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Chapter 1





The dark water was so cold it chilled him to his bones and made his teeth chatter until they ached. 

Even so, he didn’t dare turn around or swim closer to the shadowy shore. He had barely escaped with his life, trudging through the surf away from the rocky outcropping, and he wasn’t going to risk it now.  If his choices hovered between the frigid black waters of the deep or the swords awaiting him on the shore, he’d take his chances with the water.

The carnage on the rocks and of that body crushed and battered and dead upon impact was one he would carry with him for the rest of his life. 

If he had the rest of his life, that was. If he could fight the overpowering surf and head north toward safer shores.

Because the shores around Dunnottar were not safe at all. Not with the Viking hordes that invaded, aided by the nearby clans. 

Nay, no safe harbor there.

His only chance was north, and the vast sea that was more than eager to swallow him whole. The waves washed over his head, and more than once, he swallowed mouthfuls of seawater, choking on it, nearly drowning.

As long as he made it north of Stonehaven, he’d find friendly, accommodating souls to take him in.

What little light the half-moon offered was obscured by the clouds, and the sea appeared even darker. Once he finished fighting against the waves, he presumed that he was heading north. Though he tried to keep the shoreline in his sights, between the darkness and surf pushing him farther out, that was proving to be an impossible task. He had no way to determine where the black sea ended and the land began.

His shivering arms and legs grew weary. The cold, fortunately, kept him awake as he blinked seawater from his eyes and studied what he thought might be the shore. 

He had to have swum far enough north. To be sure, he had to. His body wasn’t going to make it any farther. He was done. 

He was tired from fighting the MacDougals and running down the side of the cliff. If the stones didn’t claim him as he ran from Dunnottar into the sea, then he was certain the giant MacDougal wielding the sword would. The sea had been his only choice.

He had braved the sea to save his life – he was not about to let the sea claim it. Yet if he tried to fight the waves any longer, that would be his fate.

Inhaling a deep, damp breath, he dove into the waves a final time, pushing against the shocking force of the water, and paddled his arms for what he hoped was the shore.

‘Tis land here. There must be!

He had not escaped the attack on Dunnottar and come this far only to fail now!

There. 

Is that –?

Aye!

Something glinted along the sea. Not a cresting wave, something solid. A shine of rock caught in the pale moonlight. 

His lips pulled into a grim line over his chattering teeth as he called upon the very last of his ability and strength to swim toward that rock.

Then his toe brushed along hardness under the water . . . then his other toe . . .  and then he was standing. 

A wave caught him from behind and knocked him flat, sweeping his feet from under him, and he sputtered and scrambled to find his footing before the waves dragged him out to sea.

He was too close to let the sea claim him now.

Wiping the icy seawater from his eyes, he stumbled along the slippery rocks embedded in the seabed until he reached the glinting stone set like a lighted torch in the sandy shore.

He exhaled a long, rumbling breath as he collapsed onto the whetted sand and rolled to his back, coughing. The clouds parted enough for him to make out the moon’s glow and a smattering of blinking stars. That vision was proof of life. Neither the sea nor the MacDougals got the best of him.

I made it, he thought as he caught his breath that came in short, gasping bursts.

Then he rose and on shaky feet, climbed the small, grassy bank, and headed inland. 

He’d had enough of the sea to last him a lifetime. 








  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

Chapter 2





The hazy morning sun crested the rolling hills of the glen, casting a golden glow on the early fall landscape. Dew on the grass and dying heather sparkled like diamonds in the yard as Ailith MacDougal, who no longer went by the name Emilie Gordon except in her memories, exited Drumoak’s main hall.  

Her wild, crimson hair was bound only with a leather hairband around her forehead and flowed behind her like a cape in the gentle breeze. 

She might be married, but her hair did not take well to the more socially acceptable kerchief or tidy braids.

And in truth, neither did she.

The yard was starting to come to life as she made her way toward the stables, and she nickered softly as she entered to get Bonnie Bride’s attention. Common things, such as learning to ride a horse and living in a medieval castle without modern conveniences, had been a sharp learning curve since meeting the Romani Eladon who had sent Ailith back in time. 

But she had overcome each obstacle pretty well, she thought, and having a background as a Jiu-Jitsu black belt hadn’t hurt, either. It had come in rather handy, Ailith mused.

“Are ye planning to ride today, milady?” a voice asked.

She spun and found he stable lad Uchel standing near a stall. Ailith grinned widely at the lad. He was becoming familiar with her weekly rides.

With a nod, Uchel brought Bride out of her stall and quickly cinched on the saddle and bridle. 

“Ye know me well, Uchel,” she complimented him. Then with one hand, she lifted her blue woolen skirt and slid a booted foot into the iron stirrup. 

Ailith had to admit that mounting her horse had become nearly second nature – much easier than it had been when she first arrived. Prior to traveling back to 900 CE, the bulk of her horsemanship had been the pony rides at the Stonehaven summer fair. She and her father did not have riding horses at the Gordon farm.

But she was getting the hang of it. 

Uchel even commented on it. “Practice with your riding has helped ye improve! We could all learn from your dedication.” He gave her a boyish grin as he adjusted her staff into the side holder on the saddle, just in case she needed it.

The little suck-up was too much. He made her laugh every time he helped her saddle her horse.

Ailith offered him a sly smile in return. “Thank ye for the compliment, Uchel,” she told him as she adjusted herself.

She was getting the hang of riding and of so much more. Including getting comfortable with her surprise husband William. His open-mindedness and unfailing love for Ailith had made the transition as his wife smoother as well. In truth, she didn’t believe she would have pulled all this off so far without her strapping, blonde MacDougal husband.

He might have questioned why she needed to plant her mushrooms, but he never doubted her word or intentions. William often referred to her as a changeling, and he wasn’t far from wrong. She had changed bodies with her several times over great-grandmother, after all.

Once settled in the saddle, Ailith patted Bride’s smooth neck and flexed her thighs. The solid pressure of the saddle and her knife against her thigh soothed her as she flicked the reins and urged her palfrey from the stables. Uchel bowed slightly as she and her horse trotted into the pale morning light. 

Her leather satchel, one that had become almost like a part of her, bounced lightly against her backside as she rode. She had taken to calling it her mushroom kit, and used it much like her backpack from college. The satchel contained her digging implements, extra mushrooms that were still fresh and able to be planted, a few dried toadstools, a rolled parchment, and a box containing her ink and quill that William had devised for her so she might her track where she had planted her previous fungi.

Her plantings . . . 

Those had taken up so much of her time and her life at Drumoak. In her head, Ailith called herself the Johnny Appleseed of mushrooms when she considered all the mushrooms she had germinated across eastern Scotland. 

But was it enough? None of her plantings had sprouted yet. She wasn’t growing apple trees – unlike the American Johnny Appleseed, she shouldn’t have to wait years to see if her efforts bore fruit. Mushrooms were just supposed to grow.

In Scotland and the damp landscape around Ashbond College a thousand years in the future, they seemed to grow to much. How often had she heard landscapers lamenting the soggy ground and ubiquitous mushrooms that littered the grass?

Thus, these ones had to grow, she rationalized. Otherwise, they’d never keep growing 1100 years in the future and become the cure for a dreaded illness.

She jutted her chin out as she rode past the gate. An illness that would claim her father and best friend and millions of others, if this little time travel trick didn’t work.

It has to work . . .

As she dug her heels into Bride’s sides, the horse’s muscles rippled under her white hide, and the powerful movement of the Bonnie Bride’s legs jolted through Ailith’s body as the horse’s walk became a gallop, then a trot. They burst into the glen outside the castle.

The wind whipped past her face, carrying with it loamy scents of drying leaves and fresh earth. Her hair loose under her hair band danced against her cheeks and shoulders. Though it was the beginning of autumn, the weather had not fully started to shift, and the pale sun managed to beat back the morning clouds and warm her skin. 

The horse’s rhythmic breath leveled into a steady pant as she ran, and Ailith’s breaths matched Bride’s. She felt a sense of oneness with the animal.

No wonder warriors and knights fiercely protected their steeds. This oneness was at once odd and exciting. 

Not something Ailith would have ever had the chance to experience in her 21st century time. 

Nay, there was something raw and beautiful about her life in 900 CE, and she had come to think of this place, medieval Scotland and her life at Drumoak with William, as home. 

Months ago, when the ancient Romani woman Eladon gave her the mysterious drink and touched her forehead, sending her back 1100 years, Ailith never believed that she would enjoy staying in that time and consider it home. 

They picked up speed, and Ailith’s heart raced with excitement, matching Bride’s rhythmic pace. Rarely did she ride at this fast a clip, especially since she was still learning all the ins and outs of riding. She was a quick learner, as Urchel so astutely pointed out, and the sensation of the wind tugging at her hair and clothes was unmatched. The sound of the Bride’s hooves pounding against the ground filled her ears as she galloped across the glen and drowned out all other sounds. 

For a few moments, Ailith felt as if she were flying. Surely there was nothing else in the world, even in her time, that came close. A roller coaster? A motorcycle, perhaps? But she had never ridden a motorcycle, and roller coasters were short rides. Bonnie Bride was alive, a living extension of herself, and Ailith became completely immersed in the experience of horseback riding. 

The world around her blurred as she raced to her shadowy destination. Ailith thought she could ride forever, lost in the exhilaration of the moment.

Nothing was like this in her time. Moments like this one, and she’d had several in her short months here, convinced her that being a voyager, as her new friend Teagan called time travellers, had been worth the risk.  
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Soon that green light would be yellowed once the leaves changed for the season, and Ailith had to recover for a moment, realizing that she was entering her second season living in the early Middle Ages. 

Such a pronounced shift in the seasons was like an epiphany that she was living her life in this time, not her own.

Shaking that mind-boggling thought away, Ailith tethered Bonnie Bride to a low branch and stepped lightly to the brush, holding her breath.

The past weeks had been spent on more than planting and propagating the mushrooms. She had studied the dirt intently, searching for a sign, any sign, that her labors bore fruit in the damp ground.

Or rather, bore mushrooms. 

Those precious mushrooms that had originally gone extinct years before her time. Her singular goal in making this voyage back was to ensure the future world had the fungus it needed to bring forth life in the shadow of death. 

Yet, nothing.

Ailith clenched her jaw.

Reining in her lingering sense of defeat, she pulled her ink-splattered parchment from her satchel. Like riding, she was also still learning how to use the ink and quill and lacked any finesse with the writing tools. Under Muire and Sine’s tutelage, her chicken-scratch script had improved, but when she had tried drawing a few of the planting areas for reference, it had been a splotchy, unmitigated mess.

She had ended up with more ink on her hands than on the parchment.

In those moments, when she was splattering wine-thinned ink all over her precious parchments, she wished Julia or Ashland were here with her. Julia, a botany major, would be better suited to sketch these floral images.

And Ashland . . .

Hell, as an artist, Ashland would make both the script and the drawings look like something that should be hanging in a museum.

Ailith blinked at her pages to refocus again. She had grown to love this time and place, and only moments like this, when she did more than merely think about her previous life and realized how badly she missed her father and friends, that’s when homesickness hit the hardest. 

Her stomach tangled into knots. Ailith blinked again at her pages to hold back tears. Clearing her throat, she read over her notes. 

Yep. This was the place. Even without her parchment, having memorized the locations, she knew it was the correct place. She could see where the dirt had been replanted and disturbed. Still, it was good to double-check.

Not that it mattered. No light pink caps peeked from the rich earth. Not a single one.

Feck me, she thought as she dropped to her knees and ducked under the bush. She had no care for her clothing, and most of the castle staff and William had come to accept her filthy kirtles, stained from this type of behavior. 

Crawling near the base of the bush, she swept her hand over the dirt. Maybe deeper? Maybe the bush grew over the shrooms, keeping them moist, hidden, and safe? 

Nope. Nothing.

Ailith crept backwards out of the bush and sat hard on her rear end with a huff. Dew and rain-misted grass seeped through her skirts, but she didn’t care. She folded her arms across her knees and dropped her head.

What am I doing wrong? she lamented. Frustrated tears filled her eyes. She didn’t bother to blink them back and let them fall, adding to the stains on her gown. 

I grew up on a farm. We had to work to prevent or remove mushrooms. Now, when I need them the most, I can’t get a single one to grow? Are you kidding me?

The grassy ledge shadowed by the precipice near Dunnottar grew mushrooms regularly, as not a single ray of sunlight caressed that grassy turf. Though they grew well, those mushrooms were precarious. That one spot could so easily be demolished or worked over, or, as she tried to prevent during the attack on Dunnottar, trampled by men and horses. 

The clans had destroyed the mad king who, in her original string of history, had applied a scorched earth policy to the eastern clans and literally set fire to the only plot of these rare mushrooms. While killing the mad king had saved that small plot and the mushrooms that bloomed there, anything could still go wrong. 

That cluster of mushrooms was so small . . . 

A voice in the back of her head spoke up. Her father’s.

Crying is fine for the moment, but it doesn’t solve problems. Finish your tears, wipe your eyes, and let’s solve the problem.

God, she missed her father.

He had taught her so much of farming and history with their small plot of land and their tourist business for Dunnottar, encouraged her to study Jiu-Jitsu and go to college half a world away in America, and gave the best advice. 

If I can make these mushrooms grow, I can save him, she reminded herself. 

That thought got her moving. Wiping her eyes with the edge of her sleeve, she pushed herself off the spongy ground and grabbed her satchel. 

Time to solve the problem. 

How long did it take for mushrooms to grow? That was something she did not know. Julia might have known, but that did Ailith no good here. All Ailith knew was that mushrooms popped up on the Gordon farm in damp, leafy, or grassy areas that didn’t get much sun, just like moss did. She might have understood how to plant them and that they had thread-like roots and spores that could grow more.

What she didn’t know was how long it took for the mushrooms to pop their caps from the fecund earth. 

Did all mushrooms take the same amount of time, or did some take longer to grow than others?

So much she didn’t know, which was why she had decided to start taking notes, marking planting dates, and labeling locations. William had acquired a fair amount of parchment, quills, and ink just for her, and once she learned how to write properly with a quill, thanks to William’s sister Muire and Sine, her parchments told the story of her labors, keeping these mushrooms non-extinct until they were needed in the modern age. 

Ailith checked the other sections in the trees where she had started replanting mushrooms near Drumoak. Still nothing but damp brown earth and mulched oak and hawthorn leaves. She nudged the leaves with her leather-clad toe, parting the weather-weary pile, searching for a hint of pink.

Nothing.

She sighed. 

Mayhap it was too soon for mushroom growth, but surely after a month? Tucking her writing materials back in her satchel, she trudged back to Bonnie Bride.

Her ride back to the protective wall of the MacDougal stronghold was significantly less exhilarating than her departure had been. The midday sun was high in the sky and glowing past the parting clouds when she moped her way into the Drumoak’s main hall.

William was standing near the wide hearth when she entered, dragging her staff behind her His bright presence, a brilliant beacon in her life, immediately turned her way, and his wide smile faltered under his scruff of dark blond beard. 

Her downtrodden expression spoke volumes to the man who read her better than anyone she’d ever known. Without hesitation, he abandoned his conversation with his brother, Ailbert, and his father, Bernard, to enclose her in a warm, supportive embrace.

Everything about this man was supportive. How did he manage to be so solid a foundation when she brought so much confusion and chaos to his life? 

His love had no bounds, and he made sure she knew it every day.

He glanced at her satchel and then used his finger to lift her chin towards his ruggedly handsome face. His cerulean eyes crinkled under his worried expression. His eyes reminded her so much of the Caribbean waters she had seen in photographs, yet it was a comparison she would never tell him because it was one he could never understand. 

So much Ailith would never be able to share with him, yet he loved her regardless. She leaned into the warmth of his body and let her worries slip from her shoulders.


      [image: image-placeholder]Ailith might believe she hid her emotions well, but William had known her since they were children, at least the original Ailith, and that was the face he presently looked upon. 

No matter who might be behind those stunning green eyes and mass of crimson hair, she was still his Ailith. He read her expressions, her movements, and her nervous gestures as easily as he read any parchment.

After mentioning her plans to check on nearby plantings, which was the only reason he let her go without a chaperone – well, that her and wee knife he had gifted her – she had ridden out like the warrior-goddess Maeve herself. With his arms crossed over his broad chest and full of pride in his bold wife, he had watched her ride out. She was like a protective mother hovering over her wee puddock-stools.

The exuberance she had departed with was significantly dimmed when she returned. That could only mean one thing.

“Have ye had any luck with your wee stools?” he asked.

William already knew her answer. He tempered his voice to sound encouraging and hopeful, but also to prevent the others in the hall from overhearing. 

While William, his sisters, and even the grumbling Wee Brian, who had to accompany them whenever William could not, were familiar with her toadstools and had helped her plant and propagate them, both William and Ailith knew that they did it more as a way to be supportive and encouraging. 

They, like most of the clan, did not understand why Ailith bore such an intense interest in the stools. 

At times, William also struggled to fully comprehend the full nature of what she was doing. She had initially told him that her interest in the stools was due to their herbalistic properties, and that they could be used by healers. 

Then she later told him the shocking truth about who she really was and whom he was marrying – not the Ailith he had grown up with as a lad but a lass who had been transformed like a changeling by the person who would eventually be her great-great-great-granddaughter, from a time with a date that William could barely conceive of. 

The things Ailith had spoken about were impossible, as were the things she knew. But fae stories were shared amongst the Highlands and those made Ailith’s claim of traveling through the fabric of time at least somewhat plausible to William.

Her bravery to take such a frightening journey, her tenacity to assimilate, and her ability to love him amid all that bedlam only made him love her more. 

Some of the events and ideas of which she spoke, however, defied understanding. She had somehow been trained as a skilled fighter, which had served her well in this time with him. Ailith also held a breadth of shocking knowledge.

When she confided to him of the secret stairwell as a way to enter Dunnottar when the clans usurped and slayed the mad king – that was what had convinced him. Oh, and the secret doorway through the kitchens. If she hadn’t been correct about those secrets that Dunnottar held, he would have presumed her to be touched in the head. 

And though he had requested that she never tell him anything about what his future might hold, her knowledge of facts historical to her but had not occurred yet in all of Alba served a useful purpose. That he could not deny.

Ailith pulled back from his embrace to look up at him. She shook her head, and her dismay hung around her like a dense cloak. These mushrooms were significantly more important in her future time than in his – the whole reason she traveled through that fabric of time, the whole reason she was a changeling. 

To have them not grow was devastating to her. And thus to him. 

“Nay,” she breathed out in a defeated voice. “No’ a single one as of yet.”

Her disappointment, however, did not solely emerge from the fact that her little pink-capped stools wouldn't grow, but from the knowledge that if they did not grow, her family and loved ones might perish.

And the entire reason she had traveled this precarious voyage would be for naught.

William could not begin to conceive of how that might make him feel. To know that the lives of not only family or kin or clan, but the lives of everyone in the world rested on an incredible voyage to a time where danger lurked at every turn.

William considered himself a strong man, but sometimes when he looked at Ailith, her rich red curls dancing around her face, her dirt or ink-stained fingers hard at work, the intensity of her moss green eyes as she studied the tiniest little paddock stool, or when he saw her use one of her sticks to knock a man senseless, he marveled at the Ailith she had become. 

And she was his wife.

The side of William’s lip curled against his cheek. It was good that she was this Ailith. A strong warrior should have a strong warrior woman by his side.

In his estimation, there were none stronger than Ailith. He stroked the loose tendrils of hair that escaped her hair band.

“Mo ruaidh, perchance it takes more rain or cooler weather. Or months for these puddock-stools to grow. Do ye know how long it takes for a stool to finally break through the earth?”

Ailith shook her head then leaned in again to rest her cheek against his chest.

This. This was everything William needed. Everything he wanted. Everything he longed for. Whether she was the Ailith he knew as a child or the peculiar, powerful Ailith he knew now – voyages or weapons or changelings – none of it mattered. She was his Ailith and in his arms, and that was everything.

“Nay, I dinna know.” Her voice was muffled as she spoke into his tunic. “Nay and I dinna know what I’m doing wrong. I’m keeping notes in my kit and I still cannae track a single growth!”

“Your kit?” he asked. 

Like a baby fox?

She tilted her head to the side to brush several wild locks off her face. 

“Umm, so my parchments and ink and the like in my satchel? I call them my mushroom kit.”

He nodded, trying to keep the patronizing smile that longed to appear off his face. “Och, aye. Mushrooms. Your word for toadstools.”

She nodded again. “Aye. And I haven’t found a one!”

The whiny edge of her voice, so unlike her, made him chuckle, and she lifted her face from his chest. Her blazing eyes were wide.

“Are ye mocking me?” Pink roses bloomed in her cheeks as her ire showed on her face. How had the lass managed to hide who she was and what she knew from everyone else when it seemed to William that every emotion and thought she had showed clearly on her face?

Maybe it only showed on her face for him. It was difficult not to laugh. He chucked his finger under her chin.

“Mo ruaidh, ye have a force of will unmatched by any woman or man in the Highlands. I dinna fret that your mushrooms will sprout one day, and soon, if for no other reason than because you will them to.”

Some of the burning fury in her eyes abated, and her shoulders relaxed.

“I thank ye for that, William. Even if ‘tis merely said as a comfort.”

Something in her words and the tone of her voice enticed him, and the familiar pull in his groin surged hot, one he always felt when she was near. He wiggled his eyebrows at her. And enclosed her in his thick arms until she was crushed tightly against him. 

“I have other ways of comforting you,” he said in a lascivious tone. “Come up to our chambers soon and let me comfort ye. "
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Chapter 3





Ailith kissed William lightly before she strode toward the hall leading into the tower’s depths. Shifting his gaze to the tables near the stairs, he noted Sine draped in pale shadows, stacking platters. She welcomed Ailith with a warm embrace. 

“Abandoned for the company of your sister, man? Sad state of affairs, and so soon after your wedding,” a familiar voice commented wryly.

William pursed his lips and turned his side-eyed glare to his brother.

Ailbert was surprisingly sweaty in the cool air near the door, his light blond hair sticking to his forehead and cheeks. Sweat stains marred the neckline and armpits of his tunic. William breathed shallowly through his mouth so as not to smell his brother.

“Dinna suggest such a thing, lest I knock out your front teeth,” William threatened. As the slightly larger brother, he did not doubt that he could do it.

Would he? Nay. He had never taken up real violence against his kin.

The thought stabbed his heart. His statement wasn’t exactly true. 

He’d had to take up arms against his distant cousin, but the reason for that was something much more dire than a poorly spoken tease against his manhood. The reason had been an outright attack on Ailith’s life.

William cleared his throat as Ailbert slapped a dirt-encrusted, sweaty hand against William’s back, drawing him away from painful memories.

“Well, dinna plan on joining her anytime soon. Neil needs your assistance in the stables. The horses won’t shoe themselves, will they? And ye’ve been avoiding hard work all day.”

Despite William’s dark thoughts, Ailbert’s light-hearted tone managed to draw a wry grin from him. The man took nothing seriously, it seemed.

“Aye, I’ll join ye in the stables straightaway.”

Ailbert rubbed his grimy hands together, wiping away dirt that drifted to the ground like dark snow.

“No’ me, Will. I’ve got to find a loch for a bath. Have ye seen me? I’m covered head to toe in muck and mud.”

William rubbed his hand against his stubbly cheek.

His brother? Needed to clean up? William sniffed.

Peculiar.

“And who are ye meeting this eve that forces ye to a bath?” William inquired. His interest was piqued.

Ailbert’s amiable face tightened slightly.

Och, I’ve hit a tender spot, he observed. Precisely how tender? 

“Who is she? Where are ye meeting her?” William asked, his grin widening. 

Brave, amusing Ailbert lowered his lids briefly before returning his icy blue gaze to William. His jaw worked a bit before he answered.

“We meet at a kirk outside Stonehaven. After dark, the priest closes the door and finds his way to the Angry Ram alehouse in the village. Else he’s snoring off his drink in his private quarters behind the kirk. Either way, we have the place to ourselves for a time.”

Hard stone and wooden pews did not sound inviting to William, not unless one was trying to hide their interludes for a more significant reason. 

“Ye cannae mean ye disgrace the kirk –”

Ailbert cut a knowing look at William, his smile almost menacing. “’Tis a place of worship, and I do speak God’s name while I’m there.”

“Of that, I’m certain,” William commented dryly. “Who is the lass?”

Ailbert sucked on his lower lip. He shifted his gaze and didn’t answer right away. “’Tis better if I dinna say.”

William stilled and leveled his eyes at his brother. This secretive nature was new for Ailbert. The very same brother who spoke his thoughts, no matter how ridiculous, whenever the mood struck him, did not want to speak.

That was curious.

And perchance, problematic. 

“Och, because she is a temporary interest, or because she’s no’ a temporary interest?”

Ailbert gazed past William’s shoulder into the distance. 

“I have no’ decided yet.”

There was far more to Ailbert’s love interest than he was willing to admit, that William could see that from his brother’s terse answers. But if his brother needed to keep this woman and her identity close to his chest, then William wouldn’t pry any further.

Ailbert would share his secrets with William when he was ready.

And William understood better than most the need for secrets.

“Dinna tarry too late. If Father finds ye are gone, ye’ll have to answer for your whereabouts.” William raised one eyebrow. “And he’ll no’ be as disinterested as I am.”

Ailbert’s relief at the end of William’s inquiry shone on his face, and his carefree smile returned. “Ye can come up with a decent lie for me, brother.” He slapped William’s back again. “Meanwhile. I’m off. Dinna keep Neil waiting. Father will hear of that if ye do.”

Spinning quickly, Ailbert strode toward the main gate in search of a late-day bath. 

Between finally having Ailith as his wife, his brother’s delight in a new romantic interest, and Muire’s buoyant presence since her return from MacIntosh lands and her new betrothed, life had become simple, easy, and filled with contentment. 

The chaos of the past seemed distant, almost as if it had happened in another lifetime. 

William’s life appeared perfect, almost too perfect, and that sent a prickle of fear across the back of his neck. 

He should be happy in this contentment. ‘Twas the life he had longed for, had craved, had fought for. 

Yet the quiet contentment was a worry.

Because it was always most still before a storm.

And not knowing what that storm might be, William felt ill-prepared to weather it.


      [image: image-placeholder]William had missed the evetide meal, and Ailith decided to pass her time waiting for her husband by organizing her parchments. A soft circle of candlelight spilled onto her writing table from the sconce above, giving her enough light to read her chicken-scratch notes. 

Her penmanship teacher would be sorely disappointed.

Then again, she hadn’t been required to write with an actual quill and wine-thinned ink in her classroom. How did anyone use these tools to write?

The candlelight was necessary as the days were growing shorter. Soon, Samhain would be here, and after that, the cold kiss of early winter. 

Did they celebrate Samhain here at all? Ailith wondered. Either here or at Glenbervie? In the Middle Ages? They had to.

Setting her newest notes on top of her older parchments to dry, Ailith reviewed the locations she had recently investigated. 

The clans probably did celebrate in some fashion, she presumed. Despite the advancements of Christianity, the old ways clung, were adopted and appropriated, but Ailith could not recall how far the Celtic holidays had been ingrained by the year 900, or if those celebrations resembled anything they did in the future.

Bonfires and lanterns, Ailith rationalized, because those were still very popular in her time and had been traced back through history. Not pumpkins though – carved turnip lanterns. Neep lanterns. 

What else? The thinning of the fabric between the mortal life and the immortal one. That and the fabric between the human world and the fairy realm. 

Had the holiday been changed to All Saints’ Day yet? 

Ailith racked her brain, trying to recall when in the Middle Ages that shift to align with Christianity happened. Early or late Middle Ages?

She bit her lip as she rolled up her parchments.

I guess I’ll find out when they begin those celebrations.

The creaking of her chamber door pulled her from her thoughts as she set the parchments to the side and capped her ink with the cork. 

“Lass, ye are a sight for weary eyes,” Wiliam’s deep voice called from the other side of the room.

Ailith wiped a rogue strand of hair off her face as she turned in her seat to him. 

His voice sent a shiver through her belly whenever he spoke to her.

His long legs brought him to her side and without another word, he set her ink and parchments to the side, near the ring of candlelight. Taking both her ink-stained hands in his large, warm ones, he helped her rise from her seat and turned her until she faced him. 

She lifted her gaze to his eyes that smoldered under his dark blonde brow, a burning that told her exactly what he wanted from her. Lifting her hands to his lips, he kissed one set of her smudged fingertips, then the other, his intense gaze locked onto hers.

His lips slid up her arm, pushing up her fitted sleeve until it offered no more skin for his mouth to caress.

William groaned deep in his chest and lifted his lips from her arm. Sweeping away the blanket of hair from her neck, his lips found her warmth there as she tilted her head, and a tingling surged down her body, like touching a live wire. 

She shivered under his caresses and pressed her body against his. Her need for William was equal to his desire for her.

That was all the urging he required.

His hands tugged at her gown, trying to rid her of it. With one hand, she untied the laces holding the kirtle together, and William slid it off her shoulders, taking the leine underneath with it. 

His eyes roved over her naked body, and his gaze burned impossibly hotter, so hot she felt it searing her skin and combatting the chill in the air. His chest rose and fell in a heavy cadence as his breathing changed to a desperate panting. 

In a swift move, he ripped his tunic off his shoulders, and his braies followed until he stood before her as naked as she, his cock hard and ready for her.

He stared at her for the space of several heartbeats before launching himself at her, his mouth attacking her lips as though he had never kissed her before, as though her lips were the only thing that might keep him alive, breath for his lungs, food for his appetite.

Skin sliding along skin, they bumped into the table’s corner. Ailith would have turned to adjust it, but William clutched her close, unwilling to let any part of her leave his body. With an easy movement of his lithe form, he shoved the table father to the left and shoved her against the stone wall.

Actually, the stone wall that stopped at her rear end. Above that was nothing but a thick woven tapestry covering the open-air window. The shuttered panes were open, letting fresh air eke around the tapestry. 

She barely noticed the chill for all the heat that William put out, like a human brazier. Lifting her slightly, he nestled his hips between her thighs and thrust into her. Then he paused. His lips caressed her face, her jawline, the curve of her neck – every part of her skin that he could reach, kindling the same fire in her that burned within him.

When he shifted slightly, he settled her on the window’s wide sill and continued to move in and out in his steady panting cadence, pressing her back with each movement.

The only thing that separated her from the ground three stories below was the curtain-like tapestry and William’s sturdy arms that held her securely on the window sill. 

Her entire backside was supported by nothing else.

She stiffened and gripped his shoulders, her nails digging deep as she held on to William who was impaled deep inside her.

“I have you,” he panted into her ear as his hands clasped her hips hard enough to leave bruises. His hips shifted, dragging his cock in and out again as he held on tight.  “I’ll no’ let ye go. Never let ye go.”

His words became a mantra as he pumped in and out of her, the heat of his body shoving the night air away, enveloping her. 

Ailith loosened her grip on him, and with full confidence that he held her, she allowed her head and shoulders to fall backward and hang precariously over the drop. Something about the danger, the fierce grip he had on her hip and back to keep her in place, and the angle he was able to ride from this position, all worked with Ailith. 

Her world was consumed by his musky scent, the flicker of incandescent light, the chill against her back, and the rhythmic movement of William between her thighs and in her body.

A trembling surge began low, where she and Willian were joined, and spread its electric sensation through her belly to her arms and fingertips. He brought her to the edge, just like she was on the precipice of the window. With nothing but William’s arms between her and the long drop, every part of her prickled with electric pops until an explosion consumed her in waves.

Dangling in this position was like flying.

She barely heard William’s own words as his body stiffened in a final thrust, his fierce hold grasping her harder.

“Ailith!” he groaned as his hips pressed forward so he was as deep as he could be. “Ailith!”

Then he was done, dropping his forehead as he pulled her away from the edge and close once again. They remained like that, with Ailith perched on the edge of the cool sill and William’s staff inside her. 

“I dinna want to pull out yet,” he said breathlessly. 

How he managed to yet stand was a mystery to Ailith. Her own legs quivered, and she did naught but wrap them around his waist! That he wanted to remain in this position was that much more impressive.

Ailith wiped her hair off her sweaty forehead and looked up at his eyes shining in the candlelight. His brow was damp, his hair darker at his hairline than the rest of his light blonde locks. 

She threaded her fingers through the similarly damp hair along the base of his skull and kissed his full lips. His facial hair, which he was growing thicker for the winter, tickled her mouth. She tightened her legs around his hips briefly, as she, too, wanted the feeling of him filling her to linger.

“We’re in no rush, my love. Stay as long as ye wish.”

As long as she was in his arms, she was willing to stay with him forever.


      [image: image-placeholder]That night, well satisfied by Willaim and dozing deeply in against his firm body, Ailith dreamt for the first time in a long time. Her dreams of the Romani woman had lessened, especially after the incident with William’s cousin, but something else was going on. 

Why did the dream woman no longer reach out to her? Why had she stopped leading her or providing advice?

The work with the mushrooms was yet unsettled, and Ailith believed that she still needed guidance in this world, no matter how at home she felt in this castle with William by her side.

Something more was unsettled, she was certain.

Then again, Teagan had said her dreams had dropped off after a time. Mayhap the same was happening to Ailith.

But that answer did not sit well with Ailith in her dreams. 

A nervous sensation dug at the back of her mind regarding her dreams and her dream woman.

In this dream, though, Ailith felt deep in her bones, like a vibration, that the woman was close. Nearby. Not just in her dreams, but in the real world.

The woman’s dark hair swirled around her, growing longer and shimmering as her form stood motionless in a skylit dream world. The woman herself nearly shimmered as well, like she was more than a mere woman but an ethereal creature from another realm.

In her dream, the woman began walking again along a stony coast, and while nothing in her dream showed her position, Ailith sensed the woman was traveling north. 

How was that possible? Traversing this far? To Drumoak? For what purpose?  Was she looking for Ailith? What message might the woman have for her?

The dream woman stretched longer in Ailith’s dream, smoke and mist swirling around her like wings until she disappeared in the fog. 

Ailith’s eyes popped open, the familiar beams of her shared chamber with William grounding her. The room was draped in silent shadows. Not even William’s sleeping breath broke the stillness. 

Reaching across the narrow gap in the bed between them, Ailith touched William’s lightly furred chest, just to confirm that aye, she was here in bed with him and not lost in that dream world. 

Her mind was working too hard to let her fall back to sleep right away. Thinking about her dreams, the dark-haired woman who had stopped communicating with her, and what that might mean sent shivers down Ailith’s spine.

The sensations she had during her dreams were not as warm and comforting as she had thought they should be, or as they had been originally. No longer did the woman give whispered advice. She became more enigmatic the more Ailith dreamt of her.

The traveling, the sense that the woman was getting close, that was a part of the dreams Ailith could not rectify. She rolled to William and slid her arm around his chest as she considered her dream woman’s movements.

If she were a Romani, which Ailith had only been guessing since Eladon had been the one to tell her to pay attention to her dreams, their diaspora would not happen until after 900 CE, well into the late Middle Ages, almost the Renaissance. 

So if the dream Romani was not a Romani woman, then who was she, and why did she seem to be heading to Scotland? Was she truly traveling alone – an odd happenstance for a woman at this time? Or was she already here and making her way into the Scottish Highlands?

If this woman was not a Romani like Eladon, did they have the same goals? Or had Ailith been following the directions with some misplaced importance on her dreams? 

Did the dream Romani want her to do something else? Like Eladon, was there another, larger task at hand? Something more than wee, pinkish mushrooms? 

Ailith had no answers, so she pushed those thoughts to the side and closed her eyes as William shifted and pulled his arm around her, drawing her close to his secure, heady warmth.
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Chapter 4





William left for the Grant lands early the next morning and returned in the late evening after Ailith and most of the keep were already abed. His body, damp with evening chill, curled around her as he climbed under the blanket and furs. 

She peeked open one eye at his shadowy form. 

“What say the Grants?” 

He had been tasked with finding out if the Grants were angry at the conflict William’s cousin Eoghan had caused or if they could move past it and remain aligned. Though Ailith longed to hear all the juicy details, she could barely keep her eyes open.

He slid his muscled arm around her waist. “Shush. All is well, and the Grants are ever our allies. I’ll share more with ye on the morrow.”

His voice sounded weary, and from the way his breathing quickly steadied, she could tell he had already fallen asleep. 

While she was dying on the inside to know what was said, that steady sound of his breath in her hair was enough to lull her back to a dreamless sleep as well.

The next morning welcomed Ailith with rain and chill. The bright days like she’d enjoyed the day before were becoming fewer and farther between as autumn slowly wound its crimson and cold arms around the lands. Soon, snow would fall, and what would happen to her mushrooms then? 

William’s side of the bed was empty – she had learned that he was an early riser – but today he likely sought out his father, brothers, and uncle to tell them about his visit with the Grants. 

Something she longed to hear as well. 

Though the Grant chieftain had not been responsible or even present for Ailith’s unfortunate situation of being accused of witchcraft and thrown in a pit, followed by the untimely death of William’s kin Eoghan, William had assured her he would assume accountability for what the mice had played at while the cat was away. 

Hurriedly, Ailith rose, shivered in the chilled air, and struggled into a fresh, dark brown kirtle and a lighter, creamy surcoat. The kirtle had tight sleeves, the better to keep her warm on a chilly day, and not for the first time, Ailith lamented that dear Leitis, the maid she had first met when she awoke in 900 CE remained back at Glenbervie. 

Tying her laces up the front of her bodice, Ailith gathered her wild shock of curls and half-tucked, half-tied them back, then raced out her chamber door.

Time to nudge this horse in the haunches and see which way he goes, she thought as she raced down the narrow stone hallway. 

If William was already awake and dressed, then he was surely meeting with his uncle Chieftain Cormag to discuss what had transpired with the Grants. Although William had vaguely assured her that the chieftain had apologized and all was as it should be, Ailith wanted details. 

And she wanted to know what else they discussed.

The Grant lands bordered the giant mass of Moray lands, and with James Grant’s travels, he surely heard about Moray movements. 

Movements that the Grants and their allies, which included the MacDougals, needed to know about.

Stepping quickly and easily around the curve of the stairs, she raced into the main hall where she found William seated at the table with his cousin and clan tanist, Robb, and his father, Bernard. Several other warriors sat with them. Their chieftain, Cormag, held the seat of honor at the head of the table.

Their blonde heads and icy, bright blue eyes bespoke their Viking heritage of the northern clans that had assimilated with Norse and Danish settlers over the last hundred years. 

Bernard’s blonde hair, a color Angelina would have called dirty-dishwater blonde and graying at the temples, was brushed back neatly off his face as he leaned in toward his son. William's hair, a little darker than Robb’s near-white, fell to his shoulders and thick waves. 

The other men turn their heads towards her with curt nods and movements to rise. Ailith waved her hand at them to keep them seated. 

Rising when a woman entered the hall was a habit she had not yet adjusted to.

William's full lips curled into a smile that stole her breath. She hoped it was the same type of passion he’d experienced with the original Ailith – the woman she had been before Emilie took over –  because it was exciting and all-consuming. The original Ailith deserved to feel that kind of love. 

Not for the first time, Ailith wondered about her many times over great-grandmother. Mayhap she would find that kind of love in Emily's body in the future.

William rose and, with his long strides, reached her quickly, creating a now-familiar fluttering in her chest.

Would those feelings ever end?

Heavens, she hoped not.
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No matter what he was doing, his attention was always diverted, distracted, dare he say breathless, when she was near.

He had to force himself to focus on something other than Ailith.

That was rather like forcing himself not to breathe.

She did not have to touch him; her nearness was enough for him to lose all rational thought, even amid important clan conversation.

Giving her a wide smile and rising quickly, William reached his hand out toward her.

He knew why she was there. 

Ailith was not a lass to wait on news. He had been rather surprised that he got away with telling her as little as he had the sleepy night before.

“Come sit with us,” he said, and tilted his head towards the benches.

And given Ailith’s valuable insight, William had found it useful to have his wife hear information when it became available. He never knew if she would have knowledge or perspective they needed to make the best decisions for king, clan, and Alba.

It wasn’t every man who was married to a fae-like changeling who claimed to be from the future. 

She may have done much to prove that to him, to the point where William mostly believed her, yet thinking about her truth made his chest waver in a strange way. 

Fear. A sensation he had encountered before, yet never claimed for long.

With Ailith, however, that fear was always an easy grasp away.

She gathered her skirts and climbed onto the bench next to William, then nodded to the men gathered. 

William’s father sat across from her, and his eyes, more green than William’s, softened as he looked at her.

“Good morn to ye, lass.” 

“Good morn, Bernard.”

Robb and Cormag sat closer to the head of the table. A few other MacDougal warriors crowded at the far end.

“Did James say anything more about the Grant involvement with Ailith’s misadventure?” Cormag asked, returning to the issue at hand.

Like the rest of the men, he had grown accustomed to Ailith’s overt presence in clan matters, unlike the advice the men solicited from their women in more private spaces. 

William straightened and turned his focus to his chieftain. 

“Aye, Uncle. He was most apologetic regarding Eoghan, Betris, and the abbot’s suggestion that Ailith was a heathen witch. He assured me that the accusation was the work of a few rogue Grants who have been dealt with.”

Cormag’s lips, barely visible under his light brown beard, pursed approvingly. They were all aware that unification of the Highlands clans was paramount. Something like assaulting the MacDougal chieftain’s niece-by-marriage and his family could complicate that significantly. 

Bernard reached across the table and, with a fatherly smile, patted her hand. 

“Ailith,” Bernard said with another pat on her hand before he leaned back. “The Grant chieftain was most aggrieved to hear your ordeal at the hands of his clan. He has assured us that the misguided Abbot has been banished from the clan. Sent to Tarbat Kirk to the north.”

Cormag grumbled under his beard. “The church is doing everything it can to spread its message farther into the Highlands, and religious officials who sow discord are no’ exactly welcome. They have more significant issues to deal with.” 

William flicked his gaze to Ailtih. Her face was stiff, but William did not miss how her chin lifted slightly. It was the same look she gave an opponent before she attacked, like she was sizing up her enemy. 

“Are ye pleased with this solution, mo ruaidh?”  

Her chin tilted to him, and her dark red brows crinkled. “He’s returned to a kirk? How’s that punishment?”

Bernard chuckled. “The abbot did no’ want to leave, apparently. Grant gave him the choice of him,” here he tipped his head toward William, “or banishment. To keep the good name of the church, and his skin presumably, intact, the abbot elected banishment. The kirk is remote and the only place that ‘twill have him once word gets around. Nary a secret in the Highlands, aye?

Ailith reddened slightly, roses in her cheeks, and William cleared his throat. Better not to speak about secrets when his wife was sitting on quite a considerable one.

Rob snorted at Bernard.  “Aye, his actions were no’ well-liked by anyone, even other Christians, to be sure. I spoke to a local priest who had worked with the Abbot. He called the man prideful, the ultimate sin. He agreed that the kirk would rather try to convert the heathens rather than kill them all. No matter how much they dinna like the Vikings or the old ways.”

“Did ye just call my wife a heathen?” William asked, his sly smile undermining the stern expression he tried to adopt. 

Bernard and Robb both laughed, as did the rest of the warriors at the table.

“Many in the church think anyone descended from the Danes or Norse, or those who associate with Viking invaders, is a heathen no matter how many times they go to church,” Cormag teased and looked pointedly at William. “Feck, Will, my wife and I are seen as Norse heathens, and I’ve never met a more devout woman than she!” 

While William caught the humor in Cormag’s voice, the chieftain had not been present at the meeting with the Grants. Complications with Viking invaders and those who settled in the clans were growing concerns among many. 

Now that the mad king was gone, it seemed they needed a new common enemy to keep the clans unified, and no one wanted to point a finger at another clan that might be a greater worry.

“But we have a church here,” Ailith questioned, tempering the humor at the table. “How can ye be a heathen if ye go to church?”

William rubbed his finger and thumb across his forehead. Her question held more depth than she probably realized.

“’Tis oft the way of religion and politics of the Highlands, lass,” Bernard explained patiently. “No one seems to know what side anyone is on or what alliance anyone has. Those alliances are also called into question if the church does no’ know if any of us Highlanders will stay with the church, or go back to our old druidic ways, or be enticed by the heathen Vikings. Or if more Norse arrive and willna be converted. ‘Tis a complication for the clans, to be certain.”

Ailith glanced at William before she asked her next question. He recognized that glance. Reaching out his hand, he clasped hers. It was cool to his touch, and she relaxed a bit under its weight. Evidently, she had a comment or more questions and needed reassurance.  

“And what of Betris? What will happen to her?”

The entire table fell silent as every eye shot a look at William. When Robb and Bernard did not answer right away, William riveted his eyes to look at Ailith directly.

He had been responsible for the death of Eoghan, after all.

“James feels that she’s been punished enough by the loss of her brother. She will stay with family on the Grant lands, but she has been chastised, and James had her sign a writ of apology.”

At this, Robb reached into his doe-skin sporran and withdrew a folded, gray-brown parchment. He held it before Ailith, offering her the missive. When she did not take it, Robb set it on the table and unfolded it so she might read it herself.

The fine, scrawling script offered an apology for Betris's actions and was signed by Betris at the bottom, in a different handwriting.

Ailith’s lips thinned as she studied the paper. William did not blame her. Betris might have signed the parchment, but it was obvious the chieftain wrote it and commanded that she sign.

Still, it was an apology, and the woman had lost a dear brother. Ailith turned her mossy green eyes to Willian. He nodded, and she did the same, sliding the parchment back to Robb. William patted her hand. Ailith accepted the apology, and he understood the weight of her acceptance. She knew the importance of keeping alliances in the Highlands.

Because William was not fully certain he accepted the apology. Seeing his beloved, mud-caked wife standing accused of a crime as dire as witchcraft, heresy, or whatever the Abbot had construed, lit a rage in William that had yet to be extinguished. She could have been killed.

William’s rage would have led to a full rampage in that case.

But she wasn’t. She was alive and vibrant. Since the offense was against Ailith, if she accepted the weak apology, then so would he. 

Unity in the Highlands was maintained, and Ailith kept her pride. They shared a weak smile. 
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There had to be more to William’s visit with the Grants. An apology to the wife of a MacDougal was not enough to justify William’s late arrival the night before.  

William dipped his chin slightly at her again, reinforcing her supposition.

“Aye,” Cormag confirmed, sounding pleased that the less-pleasant aspects of the Grant visit were disposed of.  “With King Causantín sitting on the throne, other than a few rogue worries about the Norse,” he rolled his eyes in an exaggerated manner, “the only concern we have is for the Morays to join the clans.”

“What of the Keiths? They are too close to the feckin’ Morays for my comfort,” a man at the far end of the table spoke up. 

“The MacIntoshes have a man close to their clan, one who is willing to observe what they do and say and slip that information back. He says that there have no’ been interaction between the Keith chieftain and the Morays, as far as he can discern.”

The men grumbled in response. 

But Ailith wasn’t paying any more attention to the conversation. She let her mind drift as Cormag spoke, trying to recall anything from a single history class about the Morays of Scotland. Other than their divisive nature and quest for the crown, which she could have discerned from the past months living here, she couldn’t recall a single detail.

Most of the history she remembered involved conflict with Viking invaders, the expansion of the church, and problems with the future English empire.

She also did not miss the tension in William’s gaze as the men spoke, or rather argued about the Morays, the Keiths, and clan politics. Though the MacDougal had assurances the Morays would back the king, William had told her that the Moray chieftain had a way of speaking half-truths. Bernard accused Malcolm Moray of talking out o’ both sides of his mouth.

A fit of giggles had bubbled in her chest when she’d heard that phrase. It was just so, Bernard. He had a wry sense of humor that he revealed quite often to his family. And it told her how old that saying was.

William’s intense blue stare, however, suggested something more to the conversation. He was asking her silently the question that had become a common practice between them. While Ailith had promised she would never tell William what she knew about the future as a regarded him, she promised to tell him information that might hold value in a greater sense for Alba.

This was one of those times, not that she had a lot of information to share, unfortunately. Even if she did have something, how might she explain eleven hundred years of Scottish history and rebellion against different crowns, and do that in front of other people who had no clue that she was Emily Gordon in Ailith’s body? 

The fact they had disposed of mad King Donald only complicated matters, since she no longer knew what those circumstances had done to create a new history. She could only go based on the history she knew before Causantín came to power after the death of the mad king, years before he was supposed to. 

She shook her head briefly.  

William pursed his full lips, then turned his intense gaze to his father and cousin and rejoined the conversation.


      [image: image-placeholder]After the conference, when men departed the hall, William and Ailith followed. He walked her toward their chambers as she told him about her plan regarding the lack of mushrooms.

“I’d like to go to Glenbervie and check there. And perchance gather more puddock-stools from Dunnottar. If autumn is wet, I might be able to plant more before winter strikes.”

William nodded absently, his mind not fully on her, probably because all she seemed to do as of late was talk about mushrooms. It sounded so trivial in light of the larger clan issues that had been discussed mere minutes before.

“So, can we?”

“Aye,” he answered, keeping his gaze fixed straight ahead.

Ailith smirked at him. “Ye did no’ even hear what I asked.”

He finally broke his steady gaze and turned his stunningly bright eyes to her. “Of course I did. I hear every word ye speak. Ye asked if we might go to Glenbervie and check on your wee stools, mayhap gather more at Dunnottar.”

Ailith froze midstep at the top of the winding stair, yanking William to a stop with her.

“How did ye do that?”  she asked with a touch of awe in her voice. 

Truly, how did he do that? She was certain he hadn’t paid any attention to her!

William tilted his head, a smile playing at his mouth. “Ye are my entire world, Ailith, and I hear everything ye say. I am always listening for your voice. Without it, I am lost in this world.”

How did he manage to sweep her off her feet with a few words? Her heart slammed in her chest like a trapped butterfly. For such a powerful medieval Highland warrior, when he spoke like this, he put any romantic poet, from Shelley to Neruda, to shame.  

She swallowed, trying to control the fluttering. William kissed her forehead.

“I will always listen to ye talk about your puddock-stools, and aye, we can go to Glenbervie on the morrow, if it suits.

Ailith nodded. “Aye, it suits.” 

They resumed walking and reached their chamber door. William opened the heavy door that whined on its iron hinges.

“Prepare your papers and tools. Your wee kit. I’ll let my father know we leave on the morrow. He shall want Seocan to know what we discussed today, so this visit will serve a dual purpose.”

After a quick embrace, William departed, leaving Ailith to organize her inks and blotch-stained parchment in her satchel. 

Perchance the mushrooms are growing better on Gordon lands, closer to their origin at Dunnottar, she mused.

Those thoughts weren’t much of a silver lining, but she had to hold some hope that success would soon reveal itself.

It had to, she told herself as she rolled up her parchments. It just had to.
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