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Tuesday, May 28, 1782

Virginia’s Eastern Shore

“This is a terrible plan, Shawn.”

“I know it is.”

“Then why are we doing it?”

“Have you got a better plan, Wallis? No?”

“We should’ve gone north from the first.”

“I know it.”

“I said it then. I said we should’ve gone north.”

“I know it, Wallis.”

“But no, there was nothing but for Trevor to go south. I told him, ‘Your cousin won’t be in Richmond, you blasted fool. Not since it burned.’”

“Enough, Wallis—”

“He was so certain. ‘Molly’ll be there,’ he said. You remember him. Going on and on about the tall house and the kitchen and the fresh bread.”

“For the love of God, Wallis—”

“And you know how I am about fresh bread, Shawn. When’s the last time we had honest to goodness fresh-baked bread? Do you remember?”

“I swear, Wallis, if you don’t shut it I’m going—”

“Did you hear that?”

Both men fell silent. Shawn leaned forward, as if the motion might help sound reach his ears. The darkness around him was complete, stealing away any chance to see, and over the lapping waves, it was nearly impossible to hear anyone approaching.

“I found a boat.”

Shawn’s knife was out of the beaded sheath hanging across his chest and in his hand before he recognized Trevor’s voice. 

“Balls, Trevor,” Wallis said from next to Shawn, “you’ll end up with a knife in your belly if you keep sneaking up on us like that.”

“I made a sound to warn you,” the small man said in his nasal voice. He always seemed on the verge of whining, and his quick-tongued Chesapeake accent didn’t help. 

“It’s fine, Trevor,” Shawn told him. “How far is the boat?”

“Not far.”

“Is there anyone near it?”

“A cabin about three furlongs away. No lights burning.”

“Dogs?”

“Didn’t seem to be.”

Shawn nodded, knowing his two companions wouldn’t see it. Though, Trevor might. He had eyes like a cat. He had been the best scout in their company, and defeat and imprisonment hadn’t dulled his senses. If anything, they’d gotten sharper. 

Shawn sheathed the knife and checked the rawhide keeping the sheath hanging across his chest. He’d repaired it as often as he could, but now that he was down to only one length of rawhide, he was nervous of losing the knife. Again. Still, he kept the sheathed knife outside his shirt, the easier to reach it.

“Lead the way. Wallis, lean on me.”

“I can manage—”

“Don’t argue with me, man,” Shawn snapped, his own Scots-Irish brogue, usually subdued into just a few words, thickened. 

Wallis grumbled, but he found Shawn’s arm and submitted to being helped. He moved stiffly, holding in a gasp, and Shawn feared his friend’s ankle was more than just sprained. Bearing the bigger man’s weight was going to be more difficult than Shawn anticipated, but it couldn’t be helped.

Shawn felt his way cautiously out from under the trees through the scraggly underbrush, wincing as thorns tore through his worn clothing. 

Not much farther, he told himself. Nearly there. 

He’d been telling himself that for weeks. 

The quarter moon was high in a clear sky beyond the canopy of knobby coastal trees. Shawn paused to allow his eyesight to adjust to the sparse light and saw Trevor standing only a few paces off, doing the same. The slight man stood with his shoulders hunched, as if preparing for a musket ball to strike him. He had their only musket cradled in his arms, ready to bring the bayonet to bear.  

Shawn understood. He felt exposed, too, and would rather have kept to the trees. 

The ground underfoot shifted from loam to silt to sand, and the trees fell back to bursts of beach grass. The smell of the ocean was welcoming, and the breeze would have been refreshing if Shawn weren’t still chilled through. It hadn’t been long since they’d had to swim to shore. 

The boat rested high on the rock-strewn beach, overturned. It was flat-bottomed and wide and would hold the three of them easily. It was different than the boats Shawn had taken out on the Delaware River or on the creek behind his uncle’s village. But a boat was a boat.

“This is still a bad plan,” Wallis grunted in his ear. The taller man was huffing with pain and exertion. 

“I’m open to a new one,” Shawn whispered.

Wallis went quiet. 

Shawn helped his friend settle on an exposed outcrop of rock. Sand pooled beneath it and beach grass fanned out along its sides, threatening to poke through clothing if Wallis shifted the wrong direction. 

Together, Shawn and Trevor flipped the boat over. A pair of oars was braced inside the sloping hull, along with a long pole.

“Ever use one of these?” Shawn asked Trevor. “I’m not much for sea travel.”  

“It’s not for open water,” Trevor answered. “It’s for poling in the channel.”

“If you say so. You’re sure one of the islands will be safe to land on?”

“I’m sure.”

Trevor’s voice was confident, but Shawn wasn’t as certain. Still, there weren’t many options left open to them. Not if they wanted to get home. 

They pulled the boat close to the edge of the shoreline. The waves were calm, pulsing sedately onto the beach. It looked like the tide was going out. Shawn hoped that meant it would be easier to break away from shore. 

Trevor held the boat while Shawn returned for Wallis.

“Do you know where this island is?” Wallis asked. His voice was tight with pain as he hobbled next to Shawn, clinging to him as they made for the boat.

“It’s east of here.”

“That’s fairly vague.”

“So is this whole plan.”

Wallis fell silent as they reached Trevor. Shawn didn’t want the other man to know how uncertain he was, but he wondered if Trevor had already heard them speaking. The man had ears like a cat, too.

With Wallis helping, Shawn and Trevor got the boat into the water. Shawn hadn’t thought his boots could get any more damp, but the cold sea water seeping inside shocked him. He gritted his teeth and pushed past it.

Nearly there. Not much farther. 

It took all three of them manning oars and pole to break away from the surf, mild though it was. The sky began to brighten on the horizon, back-lighting stretches of land across the narrow channel. Trevor aimed for that land, but their route wasn’t direct. Crags of barnacled rock, snarls of sea plants, and strange tidal eddies pushed and plied them through the water. 

It was exhausting work, and Shawn had been exhausted before setting out. Too many nights on the move with too little food, too little rest during the day, and constantly on edge lest they be discovered, had left all three men weakened. Wallis’s injured ankle was only the latest in a litany of aches and pains they had all suffered. At least the knife wound Shawn had sustained was nearly healed, but his shoulder still ached from the strain of pulling on the oars. 

The sun was well over the island as they neared a finger of land pointing out from a long stretch of coast. They’d been following the coastline for a few miles at least. Shawn couldn’t judge just how many miles, but it was a sizable length of coastline. 

They’d been eying the shoreline for the past hour, but the tides and the exposed shore hadn’t encouraged them to approach. Trees, thicker than he’d expect so close to the ocean, rose gnarled and heavy-boughed from the strip of land that stuck out from the island.

“There,” Shawn grunted.

Neither of the other men answered, but they worked with Shawn to urge the boat toward land. It wasn’t easy. The current seemed to be heading away from the island. Shawn strained with the oar. The island promised safe haven after weeks of harrowing flight. He wanted to build a fire, dry out his clothing, forage for food, and sleep. He thought he might sleep for days. 

As they neared the shore, they saw it wasn’t beach, but rock rising several feet above the water. Gritting his teeth, Shawn urged his companions to follow the shallow cliff, looking for a landing point. The current grew stronger against them, and he soon saw the cause. A river emptied into the sea near where the strip of forested cliff met the rest of the island. 

But the river also afforded a point of entry.

“There,” Shawn called, gesturing with a nod toward the inlet.

“A river? Here?” Wallis was wheezing with exertion, but he found enough breath to sound dubious.

“Long enough island,” Trevor said. 

“If it’s as wide as it is long,” Shawn said, “we’ll have no trouble finding a place to rest.”

“Why don’t we just build a hut and call it home?” Wallis said, his words twisting mockingly. 

Shawn didn’t answer. He was hoping no one had done just that or they would be in deeper trouble than they had been on the mainland. 

The passage between ocean and river was a barrier of mingling waves and rushing fresh water currents. The plant life thickened, both above and beneath the water. The water didn’t seem deep, but it was too bracken to see bottom. 

“Smells like marshland,” Trevor said.

Shawn kept rowing. It did smell like marshland, pungent with decay. The coastline they’d followed had been a mixture of sandy dunes and rocky shoals, so the marsh was unexpected.

The inlet broadened, expanding into salt marsh bordered by stunted trees. Farther up river, the trees grew denser, promising ground stable enough to make land, he hoped. Birdsong filled the air, many different than he’d heard before, though he recognized a few. The birds quieted as the boat passed beneath them, but beyond the river, they sang on heedlessly.

The river narrowed and then broadened again as it joined another branch. 

“The trees are thicker here,” Trevor said. 

“Just on the one side,” Wallis pointed out. “Still marshland on the other. I say we keep going upstream.”

Shawn could barely hold onto the oar, let alone work it. “We’re done in,” he told the other two. “We keep trying to go onward and we’ll likely get caught in a current and swept back to sea.”

Neither argued against him. 

“There,” Shawn said, gesturing again with a nod. 

With tired strokes, the men urged the boat to the riverbank. The water had cut down into the soil, but it was only a foot or so to the bank, and an exposed root made for a handy place to tie the boat. 

Trevor did so as Shawn climbed out. He helped pull Wallis up as Trevor darted onto the riverbank, agile as a squirrel, but then his strength fled. The men lay on the damp ground, taking deep breaths. The sun tried to break through the leafy canopy but cast only dapples of light through the boughs. Still, what little light reached Shawn was warm, warmer than he’d felt in days. 

“Camp,” he managed to say. “And a fire.”

“Sure it’s safe?” Wallis asked.

“Safe or not, we need fire.” 

“Amen to that,” Wallis muttered.

~*~
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A FIRE. AN ASSORTMENT of roots and early spring berries. A single fish Shawn managed to catch in the river with the bayonet tied to the pole. And fresh water that only hinted at the bracken marsh farther downstream. 

It took so little to feel like a man again. Shawn could have used twice as much of it all, plus a blanket, warm socks, and a drink that would make his throat burn, but for the first time since leaving the outskirts of Norfolk, he relaxed. 

“You’re certain no one’s around?” Wallis asked Trevor for the third time. Shawn couldn’t blame him. Wallis was sitting in his small clothes before the fire, his hairy arms and chest exposed, his shirt and trousers hanging over a low branch to dry out. He’d pulled his hair out of the twine holding it back from his face, and the ruddy locks were curling up around his thick neck and catching into his unkempt beard. He looked like a bear with mange. 

The only answer Trevor gave was a nod.

“We’ll need more wood before morning,” Shawn told them. “I only found enough to start the fire.” 

“It’s a good thing we still have that musket,” Wallis said. “We need to find some flint, though, so we don’t have to depend on the musket’s.” 

“It’s not good taking it out,” Trevor said in a hushed voice. “We need it ready in case we’re found.”

“You said no one was around,” Wallis complained.

“For now.” 

“Wouldn’t much matter with only the few shots left,” Wallis grumbled.

Shawn didn’t like Trevor’s paranoia after he’d been so eager to assure them the island would be safe.

“How’s the ankle,” Shawn asked, more to change the subject than anything. He’d seen for himself how swollen and bruised Wallis’ ankle was when they’d wrapped it as best they could with cloth torn from the tails of their shirts.

“Fine,” Wallis lied. Shawn could see the pain in his expression, no matter that his friend tried to hide it. “Wish we didn’t have to tear up the shirts.”

“No choice for it.” Shawn sighed. “A clean shirt. I’d sell a year of my life for one. This one’s only good for the rag bag.” It was grimy and stained with blood and sweat and had a hole in it from where he’d been sliced by his own knife.

Wallis grinned. “When’s the last time we got a clean shirt? After Yorktown?”

“Just before. I ripped the old one at the seam and Sergeant Gibbons gave me what-for. But he gave me a new shirt.”

“That’s right. I got one, too, seeing how he was giving them out.”

“He wasn’t too happy about that.”

“No, he weren’t.” Wallis chuckled, then sobered. “Too bad about him. I liked him.”

Shawn stared down at his feet. The last time he had seen Gibbons, the sergeant lay amongst the Yorktown dead, shot through the neck. 

“I miss my coat, too,” Shawn said to distract himself this time. “That was my favorite coat.”

“That was a fine coat. Leather and water-proof and looked so warm—”

“Wallis,” Shawn warned. 

“Sorry. I’m just damned tired of being cold and wet.”

“I know.”

“Too bad the fellow that had your knife didn’t have your coat, too.”

Shawn nodded and touched the hilt to reassure himself that it was still belted at his waist in its beaded, fringed sheath. It had damaged his shoulder, but the wound had been worth it to get the knife back. And the soldier who’d taken it wasn’t likely to hold it anytime soon until his fingers healed. Had his nose healed yet?

“Don’t suppose you could spear up any more fish?” Wallis asked wistfully. 

Shawn scratched at his beard, tired of the feel of it. “I could try. Though I’d hate to risk losing that bayonet.”

“So don’t lose it.”

“Bad idea,” Trevor warned. “We need that bayonet.”

“He won’t lose it,” Wallis told the jumpy scout. “Shawn’s been fishing creeks since he could walk. Isn’t that right, Shawn?”

“Yeah, but usually with a hook and pole. Don’t worry, Trevor, I’ll be careful.”

Trevor didn’t look happy, but he said nothing more.

Shawn got to his feet, reluctant to leave the warmth of the fire. His boots didn’t gush with water, but his feet were still damp, as was most of the rest of him. 

Trevor curled up near the fire and closed his eyes, one hand wrapped around the musket, the other around the nearly empty shot bag that hung across his body. Shawn wondered if he would truly asleep. The little man had been sleepless ever since Yorktown. 

Shawn nodded toward Trevor, and Wallis inclined his head in understanding. He’d look after him, so Shawn grabbed his makeshift spear and left camp.

The river was only about a hundred yards from where they’d made camp. They hadn’t dared go any farther from their source of transportation. Shawn checked on the boat, double-checking that it was still tied securely since he’d cut a length from the painter. He returned to the little pool carved into the riverbank farther upstream. He could make out the dark shape of fish among the thin reeds growing along the edge. 

He raised the makeshift spear, giving it a few shakes, then tightened the rope so that it caught in the groove he’d notched in the stout stick. He pulled the rope as much as he could, then shook the spear again. The bayonet was secure. Hungry or not, they simply could not risk losing it.

Moving carefully to the edge of the pool, Shawn looked for his chance. He’d only have a couple before the fish fled into the river. Or less, if they remembered his earlier attempts. 

He stood poised, waiting. The forest around him seemed to hold its breath.

And that was when he realized the forest had gone still. 

Shawn drew a steady breath to keep his heart from pounding in his ears. He turned on the balls of his feet, examining the area around him as he lowered into a crouch. He looked for the glint of sunlight off brass or iron, listening for the jostling of a buckle or the shift of underbrush, anything that might give away an enemy. 

Nothing. 

The bird song returned, just one or two birds at first, and then the chorus rose again to full strength. Shawn relaxed, though not all at once. He kept scanning the area around him until he was satisfied no one was there.

Unless Trevor had crept away to follow him. That might have quieted the birds. And Shawn wasn’t likely to see Trevor if he didn’t want to be seen, but the little man had no reason to follow him.

Shawn wouldn’t know for certain until he returned to camp. But he wasn’t going back empty-handed. 

The shadows were growing longer by the time he’d caught two fish, one large enough to make a decent meal for two of them, and he carried them by the tails as he walked. And he hadn’t lost the bayonet. 

Small victories. He counted every one of them. Perhaps there would come a time when those victories outnumbered all the defeats.

The forest grew still around him again as he approached camp. Shawn slowed, feeling the hair rise on the back of his neck. Setting the fish down on a pile of fallen leaves, he readied the makeshift spear and sidled carefully forward. He could smell the campfire smoke, but he heard no voices. 

A musket shot shattered the stillness, followed by a roar. 

“Run!” Wallis shouted.

Shawn charged forward instead of retreating, but Trevor was suddenly there, eyes wide, face alight with terror, the musket smoking in his grip. If he saw Shawn, he made no show of it. He sprinted through the woods toward the river. 

Wallis broke through the brush in a limping shuffle, wearing only his trousers, clutching his half-dried shirt and his boots. He didn’t stop when he saw Shawn. 

“Run, you fool!”

Another roar echoed through the trees, higher pitched, and a chorus rose up in answer. Chills raced up Shawn’s back. He grabbed Wallis by the arm to help him, keeping tight hold of the spear.

“What are they?”

“Just run—” 

Something dove out of the brush in front of them.

It was larger than a hound and bulky like a boar and was covered in patched, mottled fur. It rose up on its hind legs, coming to a height nearly to Shawn’s head. It opened its maw and terrible thick tusks curved from its upper and lower jaw. They dripped with foaming spit as the beast gnashed at them, then lounged forward. Shawn pulled Wallis back just in time and remembered the spear, but the creature went sideways into a thicket before he could stab at it. Shawn heard it moving to get behind them. 

“Was that a bear?”  

“Just run, damn you,” Wallis huffed, his voice shaking. 

Shawn heard more beasts coming, and a keening wail rose in the air that sounded nothing like a bear. What was coming after them? 

Heedless of his injured ankle, Wallis tore through the brush, pushing himself off trees and surging forward until his ankle failed. Shawn kept behind him, struggling to lift him when he faltered. He looked back to see the brush part to expose one of the beasts. Its head was narrow at the end and thick at the top and nearly hairless, with tusks like a boar and small, dark eyes but the mouth of a bear. The bear swiped at him with a twisted, overly large paw. Shawn skirted aside and jabbed back with the spear, marking it, and the snout pulled back with a grunt of pain. 

Another musket shot shattered the forest just ahead of them. 

“Damn fool.” The words wheezed out of Wallis.

They came to the river to find Trevor loading the musket with desperation-fueled speed. A dark form charged from the trees to their right, and Shawn raised the spear, but the creature veered off at the last moment.

“Get in the boat,” Shawn shouted. His own voice was weak and trembling. 

“Behind you!”

Shawn whirled around at Wallis’s warning, bringing the spear to ready. The bear froze, lips pulled away from its fearsome teeth as it growled. 

“Get in, Shawn! You wait for him, Trevor—Trevor, I said wait!”

Trevor had sliced the rope holding the boat. Shawn turned and dove. He caught the gunwale with his free arm as the current caught the boat. Wallis grabbed hold of the back of his shirt and hauled him in clutching the spear, but the river soaked him from the waist down.

The current swept the boat back toward the sea. The forest had fallen silent once more, a dreadful silence held by that black form watching as Shawn and his companions were carried away. 

“We cannot go back to that island,” Wallis complained with Shawn began rowing the boat along the coast rather than back toward the mainland.

“We don’t have a choice, Wallis.”

“But the mainland—”

“Is no safer today than it was yesterday.”

“Neither is that island!”

“We’ll beach the boat and stay out in the open.”

“And be exposed to any and all to see us? Trevor, tell him.” Both men turned to Trevor, but he was curled in on himself, still clutching the musket.

“I don’t think Trevor’s talking just yet.” Shawn studied the man worriedly. Trevor had never been completely sound in the head since Yorktown.

“Balls, what the devil’s wrong with the man?”

“I don’t know, but we can’t stay in this boat.”

“And we can’t go back to that island!”

Shawn sighed. “Wallis, believe me, I don’t want to, but you’re in a bad way— No, don’t argue, I can hear it in your voice. And Trevor is... I don’t know what Trevor is and that’s worse. I can’t manage this boat on my own. I can see a beach. I think I can get us there.”

Wallis looked skyward. “God help us.”
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Chapter Two
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Thursday, May 30th 

“What have you gotten yourself into, Ferny boy?” 

Deirdre watched the lamb twist, a bramble branch caught firmly in the tight black curls of his wool. Tsking, she knelt down and put a gentle hand on the orphan lamb. “Don’t be daft. You’ll never be rid of it that way.” 

Deirdre pulled the little scissors from the huswife tied to her skirt and clipped the bramble out of the lamb’s wool. She raised her arm to toss it away, then thought better.

“Most likely run right to it again, won’t you?” she asked the lamb. He looked up at her with trusting brown eyes and bleated. Grinning, she gave the lamb a pat and stood, putting the scissors away before tossing the branch as far as she could. 

“We’re not getting many bayberries picked this way, you silly little goose,” she told the lamb as she picked up her empty bucket. “Don’t make me regret bringing you with me.”

The lamb bounded away, his tail bobbing with each hop. At least he was heading away from the branch. Sighing, Deirdre followed him down the trail leading past the collection of broken crockery and animal bones that served as the village rubbish heap. 

If she were lucky, she’d find enough myrtle berries in the thicket to make more candles. Great Aunt Clary had complained that they were nearly out of bayberry candles, and Great Aunt Clary did not like running low on supplies. 

Deirdre understood why. They hadn’t always had regular trade ships to the island when Great Aunt Clary was a girl. And in the past couple years with the war on, the ships had come much farther apart, too, like they had in early years. The islanders would be lucky to see a ship in a six-month. 

This year had been better. They had iron for Conor’s forge, and they had sugar again. Joseph said that was the most important supply to return, but her cousin had about the widest sweet tooth on the whole island. 

The myrtle thicket was on the far side of the rubbish heap, just before the hog marsh took over along the river. Joseph wouldn’t like that she’d gone without him, but she wasn’t worried about the wild hogs. It was late enough in the day that the beasties would be taking to shelter. 

“You don’t know that for sure,” Joseph would have said to her if he were there. 

“I know because I listened to Uncle John, and he says they take to shelter when the sun hits the lowland trees,” she would have answered back, and the discussion would end. Joseph wouldn’t dare nay-say anything Uncle John had told her. Her uncle frightened him too much.

Of course, Joseph was a Donaghue, and Uncle John didn’t hold with Donaghues. Except for her, but they were family.

Anyway, she’d have the berries, what she could find of them, and be back at the village before Joseph returned from the oyster harvest with his brothers. 

“I could go oyster hunting,” Deirdre said to the lamb gamboling ahead of her. Ferny stopped on rigid little legs to stare back at the sound of her voice.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she told the lamb. “I could do it. I don’t see what all the fuss is about not letting us women out on the boats. Just because Grace fell out and nearly drowned doesn’t mean I will.” 

Ferny gave no answer.

The towhees and thrashers were beginning to roost for the evening. Several of them jumped deeper into the thicket as she neared. 

“You keep back, Ferny,” she told the lamb. “I’m not going in there after you if you get stuck like last time.” But the lamb seemed more inclined to pull at the tall grass nearby. 

What berries were left this late in spring were deep into the thicket. She pulled off the lacy summer mitts running from her thumb to her elbow. Great Aunt Clary hadn’t liked her going out without her short skirt, but it was a warm day. Deirdre had conceded to her great aunt’s demands that she wear her fingerless gloves.

“You don’t know what’s hiding in the brush,” her great aunt had told her sternly as Deirdre pulled on the hook-stitched mitts. Her great aunt tied a stitched kerchief, still smelling of wool oil, around Deirdre’s neck and shoulders. “No fool ever died from being cautious.”

It was her great aunt’s favorite saying, borrowed from a saying of Deirdre’s Great Grandmother Ailee: “Being cautious rarely gets you killed.”

Deirdre preferred her great grandmother’s way of saying it. She didn’t think of herself as a fool, but then Great Aunt Clary tended to think that anyone younger than herself was closer to being a fool than not. And only three people on the island were older than Great Aunt Clary.

“An island of fools,” Deirdre said to Ferny, “that’s what we are.” The lamb flipped his tail a couple of times in answer. Deirdre chuckled.

She tucked the mitts into her skirts and parted the branches to reach deep into the thicket. No thorns, at least. She worked for some while, not finding as many berries as she hoped but enough to scent a handful of candles. Aunt Daisy loved to make candles, so there’d be no difficulty asking her for help. Deirdre could surprise Great Aunt Clary with them next week just when they were using the last of what they had left. She’d have to put up with her great aunt’s complaining about the emptying candle box until then, but that was easy enough when she knew it was a matter already remedied. 

And Great Aunt Clary was the best person on the island to surprise. She went from sour to sappy in a heartbeat. 

Deirdre set the bucket down and pulled a few loose myrtle leaves out of her hair. She should have braided it back, but she’d given it a weekly washing, and it hadn’t dried.

Bare-armed, bareheaded, no kerchief, oh, yes, Great Aunt Clary had hit the rafters when Deirdre had tried to leave. 

“And she thinks I’m with Deborah and Rosa. As though listening to Deborah moon over Marcos or Rosa go on and on about little Aileen was a pleasant evening spent. Much better to be out in a thicket.”

Ferny made no answer.

“I think that’s done it, Ferny,” she said, looking for the lamb. Ferny wasn’t there. 

Deirdre heaved a sigh. “Ferny, where’d you get to now?” She circled the thicket, looking for the little black lamb among the meadow grass. “Joseph was right. I should tie a bell to your tail.”

The lamb bleated from the far side of the thicket. Deirdre shook her head and hurried for him. “If you’ve got yourself caught again—”

Words failed her in the face of three unkempt, bearded men. One of them held Ferny by his wooly scruff. The burliest was leaning on a stout stick. The third held a musket.

She’d never seen them before in her life, but her amazement burnt away into outrage when Ferny bleated in fear. 

“You put him down!” 

The man looked startled, or at least she thought he did under that dark beard. “We meant him no harm.” His accent was odd.

“Sure we did,” the burly man with the reddish beard said. “We meant to eat him.”

Deirdre stepped toward him, knowing the moment she did so that it was a stupid thing to do.

Fool, Great Aunt Clary would have called her.

The man with the musket raised it toward her. Deirdre froze, her heart thumping and her mouth going dry.

“Trevor,” the man holding Ferny warned. “Don’t.”

“She’s seen us.”

“Put the musket down.”

“But she’s seen us.”

“Why in the devil did we let him carry the damned musket?” the burly man asked.

“So I could help you get around. Trevor, put it down. She’s no threat to us.”

Deirdre wasn’t a threat, but Uncle John would have their heads. She was wise enough to keep that to herself.

The man lowered Ferny to the ground, who bounded off toward Deirdre. The man with the musket, Trevor, startled to see the lamb bounce past, but the first man was on him before he could react, snatching the musket from his hands.

“But she’s seen us!” the littler man said with a desperate look in his small eyes. “We don’t know whose side she’s on!”

All three men looked at her. Deirdre was at a loss for what to say.

“I’m... I’m not on a side.” She had no idea which side they meant.

“You live here?” the first man asked, the one with the dark beard and the piercing gaze. His eyes were gray like a thunderstorm rolling in from the sea. She’d never seen their like.  

Ferny was huddled against the back of her legs, almost hidden under her skirts. She couldn’t run if she wanted to, not without leaving him behind. And she couldn’t get away from a musket shot if she stopped to pick him up. 

Unless she was clever about it.

“I do,” she answered. “Easy Ferny, poor little lamb.” She tried to make her voice soothing, but her words sounded trembling. “You frightened my lamb,” she scolded the man.

He had the decency to look chagrined. “We didn’t know he was yours.”

“Whose did you think he was?” Deirdre asked as she knelt to comfort Ferny. She gathered him up into her arms and stroked him, trying not to look hurried though her heart was hammering. 

“No one’s. Just running wild.”

“Running wild? A little lamb, all on its own? Is that what you thought?” Foolish notion, Great Aunt Clary would have said. 

“I don’t know much about sheep.”

“That’s obvious enough.” She stood slowly as the man cocked his head at her. 

“Where do you live?” he asked. 

Deirdre tightened her hold on Ferny but worked the hand hidden underneath him into the folds of her skirts. She knew not to tell them. Uncle John had taught that lesson over and over. Do not trust strangers. Keep away from them. 

“Over there, past the river,” she lied, nodding toward her right.

Two of the men—most importantly, the one holding the musket—glanced that direction.

Deirdre took off running. She raced around the thicket, her skirts pulled indecently up to her knees, Ferny clutched against her. The grass was tall and dragged at her feet, but she kept from tripping, her only thought to get past the rubbish heap and start shouting for help. 

Something caught her by the back of her shirt and kerchief, nearly pulling her over backwards. A wiry arm snaked around her, pinning her against a thin but iron-like chest. She fought against the man’s hold.

“Don’t hurt her, Trevor!” she heard the first man shout.

She tried to kick at the thin, stinking man holding her, but he was ready for that. She couldn’t struggle and hold Ferny, too, so she tossed the lamb toward a mound of meadow grass just as the man with the gray eyes reached them. He took her by the arm, his grip careful but strong.

“Let go of her,” he told the wiry man. 

Trevor hesitated, but the gray-eyed man glared at him. Trevor set her down on her feet and released her.

“Run, Ferny!” she shouted, pulling at the hold on her arm. His grip didn’t break, but the lamb startled and leapt backwards. 

Trevor grabbed the musket from the man holding her and aimed it at the lamb, who was bouncing between grass heaps, uncertain and frightened.

“No!” Deirdre shouted.

“Stop that!” the other man shouted at the same time. With his free hand, he knocked the musket barrel downward. “Damn your hide, Trevor, what’s wrong with you?”

Deirdre took the opportunity of his distraction to kick him in the shins. 

“Ow!”

She tore out of his grasp and tried to run again, but he recovered faster than her cousin Joseph ever had when she’d pulled that same trick during their games as children. The man’s arm was thicker and stronger than Trevor’s had been when it wrapped around her waist, and he lifted her from the ground. 

She kicked, trying to catch him in the legs or higher.

“Stop that,” he snapped. “Everyone settle down for God’s sake.”

“You got her all right, Shawn?” 

“No, I don’t. Please, miss,” he said to her, quieter, his breath tickling her ear. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

“He was going to shoot my lamb!”

The man grunted as her heel connected with some part of his leg. 

“Please,” he said again. “We need help.”

It wasn’t the words that made her stop struggling, but the way he said them. Plaintive, on the verge of hopelessness. 

Deirdre stilled. He held her up from the ground, cradled against his chest in a way that no one ever had. At least no one who made her belly flutter when they held her. Before she could think of how she felt about that, he lowered her onto her feet and released her. She stepped away quickly but didn’t run. 

The gray-eyed man watched her warily, the musket grasped in his off hand. Trevor was looking at her with distrust, and the burly man stood as though in pain, leaning heavily on the stick. 

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Shawn. That’s my friend, Wallis. And this is Trevor.”

She noted that he didn’t add ‘friend’ as an introduction to the wiry man. If Trevor noticed, he made no sign of it.

“What are you doing here?”

“Looking for a safe place.”

“From what?”

The man looked uncertain, then came to some sort of decision. “From the war.”

“The war’s over. My uncle John said so.”

“Your uncle John isn’t far wrong,” the burly man, Wallis, told her. She could hear pain tight in his voice. 

“What side are you?” Trevor demanded.

Now that he wasn’t holding the musket, Deirdre lifted her chin to look at him in defiance. “I told you, we aren’t on any side. We’re on the island.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Wallis said.

Trevor didn’t look satisfied, but he kept quiet.

“Can you help us?” Shawn asked her. “Will you?” he added. 

Deirdre hesitated. The three men had frightened her badly and had threatened to make a meal out of Ferny, and they smelled awful, but Great Grandmother Ailee would have helped them. Great Aunt Clary would curse them for fools, but she’d do it over a table laden with food to fill their bellies. And there was something about the gray-eyed man, Shawn. She was curious enough to put up with their stench to figure out what it was.

“Very well. But he can’t carry that gun,” she said, nodding at Trevor.

“He won’t.”

Trevor didn’t seem to like that, but once again he kept quiet.

Deirdre took that as acceptance. “The village is this way.”

~*~
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“THINK WE CAN TRUST her?” Wallis whispered to Shawn as they followed the young woman.

“What choice do we have, Wallis?”

“She kicked you pretty good.”

“I don’t need you to tell me that.”

“Think they know about the bears?”

Shawn grimaced. “I don’t know. Probably.”

“Should we tell her that Trevor shot one?”

“If it comes up.”

“Think they’ll feed us?”

“If they don’t string us up first.”

Wallis winced. It was a threat they’d lived with for too long, and Shawn didn’t think it would come to that among these folk, but he wasn’t completely dismissing the possibility.

His friend caught on to why. “What the devil was Trevor thinking?”

“I’ve no idea.”

“We’d best keep an eye on him. Or maybe you’d rather keep an eye on the woman?” Wallis snickered.

“Shut it, Wallis.”

Shawn didn’t want to give credence to Wallis’s teasing, but it was hard to keep his gaze off the young woman leading them. He thought her not yet twenty, only a few years younger than himself, but her youth was still gathered around her unblemished by war. Sunny brown hair fell loose and wavy down her shoulders, and bright green eyes glinted with a hint of laughter in their depths. She wore a nearly sleeveless shirt and plain corset and skirts, bereft of ribbon or lace except for the odd fingerless lace gloves and lacy kerchief tied around her throat, the red wool a striking contrast to the plain homespun clothing. She was the image of idyllic farm life, of carefree days spent under the sun. Of peace. 

The bruises on his shins reminded him that she hadn’t been afraid to fight, though. If she were the example of the type of folks this island bred, he and Wallis would need to tread carefully. And keep a sharp eye on Trevor.

The path she led them on met a wider lane of twin wheel ruts with a furrow of grass and spring wild flowers in between. She walked down one of the ruts, the lamb trotting and occasionally bounding at her side. Trees, a mixture of red maple, sweetgum, and scraggly coastal pines, began thickening to either side of them, though nowhere nearly as thick as the trees had been where they had first made land. He couldn’t hear the ocean, so he suspected they were going deeper into the island. 

He glanced at Trevor. The scout was watching the trees apprehensively, but he didn’t look as though he’d bolt or do anything foolish. 

Shawn smelled cooking fires. Voices reached them from around a bend in the lane, childish shouts and a few older voices calling out. A dog began barking. It was all so homey that Shawn’s chest clenched with longing for his own hearth and family. 

A dog bounded toward them, a white hound with dark patches. Only about knee-high with a slender nose and flapping ears, it stopped as soon as it saw them and gave a baying bark.

“Hush, Tippy,” the young woman told it. Shawn realized he didn’t know her name.

“Tippy!” a man’s voice called. “Stop that yowling!” 

“Who’s that?” Trevor demanded of the woman.

She glared at him. “My cousin.”

“Tell him to come out where we can see him.”

“Trevor—” Shawn began, but the woman cut him off.

“You wanted me to bring you here, so either you’re going to follow me or not. Your choice.” With a sniff of annoyance, she continued around the bend. 

“You brought that on yourself,” Wallis told Trevor between clenched teeth.

Trevor’s lip trembled as though it might curl. Shawn held out a cautioning hand. “What other choice have we, Trevor?”

The wiry man’s shoulders slumped. He nodded tightly. 

The trees thinned as they followed the lane and the framework of what would be a
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