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			The boast of heraldry, the pomp of power,

And all that beauty, all that wealth e’er gave,

Awaits alike the inevitable hour. 

The paths of glory lead but to the grave.

			—Thomas Gray

			Prelude

			Culloden Moor, Scotland, 1746

			A northeast wind blowing rain and sleet welcomed the early morning watchers on the hill, their cloaked figures cowering together in vain for protection from the cold, penetrating wetness that seeped through to the skin. Some distance away, and farther down the slope of the moor, a lone figure crouched low in the heather.

			Sabrina Verrick hugged her cape more tightly around her as she stared in horrified fascination at the scene before her. The battlefield was the only patch of color across the wide expanse of gray moor. Colorful blue, yellow, and green standards waved above the scarlet-coated battalions of the English king’s army, its Union flag boldly flying in Scottish skies.

			Sabrina raised her head and felt the icy rain fall on her face. In the distance she could hear the monotonous beating of the drums. Drums beating in time for marching English feet, bringing them closer to the bright tartan plaid of the clans. Below her Sabrina could see her clan with her grandfather stalwartly leading them. His bonnet, trimmed with eagles’ feathers, was cocked jauntily over his weathered brow, the blues and reds of his tartan jacket and kilt now darkened by the rain; but on his left shoulder the silver and cairngorm brooch that pinned his plaid still gleamed richly. He’d drawn his broadsword and was swinging its double-edged blade threateningly before him. He stood tall and magnificent before his men as they awaited the signal to attack. A burnt wooden cross, tied together by a piece of bloodstained linen, leaned crookedly in the ground—silent now that the call to arms had been answered.

			The haunting notes of the bagpipes echoed through the air as the fierce Highlanders surged forward to meet the enemy, their heavy broadswords singing as they sliced through the air in defiance of the shining bayonets of the English.

			But few reached the English ranks before they were cut down by the roaring cannon ripping through the clans, dismembering and leaving only parts of bodies where once bold men had stood.

			Sabrina screamed in terror as she saw half her clan wiped out by a single volley of cannon. Those who managed to escape the barrage of cannon fire were left to be cut down by the continuous, evenly timed musket fire that never stopped coming in waves of death and destruction. Sabrina felt the bile rise in her throat as she stared down at the massacre. Red was the only color that penetrated her numbed mind. Scarlet coats, bloodied swords and red-stained heather jumped before her eyes as English and Scot lay dying alike. It was impossible to separate the two enemies now. They were one surging mass of violence.

			Sabrina narrowed her eyes, straining them as she searched for her grandfather among the men below her, praying that she wouldn’t see him crumpled to the ground with the countless others. Where was he? Where was her clan? She stayed low, sinking down into the heather as she sought desperately for a sight of their tartan. She turned suddenly at screams behind her and watched in disbelief as English soldiers, gradually making their way up the slope, bayoneted the small group of watchers on the hill. They began to scatter in panic, running for their lives as the soldiers bore down upon them, ruthlessly cutting down everything in their path. Sabrina remained still, afraid to move at all lest she meet the same fate. As she silently stared at the battlefield she caught a flickering movement as a small band of men made their retreat through the mangled bodies of their comrades and the enemy, escaping the field of their devastating defeat. Three carried her grandfather, and what was left of the clan limped along behind, their broadswords still raised to ward off any attack from the rear.

			They were not the only ones fleeing the moor. The battle had been lost. The clans were now trying to gather together what remained of their members and escape to safety in the hidden glens and lochs, losing themselves forever up in the craggy hills and unapproachable valleys that cut in deep chasms through the barren countryside.

			Sabrina carefully fled her hiding place and followed. She ran as though the devil were at her heels, running until her breath came painfully and her legs felt leaden. She followed them up into a narrow opening that twisted and climbed until the slaughter across the moor was hidden from view, and made her way through the passage, her mind a blank until she saw a small sod-and-stone cottage, little more than a hut, some distance ahead.

			“Let me pass,” she told the guard blocking the door, his bloodied broadsword held defiantly before her, barring her way.

			“Nay, lass, I couldna’ dae that,” he answered slowly, his blue eyes still dazed from shock. His face was darkened by streaks of blood from a deep wound beside his ear that was now clotted with dried blood the color of his hair.

			“I’m the laird’s granddaughter. I must be with him!” Sabrina cried, pushing past the beaten sentinel who gave easily and moved wearily aside.

			Sabrina stopped abruptly as she entered the one-room hut. A peat fire was burning weakly in the middle of the room while an old woman squatted nearby, a worn shawl wrapped about her thin shoulders as she steadily stirred a rusted iron pot that hung over the fire. A sickening sweet odor of stewed mutton floated to Sabrina as she moved into the room.

			It was quiet, deathly quiet, as if all the men had died. They watched silently as Sabrina walked to the far end of the room and knelt down beside her grandfather. She choked back the sob that rose from her throat as she stared at his broken body. He was breathing heavily, an odd rasping sound that shook his chest in deep, painful shudders.

			“Oh, Grandfather, what have they done to you?” Sabrina sobbed as she wiped the blood trickling from the corner of his lips with the edge of her cape.

			“Grape. Tha’ did it.” A voice spoke sharply beside Sabrina.

			Sabrina looked up into the blazing eyes of the man bending over the other side of her grandfather. His eyes were the only spot of color in his pale face. They glowed fanatically as they stared into hers, hatred pouring out of his soul.

			“It wae like a thousand knives bein’ thrown at us. They couldna’ just shoot us doon, nay, they had tae cripple us with tha’,” he said bitterly, indicating the rusty iron nails and leaden balls that littered the ground, shreds of tartan still clinging to some.

			“Ripping us apart, aul tae pieces, nae knowin’ wha’ hit us.” He looked down at Sabrina’s grandfather, a frown between his eyes. “They even got the auld laird,” he mumbled as if he couldn’t believe it yet. He looked at his own bloodied hands, rubbing his fingers convulsively. “But they did nae get me pipes. I’ll play for ye ever’ nicht,” he promised the laird. “They’ll nae stop Ewan MacElden.”

			Sabrina was staring in alarm at the half-crazed man when she felt her hand grasped by shaking fingers and looked down to see her grandfather’s eyes opening. She closed her hands about his cold fingers, trying to warm them as she looked into his face. It was devoid of expression and feeling, and she knew she gazed into a death mask. His eyes seemed to be pleading with her and she bent lower as his lips parted.

			“Shouldna’ come doon from the hills. Waur fools tae fight in the open. Slaughtered like sheep,” he whispered, his usually perfect English now thickened with an accent.

			“Please, Grandfather, don’t speak,” Sabrina pleaded, “we’ll get you back to the castle.”

			Sabrina looked to the others who stood silently about her. There were only five or six of them, and she wondered frantically why they just stood there.

			“Do something!” she screamed. “Can’t you see he’s dying?” Tears wet her cheeks as she watched a shudder shake his once proud body, now powerless as he lay in his own blood. She flinched as his fingers suddenly tightened painfully on her small hand.

			“Must tell ye. Knew this wae tae happen, but haed tae ficht. Go awa’, lass,” he struggled to say as he coughed up blood that oozed from his mouth.

			Sabrina bit her lip as she fought for control. “I won’t leave you here.”

			“Ye can dae nothin’ tae help me. I’m a deid mon. Sabrina, lass,” he implored her, “ye must get awa’ frae Scotland. A ship on the loch tae take you tae safety. Go awa’ an’ take my grandson. His richt—his inheritance. For the clan and—” He stopped as another cough shook him, leaving him gray-faced and shuddering.

			“No, I’ll not run,” Sabrina declared in a small, tight voice that throbbed with tears.

			“Lass, ye forg’t,” her grandfather whispered, “ye be half English yesel’. Ye can leave. Nae one need know tha’ ye haed been here. I planned it this way—ye must. I’ll nae hae my bloodkin aul die with me.”

			“Someone’s comin’!” the sentinel warned from beyond the door, his cry jolting the silent men into life. They seemed to surge like a wave out of the door, their claymores lifted for the last time, prepared to wreak vengeance before they died.

			“Nae time,” the laird whispered almost inaudibly. “Tae late. Sabrina, listen, child. Buried it, near the—” He choked, his face turning purple as he was seized by a convulsion.

			“Grandfather,” Sabrina whispered pleadingly, willing him not to die.

			“Must tell ye the secret… false… the kirk… threads… gold… golden threads.”

			Sabrina jerked her head up as the old woman began to wail, her body swaying back and forth. Through the door she could hear shots and yells as the combat was renewed.

			“Grandfather,” Sabrina began, only to stop as she looked into his gray eyes that stared past her into nothingness. He was dead. She crumpled over him, her body shielding his as she cried in despair.

			“Oh, Grandfather, why? Why?” she asked aloud. She raised her head from his chest and with gentle fingers closed his eyes and pressed her soft lips to his cheek. She felt something hard and cold against her hand and looking down saw his claw-handled pistols still hanging from his belt. She quickly removed one of the Highland dags and then the richly wrought silver dirk from his hip. Its sharp blade pricked her skin as she secured it in her bodice.

			Sabrina turned around quickly, startled as the door was swung open and MacElden fell in. He closed the door sharply and rushed over to her, looking down at her as she held the pistol pointed nervously in his direction.

			“Deid?” he asked quietly.

			“Aye,” Sabrina answered automatically as she had heard her grandfather answer so many times. She got to her feet slowly. “You’ll see that he’s buried with his broadsword and dag? That he’s not left to…” She paused, unable to finish her words and the image they conjured.

			“Aye, he’ll rest wheer he should. On his own land,” MacElden promised grimly. “They’ll nae strip him like scavengers, nor desecrate him—nae the laird.”

			Sabrina shivered uncontrollably as she heard the fighting outside, wondering who the victors were. The old woman’s wailing droned in her ears like a warning—but where could she flee? She was trapped with no avenue of escape.

			She felt the pistol in her hand and wondered whether she would be able to kill any of them before they killed her. Or would they take her prisoner and torture her as they had so many others? Suddenly MacElden pulled her to the corner of the hut. Shoving aside a rough-hewn table and shabby wool rug, he knelt and removed several large stones, disclosing a small opening in the side of the hut.

			“Quick with ye, through here an’ oop tae the pines. Follow them tae the castle,” he said, pushing her through the small space he’d made.

			Sabrina glanced back over her shoulder at the dead body of her grandfather and murmured a last farewell. “Aren’t you coming?” she asked MacElden.

			He drew himself up, straightening his shoulders. “I canna’ run oot on the laird. He would nae ken wheer I be,” he answered incredulously.

			Sabrina nodded, then wiggled through the narrow space which opened into the back of a large wall of peat, stacked and drying for fuel in the winter months. Sabrina crawled along its length, then cautiously looked around the edge. She could see the pines standing tall against the barren line of hill in the distance.

			Suddenly the ground seemed to shake as the loud, mournful wailing of MacElden’s pipes began. All other sounds were drowned by the shrill, uneven notes of the bagpipe. Sabrina quickly fled the neat stack of peat and hurried into the protection of the pine trees, the pipe’s lament still reaching her ears as she struggled up the hillside. She glanced back over her shoulder and began to cry as she saw the red and white coats of the English soldiers surrounding the little hut while other soldiers followed the few men of the clan who’d managed to escape yet again into the cover of the hillside.

			Sabrina missed her footing and fell heavily, feeling her breath knocked out of her as she hit the ground. Struggling to rise she leaned against a rock as she pulled herself up, closing her eyes as she breathed deeply of the frigid air, feeling it burn her lungs as she tried to catch her breath.

			Suddenly she stilled, a cold sweat breaking out over her body as she sensed that she was not alone, and slowly opened her eyes to stare at a pair of shiny, black jackboots. Her gaze traveled on up past the white breeches and scarlet coat, lingering on the drawn sword before coming to a halt at the face.

			Sabrina’s wide eyes stared in fascination into those of her captor, her lips trembling with fear.

			The soldier sheathed his sword and then shook his head with its cocked hat perched high above his brow. “A child. Just a little girl,” he spoke softly, almost to himself. His voice was very cultured and smooth, and some of the fear Sabrina had felt shaking her began to recede.

			“I won’t hurt you, child. What are you doing here?” he asked in a voice used to command, his eyes narrowing as he noticed for the first time the pistol she carried in her hands.

			Sabrina swallowed nervously. “M-my grandfather, the laird. He lies dead in the hut,” she answered, her fingers wrapping themselves around the trigger.

			“I see,” the officer replied casually, his body seemingly relaxed. “Why don’t you put down the pistol. It’s much too heavy for such little hands.”

			“I’d like to put a hole in you,” Sabrina said shakily as she raised the barrel to the center of his scarlet-breasted chest.

			“I know you would, little one, but that won’t bring your grandfather back. I saw him fight. He was a brave man, but he was badly wounded, and he’s better off to have died quickly.”

			He frowned as he stared at her upturned face, taking in the delicate features. What an unbelievably beautiful creature, he thought as he stared into the heart-shaped face with its huge violet eyes, and how ironic to discover such a perfect being in the midst of battle. He shook his head and raised his hand to touch her to make sure that she really existed.

			Sabrina took a panicked step backwards as the English officer started to reach out. She stared at him, feeling hatred coursing through her veins. This tall, red-coated man represented all that she despised and feared. The memory of her grandfather’s torn body suddenly surged before her, and with a small, anguished cry she pulled the trigger.

			A deafening roar cut through the air, surprising Sabrina by its shattering effect and the violent jumping of the pistol in her hands. But the officer had read the hatred in her face and deflected the barrel of the pistol before she had even fired it, sending the bullet harmlessly through the branches of the pines.

			“Run along, little girl. Run back to your family where you belong. God only knows who let you loose this morn. Hurry, be off!” he yelled at her astonished face, pushing her suddenly into action as she turned and ran, her cape flicking her ankles as she fled.

			He stood silently under the pines watching her disappearing figure, a tightness about his mouth as he turned back to the clearing.

			“See any more Highlanders, sir?” a soldier called out as he came running up the hill with an excited gleam in his eyes, his bayonet dripping blood.

			“No, Sergeant, I saw no one up there,” he replied coldly as he led the way back down to the hut.

			Colonel the Honorable Terence Fletcher stared at the slaughter around him. The dead and dying were beyond his help, but he promised there would be neither looting nor massacre of innocents by his command and called to a stop the torching of the hut by several soldiers as the mournful notes of the piper still sounded from within.

			“Follow those into the hills,” he ordered, waving them away from the hut.

			The sergeant beside him spat as he eyed the colonel speculatively. “What of the chief? They always dress real fine. Pity to let someone else lay claim to his finery, sir.”

			“You’ll find plenty of others to strip, Sergeant. This one will be buried as is his right. Do I make myself understood?”

			“Yes, sir,” he answered surlily, “but what of the castle? Must be up here in the hills somewhere. Got orders saying we’re to destroy any strongholds, don’t we?”

			“Yes, those are our orders, and we will do what is necessary to secure our position, even if it means destroying the castle,” the colonel answered to the sergeant’s satisfaction.

			Terence Fletcher shook his head as the sergeant hurried off. What did he really expect from these men? Most were riffraff: poor, uneducated hirelings here to obey commands, treated like dirt and paid little more than that. He shouldn’t be surprised that they wanted to get what they could when they saw riches within their grasp and while their bellies ached with hunger.

			He glanced about him at the inhospitable hills and gray skies above and wished he were back in England. He’d rather be anywhere than here in these desolate Scottish Highlands where time seemed to have stood still and men still fought as their ancestors did three centuries past. Now their way of life faced destruction because of their foolhardy support of the Young Pretender, Charles Stuart, or as they fondly called him, Bonnie Prince Charlie. As successor to the long line of Stuart kings who had been driven from power in the seventeenth century, he now had the support of these Jacobite Scots in his vain attempt to overthrow the Hanoverian Georges ruling Great Britain.

			As he stood staring at the tall pines, hearing the eerie notes of the bagpipe still coming from the hut, he saw again the face of that beautiful child and wondered what would become of her. Her face had, in an instant of time, etched itself in his memory. It was a face he would never forget.

			***

			“Hurry, hurry for God’s sake,” Sabrina urged her aunt. “We’ve got to leave here now.”

			“But where is Angus? He really should be here,” her aunt replied calmly as she carefully folded a delicate, lace-edged handkerchief. “I do so dislike hurrying,” she complained softly.

			“Please, Aunt Margaret. Just this once try to hurry,” Sabrina pleaded with the older woman, who continued to carefully pack a few personal articles with unhurried ease. Her black hair was sprinkled with silver and neatly covered by a small, white lace cap, the puffed-out crown stiffly starched and high on the back of her head.

			Sabrina shrugged in exasperation as Aunt Margaret smiled at her, blue eyes vague and dreamy in her soft, sweet-expressioned face.

			“I never allow Hobbs to touch my sewing. She is quite incapable of packing it correctly—besides, I always have it with me. A lady never just sits and fiddles her fingers, my dear,” she explained as she collected the rest of her items and put them in a tapestried bag.

			“Sabrina!” a voice called, followed shortly by a young boy who ran into the room breathlessly. “We’re ready. Mary is already belowstairs.”

			“Help Aunt Margaret down, I’ll see to the rest,” Sabrina said, quickly running from the room despite Aunt Margaret’s disapproving stare.

			Sabrina hurried down the worn stone steps of the large banqueting hall. The shields and arms of the past glory of the clan hung solemnly on the stone walls. There was neither fire in the large, stone hearth, nor food laid upon the long trestle table. The servants, those who had not fought in the battle, had fled to their families’ crofts up in the hills. Hobbs, her aunt’s English maid, would be the only one accompanying them on the fishing boat that would carry them to the coast and then to a French ship, waiting to sail with them to safety.

			Behind her Sabrina could hear her brother Richard cajoling Aunt Margaret down the steps. Below in the hall Mary waited, nervously pacing with tears still wet on her pale face.

			“Oh, here you are at last, Sabrina,” she cried thankfully, her light gray eyes showing relief as she saw her aunt and Richard just behind. “I thought you’d never come. We must hurry before the English come. Oh, do hurry, Aunt Margaret, please,” she begged her aunt as the woman stopped to check her bag for a second time.

			“It’s all right, Mary, we’ll make it safely,” Sabrina reassured her older sister calmly.

			“Grandfather thought so too,” Mary reminded Sabrina worriedly, a look of fear on her pretty face.

			“I know. I was there.” Sabrina looked around them regretfully. What would happen to the castle? Would the English burn it down, destroying it as they had so many other Highlanders’ homes since the fighting had begun? The numbness that had paralyzed her feelings was beginning to fade as she took a last look at the ancient hall. Her grandfather’s face would only be a memory now, along with so many other memories of this day and their life in the Highlands.

			“Sabrina!” Mary called from beyond the doors. They had climbed into a small cart pulled by two shelties and were waiting impatiently. Their trunks had already been sent on before them, and now they would follow the narrow, rocky road winding through the glen to the loch. From there they would travel through the night on the river that would let them slip into the North Sea and onto the ship waiting for their signal.

		

	


	
		
			Beware, as long as you live,

of judging people by appearances.

			—Jean de La Fontaine

			Chapter 1

			England, 1751

			A shaft of yellow light reached its thin finger of brightness into the black night, a night otherwise devoid of habitation. The parting between the thick velvet hangings through which the recalcitrant beam had escaped revealed within a warmly lit tableau, isolated in apparent unconcern from the bleakness of the world existing beyond the exclusive and impenetrable barriers of those four gilt walls.

			Exotic birds, flowers and cherubs gazed down from the high, plaster ceiling on the gentlemen below who sat laughing and drinking about the cluttered dining table, their glasses well filled with port and rum, and their appetites well satisfied from the meal they’d heartily eaten earlier.

			“It’s treason, I say,” Lord Malton blustered loudly. “No respect for tradition. Bunch of bantam-cocks, the whole lot of them.”

			“What’s treason? Not those Jacobite Scots again? Lud, I thought we’d finished off those heathens once and for all?”

			“No, no, not the Scots. Wigs! Wigs, man, wigs. Those young jackanapes have the effrontery to forswear wigs. Going about bareheaded.” Lord Malton choked, his face flushed pink under the mass of powdered curls that fell to his shoulders.

			“Not wearing wigs? I say, how barbaric. Do give me their names so I don’t mistakenly invite them to dine,” sniffed another bewigged diner.

			“I’d ask the duke to have a word with ’em, but look at that wig he’s wearing. Hardly one at all, it’s so simple. No, don’t think he’d do it. Doesn’t even shave his head,” Lord Malton confided in a loud whisper to half his end of the table. “Personally, I do. Get a much snugger fit, and not half as much trouble with fleas.

			“Wish he’d take them in hand. I’ve seen the duke deal with loose fish before.” He glanced slyly at the object of his words before adding quietly behind his hand, “How do you think he got that scar, eh?”

			They chuckled at the thought of a confrontation between the parties concerned and went on to discuss in detail the possible fate of the upstarts at the hands of the duke.

			“This is an absolute honor, you know,” Malton added to his neighbor, “to have the duke visit. He’s never down this way much, but I’ve some land I’m selling and he wanted to see it first. Handles all these things himself. Bit odd, that.” Lord Malton smiled indulgently as he looked at the duke.

			The Duke of Camareigh was oblivious to the speculations of his powers of persuasion as he stared in boredom into the dregs of his glass, wondering why he had accepted Malton’s invitation rather than putting up at an inn. How quickly he’d forgotten how outrageously dull these rustic supper parties were. He smiled cynically as he remembered that Malton was, after all, his host.

			“What is so amusing, your grace?” Lord Newley demanded, a sour look on his dissipated face.

			“A mere thought at my own expense, Newley, nothing more,” the duke commented, the smile momentarily widening over his aquiline features, touching just briefly the thin scar that etched its way across the left side of his face, from the edge of his high cheekbone to the corner of his mouth. It added an almost sinister cast to his features, his expression masked in heavy-lidded, thickly lashed eyes that gave nothing away in a mocking glance.

			“I hope you remember about our engagement for Friday? I intend to win back that pair of dueling pistols I lost to you. Finest pair I had, too. German-made by Kolbe. Shouldn’t play against you, you’re too damned good, or maybe lucky,” Lord Newley grumbled, putting up a thin hand to straighten his wig, which was slightly askew above his sunken cheeks.

			“It’s not luck, but expertise. What else is a gentleman of leisure to do but refine his talents at gambling?” the duke replied lazily.

			“And with les jeunes filles, eh?” Lord Newley snickered, giving a broad wink at the others.

			“Wish you’d put me wise to that refinement, your grace,” someone guffawed loudly.

			“Ah, donnez-moi l’amour,” another added dramatically, kissing his fingers to his lips for effect.

			“Better not let your wife in the next room hear that,” Lord Malton bellowed from the other end of the table, “or she’ll teach you how to play the game.”

			No one noticed the velvet hangings move imperceptibly as if a draught had disturbed them, and none thought anything amiss until a masked figure emerged silently from behind their concealment.

			“Please, gentlemen, no sudden moves. If you will just keep your hands upon the table like good lads, I’ll not be forced to kill you,” the masked figure warned as he motioned with the barrel of a pistol in one hand and a thin sword held deftly in the other. He stood brazenly before them, dressed in a black frock coat trimmed with silver braid, a silver brocade waistcoat and black velvet breeches. A tartan sash in vivid reds and blues stretched across his chest and was pinned by a cairngorm brooch to his pure white stock. Heavy jackboots reached above his knees, with spurs that jingled above the square, massive heels. On his head he wore a cocked hat with an eagle’s feather stuck into its high brim. The upper half of his face was covered by a black crepe mask, the thin silk gauze covering his features except for the two holes where his eyes stared malevolently at the assembled guests.

			Lord Malton jerked upright in his chair, an incredulous look of surprise spreading across his broad features. A murmur of shock passed through the room as the other gentlemen reacted similarly, dismay mixed with outrage showing in their expressions, except for one who remained casually at ease in his chair, the only visible sign of his anger the scar whitening along his cheek.

			“Very wise of you gentlemen,” the highwayman commented as they remained motionless as ordered. He laughed softly. “Now who was it who said that aristocratic gentlemen were shallow-brained half-wits? My apologies, gentlemen, for you are certainly showing a degree of intelligence tonight.”

			“Why you—” Lord Malton began speaking, rising in outraged dignity from his seat, only to be silenced as a giant of a man slipped from behind another curtained window, two cocked pistols held firmly in his fists, while another equally large man stepped out from behind the first highwayman, dwarfing him in contrast. They were also masked, but dressed in leather breeches and waistcoats, covered by black frock coats while their legs were encased in enormous jackboots.

			“Yes, my good lord, you were saying?” the masked man asked softly, then laughed with amusement as Lord Malton slumped back onto his seat.

			“You’ll pay for this, Bonnie Charlie, you’ll hang from the gibbet for this deed,” Lord Malton sputtered angrily, a gasp of surprise coming from the diners as their assailant was named.

			“You have to catch me first, and the English are better with words than deeds.”

			“You swine. This is an outrage.” Lord Newley snarled, his face turning a mottled color in his rage.

			“No… this is a robbery, and I intend to relieve you gentlemen of some of your pretty trinkets. And unless you wish me to disturb your ladies, who are busily gossiping in the blue salon, I believe you call it, then you will keep quiet and allow me to get to my work.” He grinned devilishly. “No comment? Excellent. Obviously you find no fault with my reasoning.”

			The large bandit standing behind Bonnie Charlie stepped forward and held out a leather bag.

			“The small gold ring, I think, and possibly the watch,” Bonnie Charlie directed. “Ummm, yes, definitely the watch. A bit too ostentatious, I should think, Lord Newley. Try an enameled one next time. These rubies and diamonds are much too large.”

			Lord Newley clenched his hands as if he held the highwayman’s neck between his fingers, and glared impotently up at the robbers as they made their way down the table, selectively picking only one or two items from each gentleman, leaving the rest untouched. As Bonnie Charlie came abreast of the long side table still laid with food he sampled a pastry off one of the china plates.

			“A bit too sweet for my tastes,” he commented as he dusted the fine sugar from his coat sleeve, picking up his sword where he had carelessly placed it on the buffet. “Now, what have we here? No jewels or pretties for the poor?” Bonnie Charlie demanded as they halted beside the duke.

			“Come now, don’t be shy,” Bonnie Charlie requested genially. The duke’s eyes stared like burning coals in his face as he shrugged and handed over a gold snuffbox and gold watch from his fob pocket.

			“Our scar-faced gentleman is very wise,” Bonnie Charlie said tauntingly, “for he fears having his other cheek marred as well.”

			The duke’s jaw visibly hardened as he looked up into the highwayman’s eyes, shadowed by the mask, and drawled, “I look forward to meeting you again, Bonnie Charlie, when my sword shall feel more than your cheek beneath its point.” His voice was low and quiet, yet held a definite threat in it to all who heard it

			But the highwayman only laughed in the same husky whisper as his voice. “Indeed?” he replied doubtfully. “Most of you exquisites wouldn’t know which end of a sword to pick up, much less how to wield it.”

			“Of all the impudence. I’ll have your head for this,” Lord Newley threatened.

			“Will you really, my lord? So bloodthirsty over a few trinkets that you can well afford? Be glad I don’t take it all and leave you impaled against the back of that satin chair. But now I think I must give you more reason for desiring my head. I rather fancy that diamond stock buckle,” he jeered as he snipped it from Lord Newley’s chest with the point of his sword.

			“And, Lord Malton, as my host, I’ll relieve you of that charming silver saltcellar.”

			The silver saltcellar was added to the bag of loot by the duke, whose lips twitched slightly as he also added Lord Newley’s stock buckle.

			“You smile, my scar-faced friend,” the highwayman observed dryly, “but I think I like yours as well… if you’d be so generous?”

			“By all means.” The duke’s grin widened. “I compliment you on your good taste. But you have it on loan, for I shall redeem it in due time.”

			“I look forward to the transaction with pleasure,” the highwayman grinned, revealing straight, white teeth, not in the least cowed by the obvious challenge of the scar-faced gentleman’s words.

			With a slight bow Bonnie Charlie backed toward the window, his henchmen’s pistols still trained on the captive audience. “I bid you adieu, gentlemen, and my compliments to your ladies.”

			With that final insult he disappeared from sight through the windows, followed quickly by the other two robbers. For an instant all was still, then Lord Newley cursed violently and made to rise, Lord Malton following, when a flash of silver sped past their startled faces and a knife embedded itself with a thud in the middle of the table.

			“Good God,” Malton mumbled, searching for his pocket handkerchief carefully, lest another knife should find its way into his chest.

			“I wonder what the fellow does for an encore,” the duke commented as he slowly stood up and stretched lazily, feeling oddly refreshed by the strange incident.

			The others stared at the duke, mesmerized for a moment, and then in relief broke into confused conversation with no one voice being heard.

			The duke stood silently looking out of the window, a meditative look in his eyes and a slight smile on his lips.

			“An outrage. The insolence of that blackguard. I’d have run him through if I’d my sword,” Lord Malton muttered, pouring himself a drink with shaking hands.

			“The Jacobite cur. Flaunting his plaid before us. He’s an agent of that rogue Stuart, I’ll wager. I say call out the militia on him. They’ll run him to earth soon enough.”

			“Haven’t caught him yet,” someone commented, “nor would I care to cross swords with those two great hulking henchmen of his, either.”

			The duke turned from his contemplation of the night, listening with interest to the gossip. “What was that name again of this highwayman who seems to elude capture so effortlessly?”

			“Bonnie Charlie they call him, because of the blasted plaid sash he wears across his chest and the eagle’s feather in his hat. Mocks us all, damn his eyes if he doesn’t, the Highland savage.”

			The duke smiled thoughtfully. “And yet he talks and acts like the perfect gentleman. Quite a puzzle, wouldn’t you say? How long has he been about?”

			“Three, maybe four years, I suppose,” Lord Newley answered. “Cursed nuisance. Third watch he’s had off me.”

			“And yet no one has any idea who he really is? Never seen his face, or even tracked him down? How obliging of him,” the duke murmured, “that he only takes a few items at a time. Certainly not greedy, is he?”

			“That’s just it. Damned impertinence. Makes me feel overdressed half the time.”

			“Has he murdered anyone?”

			“Wouldn’t be surprised to hear he had, although I couldn’t say for certain,” Lord Malton answered grudgingly.

			The duke straightened the lace of his cuff, then automatically reached for his snuffbox only to remember it had been taken. Shrugging off his irritation he said, “I would advise we join the ladies. They must be wondering by now what is amiss.”

			“The ladies! Good God, forgotten all about them,” Malton gasped, rapidly rising to his feet. “Shouldn’t tell them, but don’t know how I’ll keep it from my wife. Knows everything, that woman, yes she does. Come along, mustn’t keep them waiting, eh?”

			The duke watched as they filed out, still talking amongst themselves in excited undertones. Then, walking over to the table, he removed the knife from the center. He examined the hilt, touching his finger gingerly on the sharp tip, and with a reluctant smile dropped it back on the table and followed his host from the room.

			***

			“Lud, but did you see ol’ Malton’s plump face when we interrupted his party?” Bonnie Charlie chuckled in amusement. “And Lord Newley’s look when I relieved him of his watch. What is it, the third or fourth one now that we’ve taken?”

			“Third, I think, Charlie,” one of the big men answered seriously.

			“Yes, well, I’ll have a sixth and a seventh from him before I’m through, eh, John?”

			“That’s the truth, Charlie. Really showed them gentlemen tonight. Thought Will was going to have to shoot the fat one.”

			“No shooting, remember,” Bonnie Charlie warned. “We’ll not have murder charged against us as well. Once we’ve killed, especially a gentleman, this whole country will be swarming with militia. It’s bad enough as it is.”

			They urged their horses along the hillside, avoiding the road below where there would be patrols. The scent of sweet, wild strawberries and honeysuckle was strong in the night air as they traveled through the woodlands and pushed their way through the bramble bushes and thick shrubs. Suddenly the horses shied nervously, frightened by the shadowy figure seen dimly ahead. Bonnie Charlie narrowed his eyes, the mask he wore obstructing his view. The figure seemed to be coming nearer, and yet it remained where it was.

			“What is it?” Will whispered nervously, holding tight to the reins of his reluctant mount.

			An owl hooted softly as they approached cautiously and viewed the suspended object.

			“Lord, but it’s Nate Fisher,” John said, recognizing the figure that hung from a gnarled branch of an oak, a rope drawn tight about his neck.

			“Dead.”

			“He was poaching again, but this time they caught him,” Bonnie Charlie spoke softly as he saw the rabbit tied to the dead man’s neck.

			“What else was he to do? His family’s starving. Five little ones to feed and a sick wife.” Will spoke angrily.

			“That be true, and this once being the common land until Lord Newley and Lord Malton took it over and closed it off. What’s a fellow to do? Watch his family starve?”

			“I know, Will, it’s unjust. There they sat stuffing their faces while poor Nate swung here in the night, just because he was trying to feed his family. I wish now I’d taken everything from them instead of leaving them with their pockets still half-full. I swear I’ll make up for it next time,” Bonnie Charlie promised. “Cut him down. He’ll not be a carcass for the crows to pick clean. You know the Fishers well, John, take him home. Half of our profit tonight goes to them,” he added, then urged his horse ahead and slowly disappeared into the trees, leaving John to see to the body.

			Bonnie Charlie and Will cautiously threaded their way down into a small, wooded valley, hearing the murmur of several creeks, the bubbling sound of the water cascading through the trees muffling the noise of their horses. Crossing into the soft bottom of one of the creek beds they hurried their horses, the muddied water from the horses’ hooves quickly clearing as fresh water fed into it. The horses splashed through the water as the highwaymen followed the stream for a short distance, past several bends and overhanging banks until it widened, becoming sedentary and stagnant, overflowing into an expanse of inaccessible marshland.

			In the center of the marsh was a firm rise of ground where a small stone hut stood sheltered under the camouflaging limbs of a large willow. Tying their horses to the dangling branches they entered the hut, standing still in the darkness until Will, fumbling with his tinderbox, managed to strike a spark with a piece of flint against steel and as the tinder flamed, lit the short candle that he’d drawn from his pocket.

			The sparse, shabby furnishings of the hut were thrown into shadowy light by the flickering flame. Dark hangings of shag hung over the open windows, shielding the revealing light from any prying eyes in the night.

			“Quite a booty, Charlie,” Will chuckled as he emptied the bag of jewelry onto the rough wooden table. His smile thinned, however, as his thick fingers came in contact with the emerald stock buckle of the Duke of Camareigh. “Wish you’d not baited the scar-faced gent. Don’t like the looks of him. He’s no lily-livered fool, that one. Didn’t recognize him either,” Will puzzled, rubbing a hand over his stubbled chin.

			“Some fancy coxcomb from town, out for a little country air, no doubt.” Bonnie Charlie dismissed him with a contemptuous shrug.

			“I don’t know, Charlie. I didn’t like his eyes, nor that mean grin on his face.” Will shook his massive shoulders. “Mark my words—he means trouble.”

			“A carpet-knight, no more than that, Will. What can one of those town toffs do to me?” the highwayman laughed derisively. “Slap my face with a scented hankie and call me out? No, I think not. They hold no threat to us. After all, what have those fine gentlemen accomplished these past years? I still roam freely, no shackles or hangman’s noose for me.”

			He bent suddenly and scooped up the emerald buckle in his gloved hand. Tossing it in the air, he amusedly said, “It’s a beauty and will fetch us a fair price. I must admit the previous owner did indeed have good taste.”

			“Maybe, but I still don’t like it,” Will said stubbornly. 

			“Oh, come now, Will. You’re not superstitious about this little shiny thing?” he teased.

			Will remained silent, a brooding look on his usually cheerful features. “It bodes no good for us, I say.”

			“I’ll remember your dire predictions when I pocket the handsome profit, and you needn’t take your share of it if you’re still superstitious about it.” Bonnie Charlie laughed as he watched the sudden change on the big man’s face.

			“Well, now, I didn’t say I was that worried about it, Charlie. I’m not letting some city swell cost me my fair share,” he rallied, stiffening his spine as he stretched to his full six-foot-five frame.

			“That’s the spirit, Will. Now you know what to do. Take these to London and our Mr. Biggs. He’ll sell them and get a good price, and I think we might manage a little higher price than last time, eh, Will? Biggs isn’t above trying to hoodwink us,” he warned.

			“He won’t try anything on me and John. He knows better. Values his serpent skin too much to double-cross us.”

			“Good, and let me know if you hear any other news. You know what I’m waiting to hear about.”

			“Sure, Charlie, I’ll let you know.”

			“All right then; a good night’s work, I’d say. Let’s be off.”

			Charlie bundled up the jewelry, stuffed the bag into an old sack, then handed it over to Will, who wedged it behind a loose stone in the wall. Snuffing out the flame between a large thumb and forefinger, Will followed Bonnie Charlie from the hut, his premonitions of disaster left behind with the loot. They traced their way back through the marshy ground with difficulty, and then up into the trees and away from the wooded valley, riding fast through the countryside.

			Silently they entered an apple and cherry orchard, coming quickly to the walled end, beyond which lay a garden. The sweet fragrance of climbing roses hung heavy in the still night air and invaded Bonnie Charlie’s senses as he climbed from his mount’s back to the top of the stone wall. He waved, waiting as Will led the horses off, then jumped down on the garden side with a slight thud. He made his way easily through the rows of daffodils and roses to a large rhododendron hedge hugging the house. Slipping past it he moved behind to a recessed area beside the brick chimney. Sliding back a false, half-timbered section of brick he entered the house unobtrusively. Making his way through a short, dark passage well-swept of dust and cobwebs, he came to a panel and locating the latch slid it open and entered a dimly lit room. The embers of a fire glowed faintly from the large fireplace and did little to lessen the chill that rose from the parquet-tiled floor. He slid the panel securely back into place. The false wall of the fireplace looked undisturbed before the massive oak table that sat squarely in the middle of the hall. Climbing swiftly up the oak staircase, he silently made his way through a small gallery and then quietly entered a sleeping chamber, closing the doors behind him. A fire burning in the grate lighted the room, revealing a carved oak bedstead with dark blue velvet curtains partly drawn to keep out the draughts.

			Charlie glanced longingly at the embroidered silk quilt that covered the bed and the plump pillows covered in matching embroidered silk. He ignored the invitingly turned down bedclothes and went to stand before a small mirror hanging on the wall.

			“You’re later than usual.” A soft voice spoke from the bed, and then two slimly arched feet appeared, followed by a white, nightclad figure.

			Bonnie Charlie turned with a smile on his face. “Late, but we had a very profitable evening.”

			The woman slid from the warmth of the bed and hurried over to the fireplace, where several kettles were steaming. “Even in summer these floors pick up a chill.” She removed a large kettle and poured the steaming water into a tub, adding another, followed by a can of cold water. She placed a warm towel close to the tub, then sat down on a tapestried chair, curling her legs beneath her as she stifled a sleepy yawn.

			“I wish you wouldn’t wait up for me,” Bonnie Charlie told her as he began to pull his black chamois gloves from his hands, tossing them carelessly into an oak chest. He carefully placed his weapons on the floor of the chest, and with amusement flickering in his eyes he removed the concealing mask from his face.

			“You know I can’t sleep until you’ve returned safely,” the woman replied.

			“I thought you’d know that without having to see me,” the highwayman answered with a laugh, his eyes no longer shadowed by the mask lightened now to their true violet-blue color.

			The black cocked hat followed the gloves and mask into the chest. With slender fingers the highwayman carefully removed the powdered wig he had worn beneath his hat and placed it into the chest. Straightening up, he shook his head, loosening the thick mass of blue-black hair that curled down below the fitted waist of the full-skirted coat.

			The mirror on the wall reflected the creamy smoothness of the highwayman’s face with delicately molded features; the nose short and slightly tip-tilted above curved lips and a dimpled cheek.

			Shrugging from the loose-fitting frock coat and waistcoat, he folded them into the chest and stretched indolently, the fine, white lawn shirt tautening over the smooth outline of firm, rounded breasts.

			Where before a masked highwayman had stood, the mirror now reflected an incredibly beautiful woman standing before it. Her cheeks were flushed rosily and her lips parted in remembrance of the night’s excitement as she turned to face the nightgowned figure.

			“You constantly amaze me, Sabrina,” Mary said from her curled-up position on the chair. Her red hair hung in a thick braid over her shoulder and her gray eyes were bright with mischief. “I sometimes have the sneaking suspicion that you really enjoy masquerading as Bonnie Charlie.”

			Sabrina laughed gaily. “Not always, especially when I have to pull off these heavy boots.” She sat down tiredly on a chair and struggled to free one of her legs.

			Mary jumped up and helped her pull, laughing as she fell backwards carrying the boot with her. After the other boot had finally been removed, Sabrina rolled down the thickly knitted, worsted stockings that protected her soft skin from the chafing leather, revealing slim legs and small feet. She quickly removed the tight black breeches and full-sleeved shirt, then twisted her thick black hair into two braids and pinned them on top of her head.

			Closing the carved lid of the chest, Mary glanced about the room, reassuring herself that nothing remained of the highwayman, Bonnie Charlie.

			Sabrina gratefully slipped into the warm water of the tub and relaxed, letting the sweet-scented bath oil Mary had added soak into her body. With her hair pinned up she looked like a small child as she yawned widely.

			“I’m glad we don’t have to do this every night, or I’d be swooning over the breakfast table,” Mary said, curling back up in her chair as she waited for Sabrina to bathe.

			“I do really appreciate your waiting up for me. It’s good to know that you’re here and I can talk to you.”

			“Have you ever thought what an odd life we’re leading?” Mary asked. “I do wish sometimes that we could just live normally like everyone else.”

			“Because of our odd life, Mary, we are able to live normally,” Sabrina contradicted. “We live very simply compared to others, and even that takes money.”

			“Oh, I know, Rina, and I’m not complaining, truly I’m not,” Mary reassured her, “It’s just this gnawing fear and worry that you’ll be shot or captured. I suppose it’s my own guilty conscience but I’m constantly in fear of letting something slip.”

			“I know how you feel. I’m tired too,” Sabrina confessed. “But what can we do? This is our only means of support. Do you imagine I’d do it otherwise?”

			Mary looked at Sabrina’s set face, hesitating for an instant before she replied reluctantly, “Well, maybe. You are a bit of a devil, Rina.”

			“Mary!” Sabrina cried with an indignant laugh, splashing water on her playfully. “Of course I must admit I do so enjoy seeing my lords Malton and Newley’s faces when I have them at sword point.” Her eyes darkened at the thought of them and she angrily wrung the soapy cloth free of water.

			“What is it?” Mary asked in concern, seeing the look on her sister’s face.

			“We found Nate Fisher in the woods tonight. He’d been caught poaching, and for his punishment he was hanged by the neck.”

			“Oh, no,” Mary breathed.

			“Oh, yes,” Sabrina assured her in a hard voice. “Do you remember how we hated all of these people when we first came here? They were all the same to me, and I hated the lot of them. But gradually that changed as I came to know them, and I discovered that people were pretty much the same no matter where you were. The poor and underprivileged still going hungry and the rich that bully them still getting away with it.”

			“Do you know, Rina,” Mary confided, “I’ve come to love it here. I want to stay here always. We won’t go back to Scotland, will we?”

			Sabrina shook her head regretfully. “There’s nothing to go back to. This is our home now, Mary.”

			Mary smiled with relief. “I never thought I’d hear you say that. I’ve always loved this house, especially when Mother was alive and we were just little girls. Remember playing in the orchard and stealing apples?”

			Sabrina laughed. “Yes, very well. And I haven’t mended my ways, have I? I didn’t want to think of those days when we first returned to Verrick House. I was so full of hate and revenge that I didn’t want to remember the nice things about it. But now that I’m seventeen I can look at life differently, more objectively than when I was a little girl, and I can accept both my memories and the present.”

			“It’s taken you a while,” Mary said.

			“Ah, but then we were hardly made welcome, were we? I don’t think the marquis’ solicitor could really believe his eyes when we stormed into his offices. Do you know, I think for the first time in his life he was actually speechless. The marquis probably had neglected to inform him that he had children.”

			“You’ll never call him Father, will you?” Mary asked curiously.

			Sabrina looked at her steadily. “And why should I? He’s no father to us. Why, he’s never seen his only son and heir. No, he can stay in Italy with his rich contessa as far as I’m concerned. In fact, I would say we’ve been exceptionally lucky that he’s been living abroad. Do you think he would’ve taken us in with welcoming arms? He’s hardly proven himself to be paternal.”

			Sabrina laughed harshly. “He would have sold Verrick House by now if he had to pay the upkeep and taxes. If it weren’t for my unlawful activities, we would most likely be in debtors’ prison. I haven’t forgotten how things were that first year we came here and tried to survive without outside help.”

			No, Sabrina thought to herself, she hadn’t forgotten their first year in England. Five years had now passed since her grandfather had died, so long ago that she sometimes wondered if they’d ever lived in Scotland. And then she would have one of the nightmares. She would see again the blood-soaked heather and tartan, smell the death and fear on the moors, the scene haunting her nighttime dreams. She would waken, feeling that choking, horror-filled fear that left her sweating and gasping for breath, her body shaking uncontrollably.

			So long ago, yet still so vivid. They had sailed away from the destruction in the Highlands. The slaughter of men, women and innocent children. The burning and sacking of their homes. Sometimes she wondered what had been the fate of the castle.

			They had arrived safely in England, Aunt Margaret and Mary ghastly ill with seasickness from the turbulent crossing, Richard fretful and confused, and herself so full of hate she could scarcely conceal it from the English coachmen and innkeepers they’d dealt with on their journey to Verrick House.

			The ancient family home had been uninhabited and inhospitable. The marquis, their father, whom they had not seen in the ten years since his Scots wife had died, had long ago abandoned it for the more refined atmosphere of London life and countless other diversions.

			But their hard work and determination had made a home out of the small Elizabethan manor house that had changed little over the past two hundred years. The high gables, mellow brick and mullioned windows gazed down on a garden and orchard overgrown with weeds and fields that had lain fallow year after year. But the richly carved oak paneling and strapwork ceiling of the entrance hall still welcomed the visitor. The finely worked tapestries that hung from the walls were still in good condition, and with a little beeswax the old oak furniture glowed into new life.

			They had managed to live comfortably through that first summer, their money stretching through the warm months, but with the advent of winter their hardships began. Aunt Margaret had caught a cold that lingered and kept her in bed with a fever and cough. The doctor’s bills had mounted daily, despite Hobbs’s efficient care of her mistress, and food bills had risen each month until they were forced to ration their meals.

			The marquis had already sold years before any valuable object that might have brought a good price, leaving only the bare essentials of the house that would bring very little if sold.

			Her resentment had grown as their neighbors had called, partly out of good manners, but mostly out of curiosity, to see the family of the long-absent marquis. In their finery they had rolled up to Verrick House in elegant coaches, displaying their wealth to their impoverished neighbors. Graciously accepting tea as they laughed behind their fans at vague Aunt Margaret busily sewing her tapestry, patronizing their awkwardly young hostess as she tried to serve them. Sabrina had seethed as she’d watched Mary reduced to tears.

			Sabrina had seen the poverty of the villagers, the maimed limbs of many unsuccessful poachers who’d only been trying to feed their families. The unfairness of it all had finally goaded and angered her into action.

			It was a problem not easily solved by a young girl, but once she discovered the solution she set about making plans and strategies that would have complimented any general.

			It was indeed ironic that the solution should come from Lord Malton himself. He’d been complaining of the unsafeness of the roads and apparent ease with which travelers were held up and robbed.

			“Like taking candy from a child,” he said angrily after church one Sunday morning while Sabrina listened, “the way these ruffians and footpads steal a person’s property. No fit place to live anymore.”

			How easy, indeed, Sabrina had speculated, to act the highwayman.

			The first attempt had been a terrifying failure, nearly costing her her life and limbs when the coach she’d tried to waylay had not stopped and had nearly run her down.

			Her second attempt had been more successful and netted her a ruby brooch and a gold watch, relieved from her first victims, Lord and Lady Malton. She had sold the jewelry, then retired the old mare for a speedier mount and with what was left, a cow for the barn.

			Fortunately, misfortune had turned into good fortune when she’d inadvertently stumbled across the path of Will and John Taylor. Rabbits poached from forbidden land were slung across their shoulders when she interrupted them, a company of dragoons on her heels at the time, and time being of the essence, they had saved introductions until later.

			Sheltering under the trees, they had watched the soldiers thundering by, turning to inspect each other suspiciously when the immediate danger had passed.

			She remembered now with amusement how the two big men had towered over her as she’d stood bravely before them in her jackboots, her paling face hidden by her mask.

			John had looked down at her from his great height, his thatch of straw-colored hair gleaming like silver under the bright moonlight

			“Well, what have we here?” he’d asked with interest. 

			“Looks like a little Scots gentleman to me, John,” Will laughed deeply.

			“Aye, tha’ I be, lads,” she had answered huskily, her hands placed arrogantly on her hips.

			“Well, little man, you’re a bit south of the mark, then. Don’t you think you oughta head north a bit? Wouldn’t want you stumbling into us again,” John had threatened.

			“Yeah, looks as though you’d been busy, too, little Scot. What’d you get for yourself? Maybe you oughta share it with us for our trouble,” Will had suggested with a smile splitting wide his mouth.

			Sabrina remembered reaching for her pistol, unwilling to share her first profits with those two country bumpkins, but before she could find it she’d found herself wrapped in a fierce bear hug. Her little bag of loot was searched to their disappointment and then her mask had been tugged loose. Their surprise had been very satisfying to her ruffled feelings.

			“Lord, but it’s little Lady Sabrina Verrick,” John had said, shaken.

			Sabrina had enjoyed their discomfiture for a few brief moments, then had made them her startling proposal, having been suitably impressed by their strength and also preferring to have them a part of her secret rather than just knowing about it.

			Never once had she regretted her decision, as Will and John made themselves indispensable to her and her family, finding servants and gardeners from the village to work at Verrick House and somehow managing to get them credit with all the local shopkeepers until they had built up their income enough to pay.

			It had worked out beautifully, almost too well, she sometimes worried.

			“Are you going to soak until dawn?” Mary demanded sleepily. “You’re going to be as wrinkled as a prune.”

			Sabrina climbed from the tub, wrapping her slender body in a warm towel as she dried herself before the fire and then slipped into her nightgown, smoothing the soft material over her hips.

			Mary gave her a hug and disappeared into her own room. Sabrina walked over to the chest, opening the lid and looking down at her sword and pistol lying on top. She glanced at the claw-handled pistol and then dug down deeper, coming up with her grandfather’s dirk, the haft richly wrought with silver. She cradled it to her breast for comfort, trying to visualize her grandfather’s face, the glint in her violet eyes and the half-smile on her lips very reminiscent of the old man’s, had she but known it.

			“I promised I’d take care of Richard, didn’t I? But I don’t think you’d planned it quite this way, did you, Grandfather?”

			She replaced the knife in the chest and climbed into bed, her eyes closing with sleep as soon as her head touched the pillow.

		

	


	
		
			Alas, regardless of their doom

The little victims play!

No sense have they of ills to come,

Nor care beyond today.

			—Thomas Gray

			Chapter 2

			Sabrina happily descended the stairs, her thoughts centered solely on the lovely summer morning. Birds were chirping melodiously from boughs near the open casement windows, and the scent of roses was carried in with the slight breeze.

			She barely resembled the armed highwayman of the night before in her light blue silk damask gown with a creamy yellow, quilted satin petticoat showing in front. Her long black hair had been waved back from her face and secured in a simple knot atop her head, the thick coil looking too heavy for her slender neck that rose like a fragile stem from the bodice of her gown. Golden rings pierced her ears and gleamed on her fingers, and as she checked the gold watch slung from a chain around her neck she looked up sheepishly.

			“I’ve overslept horridly, haven’t I?” she called to Mary, who was arranging a vase of fragrant lilies in the center of the oak table in the hall. “And it’s such a beautiful day, I hate to waste a minute of it.”

			“I know, but I’ve the accounts to settle and the linen to check before we can go on the picnic you’re planning,” Mary smiled.

			“Always practical, Mary. And I have yet to keep a secret from you. Is there nothing you don’t know?” she asked as she lifted a lily from the woven basket and held it to her nose.

			Mary’s smile faded. “You know how I wish I didn’t have the Sight, Sabrina. I don’t want to see the future. It frightens me. I have this feeling, this dread”—Mary paused thoughtfully—“this awful fear that something is about to happen to cause everything to fall in upon us.”

			“You’ve seen something since last night, haven’t you? You weren’t this nervous then,” Sabrina said.

			Mary shook her head. “No, it’s just that feeling again—nothing more. It’s making me edgy.” She smiled apologetically.

			“Something usually does happen, though, when you get these feelings.”

			Mary looked into Sabrina’s clear violet eyes, tears clouding her strangely light gray ones and whispered, “Oh, Sabrina, I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

			Mary dropped the lilies she held and hugged Sabrina to her. “You’re so small and sweet, and yet so brave to risk your life for us. I just couldn’t bear it if they should catch you.”

			Sabrina shook her head admonishingly, returning her hug. “Silly goose. Nothing will happen to me. I have Will and John, and your gift to guide me. What can happen?” she scoffed, full of confidence.

			“Now, shush.” She held a finger to her lips. “We promised never to discuss this during the day in case we might be overheard by the servants. Anyway,” Sabrina added, holding her arms out as if embracing the morning, “it’s far too glorious to be worrying about what isn’t about to happen.”

			Mary shook her red head in defeat. “I give up. No one can resist you when you turn on the charm.” She finished arranging the last lily and stood back to admire the effect, and obviously satisfied, turned to Sabrina.

			“Come along, you must be famished.”

			“I’m absolutely starved. I can’t understand how I manage to work up such an enormous appetite,” Sabrina puzzled. “It must have something to do with the company I keep,” she added innocently, a twinkle in her eyes.

			“Really, Sabrina, you’re an incorrigible little minx,” Mary laughed as they entered the dining room and she helped to fill her sister’s plate from the sideboard laid with covered dishes.

			“Proper society ladies would look with horror upon what you’re eating this early in the morning,” Mary stated as she added sausage to the eggs and buttered toast on Sabrina’s plate, taking a small plate with only bread and butter for herself.

			“I’d like to see them riding about at midnight and then be satisfied with a little piece of bread and butter,” Sabrina replied as she swallowed a piece of sausage and took a sip of hot tea. “Will you be out this morning?”

			“Later, after I’ve seen to the household duties. I’ve prepared a basket for Mrs. Fisher. Some eggs and cheese and beef pies.”

			“Mrs. Taylor will probably have gone over after Will told her last night,” Sabrina said. “You might take an extra blanket or two. Mrs. Fisher has been ill.”

			“All right, I’ll see what I can do,” Mary replied, her mind going over the contents of the linen cupboard.

			“My dears, how lovely to find you here,” Aunt Margaret commented as she drifted into the room. “Pour me a cup like a dear, Mary.”

			She sat down opposite, glancing at Sabrina’s plate curiously, then looked away politely.

			“Thank you, dear. You know, I don’t know where it goes?” she said looking out of the window distractedly.

			“Where what goes, Aunt Margaret?” Mary inquired as she buttered a small wedge of bread and placed it before her aunt. She followed Aunt Margaret’s stare, but could only see flowers abounding in the garden. “Everything is blooming beautifully. The Sweet Williams are especially lovely this year.”

			“Oh, are they dear, well, that is nice,” she smiled and then directing a look at Sabrina added, “Blue suits you admirably, dear, but where are you putting that vulgar display of food? One should really just nibble delicately at a morsel. A lady, no matter how hungry, must never show that she is hungry. One really should leave the table quite famished. Which reminds me, dear, I really must have some more scent. Aqua Mellis, if you please, nothing else will really do, and another bar of that lovely Genoa soap. Do you think I should use the indigo blue or the violet, dear?” she asked worriedly.

			Sabrina and Mary exchanged tolerant glances, well used to Aunt Margaret’s vagaries by now.

			“The violet, Aunt,” Sabrina answered automatically.

			“Do you think so? Well, I suppose so,” she murmured, wrinkling her smooth brow, “but I really should think about it, dear. We mustn’t be too hasty.”

			She rose gracefully and patting Sabrina on the top of her head affectionately wandered from the room, her tea untouched.

			“Dear, sweet Aunt Margaret,” Mary sighed. “I do wonder where she is half the time. She wasn’t always this scatterbrained.”

			“I thought she’d always been a bit dreamy and abstracted,” Sabrina commented as she wiped the corner of her mouth delicately, having cleaned her plate of its contents.

			“No, something to do with unrequited love,” Mary explained sadly.

			“Unrequited love? Rot.”

			“Sabrina!” Mary looked astonished.

			“Well?” Sabrina demanded. “No man’s worth losing your wits about. I’d sign his death warrant first, and then launch him into eternity riding my sword,” Sabrina vowed with a laugh.

			“The way you do chatter at times. I don’t know whether to laugh or pray for salvation? Grandfather often said he’d thought you’d been left by the merfolk from the loch as retribution for some offense,” Mary replied. She sometimes worried; Sabrina could be so elusive, like quicksilver in her moods. She was much too passionate, so easy to provoke into a rage and so stubborn when she’d set her mind to something.

			“You’d better pray to the ancient god Mercury that my feet remain fleet, for I’ve no desire to join them on Mt. Olympus yet.”

			“More likely into Hades, Rina,” a boyish voice predicted. “It’s the fate of all fallen angels.”

			Sabrina sent Richard a warning glance while Mary only shook her head.

			“Not before I see you there, Robin Goodfellow,” Sabrina retorted with a smile.

			“I never do get in the last word with you,” Richard complained, taking a slice of bread and spreading it liberally with butter. “Men don’t care for sharp-tongued females, Rina.”

			“Yes, I’m well aware of that, Dickie.”

			Richard smiled, seeming far too adult for his ten years of age. His red hair looked as though he’d just run an impatient hand through it, and there were faint shadows beneath his blue eyes. “Rather that than a fathead. I couldn’t stomach that.”

			“Were you up reading late again last night?” Sabrina asked.

			Richard’s mouth turned sulky as he concentrated on a small crumb next to his plate. “I can’t sleep when you’re out, Rina.”

			Mary choked on her tea, glancing up at Sabrina with wide, startled eyes full of consternation, but Sabrina continued to stare calmly at Richard’s bent head.

			“Out where, Richard?” she asked quietly.

			Richard looked up then, a brightness in his eyes as he said impatiently, “You know where—Bonnie Charlie.”

			Mary gasped, opening her mouth to speak, but Sabrina shook her head.

			“Well,” Richard continued obstinately, “aren’t you going to deny it?”

			“No, that would be foolish, wouldn’t it?” Sabrina answered.

			“Yes, it would. I’m not a fool. Don’t you think I know what’s been going on all these years?” He looked over his shoulder and then continued more quietly, “Do you think I like to have my sister ride about the countryside at night as a highwayman? Don’t you think I ever wondered where the money came from that paid for my tutors, or put food on the table.”

			He smote his fist on the table causing the dishes to rattle. “Well, I did. I never believed the tales you made up about getting it from the solicitor as a special allowance from the marquis. He doesn’t give a damn about us. Don’t you think I ever wished I could help in some way? I’ve always been too young, or too much of a coward. A poor-spirited milksop, afraid to even ride a horse, much less shoot a pistol. What good am I to you?” Richard demanded angrily, and jumping up, overturned his chair and ran from the room.

			Mary and Sabrina remained seated, silently staring at each other.

			“What a coil. I had no idea he even knew, much less felt this way. It’s hard to believe, Mary, but Richard’s grown up on us. He’s always been a serious fellow, so we’ve just never noticed how mature he’s become.”

			“I’ll go to him,” Mary said worriedly. “I hate to have him so full of self-doubts. He’s still just a little boy, despite how mature he tries to act, and he shouldn’t be ashamed because he doesn’t ride,” Mary said in his defense.

			“No, I think he should be left alone—for now, at least,” Sabrina advised her. “We’ll just have to start taking him into our confidence. But I’ll not have him involved in anything that will endanger him.”

			Mary nodded her red head in agreement. “I don’t fancy seeing us all hanging from the gallows, either.”

			Sabrina watched as Mary withdrew a piece of paper from her apron pocket and began to go over her list of household details, her face absorbed as she mentally calculated her figures. Sabrina smiled fondly at her sister’s bright red head. Nothing must happen to Mary. Not Mary. She was far too good and virtuous to end up on the gallows. Sabrina bit her lip nervously as she allowed her doubts to overwhelm her. What had she led them into? If anyone deserved hanging, it was she.

			***

			It had been a lovely afternoon, Sabrina thought, as she glanced about the colorful garden. In scattered disorder Sweet Williams, carnations. and gillyflowers blended with the fragrance of violets, sweetbrier, and wild thyme. Sweet pea, honeysuckle, and jasmine clung to the arbors, while the yellow and gold of daffodils and marigolds marched steadily through the pinks and reds of tulips and columbines. Sabrina closed her eyes and listened to the quiet. She could hear the busy hum of the bees from their hive in the herb garden where they flavored their honey from rosemary, lavender, sage, and marjoram planted nearby. It was so restful, so peaceful, so removed from the world beyond the high stone walls.

			“Are you finished, Rina?” Mary asked as she began to gather up the empty dishes and return them to the large woven basket. Richard tossed the remains of roast chicken, ham, and pickled salmon to the floppy-eared, black-and-white spaniels waiting patiently for their share of the picnic. The gooseberry tart and custard pudding had long since been eaten, but the leftover fruit and cheese was repacked, and the empty container of lemonade as well.

			Sabrina finished hers thirstily and added it to the pile. “I enjoyed that so much. It is so pleasant to just relax and daydream for once,” she commented lazily, stretching her arms above her head, then laughed and covered her face as one of the spaniels began licking it with a soft, moist tongue. He rolled over as Sabrina rubbed his long silky hair playfully, laughing as he held up his paws begging for more.

			“I wish every single day could be as nice, but,” Mary added regretfully, “it must end, and I’ve still the accounts to see to.” She glanced at the lengthening shadows on the lawn and sighed. “Aunt Margaret, shall we go in now?”

			“Yes, dear, quite right,” Aunt Margaret answered. “Do remind me to embroider this garden. I must capture these glorious colors, and really, the pickled salmon was just a wee bit too salty.” She smiled, gathering up scattered threads with quick, nimble fingers and tucking them into the large tapestried bag that was her constant companion, along with the two spaniels.

			“When are you going to finish that tapestry you’ve been working on for the past few years, Aunt?” Sabrina asked, looping her arm through her aunt’s as they walked towards the house, the spaniels underfoot. “You’ve never shown it to us.”

			“In time, dear, in time,” she answered vaguely.

			They entered the hall through the side door that opened onto the garden and were stopped by the butler who’d just closed the doors to the drawing room.

			“Visitors, Lady Margaret,” he announced deferentially, but looked to Mary for his orders.

			“Who has called, Sims?” she asked curiously, checking her gown for grass stains and straightening the lacy, flounced sleeves at her elbows.

			“Lords Malton and Newley, your ladyship,” he replied stiffly, ill-contained dislike of the two visitors barely concealed in his well-trained manner.

			Mary cast an inquiring glance at Sabrina, who shrugged and merely tipped the wide, floppy brim of the pale blue silk slouch hat she wore to a more rakish angle over an amusedly arched eyebrow.

			“I suppose we must find out what they want. Come along Mary, Aunt—” she began, but Lady Margaret had disappeared up the staircase with the dogs in tow, a thin strand of scarlet thread the only indication she’d been present.

			Sabrina turned to Richard. “Would you care to be present?” she asked the solemn-eyed boy. His eyes brightened visibly, and he nodded his head in agreement.

			“Please, Rina,” he spoke eagerly.

			“Mary, Richard.” She clasped their hands and they moved forward as one into the drawing room, past the doors held open by a footman, to greet their unexpected guests.

			“Ah, Lady Mary,” Lord Malton greeted her loudly, nodding to Sabrina and Richard, as he bent over Mary’s outstretched hand. “A pleasure.”

			“Our pleasure, surely,” Sabrina spoke softly, smiling sweetly as she caught his eye.

			“I must say, Lady Mary, your sister grows more beautiful with each day that passes, as indeed do you yourself.”

			“If I might be allowed to add my compliments also,” Lord Newley added suavely, looking directly into Sabrina’s violet eyes. “We must see more of you ladies, eh Malton?”

			“Certainly. Of course we understand that without a man to act as escort, and only your aunt to chaperone you, it is most difficult for you to get about. Ah, how is the dear woman?” he asked hesitantly, looking around the room nervously in expectation of being surprised by her sudden appearance. “I knew the dear lady when she lived here with your father. They were, of course, a bit older than me,” he added quickly.

			“Aunt Margaret has never been better and hardly seems a day older than my sister and I,” Mary smiled. “Please do be seated, and may we offer you a refreshment?” Mary invited, her good manners overcoming her reluctance to issue such an invitation.

			She avoided Sabrina’s grimace and seated herself demurely on a winged settee. “Richard, ring for the footman. We’ve a very fine elderberry wine?”

			“Or lemonade and ginger beer?” Sabrina added helpfully, knowing full well that the gentlemen would much rather have had a brandy.

			“Really, we mustn’t put you to any trouble, dear ladies,” Lord Malton said quickly with a beaming smile, which faded as he broached the subject of his visit. He leaned forward from the chair he was seated in and confided, “We have paid this call on a most serious note, I’m sorry to say.”

			“Oh, dear me, how dreadful.”

			“You may well say that, Lady Mary,” Lord Malton expostulated, settling his bulk more comfortably in his chair, his sword and gold-headed cane complicating matters as he tried to cross his legs.

			“We come to warn you, dear ladies,” Lord Newley began carefully. “We certainly do not wish to frighten you, but we are all in the gravest danger.”

			“Oh, dear. Whatever from?” Sabrina exclaimed.

			“Last night, in my own dining room, a few friends and myself were held up at pistol point and robbed!” Lord Malton told them vehemently, his face turning red.

			“Robbed. How scandalous. Surely you jest. Who would dare?” Mary asked faintly.

			“Bonnie Charlie, that’s who,” Lord Newley spat, his thin lips drawn back from his teeth in almost a snarl.

			Richard gasped, his blue eyes widening in admiration as he stared at Sabrina’s elegant figure as she sat quietly on the settee, appropriately frightened by the news.

			“An outrage. Why I should think you’d have his head,” she whispered.

			“Exactly my words, Lady Sabrina. The impertinence of it all. Well, that is why we’ve come. You ladies must be warned, and prepared to defend yourselves. Have you good, strong footmen to protect your home?”

			“Why, yes, we’ve several big country boys footing for us,” Mary reassured them.

			“Not sure even that’ll do it. Monsters they were. Stood seven feet tall, those henchmen of his. And him, let me tell you, he was six feet if an inch, and a meaner ruffian I’ve yet to meet.”

			“Tch, tch. Six feet if an inch, you say? How distressing,” Sabrina breathed. “I do fear, Mary, that I shan’t be able to sleep a wink for fear of my life.”

			“Dear lady,” Lord Newley exclaimed contritely, leaning closer, “you’ve no need to fear. I don’t believe he’s killed anyone yet, and besides, we’re calling in more dragoons to patrol. I shall personally guarantee your safety. I promise you we shall hang that scoundrel before the week is out. He has gone too far this time. Coming into a man’s home, it’s uncivilized.”

			“You’re too kind to be concerned on our behalf, and I am sure we shall be quite safe. We do live a very simple life,” Mary reassured them, and then added ingenuously, “Why, I’m sure we have nothing here that he doesn’t already own.”

			“You’re too modest, my dear,” Lord Malton contradicted. “Well, we really mustn’t detain you any further. We just wanted you to know the truth, should you have heard any exaggerated rumors, that there are going to be reinforcements coming.”

			“Thank you, I’m quite reassured now,” Mary thanked them. “We appreciate your solicitude, my lords, don’t we Sabrina?”

			“Indeed we do, and although your description of the highwaymen quite terrified me, I am most interested and reassured to know about the dragoons.”

			“As good neighbors it was our duty, and of course it’s always a pleasure to visit such lovely ladies,” Lord Malton complimented as they heartily made their good-byes.

			After the doors had been closed behind them, they remained silent for a moment until Richard couldn’t control his giggle and started to laugh, his slight body shaking with mirth.

			“It is just too priceless. I should’ve asked Lord Newley for the time,” Sabrina laughed as she untied the ribbons beneath her chin and flung aside her hat.

			“Yes, it is rather,” Mary agreed, wiping her eyes with a lace-edged handkerchief. “But I hope we aren’t underestimating them. Foolish though they are, they’re not completely blunt-witted.”

			“No, but they’re windbags. They couldn’t keep a secret if their lives depended upon it. With their chatter, Will and John can pick up any news at the tavern from their servants, who love to gossip, and we can gather what we may direct from the horse’s mouth, for I’m sure the dragoons will not be able to make a move without Malton’s advice.”

			Richard stared at Sabrina in open admiration, his face flushed with excitement. “When are you going out again, Rina? Can I ride with you? I promise I won’t be frightened,” he pleaded hopefully.

			Sabrina shook her head. “You know I told you we would never discuss that. Besides, you’re needed here. Should anything happen to me, what would Mary and Aunt Margaret do? They’ll need you, Dickie.”

			“Nothing will happen to you,” Richard vowed, flinging himself at her feet and wrapping his arms about her waist “Nothing, ever!”

			Sabrina looked over his head into Mary’s eyes and wondered what she saw, but Mary shook her head despairingly, unable to answer the question in her eyes. Nothing must go wrong now, nothing must happen to interfere with their plans. Sabrina intended to make sure that nothing did, and vowed to herself that she would not allow anything, nor anybody, to upset their lives.
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