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      To anyone who ever found what they lost, and treasured it all the more.
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      The stories in this book were written as ‘Made-to-Order’ competition prizes. The winner chose three characters or objects and a story trope. What I did after that was up to me; the raw material of these ideas turned on the lathe of my imagination.

      And so you are about to read four short stories and a novella. I offer them as a sample of my writing style, the stories I love to tell, and the types of hero and heroine I love creating. I hope you enjoy getting lost in my tales.

      Thank you to Marcia Bucktin, Jennifer Coleman, Dawn Morse, Sheryl Lynne Nyary, and Teri Slabinski Donaldson, who planted the seeds that became these stories.
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        Teri’s refuge had been invaded: by the French, who were trying to conquer her land, and by wounded soldiers from the English forces sent to fight Napoleon’s armies. The latest injured man carried to her for nursing would be a bigger challenge than all the rest: he had once broken her heart.  (Short story)
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      He was a heavy lad, this Royal Marine. Graham Peters wasn’t small himself, and his own wounds were on the mend, or he’d never manage to half drag, half carry the injured captain along the narrow mountain path, barely more than a goat track, that led to the village. He’d been living there for three months, recovering his strength, since a skirmish with the French had left him among the dead beside the road that curved far below them in the valley.

      Senorita Bucktin had her usual spies out. A ragged boy popped out from behind a rock, flashed Peters a cheeky grin, and scrambled away up the slope, ignoring the zigzag of the track in favour of the shorter route.

      Peters paused for a rest where the path turned, and looked back down to the valley, where the stark detritus of today’s battle was made vague by distance. He’d read the signs as well as he could: the lad here would confirm whether or not he was right.

      From the looks of it, a French ambush like the one that nearly killed him; this time of a detachment of invalids under a light guard, being sent back from the battle the senorita’s roving band of boys had been talking about for the past week.

      Control of a fort on the pass at the head of the valley was changing hands back and forth. The British took the fort, then lost it, then took it again. Perhaps they had lost it once more, or perhaps the French marauders that attacked the captain and his column had been trapped on the wrong side of the battle lines.

      Certainly, they were not burdening themselves with prisoners. The captain was fortunate his head wound had left him as white and still as death, clearly fooling whoever had been charged with ensuring that no one left the valley alive.

      “My men?” The captain asked suddenly, as he had a dozen times already. And Peters answered as he had each time, though the captain clearly did not retain the information. “I’m sorry, captain. You were the only one I found.” The only one he had found alive, anyway.

      This next bit was the steepest. He looked up at it doubtfully, and was delighted to see the two remaining men who lived in the village making their way down towards him. Jose had only one arm, and Pedro was older than Methusulah, but between the three of them, they could keep the captain on his feet, on the path, and on the climb.

      Senorita Bucktin was waiting at the top, where the path more or less levelled for the village square, which was more of a rectangle on two levels. The houses the locals called basseri clung to the hillside above and below, and the most substantial house of the village was at the far end. The senorita’s house, and also the village school.

      She was some sort of relative of the leader of the band of guerillas that had collected Peters from among the corpses after his own ambush, but had been raised in England, daughter of an English father and Spanish mother. Peters was grateful for that, since he had but a few words of Spanish, and those picked up during the weeks she had nursed him back to health.

      “The only survivor?” Senorita Bucktin asked now, but did not wait for an answer. “Bring him this way. I trust you have not strained your shoulder, Sergeant Peters. I will be taking a look at that after I have seen to my new patient. An English soldier, is he?”

      “My men?” the captain asked again.

      “A British Royal Marine, ma’am. A captain by his rank markings. He is not saying much, ma’am. Fair mazed, he is. Couldn’t even tell me his name.”

      “Captain,” Senorita Bucktin said directly to the marine in her clear unaccented English, “we are taking you into the house, and I am going to see to your head. Your rescuer is Sergeant Peters, your helpers are José Garcia and Manuel Ruiz, and I am Senorita Teresa Bucktin.”

      The captain stopped the determined shuffle that had brought him up from the valley, and for a moment consciousness returned to the one eye showing as he stared at the senorita.

      “Teri?” he asked, ducking so he could peer under the hat she wore. Then his eyes rolled up in his head, and he crumpled and would have fallen if Peters hadn’t already been half carrying him.

      For a moment, Senorita Bucktin froze. She was so white, Peters wondered if she would faint, too. But she shook her head quickly, as if to dislodge something, and began briskly giving orders in both English and Spanish.

      Bring the captain inside, Peters understood. Make up a bed. Fetch warm water to bath his wounds, and her medicine chest from her chamber.
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      Teri kept busy. If she were busy enough, she would not have to think. At first, she had seen a patient, not a man. She had focused only on how he let Sergeant Peters take the weight of him: on his wounded head, the bruising, the blood, and the makeshift bandage that concealed one side of the man’s face. It was not until she looked into his one light blue eye that she had recognised him.

      It could not be David. David was dead. He had disappeared from their hotel a week after their wedding, and his body had been washed up on the shore weeks later. If his best friend, Richard Hemsworth, had not chanced to be in the same town where David left her, who knew what would have become of her? David was dead. Richard had identified the body, and her uncle, David’s mother, and Richard’s father, the solicitor to whom David had been articled, all assured her it was true. Even if he wasn’t dead, he had lied to her—promised that the ceremony in Scotland was a true marriage, when her uncle assured her she could not marry without her guardian’s permission.

      But in her heart he was her husband still, and that poor foolish organ was hammering with jubilation that he was alive, and fear he would not survive his wounds.

      She maintained her outward calm as she washed the wounds. He had been creased by several bullets, and had broken open stitches in his leg from a previous injury. The head injury was the worst of it. Something had blown up close to his head, sending vicious splinters into his face and scalp. She pulled them out one by one: some lumps of steel, some wood. Several of the village women stood by, and held him still whenever he surfaced to something approaching consciousness, but each time the pain sucked him back under.

      At first, she thought the eye a bloody ruin, but as she washed away the blood she found he had been unbelievably lucky. No, not lucky. Thank you, God, she whispered. Thank you, David’s angel. And she kept on thanking every saint she could think of, starting with the Blessed Virgin, as she sewed shut the still seeping cuts in and under the brow that had covered him with blood.

      It took a long time, and still she was uncertain she had all the splinters. For good measure, she resewed the older wound on his leg. The lesser wounds she left open to the air. The greater wound on his head she spread with a poultice made from mountain lichen and honey, and placed a bandage to protect the poultice and hold it in place.

      “Will he live,” Peters asked.

      “It is in the hands of God, Sergeant Peters,” Teri answered. With that in mind, she fetched the rosary that had belonged to her Spanish mother and sat by David’s bed to petition Heaven to bestow the gift of life.

      In the small hours of the morning, she fell asleep, her head on the bed next to David’s hand. She dreamt that they were lying in bed together in the Maryport inn where they spent the week after their wedding at Gretna, talking about their future, David stroking her hair. She woke bereft, as she had at many previous dawns, her heart clenching around her loss and then relaxing again as she remembered the miracle of yesterday. David was alive!

      He was still unconscious, however. Teri checked his temperature and his breathing… both normal. Unconscious, or sleeping? Certainly, he’d had the look of an exhausted man, near the end of his endurance.

      “Sleeping will help him to heal,” she decided. And then what? She still could not comprehend how he could be here, and alive. She went to find Sergeant Peters. He, too, was an early riser, and could be set to watch David while she carried out her duties. There were goats to be milked, bread to set rising, and the children’s exercises from yesterday to mark before they arrived for today’s classes.

      Imanol arrived partway through the second hour of lessons, when the older children were hearing one another read, and she was drilling the younger on their times tables. As usual, he materialised as if by magic, leaning against the wall beside the door.

      Teri called the most reliable of the village maidens to take over the arithmetic lesson and went to find out what Imanol wanted, scolding when she found he’d pulled Sergeant Peters from watching the sleeping man. “Head injuries are tricky, Imanol. He cannot be left.”

      “I needed the skills of the good sergeant, hermanita. The injured man sleeps. And I have work for you, too. Fetch your medicines and bandages, Teresa, and come to the kitchen to see to my men.”

      She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “You go watch my patient, and I will deal with your men.” Should she tell him the identity of her patient? No. Not until she had been able to talk to David. Then she could decide whether she needed to deal with Imanol’s prickly sense of honour and his ideas about what was due to her.

      She had three men to treat in the kitchen, one little more than a boy. An encounter with a French patrol, they told her, as she washed and stitched sabre slashes and extracted a bullet from one man’s thigh while the others joked about the difficulty he would have sitting.

      “And other things,” the youngest one said, and collected a buffet from the oldest. “If the Wolf heard you talk like that in front of the senorita, you would never sit again,” he growled.

      They all called him El Lobo—the wolf. The French had begun it, but the Spanish had picked it up. Senor Juan Imanol Maria Mendina de la Vega, that elegant courtier, was gone—destroyed in the same fire storm that took his jauregi, his mansion, and the grape vines that had been his family’s pride. He had brought Teri here to this mountain village, and melted into the mountains with others bent on revenge.

      In each of his infrequent visits, he was wilder and more distant. Would the Imanol she loved return when the French were finally driven from these lands? Sometimes, she feared he was gone forever.
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      David surfaced slowly from a dream in which he had returned to his home village and found Teri gone. He lay with his eyes shut, waiting for the surge of grief to subside. Every time he had that dream, the pain was rawly new, all the more real for being a memory. He had no idea how he’d come to be in the ocean, but the sharp-eyed sailor who saw him, and the captain who ordered him fished aboard, had his gratitude, even if they would not turn back to return him to shore.

      He worked his passage to the Azores, then found another boat and worked his way home, all the while expecting his wife to be waiting with her mother or his until he returned.

      She was gone. Her mother had died, and Teri had run off with another man, his mother told him. He could not believe it, but everyone in the village told the same tale, even Richard, who had been his dearest friend until they both fell in love with the same woman. Even Teri’s own uncle.

      Somewhere, deep down, he still did not believe it, and she filled his dreams night after night, though ten years had passed. She even invaded his delirium, for he vaguely remembered a pain-filled clamber up mountains, a giant of a man with a soothing lowland Scots burr, and Teri, waiting for him at the end of the climb. And again, in the night, he could swear he’d woken and stroked her silk-soft hair, stray wisps that had escaped her tight plait clinging to his fingers as they had in that one blissful week of marriage.

      His head hurt like the devil, and his throat felt as if his entire regiment of marines had tramped through it with sandy boots. If he was in a hospital, it smelt like no hospital he’d ever entered: crisp clean linen and fresh mountain air. Had they brought him to a convent?

      David opened one eye, cautiously. He was in a whitewashed room, sparsely furnished. Everything from the deeply recessed window with the arched top to the tiled floor to the brightly-coloured hand-crafted spread to the gaudily painted crucifix on the wall suggested he was still in the mountains between Spain and Portugal. A dark man with a thin face and neatly trimmed beard lay at his ease on the other bed, his hands behind his head and his near-black eyes watching David thoughtfully.

      “Water?” David’s voice came out in a croak, and the man unfurled and crossed unhurriedly to a jug on a table beside the bed before David had time to think that he should have asked in Spanish.

      He tried to sit up, but the man scolded. “No, no. Let me help, English. If I let you open your wounds mi hermanita will be cross.”

      David subsided, more from lack of strength than from compliance, and the man supported his head while David sipped, absorbed in the small miracle of the liquid sliding over the parched surfaces and soothing them.

      “My men?” he asked, when he could speak. Not just the small company of marines, all with some injury, that he took to defend the cartloads of wounded, but all the injured men for whom he had been responsible. All gone? All?

      He had asked the giant, too, he remembered, and this man gave him the same answer.

      “I am sorry, English. The good Sergeant Peters found only you alive.”

      In the cruel economy of war, only a fool left living enemies behind him, and a band scrabbling for survival in this unforgiving landscape could not afford prisoners. Both sides made the same cold calculations, but still, the massacre of a baggage train of wounded men turned David’s stomach.

      “Murdering bastards,” he said, and this fetched a nod from the Spaniard—or was he Portugese? Could be either this close to the border.

      “Their time in these mountains is short,” the man consoled. “We are taking one fort after another with the help of you English. And we will hunt down the ‘murdering bastards’ to the last man.”

      “But I forget my manners.” The man drew himself up and bowed with an elegance that was ill-suited to the peasant clothing he wore, though his flair transmuted it into something more appropriate to a gentleman.

      “I am Imanol Mendina de la Vega. Welcome to my humble residence, and that of my hermana.”

      Hermana. He had said something similar earlier. Long ago, David had learnt a little Spanish to please Teri’s Mama, stranded as she was as a widowed Spanish lady in the very English household of her brother-in-law. But he did not know that word.

      He shifted his head on the pillow, the closest he could come to a bow. “David Markinson, Captain of His Majesty’s Royal Marines.”

      Something fierce suddenly surfaced in Imanol’s dark intent eyes. “Markinson? Is that a common name in England?”

      “Not particularly. It is more common in Scotland. My family are border people.”

      “Border? Ah. Between two kingdoms. And what is the name of this border town you come from, Captain Markinson?”

      “Blackwood,” David said. Once he had thought to spend all his days there; to take his articles with his employer, Mr Hemsworth, to raise a family of children with Teri and grow old in a cottage with roses around the door. After his dreams turned to dust, he had enlisted with the marines, and his mother’s death two years ago severed his last links to the place.

      Imanol was scowling, his heavy brows nearly meeting above the bridge of his nose, but his voice, courteous and calm, showed none of the emotion written on his face. “And have you a wife back there in Blackwood, captain? Or a girl who loves you, perhaps?”

      “No.” Not that it was any of this man’s business. “Not anymore. I have no-one.” I have a wife somewhere, his heart protested. Not back there in Blackwood, he answered his own objection.

      Imanol opened his mouth to say something more, then turned to the door and fell silent.

      David shifted his head on the pillow, but couldn’t turn it enough to see who stood there; who was asking a peremptory question in Spanish that was too fast for him to follow. A woman’s voice, and Imanol did not like what she said, for his answer was sharp. They argued for a few minutes more, and David tried still harder to see the woman. He could swear he knew the voice.

      The altercation ended with Imanol saying to David, “Be careful, English. She says I must not gut you like a fish, but she does not rule here.” Another sentence or two in Spanish, and he left. David lay back, waiting, and sure enough the woman came into the room where he could see her. It was her. Older. In the clothes of a village woman rather than those of an English lady. But it was Teri. Maria Teresa Markinson, his runaway wife.

      While he gaped, lost for words, she rested the back of her hand on his forehead, and picked up his wrist to feel for his pulse. “How is the head?” she asked. “Do you feel any pull from the stitches?”

      David grabbed the hand before she could remove it. “Teri.” He struggled to order his thoughts, but they slithered out his grasp and he could
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