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        Book Four of the Highlands Forever Series!

      

      

      There is no escaping fate…

      

      Malcolm Drummond has risked all to save Eidith and Keith and the king’s bastard son. As such, he is now a wanted man. Gone are the dreams of settling a farm in the highlands where his forebearers have for centuries, of raising a family on the island he loves more than life itself.

      

      Malcolm is a wanted man and as such, the safest choice is to escape Scotland. To make his way to the New World and start anew.

      

      Margaret Astley, daughter of a landed, wealthy Englishman is running away from a brutally horrid situation. She has more than herself to worry about. The baby she carries is her top priority. She boards a ship for the Colonies with the hopes that she can escape the past and give her baby a future.

      

      Malcolm finds himself attracted to the austere, standoffish Englishwoman who carries a bairn. He wonders what her secret is, though clearly, the soon-to-be arriving bairn is no secret. Margaret needs more help than she can imagine. Will she escape to safety or choose the dangerous and risky path?
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      “I tell ye, if we manage to board without half the town’s soldiers running up the plank behind us…”

      Malcolm Drummond barely bit back a sharp retort, one which—if he’d given voice to it—would be born of equal parts fatigue and strain, with more than a bit of irritation at Liam Munro’s insistence on repeating the same things time and again thrown in for good measure.

      Angus MacDonald, on the other hand, was not nearly as patient. “Would ye cease yer never-ending worries, man? Ye have spent far too much of life in the company of women. Perhaps we ought to have left ye there for the English to find ye.”

      “Enough.” Malcolm wedged himself between the two of them.

      Angus, his red hair all but standing on end thanks to the number of times his nervous hands had run through it, a bit damp thanks to nervous sweat. Liam, all wide eyes and flushed cheeks, his youthful manhood besmirched by the normally jovial Angus’s bitter words.

      Malcolm lowered his voice to what he knew was a deadly whisper, like the hissing of a snake. Few were the men who would dare cross him when he spoke this way—and fools, too, for never had he lost a fight in all his years. “If ye insist upon drawing attention to us, by all means. But dinna expect me to board with ye. I shall pretend as though the three of us have never made the other’s acquaintance, do ye ken?” As it was, they’d already decided to behave as strangers, standing separate while waiting to board the ship scheduled to depart from the harbor in an hour’s time.

      One hour. One hour and they might be on their way. To what, exactly, none of them knew. Certainly, they might dream. They might suppose. Young, foolish men such as Liam might imagine themselves living like kings once they stepped foot on the shores of the New World.

      Well, perhaps he might. Malcolm appraised the man, the youngest of the three of them, as they once again secured their packs and tended to last-minute details before departing from the inn where they’d spent the past two evenings. Liam Munro had beaten back death itself, had sacrificed himself for the sake of Angus’s life when English soldiers had descended upon them nearly six months prior. He might have lost his arm and indeed his entire life once infection had set in.

      Yet he’d lived. When Malcolm had found him, safe in the embrace of his mother and sisters, he’d hardly recognized the lad. There must have been a great amount of feasting done in his honor upon returning home, for the lad had put on weight and gained muscle on top of it.

      Yes, Liam might make a comfortable life for himself. He was still in possession of most of the gold given to him by Eidith in payment for ensuring her safety, the safety of the three bairns in her care. He might turn that gold into a fortune.

      Or he might waste it in taverns, on women. No doubt life in the New World bore resemblance to that in nearly every Scottish town. Wherever people gathered, there were those all too happy to take their money.

      Angus harbored hopes for himself, as well, though Malcolm knew the man would sooner bite off his tongue than admit to any such thing. He’d made jests throughout their long, circuitous journey to the coast, bragging about the wealth he would amass in the Carolinas as if the voyage across the ocean had taken place years hence and his situation already solidified.

      Part of it, Malcolm was sure, had been in service of their spirits. Angus had always been good for a cutting remark, a sudden turn of phrase that left all in his company laughing gaily when they’d only just been the grips of dark despair. It was a gift, truly, and one which his long-time friend had come to rely upon.

      Rarely had their spirits been darker than while on the ride south to Ayr, where they would need to secure passage far away from Scotland. For they were wanted men.

      It had been the stuff of childhood fancy, believing they would escape unscathed after aiding Eidith and Keith in spiriting away a child hunted by the crown. They’d come to understand after a time just why the king was so determined to find the lad who’d been turned over by his mother to the care of the orphanage. Thanks to one of the soldiers who’d invaded the otherwise abandoned abbey, they’d learned that young Ewan was the king’s bastard son.

      And the king would stop at nothing to find him, to silence him forever. After all, what might a half-Engish, half-Scottish bastard attempt once he came of age? Would he present a threat to his father, to the crown itself?

      Ewan need not worry of such matters, for never would Eidith or Keith reveal the lad’s parentage. Unless Malcolm missed his guess, he imagined the pair of them treating the lad as their own. And King George had no way of knowing where the lad had gone off to, either. What threat could the lad possibly be to him, all the way across the ocean?

      Of course, Malcolm would not be the one to linger, to inform the English king of where Keith had taken his new family. Neither would Angus, nor Liam.

      They were wanted men now. There’d been enough witnesses willing to report their presence in Inverness, the young woman with three children in tow, the men who’d accompanied her. Liam had been in the care of a healer at the time, yet even he had been described to the soldiers tasked with hunting down any who dared move against the crown.

      It was Clyde, the old man who’d seen them safely away from the abbey. Never would he have offered the information willingly, yet he was the only surviving person to see all of them together. Malcolm’s heart grew heavy whenever he considered this, whenever he imagined the terrible fate which must have befallen the brave, cunning old man. He only hoped the end had come swiftly, and without too much pain.

      Though he doubted Clyde would have given in straightaway. He’d loved and looked after Eidith since she’d been a wee lass, and had seen to her survival for years after the abbey and its orphans had been otherwise abandoned. No, he would have tried to hold on as long as he could.

      At least there’d been no way of Clyde’s knowing where Eidith had run to, since their plans had not taken shape until long after they’d seen the last of him. That was the lone bit of comfort Malcolm clung to as he and his friends finished preparing to leave.

      To leave Scotland forever and always.

      He pushed this heart-clenching thought aside in favor of looking the other two up and down. Did they bear the look of wanted men? Would anyone unaware of their true names and histories know they intended to flee their beloved lands or else lose their lives?

      “Off with ye, then.” He nodded to Liam first, as they’d planned during their nights by the fire, camping in the thickest wood so as to conceal themselves. “And if anything should happen—”

      “Continue on as if I never met ye.” Liam hoisted his pack over the shoulder that had been wounded, and Malcolm noted the slight wince this motion called up. He’d healed, but not entirely. Always would the joint ache, always would the muscles be weak when compared to those of the uninjured shoulder.

      “No matter what.” Angus lowered his brow. “And we will bear each other no hard feelings should one of us be captured without the other two coming to our defense.”

      “Aye.” Liam nodded to them both in turn before leaving, striding resolutely away.

      Malcolm felt a grudging respect for the lad in spite of the irritation he’d only just wrestled with. No one unfamiliar with him would suspect the fear hanging over his head.

      “We shall need to keep watch over him.” Angus snorted, turning to Malcolm. “The lasses will spare him no attention.”

      “Do ye believe there shall be so many comely young lasses aboard the ship, then?”

      Angus snickered, and some of the light returned to his eyes. “Do ye believe the lad will care overmuch whether they are comely or not after weeks at sea?”

      “A fair question.” They shared a quiet laugh, but it was one tinged with… what? Regret? For Malcolm certainly regretted some of the decisions that had led them to this place. Such as allowing the cutpurse from Inverness to live rather than ending his miserable life. Who else could have alerted the English to what had taken place the night of Keith’s escape? Thanks to him, they’d crossed the entire island to avoid capture.

      And it had been Malcolm who’d suggested riding him out to the middle of nowhere and cutting him loose. He’d only been thinking of Eidith and the bairns at the time, wishing to secure their safety with no thought of his own.

      After several minutes had passed, he cleared his throat. “Ye had best be on yer way. I suppose enough time has passed now. It will not appear as though ye travel together.”

      “I hate this creeping about.” Angus ran another hand through his hair, a hand that trembled for an instant.

      “Aye, as do I.” Malcolm clapped him on the shoulders, squeezing tight. “But I also prefer me head attached to me neck.” Truly, there were moments when one needed to be reminded of these things. Yes, it was a hardship, slinking about the way they did. Always thinking, planning, following each possible road to its most likely conclusion and doubling back when the flaw in the plan revealed itself. Having to stay a step ahead of the crown and the English soldiers.

      Yet it was better than capture, torture and beheading. Most things were.

      They parted ways, leaving Malcolm alone. He found himself sighing, found the tension in his muscles easing now that there was no use in pretending to be more confident than he was. He could slump a bit, could hold his head in his hands now that there was no one left to see.

      This was it. Nothing less than his entire life hung in the balance.

      He waited until it seemed like folly to wait any longer. There was still the matter of walking to the harbor and waiting in line to board. His feet were heavy as he plodded through mud left behind by days of rain. The sense of fighting against what pulled and sucked at his beaten leather boots only made the task more unpleasant, more of an effort.

      He turned his thoughts ahead, pretending as if he and his friends had been successful. That they had managed to thwart the English, to escape unnoticed. What would his new life entail? What would the New World hold for him?

      He had not allowed himself to entertain these questions. Perhaps he was too superstitious, or perhaps he lacked the imagination of one so young as Liam Munro.

      Perhaps he had already seen too much of life to believe there was anything so different waiting on another shore. Certainly, life would not be so easy as arriving in a new land and deciding to earn a fortune. Like as not he’d find employment on a farm, or perhaps he might purchase land of his own and set his sights toward building something for himself.

      Though what would be the sense of that with no one to pass it on to?

      The tall ship waited ahead, and the activity around it was enough to make Malcolm’s head spin. It would serve them well, this frenzy of last-minute loading and shouting, men elbowing each other aside that they might more quickly and efficiently outfit the ship with its cargo and supplies. These were hard men, accustomed to rough language and behavior.

      And Malcolm felt at home among them, waiting at the end of the long line. The journey would not be a pleasant one—he was not as daft as that, to believe it would be a simple journey—but at least he would feel at home among the men.

      The women, however, would not feel so comfortable. Such as the one standing in front of him, wrapped in a heavy shawl which concealed her head, shoulders and back. On occasion a stiff breeze blew from the water, teasing a few blonde strands from beneath the shawl’s hem.

      Every time a sharp word or bawdy laugh floated their way on that breeze, her shoulders stiffened. Surely, she was unaccustomed to this behavior.

      Thinking about her was easier than worrying about himself and his friends up ahead, so he turned his attention to the lass rather than stare at the backs of Liam’s and Angus’s heads as if he could will them to safety. The lass carried a single satchel, clutched in her small, fair hand. A hand which closed so tightly around the leather strap as to make the bones of her knuckles stand out a startling white.

      Was she alone? He glanced around, craned his neck to look ahead of her. She did not seem to be part of the trio standing directly in front of her, people who looked to be a young family of mother, father, and a son who could not have been four years of age.

      No, she stood with her head lowered, clutching the shawl tighter about her face the next time breeze kicked up from the water. A wee thing, barely reaching his chest, moving with small, tight steps whenever the line advanced. Perhaps her family had sent for her, though Malcolm could hardly imagine wishing for any woman he loved to travel alone. Especially on a journey as long and arduous as this promised to be.

      “Kenneth!” The young lad’s mother reached for him, but it was too late to keep the anxious boy from breaking free and scampering about. It took no longer than the blink of an eye for him to slip in the mud, arms pinwheeling for a moment before he fell against the lass standing between him and Malcolm.

      She let out a soft cry as her small body fell back against Malcolm’s. He caught her easily, kept her from sprawling in the muck.

      “Careful, there.” He chuckled, grasping the young woman’s arms until she found her footing once again. The lad apologized, as did his parents, but that was not what halted Malcolm’s chuckling as he helped the lass gain her balance. It was not what startled him.

      It was the shape of the lass’s body, that which she clearly attempted to hide beneath her shawl and the shapeless dress she wore. While she was quite small and light, easily caught and placed back on her feet, there was a large, telltale bulge beneath that dress.

      Was she trying to conceal the fact that she was expecting?

      She yanked her arm away, clutching her shawl tightly closed while holding the bag closer to her body. Eyes of the purest sapphire blue flashed in the moment before she lowered them once again, pale lashes touching flushed cheeks. She murmured something which might have been thanks, something offered too softly for him to understand. She stood with her shoulders hunched, almost as if she wished to protect the child she carried. To conceal it.

      And she traveled alone. What had brought her here? Why embark on such a journey in her condition, and alone on top of that? Who would protect her while aboard the ship? Who would see to her needs? Granted, Malcolm was unpracticed in such matters, but it stood to reason that she would need more tending than the average passenger. The sort of tending a husband ought to offer.

      The line advanced, and a bright red head which could only have belonged to Angus bobbed up and down as its owner walked the plank leading up to the ship. Certainly, there were more pressing matters at hand than an expectant mother traveling to the New World.

      Though always did he keep her in the corner of his eye as they crept closer to the ship.
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      Had they attracted any attention?

      Margaret’s eyes cut this way and that, always watching. Would there ever come a time when she would not be so watchful, when she could take a single step without looking in both directions? Would she ever draw an easy breath again?

      Her insides churned, thanks in part to the child who at present kicked and tumbled.

      It was as if the child inside her understood the importance of this moment. Though surely, no child could ever truly comprehend everything at stake as its mother waited to board the ship which would take them both to a new life.

      A safe life. A life full of possibility.

      Do not offer more than what is asked of you. One of many pieces of advice that ran through her head, repeating again and again along with the countless other bits of wisdom and caution offered by her single ally. She did not need to lie about who she was, exactly, which was certainly for the best as she had never been strong at deception. She need only offer minimal explanation, and need not worry overmuch about making new friends. She’d never see any of these people again.

      No longer was she the daughter of an English earl. She was now a lady’s maid on her way to the New World, a lass who had spent her life tending to ladies of great standing. Her last lady had given her enough to sail to the New World and to live until she secured a new position for herself.

      Would anyone ask her this, though? She had no way of knowing. She knew so little of the world, of how to engage with other people. The men loading great crates and barrels onto the ship, the way they spoke to each other, the words they used and the tone in which they shouted. It made her cheeks burn. Was this what was in store for her over the next weeks?

      Surely, it could be no worse than what she’d left behind. Nothing could be.

      They moved forward slowly, and with each step the tightness in her chest grew worse. It would not be long before her heart would burst free. She would lose control of herself before they reached the men at the end of the line who demanded proof of passage. She would scream, she would faint.

      You will do no such thing. It was her father’s voice ringing out in her head, one which served both to soothe her and to stir to life in her breast the fierce determination which had brought her thus far. Would he wish to see her this way, trembling and questioning whether she’d made the right decision?

      Truly, there had been no decision to be made. Either she did this or she may as well forfeit the rest of her life—to say nothing of the life of her unborn child.

      Her spine stiffened at the thought of it, even as her eyes continued to dart back and forth. Did the pair of men standing on the other side of the wide, muddy road watch her a bit too closely? One of them spat upon the ground and muttered to the other, who glanced her way and snorted in… What? Humor? Derision? Regardless of the reason why, this did not strike her as a gesture made by one who intended harm. Soon they turned their attention elsewhere, and she was able to exhale.

      And what of the man behind her? He stood ever so close, did he not? It was enough to drive her to distraction, the sense of his nearness. Yet she could not escape them, for it would mean jostling the family in front of her. And it might attract attention, as well. She could ill afford to gain the attention of anyone around her.

      She had not come this far, had not taken so many precautions only to be undone so easily.

      Still, she wished to jab an elbow into the man’s stomach, a way of silently demanding space. He had already taken the liberty of touching her—yes, he’d only endeavored to keep her from landing painfully in the mud, but his hands had lingered far too long on her arms. And had he noticed the swell of her belly? The way in which he’d averted his eyes told her he had.

      Why such a natural condition should cause her embarrassment was a mystery, but embarrassment colored her cheeks, nonetheless. What must they think of her, those standing close enough to take note of her condition? She had advanced past the point of concealment, the shapeless clothing she wore no match for the growth of the child. Perhaps they believed her to be a scorned woman, one with no hope of a decent life for her and her child in this land.

      Even that would be better than anyone knowing the truth. She would have to bear the looks and whispers, the questions which would certainly be asked as the weeks went on.

      Perhaps it would not be as bad as that. Perhaps she might spend much of the journey in her private quarters, secured thanks to the efforts of her father’s solicitor, Edmund Grey.

      Where would she be without him? Without his securing her passage, without his arranging her long, torturous journey to the western coast? This was not a question she wished to give much thought to, as doing so would mean allowing her thoughts to roam down paths littered with thorns and brambles. Possibilities she did not wish to entertain.

      They moved, then moved again, and soon she was the next in line. She reached into her satchel and withdrew the papers which Edmund had secured for her. She kept her eyes downcast, her shawl tightly closed, praying harder than she ever had.

      She felt the penetrating stare of one of the English soldiers stationed at the foot of the plank, his eyes all but wearing holes into her head.

      “Where do you hail from?”

      The question cracked through the air like a whip, startling her.

      This was what she had feared most. Never could she force herself to sound convincingly like a Scottish lass, no matter how she attempted to mimic the brogue she’d heard over the last several weeks of travel once she’d crossed the border. She could never approximate the sound of it, the rhythm, the almost lyrical quality.

      Besides, she might offer the name of a village or city, but she could never answer any further questions about the location. She had no understanding of where one town was located when compared to another. North, South, East, West, it was all a mystery to her.

      This was it. She had failed her child, had failed Edmund, had failed her father. To say nothing of herself.

      “Tell them, then.” It was the man behind her, the one who had touched her for far too long. He laughed as if something amusing were taking place, stepping up beside her and handing his own papers to the soldier. “’Tis frightened she is, convinced we shall meet with stormy seas along the way. Like as not, she’s envisioning us lying dead upon the ocean floor.”

      Fury bloomed in her chest at the familiarity with which the man spoke of her, to say nothing of what he implied. Laughing at her as
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