only one in the world. How had she allowed herself to be flattered like a vacant twit?

      One of the cows started lowing, a plaintive call. Soon a few more joined the chorus. Mairead rose, swaying slightly. She had to leave before the dairymaid came. She couldn’t bear to see anyone, to exchange banal greetings when her heart lay shattered.

      Mairead slipped out of the postern gate just as the barn door swung open. She hurried down the path, far from the dairymaid who was calling to each dumb beast by name.

      A slight drizzle soaked the fields. The low clouds pressed down, thickening the air with a fine mist. Instead of heading back to the manor, Mairead followed the pathway towards the copse—there she could be alone. When she neared the tree line, she checked her stride. Ahead in the distance and farther into the woods, she spied Ronan. His back was to her, and he stood a little strangely. Then he shifted, and Mairead could see that he was not alone. A trim figure, fully cloaked, stood close to him, sheltered by his tall frame. A feminine form.

      Right before Mairead’s horrified eyes, Ronan drew this woman into his arms, and they exchanged a heated kiss. Mairead’s stomach gave a painful lurch. As she watched, transfixed, the woman’s hood slipped from her head, revealing a golden tumble of curls.

      Ciara.

      Mairead stumbled back, her hand pressed against her mouth. How could she? Ciara was already betrothed! How long had this been going on?

      Tears flooded her eyes. Mairead whirled around and dashed back the way she had come. Scalding tears fell unchecked down her cheeks as she ran. When she reached the rear of the barn, she leaned against it to keep from sinking to the ground.

      Ronan and Ciara! How could he? A wave of hysteria fuelled by rage flooded Mairead. Faithless, inconstant wretches! They deserved each other.

      Mairead should have known—everyone loved Ciara. Even the sun vied for her attention. Ciara, with the sweetness of honey. Her family all worshipped her, even Bronagh. Pampered and sheltered, Ciara never had a moment of doubt or worry, while the rest of the world prayed for salvation.

      Until now.

      Ronan was leaving to join the Tóraidhe. Let Ciara worry for her precious love, worry that he’d never return to her. Let her taste the misery that shredded Mairead’s soul.

      Mairead turned towards the copse, the image of the two lovers seared in her mind. “I curse you,” she spat the words into the chill air. “I curse you both.”

      

      In the days that followed, Mairead grew as taut as a string stretched to its limit. She took pains to avoid Ciara, which, like the barn cat, only made her cousin seek her out more. In the end, Mairead had to plead illness just to be left alone. Even then, she was sick at heart. Mairead had always looked upon Ciara as a sister.

      A fortnight later, Uncle Mulriane received word that a band of Tóraidhe had been captured by the English. No word if Ronan and Diarmuid were safe or if they even reached the Tóraidhe camp. The household’s mood now sank to the level of Mairead’s despair.

      The parlour clock continued its unrelenting movement through frozen time. The women were silent, each buried in their tasks, carefully skirting any mention of the Tóraidhe. Even Bronagh held her tongue. Mairead worked at the spinning wheel, giving only half a mind to the repetitive whorl of the flywheel and the wool that passed between her fingers. Across from her, Ciara sat carding while Bronagh and Aunt Fianna worked at their needlepoint.

      Mairead stole glances at Ciara, who barely contained her worry while her embroidery lay discarded on her lap. Her cousin’s normally rosy cheeks were pale, and she kept glancing towards the window. Mairead chewed on her bottom lip in thought. Ciara likely didn’t know about Mairead and Ronan. How could she blame Ciara for being swept away by the man’s charms? She had not been immune to them either. A deep sadness spread through her bones. She preferred the comfort of anger.

      “Mairead!”

      Aunt Fianna’s voice cut through her misery. “What have you done to the wool?”

      Mairead looked down at the bobbin and cringed. Instead of smooth yarn neatly wrapped around the bobbin, the threads were uneven and lumpy. She had never seen such a tangled mess. “Forgive me.” Suddenly, Mairead’s misery choked her, and she wanted to disappear, preferably through the floor.

      Uncle Mulriane entered the room. “What’s this?” He glanced down at the tangled weave. “Is this how they spin in Galway?” He softened his words with a wink.

      “It’s ruined,” Fianna said, her voice rising to an agitated quiver. “Even if she tried to re-spin it, the threads will always be stubby. I’ve told you so many times, Mairead, keep your mind on your duties and not flit away to God knows where—”

      Uncle Mulriane gripped his wife’s shoulders and looked down at her, stern yet gentle. “Fianna, love. Everything will be fine.”

      Her aunt opened her mouth to reply, then snapped it shut. She closed her eyes and nodded.

      “Mairead,” her uncle said. “Play us a tune on the harp; that’s a good lass. Bronagh can take your place at the spindle.”

      “What?” Bronagh dropped her needlework and glared.

      “Hush, daughter. Mairead, the harp.”

      He’s right. Maybe this will help. Mairead brought the instrument out of its corner and settled herself on a stool. She leaned the harp back until it rested against her shoulder. But her mind was blank. Mairead searched inward. Nothing. She ran her fingers across the strings, idly seeking for a chord of inspiration, but the notes sounded false.

      Foolish girl for mooning over a faithless man.

      Mairead refocused, preparing to launch into a melody—any tune. It didn’t matter what she played; eventually, her heart would join in.

      Something captured Uncle Mulriane’s attention. He stiffened, then crossed to the window. The colour drained from his face, and he drew back. “The devil.”

      “What is it?” Aunt Fianna asked.

      “English,” he spat and tore from the window. “Stay here.” He strode out of the parlour, calling for his servants, with Aunt Fianna chasing after him.

      Mairead darted for the window and crowded beside Ciara and Bronagh for a view. Like a red ribbon unravelling across the winter fields, an English squadron descended on the estate. They fanned out and poured into the forecourt.

      An officer cut a path through his men and stopped his horse a few feet away. He wore a buff coat with a red sash across his chest. “Brian Mulriane,” he called out loudly. “Present yourself.”

      Uncle Mulriane strode out to meet him, supported by the men of his household and a sword belted to his waist. It was a poor showing against the English, but her uncle faced them proudly, with his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. Mairead cracked open the window to hear what was being said.

      “What do you want?”

      Instead of answering, the officer looked around at the main house and the outbuildings. He turned to one of his men. “Search all the buildings and gather everyone out here.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Aunt Fianna shrieked as the soldiers burst into their home. Ciara grabbed Mairead’s arm while Bronagh ran to her mother. Mairead found herself being ushered from the house with Ciara clinging to her.

      Outside, Uncle Mulriane argued with the captain. “Get off my land.”

      “Yours no longer,” the captain said, dismounting from his horse. “I claim this land on behalf of the English Commonwealth.”

      Uncle Mulriane advanced in a rage. “You have no right.”

      “I wasn’t asking.” The captain turned to his men. “Torch the barn.”

      Mairead gasped. They wouldn’t . . .

      Rushes were set alight, and the soldiers swooped down on the barn with their burning torches. The lust of destruction seized them, and they were whooping and hollering as the first flames licked the dry straw.

      Mairead watched in horror as the realisation slammed her. My violin! “No!” She broke away from the others and dashed towards the barn.

      “Mairead! Stop!” Ciara tried to snatch at her arm, but Mairead slipped free.

      Without rational thought, Mairead ran as fast as she could. Twenty horsemen stood between her and her treasure. She pushed past a dismounted soldier and avoided his attempt to pull her back. There was still time. She plunged into the burning barn.

      Thick curls of smoke stung her eyes. Mairead covered her nose, and, taking a deep breath, she darted past the flames. A sob escaped her when she saw that the orange flames had spread to the chest. Before she could reach it, a soldier grabbed her from behind and lifted her off her feet. As though she were naught but a sack of grain, he hauled her out of the barn.

      “Release me!” she shrieked, twisting and squirming to free herself. “I have to get my treasure!” She continued screaming, but he didn’t understand Gaelic. “My violin! I have to save it,” she tried again in English.

      But he remained unmoved. Instead, he tightened his grip, and his arms dug into her stomach. She wanted to throw up. Mairead cried as the distance widened between her and the violin. The flames enveloped the chest, consuming it with savagery. Lost. Her violin was gone. Writhing under the flames.

      The soldier strode through a circle of horsemen and dumped Mairead on the ground beside her cousins and her aunt. The kitchen girls and stable hands were all herded together.

      “We don’t treat with dogs and damned Tory sympathisers,” the captain shouted to be heard. “Any man or woman” —his attention settled on Ciara—“caught treating with Tories will have their land confiscated.”

      Mairead struggled to understand his words; his accent was different from the English settlers who had once visited her father’s store, but there was no mistaking that he knew about the Tóraidhe.

      The captain motioned to one of his men, who handed him a pair of sacks. With a grim laugh, he spilled their contents to the ground. Two bloody heads rolled out, one blond and the other black. As black as a raven’s wing.

      Mairead recoiled and collided against Ciara. Her scream twisted in her throat. Aunt Fianna staggered towards the blond head and began to mewl, a deep, gurgling sound borne out of disbelief that turned into mindless rage. She dropped to her knees. “Diarmuid!”

      Uncle Mulriane bellowed. He drew his sword and lunged for the captain, blade swinging in a deadly arc. The man scrambled back, drawing his sword to block the attack. Uncle Mulriane smashed against the other’s blade over and over again, giving no quarter. The Englishman missed his footing, and his blade dropped. Uncle knocked his blade aside and quickly drove his point into the man’s unprotected side. The soldier’s cry cut through the other soldiers’ shock and forced them to action. Before Mairead could shout a warning, they rushed upon Uncle Mulriane, smothering him. In a blink, they had dispatched his sword and had driven him to his knees.

      Uncle Mulriane drew his shoulders back just before the Englishman’s blade sliced into the back of his neck. The veins in Uncle Mulriane’s throat stood out like cords as he collapsed. The captain pulled out his dripping sword and kicked Uncle Mulriane into the dirt.

      “Brian!” Aunt Fianna shrieked and tried to rush to his side. A soldier blocked her way, but Fianna started clawing at him, her face twisted in rage and grief.

      A silver gleam flashed in the sun, and Mairead gasped a warning, “Aunt Fi—”

      Too late. The captain’s blade buried in Fianna’s stomach. Her eyes widened, and her mouth formed a silent scream. Blood poured out, staining her aunt’s linen apron. She faced her daughters for one brief moment, then crumpled to the ground.

      Bronagh started shrieking, an endless wail of disbelief and terror. Someone delivered a backhanded slap, and she flew sideways before hitting the ground.

      Mairead pulled Ciara back when she tried to fly to her mother and held her tightly in her arms. They needed to keep their wits. Now more than ever.

      The captain surveyed the estate. “Round up everyone still standing. There’s profit to be made. Traders are offering good coin for Barbados labour.”
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      Weak light filtered through the checkerboard pattern of an overhead grate. The ship creaked and swayed and occasionally gave a shuddering groan. The rise and fall of the waves churned Iain’s stomach into a roiling mess.

      Sweat and vomit of beaten men added to the noxious fumes of the slaver’s hold. Iain shifted on the hard wooden plank, and the heavy shackles chafed his ankles. The irons barely gave him enough freedom to shuffle to one of the overflowing piss buckets.

      A hot rush of bile flooded his mouth, and he fumbled to reach the bucket. As it tipped, he snatched the handle in time. He gagged and tossed up the remainder of his stomach. After the heaving stopped, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and moaned. A tremor shuddered through his body, and he sagged against the bunk.

      Put me out of my misery.

      Three levels of planks ran the length of the hold forming crude bunks for the prisoners. With barely enough clearance to sit upright, Iain was forced to either hunch forward or lie prone. Fate had turned out to be a greedy Southron captain, playing the averages—packing them in like herring and not giving a shit if he lost half his stock to sickness. The captain saved on their rations and prepared to earn a fistful of gold unites in Barbados with those that didn’t die.

      Barbados. Call it hell and be done with it, Iain thought. Indentured, my arse. The English claimed there were papers, but there were no shitten papers. They all had been pressed into slavery—Barbadoed. Iain had heard stories of those sent down to the West Indies. The ones that had survived the fields had a broken back and weak spirit—many had never been heard of again.

      Iain had fought to survive all his life—as natural as breathing. But now a bone-weary heaviness smothered him, and he barely had the will to lift his head. He was no longer a man—only a slab of meat on a shelf.

      Glencross’s racking cough broke through Iain’s self-pity, and he glanced over at his brother-in-law lying beside him. Glencross had turned a sickly shade of yellow, and his cheeks were flushed. A chill prickled Iain’s skin. His brother-in-law worsened by the day. Glencross continued to cough, sounding more gravelly by the moment. The spasm intensified, and he bent over, gasping for breath until he finally spat out a glutinous hunk of yellow phlegm. He leaned over the edge of the bunk. His breath rattled in his chest.

      Iain struggled to sit up and brought out the half cup of water he had been saving. Time meant nothing in the hold, and he didn’t know if the next cup would come in an hour or a day. He swung his shackled legs over the ledge and found firm footing on the floor. Using the edge as support, he sidled over to Glencross. “Here, drink this,” he told him.

      Glencross tried to push the cup away, though his hands shook. “Keep your rations.”

      “And drink this shite myself?” Iain snorted. Though it tasted like the inside of rotted fish barrels, it was still water, and Glencross needed it more than he did. “Just a little, right.” Iain lifted Glencross’s head and trickled water into his parched mouth. Despite his protest, Glencross didn’t turn away.

      “Thank you,” he whispered before curling on his side.

      Thank you? That bit. It had been Iain who had convinced Glencross and the rest of his moss-troopers to support the King, to do their part, aye, and all that, when Glencross would have been just as happy to have stayed home to mind his father’s lands. They had no business invading England. What had he wanted to prove, agreeing to that madness? He had simply been driven by rage and a need to forget his grief.

      What if Glencross didn’t make it? His fever worsened, and sweat beaded on his forehead. He needed fresh air. The noxious vapours were killing him—killing them all.

      Glencross didn’t deserve to die a slave. None of them did. And Iain had thought their situation was untenable imprisoned in Tothill Fields. He snorted at the thought. Better to die a prisoner than a slave. He’d still have the pride of a man.

      The ship shuddered, and Iain gritted his teeth to master his swimming head. He climbed onto his ledge and leaned against the hold’s wall. If he kept still, this plague in his stomach would settle, but that was a torment of a different nature. Every time he shut his eyes, the image of his home haunted him. He couldn’t bear to see the large cottage with its sloping view of the misty glen. He forced back thoughts of his land, flushed with the heather that spread across the hills; turned a deaf ear to the memory of bleating sheep. As soon as the troops disbanded, he’d intended to return. But that had turned into spring, then summer's end. Another turn of the wheel and lambing blurred into harvest. And still he was naught but an occasional visitor to his land, to his home, and to his wife.

      The hatch creaked open, and a pair of sailors climbed down the ladder, both carrying two buckets, one filled with hunks of hardtack and the other with water. The mood in the hold changed. Prisoners shrugged off their lethargy and fumbled for their tin cups. Dunsmore, as usual, was the first to position himself.

      Hounds lining up for scraps. Iain’s lip curled. Licking the hand that holds us down. A fine one to talk, he thought, as he held out his own cup. Weak as he was, he’d not scorn anything he could get.

      When the sailors reached Glencross, that contentious bastard Dunsmore edged in. “He’ll be dead soon,” he said with a meaningful nod to Glencross. “Your food’s wasted on him. Give me his share.”

      The sailor shoved him aside. “Piss off. Each sod gets two pieces o’ hardtack, and I don’t give a damn what he does with it.”

      But the other sailor who ladled water didn’t have the same outlook. He only gave Glencross half a ration.

      Iain blocked his way. “You shorted him.”

      “He’ll take what I gives him,” the sailor said. “Be glad he got any at all.”

      Iain’s knuckles itched to connect with the man’s weak jaw, to knock a quarter cup more water out of him. The sailor must have noticed his mutinous expression and said, “You looking to argue with me? I might forget to fill your cup too.”

      Iain forced his fists down, reminding himself that Glencross would be the one to suffer from his rebellion. “No argument,” he ground out sullenly. The sailor snorted, then sloshed a portion of water in his cup. Giving a final backwards glance, he moved down along the line. When Iain lifted his gaze, he met Dunsmore’s mocking smirk. The man might as well have called him out as a weak coward. Iain clenched his teeth and turned away.

      The hatch slammed shut, returning them to semidarkness. A movement caught Iain’s attention. Dunsmore shifted closer to Glencross, his hand creeping towards the lad’s hardtack.

      “Touch that,” Iain growled at Dunsmore, “and I’ll break your fingers.”

      Dunsmore didn’t withdraw his hand. “Waste your time on a dead man. Gowkit arse.”

      Iain got to his feet, finally feeling the surge of his blood. “Call me that again.” Do it.

      “Gowkit—”

      Moving as quickly as his shackles would allow, Iain put a shoulder into the man. Dunsmore jerked away, then swung his fist. Iain seized the man’s wrist in midair, twisting it down and behind his back. He tightened his hold until Dunsmore grunted in pain.

      “I don’t know how things are done in the Maxwell camp,” Iain ground out, “but the Johnstones stand by their kin.” With a quick snap, Iain pulled back one of Dunsmore’s fingers and felt the satisfying crunch of bone.

      The man howled in pain. “Ye bastard.”

      Iain pushed Dunsmore into the piss-drenched straw and loomed over him. “Steal from one of mine again—take what doesn’t belong to you—and I’ll break more than your fingers.” He spat on the ground and left Dunsmore to flounder with his shackles.

      Iain returned to his place beside Glencross and handed his brother-in-law the piece of hardtack. “Eat up before another dog tries to piss on it.”

      

      Mairead could not purge Ronan’s glassy eyes from her mind, not even through the long march to Cork. They were herded like cattle with the compassion of wolves. Mairead trudged behind Ciara and Bronagh while ten other Mulriane servants, both women and men, brought in the rear.

      Rough hemp ropes were looped tight around Mairead’s neck, sawing into her tender skin. The rope was tethered to the saddle of one of her captors, and she had no choice but to keep moving. She no longer saw the column of English soldiers on horseback. The red of their coats swam before her eyes and became Ronan’s and Diarmuid's life blood. The steady thumping of the horse hooves became the refrain of heads rolling from a bag, over and over again until Mairead wanted to smother her ears. But she couldn’t. The English had lashed her hands together.

      Mairead stumbled and fell into the hardened mud. Her captor continued riding while she choked and dragged along the ground. She gasped for air as she struggled to find her feet. Black spots darkened her vision. The buzzing in her head turned discordant, piercing, at the same frequency as a pair of strings vibrating the highest note. The soldier finally stopped, and she lay stunned on the ground, her skirt torn and her elbows and arms scraped raw.

      The soldier yanked her to her feet and pushed her forward. “Get a move on,” he barked. When he climbed back atop his horse, he set a faster pace. Mairead spent all her energy to keep up.

      Get a move on. The words echoed in her head.

      When she was a child, her brother Niall had forever been yelling at her, “Get a move on, daft lass. I have better things to do than
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