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      It was the last thing he expected, and the last thing she wanted.

      

      Newlywed Isobel Shaw lost everything. The king’s men seized her property and killed her husband. Turned out of her home, she sets out on foot for her family’s estate in the Highlands of Scotland.

      

      Highland rake Charlie MacDonell is on his way home. After five years abroad as a mercenary soldier, he has realized he’ll never outrun his troubled past. When he meets Isobel on the road, she assures him she’ll manage quite well on her own. He admires her stubborn self-reliance, but refuses to leave her alone and defenseless.

      

      As they travel together, Charlie finds himself wanting more. To his surprise, she’s immune to his charms—and he’s helpless to hers.

      

      Book 4 in the Highland Soldiers series

    

  


  
    
      The Wanderer

      Highland Soldiers 4

    

    
      
        J.L. Jarvis

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Bookbinder Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE WANDERER

        Highland Soldiers 4

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2016 J.L. Jarvis

        All Rights Reserved

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

        The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author's rights is appreciated.

      

        

      
        Published by Bookbinder Press

      

        

      
        ISBN (paperback) 978-0-9906476-9-0

        ISBN (ebook) 978-0-9906476-6-9

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. The Awakening

      

      
        2. The Escape

      

      
        3. Safe Journey

      

      
        4. Rules of the Road

      

      
        5. The Crossroads

      

      
        6. Coming Home

      

      
        7. Solitude

      

      
        8. The Fall

      

      
        9. The Shifting Wind

      

      
        10. The Toll

      

      
        11. For Duty

      

      
        12. The Long Night

      

      
        13. The Fortress

      

      
        14. The Drummer

      

      
        15. The View from the Ramparts

      

      
        16. The Admission

      

      
        17. The Chivalrous Knight

      

      
        18. A Dram and a Blether

      

      
        19. Fate Comes Calling

      

      
        20. Frost on the Heath

      

      
        21. A Highland Oak

      

    

    
      
        The Highland Soldiers Series

      

      
        Thank You!

      

      
        Also by J.L. Jarvis

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1
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      Isobel Shaw bolted upright in bed as one of the king's royal dragoons flung open the heavy oak door. With a loud thud, it struck the stone wall of the dark bedchamber, and an officer strode to the foot of the bed. Three others came in behind him, one holding a torch.

      “By order of the king, Gerard Shaw, your manor and lands are hereby seized.”

      In the midst of the officer’s words, a dragoon pulled her husband out of his bed. When he protested and fought the soldiers, they struck him. The officer gave a nod, and two men dragged Mr. Shaw out of the room and down the stairs.

      Of the two who remained, the one giving orders had salted brown hair and an unruffled manner. His strong, wide shoulders and proud stance made him imposing despite his moderate height. Beside him was a tall, young officer with a roguish gaze that made Isobel uneasy.

      She looked about for a weapon or means of escape, but there was none.

      The shorter man, clearly in charge, spoke gruffly. “Madam, arise and dress yourself.”

      The younger soldier's eyes traced a leisurely trail from her tousled hair down to her neckline, then to the hem of her thin muslin shift, which was bunched at her knees. Isobel grabbed the disheveled bedcovers and pulled them to her neck.

      “If you'd prefer to stay in bed, I'd be happy to accommodate you,” said the younger man. He took a step forward, but the other gripped his arm, and he stopped.

      Isobel cast alert eyes to the older soldier as she inched back until stopped by the headboard.

      “'Tis all right, Madam. You have my word, you are safe.” He directed a stern look to the younger soldier, who lowered his eyes, but not before giving Isobel a sly look that sent a frisson of fear through her. Her fate turned on how well the older officer could control the young soldier in his charge.

      A loud scuffle on the stairs sent all eyes toward the door.

      “Unhand me!” her husband cried out. “They're my stairs, and I'll walk down them myself.” Voices and curses rang out, then a series of blunt sounds followed.

      The officer in charge sent the younger man to the doorway to see what had happened.

      A voice called up to him. “The fool tried to fight us then lost his balance and fell.”

      “Gerard!” Isobel threw the bedcovers aside and rushed toward the door, no longer caring how she was dressed.

      The young officer pivoted around and blocked her way. He grinned as if it were some sort of cat-and-mouse game. Isobel tried to push past him, but when she tried to rush around to the side of the doorway, the man grabbed hold of her waist to stop her. She struggled, which he took as a chance to put his hands on her—a chance of which he took full advantage. The more she fought him, the more he manhandled her.

      It was hopeless to think she would prevail against his formidable strength, but she would not give up. It had never been in her nature to do so, nor would it be now. She did her best to turn back toward the older dragoon. “He's my husband. You must let me help him.”

      Boots rounded the last few steps at the top of the spiral stairs, and a soldier came into view. “I'm afraid there's no help for him now.”

      She heard the words but could make little sense of the sounds. Everything seemed to slow down. She knew she should do something, but her head spun, and she couldn't think clearly. Her voice came out in a whisper. “No help for him?”

      “It was an accident. He fought us and then lost his balance and fell.” He looked plainly at her. “This was not meant to happen.”

      She trembled as the older dragoon helped her to the edge of the bed, where she started to sit, but then she rose back up and turned to face him. “This was not meant to happen? You barged into our home and pulled my husband out of our bed. And now… are you saying…”

      “I'm afraid he's dead. We did not intend⁠—”

      She shook her head. “I dinnae care what you intended. My husband is dead, and you killed him!” She slapped him in the face.

      The officer barely flinched but gave a nod to one of the soldiers, who came over to pull her away and restrain her.

      She could not seem to grasp what was happening. Random moments were flashing through her mind. Remembered voices and phrases rang out through her thoughts. “Why are you here?” she managed to ask one of the officers.

      “Madam, why don't you sit down, and we'll bring you some water.”

      “Sit down and drink water? And what will that do?” She stared at him, first in disbelief, then in anger. “You cannae just barge into people's bedrooms and announce that you're taking their homes—their very lives—from them!”

      The officer's voice was quiet and sure. “My dear lady, you'll need to leave now.”

      “Why? I demand to know why!”

      “This is neither the time nor the place to argue the matter.”

      “It is the perfect time and place. You’ve barged into my home.”

      “Madam, we've no time to discuss it.”

      Anger surged through her as she straightened her back and glared at him. “No time? And yet you found the time to kill my husband. I will ken why, and then I will go to him.”

      “We were following orders. Any inquiries you have may be addressed to the king.”

      “I’m addressing you now. I’ll not leave without answers.”

      Two dragoons started to drag her away, but the older officer held up his palm to stop them. “The king got word of disputes with your tenants,” he quietly explained.

      “Aye, Mr. Shaw said they were a lazy and ignorant sort who weren't willing to work,” she said.

      The dragoon's eyes flared in an otherwise expressionless face. “He forced eighty people to live on sixteen acres, from which they were expected to earn rents that amounted to more than your husband himself had to pay. By the time they paid what rent they could, they had nothing left for their families.”

      She shook her head adamantly. “That cannot be.”

      “Can it not? Why? Because you don't care for the truth? Have you ever visited your tenants?”

      Isobel searched for words. “Our wedding was but two weeks ago. Mr. Shaw was going to take me out soon to meet all the tenants.”

      “Was he? Mistress Shaw, this has gone on for too many years. Last month, your husband raised the rent once again, to three times what he paid for his lands. There were rumblings of the farmers banding together like they have elsewhere in Scotland. King James has had his fill of uprisings—first the Covenanters, and now the farmers—so he's putting a stop to it. For a start, he is seizing your house and your lands.”

      She looked quizzically at him. It was all too much to absorb. She felt numb.

      “Do you understand what I am saying?” the officer asked. “Your tenants could never have paid what they owed and provided for their families.”

      Isobel peered at him, stunned. “Mr. Shaw would not have done such a thing.”

      “Children were starving,” he said with quiet restraint.

      Isobel thought of the day her husband brought her home. Everyone they'd passed—the workers on the grounds and in the house—had all watched them with silent respect… or just silence. The children were starving?

      “May I see him?”

      Stepping aside, the dragoon led her to the small spiral staircase, staying closely behind her lest she lose her footing on the stone steps. At the bottom, she knelt beside her husband's lifeless body and smoothed the gray strands from his brow. For a long while, she sat with him as if he might awaken, even though she knew well he would not.

      All her anger was gone, replaced by numb confusion. Whoever this man was, and whatever he had done, he was her husband. She could not leave him here as they'd ordered. Her voice came out in a whisper. “He must be buried. I've never done this before. I dinnae ken what to do.”

      “We'll take care of it, Mistress Shaw.” Isobel looked at the older dragoon. Behind his soldier's reserve, she saw a hint of compassion. Of course, he had buried the dead many times and would know what to do. Given his age, which appeared to be older than the others around him, she wondered at how he would feel anything, having served so many years and having killed so many people.

      Men of conscience must have to come to terms somehow with their actions. Acting with honor must be the only way to guard against guilt. Regardless of why, she was strangely grateful for his assistance in burying her husband, even though his own men were the cause of his death.

      Isobel felt lost. The king's men were seizing not only the house and the land, but everything on it, livestock included. They had taken her home and her husband, and she feared he had brought it upon them. Had he treated his tenants fairly, would any of this have happened? Even if their home would have been seized either way, had her husband not struggled against the soldiers on the stairs, would he be alive now?

      But choices had been made, and actions had been taken, and now Isobel was the only one left to suffer the consequences. The only choice she had made was to marry the man who had brought this upon them—the man whom she thought would provide her that secure and calm life she had hoped for. Now she had nothing. She could do nothing. How could a woman alone fight an army of men or the king whom they served?

      She could not. So she buried her husband and set out on foot for her family’s home with what few coins and jewels she had been able to hide and sew into her skirt hem. How she would get home was something she dared not think about, for although she had made the trip here from the Highlands, she had not had to worry which way the horses were going. But now she had only the sun to guide her, along with what guidance she might get from strangers along the way—or what harm she might receive. Thinking too much about that wasn't going to help, so she fixed her mind on what needed attention at the moment.

      “You wanted to be in charge of your own life. Here you are. One foot after the other, and don't you dare shed one tear.”
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      After a long day's ride from Edinburgh, Charlie MacDonell had not expected to find such an eager companion, nor—truth be told—had he sought one. But late into the night, as he sat in an oak-paneled corner of an inn and finished what he'd decided would be his last tankard of ale, he looked up and saw not quite an angel, but close enough at this hour, leaning over the banister, plump mounds pushing free from her stays as she leaned her folded arms on the dark oaken banister above.

      She smiled down upon him, not quite like an angel. No angel looked down at a man with such warmth or less virtue, and although he had recalled seeing her arrive on the arm of a man who was no doubt her husband, she was clearly alone now and even more clearly in search of, well, him.

      He liked a woman who knew what she wanted. Who was he to deny her? So he met her gaze and offered an agreeable grin before he finished his tankard of ale with a swig, set it down, and walked outside. Minutes later, the door of the inn scraped open, and a shadowy form slipped outside, taking a few steps before stopping.

      “'Tis a bit late for a walk.” Charlie fixed his gaze firmly upon the woman as he leaned against a large tree, arms folded.

      “Oh, aye, 'tis very late—for a walk, but a walk was not what I was wanting.” In spite of the darkness, it took her no time to make her way toward him. By the time she stopped talking, her warm breath brushed his neck, and her lips were on his. Her body was plump in the places he liked it to be. There were moments in life that were good.

      What was not good was falling asleep in the hay, which they did sometime later.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A man’s voice cut through the dawn stillness as an inn door slammed closed. Charlie and his curvy companion sprang into action, sorting through items of clothing. Charlie leapt onto his horse and ducked down to clear the top of the byre door. He maneuvered his way past the oncoming innkeeper's wife, who hopped out of his way, nearly spilling her basket of eggs.

      “Eh, sir!” she angrily called after him.

      The young woman emerged from the door to the byre behind him. She watched him while tucking her ample bosom back into her stays. A breeze caught straight strands of Charlie's dark-blond hair as he glanced back to flash a broad grin at the woman, unfazed by the irate man that followed him. Charlie assumed the man was her husband, dressed only in his léine. After two attempts, the man mounted a horse and gave chase, silver curls wildly bobbing like loose springs above a nose that resembled a barely ripe strawberry. But by then, Charlie was well on his way, while the galloping horse hooves behind him grew distant.

      His eyes lit to recall it even as he outrode his pursuer. He tilted his head, and a crooked grin formed. Well, we all make mistakes. Past mistakes came to mind in a series that could have gone on had he not dismissed them with a groan. For as much as he might have enjoyed what was now a long list of women he'd had the great pleasure of knowing, the same nagging emptiness threatened his peace. It never used to trouble him, but as the years had passed, he'd found himself wondering if there ought not be more to his life.

      His friends Callum, Duncan, and Alex had found their true loves, and they had gone on and on about how love had bettered their lives. It wasn't that they weren't convincing, nor was he against the idea completely. He just didn't seem to be able to feel it.

      And then there was the way that love—all love, even the non-romantic variety—ended. People left, people died, and it hurt when they did. Why invite it? No, he had the best life. It was simple and easy. If there were women about, there were women to bed. Of course, there were times in between when he sometimes felt empty—increasingly empty—but Charlie was usually able to shake off the feeling, which he did then.
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      His trusted steed had been pounding the turf for the good part of a day when a thick Scots mist rolled in and settled over the land. Charlie loosened his thighs’ grip against his horse and leaned back in the saddle, taking time to advance over the fog-covered terrain. He'd traveled this route many times, and yet even the most familiar land became strange when obscured by a mist. The rush of water drew him toward his goal. There was a cave he had found in his travels by chance one summer night, not far from a small waterfall. If he followed the sound, there was a chance he might find it. He got down off his horse and walked with some care, for beyond an arm's length, he could see nothing but fog. Still, he pressed on. If he failed to find it, he would have to settle for a hidden spot in some foliage, where he might be rained on. Either way, his horse needed rest, and Charlie wouldn't mind some sleep, either. He would be up before the air cleared, surely well on his way before anyone found him.

      He thought he'd drawn close to the cave when his ears perked. He could hear water tripping over the rocks very faintly at first, and then louder. The ground softened. Then the mist cleared for a moment, and he saw it. Beyond the dark opening of the cave, shelter and safety awaited. After leaving his horse by the stream, Charlie went inside. Having had little sleep, for reasons he did not entirely mind, he now found himself feeling weary, indeed. His mouth quirked at the corner. Aye, she'd been worth it. Still, while he had no regrets, he looked forward to closing his eyes for a bit. With the thick mist outside, he felt as safe as one could hope to be while alone in the wild.

      Something hard pressed against his back.

      He stiffened and lifted his hands. “I'm sorry. If it's gold that you want, I've got none.” His instinctive charm warmed the sound of his voice, or so he hoped. “I'm on my way home from a card game. If you hurry back to the inn, you might find its new owner. He’s about so tall, a bit round in the middle, with gray curly hair.”

      The gun barrel pressed harder into his neck.

      “You're welcome to search me. I've naught for you. I'm sorry.”

      After a lapse, his assailant spoke. “On the ground. Face down. Now!” A toe kicked his leg—well, his boot. Charlie didn't mind the kick, but the voice drew his notice. It was high. His attacker was no more than a boy. Charlie turned his ear toward his assailant. “On the ground?” he asked with as much innocence as he could muster.

      “Of course on the ground. Are you daft?”

      “Oh, aye. All right, then.” He complied, getting down on his knees, and then with a swift turn, he hooked his arms about the thief's ankles and yanked his feet out from under him. With a thud and a grunt, the lad fell. Charlie climbed onto him, gripped his hand, and wrestled a pistol from an unexpectedly delicate hand. Long hair caught in his hands as his would-be captor fought back, thrashing about until Charlie's hand grasped hold of surprising evidence that his attacker was, in fact, not a boy but a woman. She cried out and tried to bite his arm, but he snatched it away before she could clamp her teeth onto his wrist.

      “I'm sorry. I thought you were a lad, but I see—or feel, rather, that you are not.” Through the dim light in the cave, he peered at her.

      She thrashed about. “Well, now that that's settled, would you kindly get off me?”

      Charlie had too much honor not to comply but was rewarded with elbows and knees jabbed in uncomfortable places as the woman sprang toward the mouth of the cave.

      Caught off guard, Charlie fumbled his way up and lunged for her, knocking her down. “God's teeth, woman!” But his anger defused as he breathed in her lavender scent.

      “You're a fine-smelling thief.” He lay over the length of her body, this time making no attempt to move. Instead, he examined the pistol she held then rolled his eyes.

      “I'm no thief.” Her voice betrayed her fear as she struggled beneath him.

      His mouth turned up at the corner. “Oh? Well, threatening me with this—as it turns out—unloaded pistol suggests otherwise.”

      “You came into my cave,” she said with an edge to her voice.

      “Did I? Your cave, is it?” Charlie's eyes swept over her. Now that they were at the mouth of the cave, enough light shone in to see his assailant. Although not the most beautiful woman he'd seen, she was pretty enough. And, since forced to, he didn't mind lying on top of her nicely shaped figure.

      She ignored his assessing gaze. “I was here first.”

      “Aye, so you were. The question is why?”

      “I owe you no explanation!”

      Charlie grinned. “Well, dearie, since you're the one on the bottom, then I'd say you owe me whatever I ask for.”

      That sparked a new struggle from her and a good laugh from Charlie, for she was no match for his strength. While he did not object to her writhing, it was not in his nature to wrestle young ladies—unless they were willing, which this one clearly was not. Just as he was loosening his grip to release her, she managed to scratch him on the neck. Charlie cursed and looked up at the ceiling as he let out a deep sigh. Quickly tiring of this game, he made quick business of pinning her wrists to the ground. “You'd best stop hurting me, before I hurt you.”

      She writhed beneath him. “As if stopping would change that!”

      “What do you mean? I'm defending myself! What kind of a blackguard do you think I am? I’d not harm you on purpose.” Having at last pinned her down with no hope of escape, she ceased struggling, much to Charlie's relief, for it took more energy than he cared to expend just to avoid hurting her. “God, where did you learn to fight like this?”

      “Older brother.”

      “Well, God help him.”

      “Oh, he did. But he left me alone. No sense wasting God's help on a woman.” She spoke quietly, but her voice sounded tense. A fleeting sadness came into her eyes and was gone just as quickly.

      Charlie sighed and spoke gently. “Well, dearie, I'm sorry.”

      She snarled. “I don't need your pity.”

      Charlie's kindness was, it seemed, wasted on her. Still, he could not help but be intrigued by her plight. Ill-equipped as she was to prevail against him—and he was more gallant than most she would likely encounter—it seemed increasingly apparent to Charlie that she had not found herself there by choice. And that was what intrigued him. Why, then, was she there? “From the sound of it, you've had a hard life.”

      She scoffed. “Hard? No. I've had everything handed to me, including—” She stopped and looked away. “'Tis no business of yours.”

      “It became my business when you poked that pistol into my back.”

      “Did it?” Her voice was as smooth as syrup. “Well, I'm sorry. I meant to offer you tea, but I couldnae find the tea service here in this cave.”

      Charlie laughed and began to relax. “I'll make a deal with you. I'll not harm you—nor ask
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