

  

    

      

    

  




		

			WITCH


			By M MacKinnon


			










Witch


			Copyright © 2025 by M MacKinnon


			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.


			Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.


			This is a work of fiction. Any characters, businesses, places, events or incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


			Printed in the United States of America


			Paperback ISBN: 978-1-965253-49-6


			Ebook ISBN: 978-1-965253-50-2


			[image: Icon



Description automatically generated]


			DartFrog Plus is the hybrid publishing imprint of DartFrog Books, LLC.


			301 S. McDowell St.


			Suite 125-1625


			Charlotte, NC 28204


			www.DartFrogBooks.com


			










Dedication


			Màiri MacKinnon and Rory – Màiri, kinswoman and friend, has helped me since the beginning of my writing journey with the dialects and languages of the Scottish Highlands, and introduced me to one of the most wonderful dogs I’ve ever met. She is the inspiration for my female protagonist, and the reason there’s a dog in this book.
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Glossary


			arasaid – an 18th-century woman’s draped garment worn in the Scottish Highlands


			balaich seòlta (Gaelic)– lunatic


			bealach – a narrow mountain pass


			céilidh (Gaelic) – a Highlands gathering or party


			choocter: a country bumpkin, rough, uncouth, or uneducated person


			dewlally - anxious or crazy


			dobber: A person who is seen as undereducated, with poor social skills


			dreich – depressing, miserable, or cold. Often used to describe the weather


			eejit: an idiot


			feardie – a coward, a timid person


			Haud yer wheesht – Shut up


			kelpie – a seal


			leannan (Gaelic)– sweetheart


			meff – Scouse word meaning stupid or idiot


			minger: a disgusting person


			mo chridhe (Gaelic)– my heart


			mo ghràdh (Gaelic)– my love


			peely wally – pale, sickly, or unwell


			plaid – a piece of tartan cloth, often gathered around the waist and belted.


			radge – uncontrollably angry


			Scots ell - the basic unit of length in Sìne’s time, equal to 37 inches (941.3 mm).


			scrambling -somewhere between hill walking and rock climbing: moving freely over rocky terrain and clambering over rugged ridges


			scree – a slope covered with small, loose stones


			scunnered – disgusted or annoyed


			skunk – marijuana


			










Pronunciation of Gaelic Names


			Sìne – Sheena


			Doirin – Door-in


			Maighread – Mer-aid


			Màiri – Ma-rree


			Caomhainn – Koo-van


			Ronain – Raw-nan


			Ailis – Ã-liss


			











Prologue 
Dornach, Scotland, 1727



			The smell is an acrid, nauseating stench, like all the fetid odours I have ever smelled all mixed together into a stew of charcoal and scorched meat. It is like the odour of leather tanned over a flame, so thick and rich in its pungent abhorrence that I can taste it. Though I have not eaten in two days, I fight to keep my stomach from heaving, because I know what this smell is.


			It is the burning body of my mother.


			They called her Waghorn, Clootie, Auld Mistress Sandie—Witch. As if my gentle mother, a healer by nature and calling, would ever consort with the Devil or cast spells to harm. Naming her thus was an abomination, a mockery of justice for which they had no proof and no wisdom.


			They made me watch as they paraded my mother through the town—this sweet, simple woman with no harm in her. Covered in an obscene coat of hot tar and goose feathers, forced to hold tight to the insides of a barrel while two mules pulled her along the muddy path. Mother’s eyes widened when she saw me, her daughter, and incomprehensible sounds forced their way out through the gag in her mouth, as if to tear out her throat.


			And then my captors yanked at the rope around my neck so I was forced to stumble where they willed. I could only hear the wretched screeches fade away as they dragged Mother to the place of her execution, but I would see that hideous sight for the rest of my life.


			Short as it will be…for I am next.


			They unbound my hands before thrusting me back into the tiny hut that has served as my jail since the travesty they called a trial, laughing as I stumbled and fell onto the earthen floor. None of my captors will look me in the eye, but they have no trouble hurling taunts and jeers before they turn away and leave me. People I have known all my life, neighbours whom I nursed, to whom I brought soup when they were ill. I watched over their bairns, taught them to read and to write letters.


			The villagers had been kind when they needed me. No longer, not since the trial. Now I am untouchable, unclean, a child of Satan. A witch. My mother was Satan’s plaything, and I her vile tool.


			When Mother began to fail, to stumble in her speech and forget things, our kind neighbours reacted with repugnance and fear. They stopped bringing their bairns for her healing treatment, avoided us in the village, whispered behind our backs. Then they looked at me, and the whispers grew louder and more harsh.


			“She bears th’ sigil o’ th’ Devil’s own.”


			“Look at ‘er cloven hands ‘n feet! Tis ‘er mother’s fault. She formed ‘er own daughter into a beast o’ burden.”


			“They pretend t’ heal, but they’ll turn our bairns into changelings.”


			And then the fever found our village. People sickened and died in days. The churchyard was full to overflowing, and grief ran like water through the town. Eyes red with weeping turned toward our cottage, where no one was ill, and tongues wagged like loose shutters in the wind.


			My mother tried to help, but her words made less and less sense and our neighbours’ faces darkened when she approached. When the son of the village headman was hurt and my mother was found crouching over his body, the whispers turned to roars, and they came for us.


			“Witches!” they hissed. “Auld Harry’s women. Why ye ken, I saw Mistress only last week, ridin’ her daughter like a pony in the dark o’ night.”


			The trial was short, presided over by the village headman himself. There was no hope of reason and no one to stand for us. It was a nightmare of accusation and vitriol that darkened our days and deepened Mother’s confusion, and they cleverly pulled words from her that made their case and sealed our fate.


			Tomorrow I too will be burned at the stake…alive. Not strangled first, as so many others before me during these times of horror and unrest. I will feel the fire, smell my own hair as it burns. Will I live long enough to see the skin turn black on my hands and arms, or will the smoke act as a merciful saviour, sealing my mouth and nose and stopping my breath before the inferno melts my skin and leaves only bone?


			I cannot say I am unafraid, but it matters little now. I deserve this fate. I who was born imperfect, misshapen, marked by the Devil as his own. I am the reason for this monstrous perversion of faith, this deception of righteousness. I am different, so no matter that I have saved others and tried to ease their pain all my life. I am an abomination, cursed by whatever sin they deem fitting.


			And now here I stand in my windowless prison, hearing the shouts and jeers that drown out my mother’s shrieks. Mercifully for me, for I do not want to know when the screams stop, when the fumes fill her throat and steal her breath. I am a coward. I pray not to recognize the moment my innocent, lovely mother leaves this earth.


			She will be with God, of that I have no doubt. There is little mercy in the world, but Heaven will welcome her with open arms. I will know she is safe, because I will not see her where I am going. I know not why the Devil wants me, but Hell is the only place for one who was born to cause her mother’s death. I accept it. I have no choice…I have never had a choice.


			The smoke drifts under the cracks of my cell and into my eyes. I taste the thickness of it, let it wrap around me as if it is intent upon filling our entire village with its poison. As if the fire itself seeks vengeance for my mother and me.


			The voices have died down, and the smoke seems less bitter now. My mother is dead and gone to a better place. The villagers are likely returning to their homes, their lust for killing sated for the moment. They will be back tomorrow, refreshed by the sleep of the righteous, when it is my turn to face the unholy blaze.


			My thoughts turn unwittingly to the men who swore they loved me. I think for one agonizing moment of the one to whom I gave my own love unconditionally. He was not there when the sentence was pronounced. The others were there, but he was the only one who mattered. The one who betrayed me in the end.


			A black rage fills what is left of my heart. God has forgotten me, but perhaps some other higher being will listen. I close my eyes and repeat the words of my curse…


			











CHAPTER 1
Ballachulish, Scotland – Present Time



			Death twitches my ear;
‘Live,’ he says...
‘I’m coming.’


			—Virgil


			Adam MacArthur studied the proofs spread across his desk and wondered why his picture had to be on the damn brochure anyway. Glencoe Mountain Mystery was about the tours, not the tour leader. The mountains were the star of this show.


			Daniel had made him pose for two hours yesterday, and these six shots were the result. The photos all looked the same to him—an average lad, perhaps slightly more fit than many his age. As he should be, considering he climbed Munros for a living and ran competitive mountain races for fun. There was nothing in the photographs to show more than a thirty-year-old man in the best shape of his life.


			Nothing to show he was dying.


			When would it happen…the Big One? Would he be running the trails through Glencoe’s mountains, or riding his bike through the valley? Maybe he’d be sitting alone in a coffee shop, enjoying a scone in peace like all the other patrons. People like those he passed in the street every day, unaware that the young man they had just nodded to was a ticking time bomb who might go off at any moment.


			It seemed stupid—the running—but his doctor had told him that in his case physical exertion wouldn’t hurt him. Wouldn’t help, either; it would happen when it happened, whether he exercised or not. His condition was so rare that doctors were baffled as to the cause and sceptical about treatment. “Just do what you’re doing,” Doctor Marshall had told him. “Enjoy your life.”


			If it didn’t matter whether he was sedentary or active, he’d pick active every time. So he kept his business going, entered races once or twice a year, and hiked as much as possible. He’d had some scares, but so far nothing major. It was coming, though, just a matter of time. The knowledge was always there in the back of his mind like a malevolent ghost.


			The condition might be hereditary; at least they thought they knew that much. It seemed to strike males in their twenties. If you had it, you had a one in four chance of passing it to your offspring. His father hadn’t had it, nor did any of his brothers; they’d all gotten checked after his first attack two years ago. His uncle Seth had died at age thirty-five, and his grandfather at thirty-two. In his generation, he was the lucky recipient.


			Everybody in his family knew about the Curse, as he called it. His older sister Iseabail knew, because Izzy knew everything. Of course Ewan’s wife Fiona knew; his brother never kept anything from her. Their sister Sophie knew, so probably her boyfriend Brian did. He wondered about his brother Daniel’s fiancée, Eve, and sighed. Probably her too.


			None of them ever mentioned it, at least in front of him, but he could tell by the looks they gave him if he so much as coughed that it was always lurking in their minds, and he hated it. The idea that they were all pitying him was like acid eating away at his soul. And for some reason, today he was feeling its presence more than usual.


			Curiously, his diagnosis had brought the siblings closer than they’d ever been. Not a stretch, that. “Loving family” was a phrase that would never be used to describe the MacArthur clan—at least not since his mother had died when he was nine. His father had checked out emotionally, abandoned his family as surely as if he’d walked out the door, leaving six children to rattle around the dark old house on Ardconnel that had once been a home.


			He and Ewan had managed to stick together, likely because of their shared interest in the mountains and climbing. He hadn’t seen Jonah in over a year. Despite being only a year apart in age, they had little in common. In truth they were more like polite strangers than brothers.


			He’d had little to do with his troubled brother Daniel, four years his junior, until a year and a half ago when he showed up in Glencoe, met Eve in the local cafe, and stayed. Now Dan was the photographer for Adam’s company, Glencoe Mountain Mystery, and it seemed as if they’d never been estranged. Life was like that sometimes.


			The bell to the outer office jangled and Adam looked up to greet his brother, halfway through the door and struggling to juggle photography equipment and the case in which he kept his drone.


			Daniel looked up. “A little help?”


			“Why don’t you just leave all that stuff here?” Adam asked as he grabbed the tripod case. “You’ll pull a ligament hauling it all back and forth from Glencoe to Ballachulish every day.”


			Daniel grinned at him. “Well, I would, except this isn’t the only place I go. And I don’t just take pictures of mountains, y’ know. I can’t afford to duplicate all the equipment, so back and forth it goes.” He off-loaded his equipment to the worktable and threw himself into a chair. “Usually Jared’s here to help. When’s he getting back?”


			“End of the week,” Adam told him. “You know he’s helping his uncle with some woodworking project, and it’s taking longer than he thought. Said the old man’s hopeless with tools and likely to cut off a hand if someone’s not there to stop him. I’ll be glad when he’s back, though; running this business is rubbish without him. He’s a wonder when it comes to marketing, and his computer skills are on another level. Shoulda been a hacker.”


			“Well, I’m glad we have him,” Daniel said. “That lad’s pure magic with a keyboard.”


			“Like you are with a camera,” Adam said. He picked up the Canon DSLR from the table and thumbed through Daniel’s recent shots. “Ahh, yes. Magic. Eve reading. Eve cooking. You and Eve…never mind that one. Hey, here’s one of a mountain. Oh look—isn’t that Eve climbing it?”


			“Shut up,” his younger brother said mildly. “She photographs well.”


			“Doesn’t she get tired of you following her around like a paparazzo?” Adam asked. “I mean, I could never figure out what she sees in you anyway…” He managed to dodge a magazine winged at his head with admirable accuracy and laughed. “All right, I’ll quit.”


			Daniel stood, grabbed his camera from his brother, and placed it carefully back on the table.


			“So, what’s on for today?”


			Adam consulted his laptop. “There’s a group of German botanists at ten, then some college lads from Nova Scotia at half one. That’s probably the group Brian got in for us. I think I like him; a Canadian brother-in-law might be good for business.” He fixed his brother with a gimlet eye. “Our company is being helped by the additions to our family,” he said. He pasted a smirk on his face. “And speaking of additions…”


			Daniel put his hands up in a warding gesture. “Whoa, not yet! It’ll happen, trust me,” Daniel told him. “We have time. We’re not old fogeys like you.” It was his turn to duck the pen that came flying over the desk. He went on as if nothing had interrupted. “When are you going to find your own Mrs. Right?”


			The silence that fell in the room spoke volumes. “I’m sorry, Adam,” his brother said. “I didn’t mean to…”


			“Stop doing that!” Adam spat the words. “I hate it when you all creep around me like cats.” He softened his glare. “No, I’m sorry—it’s fine. We all know there’s no Mrs. Right in my future, so let’s just leave it at that, aye?” He went back to the computer and tapped the keys until he could sense that Daniel had looked away.


			Without taking his eyes from the screen, Adam said, “I’m thinking of getting a dog.”


			“What kind of dog?”


			“A dog to run with. Look.” He turned the computer to face his brother. “A retriever or a border collie. I’ll run up to Inverness this weekend and check out the SPCA; stop in and see Ewan and Sophie. I haven’t been home in a while. Want to come?”


			Daniel shook his head. “Not this time. Eve has a job interview at the West Highlands Museum Saturday, and I’m going for support…you know, to hold her hand.”


			Adam snorted. “Don’t you do that enough already?”


			“Haud yer wheesht,” Daniel said. “It’s not worth talking to you about anything except mountains. This is the job she’s been hoping for. She’s mad about the history of this area and knows more about Glencoe than just about anyone else. She’ll get the job—I’d bet on it, but she’s that nervous.”


			The pride in his brother’s voice had a smile crawling onto Adam’s face, one that died just as quickly. He fought it, but it was hard sometimes not to give in to self-pity. What would it be like to have someone you cared about more than yourself? Someone to plan a future with, to build a family?


			That wasn’t in the cards for him. Even if he found someone who wouldn’t mind if her husband had an expiration date stamped on his heart, he couldn’t imagine one who would be willing to abandon the idea of having children. Women liked children—little lads and lassies to run around the house.


			And he couldn’t take that risk. He wouldn’t sentence a tiny human being to a life with limits. Nope—a dog would have to do. He forced his attention back to the conversation.


			“Is the position full time?” he asked. “Will Eve have to give up her job at the bookshop?”


			“I don’t know,” his brother said. “The museum job is full time, but she loves the shop and all the crazy people there. She’d have to cut way back on her hours, but hopefully the museum would work with her on that.” He laughed. “How ‘bout we get her the job first, eh?”


			“Oh, she’ll get it,” Adam assured him. “As you say, she’s a walking history book on Glencoe. I guess we’ll have to look for a new scheduler, though.”


			“Don’t be surprised if she still manages to do some of that, too,” his brother said. “She’s a working fool, that one.” Somehow, he made the word ‘fool’ sound like a term of endearment.


			Adam snapped his fingers. “I forgot I have to go to the shop later. I want a book on dog breeds. I’ll say hi to Eve while I’m there—oh. Is this interview a secret or can I wish her good luck?”


			“Not a secret. She can use all the good luck she can get, aye?” Daniel gestured at the laptop screen. “You really want a dog?”


			“I think so,” Adam said. “I’ve been looking online, and apparently mixed-breed dogs make some of the best mates, so I’ll start there. I want one that’s a good runner, especially in rough terrain like ours. I figured I’d study a few breeds of running dogs and then look for a mix that blends the best characteristics. Adoption is all done online now. Once I pick a dog from their website, they’ll set up a meet and greet at the centre.”


			“Well, good luck,” his brother said. “Looking forward to meeting your new partner. I’ll see if I can think up some valiant names for him. Angus or Brutus, or how about Crusher?”


			As Adam parked in the car park off the High Street in Fort William that afternoon, his mind went over the names his brother had thrown out. Crusher wasn’t half bad, but his dog needed a name that sounded fast, not fierce. Strider, or Sonic, or something Gaelic, like…Cù beinne. Mountain Dog. Simple, had a ring to it. Perfect name for a beast that ruled his domain. He could almost visualize the two of them running the Glencoe mountain trails. Adam hurried down the High Street, suddenly eager to learn more about his dog.


			The woman at the front desk of the bookshop was someone he’d never seen before, but he hadn’t been here in months. A lot seemed to have changed. He studied the person in front of him. Tiny, dressed incongruously in a brown gown and a checked arasaid, like the garments worn in the eighteenth century. She cocked her head to the side and regarded him with bright black eyes that reminded him of a small bird.


			“Hullo, lad,” she said. “Would ye be lookin’ fer the Animals ‘an Pets section, then?”


			Adam blinked. “Umm…yes. I’m looking for a book on dogs as running companions. But…how did you guess?”


			The woman’s eyes crinkled. “I didnae guess, ye wee numpty. A good bookshop owner knows what ‘is customer needs, aye?” She pointed to the back of the shop. “Last row on th’ left, two aisles down. Off ye go.”


			Adam found himself grinning as he followed the directions to the back of the store. On his way, he noted another woman dressed in eighteenth-century costume, bright red curls springing from a white cap. She was talking to the tallest man he’d ever seen. The giant was dressed in the Great Kilt, the long sash thrown over one shoulder and fastened by an antique filigree badge. Not any tartan he recognized, but he wasn’t an authority on the clans. If he were a movie director, he’d be casting that one as William Wallace or the Bruce.


			Adam watched the man reach to put a book on the top shelf without the aid of a ladder. Useful sort of lad to have in a bookshop, he thought. But why are they dressed in period costume? Must be a new marketing scheme. Jared would probably approve.


			He spied the section he wanted tucked into a corner in the back, and a few minutes later emerged with two books on dog breeds. He made his way back to the front desk, now manned by the plump red-haired woman.


			“Find what ye need, lad?” she asked. Adam nodded and paid for his books, and then spied Eve arranging books on a table. She waved at him and he started in her direction—and froze. Standing next to her, obviously another employee judging by the period costume, was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.


			Black curls framed a pale face with eyes as blue as the sky on a rare sunny day. She smiled at something Eve said and a dimple appeared in the corner of her mouth. Somehow the eighteenth-century attire suited her better than anything the modern era could produce. All the air left his lungs, and he gasped for breath.


			Suddenly he realized what was happening. His throat closed; heat filled his lungs and moved toward his heart. It was as if he were fighting to get out of a burning building, struggling against the smoke that wrapped around his chest. Eve and the beautiful girl faded from his sight. His knees buckled and he sagged against a table and then folded to the floor, taking a stack of books with him.


			In the distance he could hear voices calling out, footsteps running toward him. He tried to speak, to tell them it was no use. He knew his own body, and nothing anyone could do would help this time. This was the moment he’d been dreading for two years. The Big One. He closed his eyes and waited.


			Soft hands cupped his face, fingers pulled at an eyelid. They moved down to his chest and stayed there. Adam opened his eyes, surprised he could do that much, and gazed into the blue eyes of the beautiful woman he’d seen across the bookshop. Ahh, he thought. You’re here. You found me. Isn’t that the way it goes? He smiled at her, closed his eyes again, and everything drifted away.


			











CHAPTER 2
Fort William, Scotland – Present Time



			All encounters in life are reunions after a long time apart.


			—Bai Luomei


			“Miss MacLachlan? Miss MacLachlan?”


			Màiri froze, then fixed a smile on her face and turned slowly around to face the three young lads arrayed in front of her.


			“It’s the Three Musketeers, third time this week,” Eve whispered behind her. “Seriously, that’s what they call themselves. And I think somebody’s got a crush, eh?”


			“Shut it,” Màiri hissed between her teeth. Her colleague backed away, but not before Màiri heard stifled laughter. She squared her shoulders.


			“Hullo, lads, what can I do for you today?” She studied their eager faces. “Let me guess… You” — she pointed to the tallest of the three, a lanky young lad with shoulder-length sandy hair —“your name’s Bastian, aye? And you want another book on swords. And you”—she transferred her gaze to the one currently trying to brush the brown curls out of his eyes— “Donnie? You’re just dying to read another biography of William Wallace. And you—”


			The third lad, a thin boy with bright red hair and tortoise-shell glasses that made his blue eyes seem huge, pushed his way between the other two. “It’s Cory, miss.” There was a slight waver to his voice. “I want a book on firefighting.” He stood up straighter. “I’m going to be one, you know—a firefighter. Who knows, someday I might save you from a fire!” His friends snickered, and the lad’s face flushed to match his hair.


			Màiri decided to take pity on the lad. After all, he did buy books. Besides, it wasn’t the first time someone had developed a crush on her, although they usually weren’t this young. She gave the three her best smile.


			“How old are you lads?” she asked them.


			Bastian, apparently the leader, spoke up. “Donnie and me are sixteen.” He pointed at the red-head and smirked. “Wee Cory’s only fifteen.”


			Màiri registered the angry flush that deepened the younger lad’s already red face. “Donnie and I,” she said in a crisp voice. “If you hang out in a bookshop so often, you ought to know that much, aye?”


			It was Bastian’s turn to flush. “Aye, ma’am,” he said.


			Màiri reached out and gave his arm a pat to show she was only teasing. “Well, you lads go find what you need. You know where everything is.” She shooed them away from the table where she and Eve had been arranging the current bestsellers.


			“That Cory’s in love,” Eve said under her breath. “And I’m pretty sure the other two aren’t far behind, even though they’d never admit it.”


			“Why me, though?” Màiri moaned. “I mean, you’re gorgeous. Why don’t they sniff around you?”


			“Two reasons,” her friend told her. She held up the hand that sported a diamond ring. “First, Daniel was here the first time those lads came in, and he has a very definite ‘hands off’ air about him.” Eve laughed at the memory. “He gave them his best side-eye, and they backed right off.”


			“Hmmm,” Màiri said. “You have a point there. And the other reason?”


			“Well…” She studied her friend. “As a woman and therefore a reasonably objective source, I think part of the reason men swarm to you is your hair. It’s a dark halo around your head, like a floating cloud. People pay lots of money for those curls you have naturally, and the rest of us straight-haired lassies just have to make the most of what we have.” She smoothed her own sleek dark bob. “Put together with those bluer than blue eyes, you look like a goddess from the front cover of a romance novel—and then there’s the gown.”


			Màiri opened her mouth to protest, and Eve grinned. “I know we all wear the costume, but in that eighteenth-century dress you look just like a Highland village lass who stepped out of the past, innocent and in need of protection. And all men need to protect, even bairns like those lads.”


			Màiri snorted and rolled her eyes, but she had to admit there was some truth in what Eve said. It seemed that ever since the new owners had taken over the bookshop and dictated that the employees should wear costumes from the eighteenth century as uniforms, more men seemed to be stopping in to browse. What was it about women in old-fashioned gowns? Maybe because less and less was worn these days, the mystery of a woman covered head to toe was what turned men on.


			Maìri looked around the shop, marvelling at how much it had changed in just a few weeks. She’d worked here since high school, when the shop was called High Street Books, and had never laid eyes on the previous owners. They were some big outfit out of Edinburgh that ran four or five bookshops in Scotland, all with the same footprint. Tastefully decorated, very modern…rather boring.


			She remembered stopping in at the store in Perth once, and it was exactly like this one. The same beige carpeting, the same IKEA-style bookshelves. A big central island with three or four cashiers in identical navy-blue polo shirts and khakis. Recessed fluorescent lighting. Useful and energy-conservant, maybe, but not very exciting.


			Màiri had spent a lot of time dreaming back then about what she would do if the bookshop were hers. Then just recently it was sold to a couple named Duncan, and almost overnight it changed. The sign now read HP Booksellers, rendered in a filigreed Celtic font. The carpeting had been ripped out and distressed-looking wooden flooring put in. Tartan area rugs were placed artfully to look as if they’d been strewn about, and the shelves were a dark, pitted hardwood with ornate moulding that looked ancient and probably cost a fortune.


			Comfortable brown leather armchairs graced every area, looking as if they’d been there forever, next to antique side tables with bronze reading lamps.


			“Folks sh’d git t’ ken a book before they take it home,” the owner’s wife told the employees in her heavy brogue. “A book isnae jist paper an’ a cover, it’s a companion.”


			The merchandise was different too. Now, along with the current best-sellers, Scottish travel guides, and modern books on Highland history, the shop boasted a large selection of used and rare books. A small cafe in the back of the shop sold espresso, scones, and shortbread, under the sign HP Sweets.


			Màiri had no idea what HP stood for. The Duncans were a husband and wife named Mary and Henry, and they didn’t seem inclined to share the secret. They dressed like eighteenth-century reenactors and brought others with them—a plump, cheerful, red-haired woman named Betty who seemed always to be smiling, a huge russet-haired giant of a man who wore a well-worn great kilt that looked as if he slept in it…and a small black cat. The giant was ridiculously called Wee Caomhainn, and the cat answered to Biscuit, when it answered at all.


			Another thing these HP people brought was an aura of mystery that sent a shiver of delight through Màiri’s romantic soul. It was as if they’d picked her brain, found all the touches she’d dreamed of, and put them into the shop. When they asked the employees to wear costumes like theirs for work, she was over the moon.


			“Books ‘re timeless,” the owner’s wife told them. A tiny, brown-haired woman with bright black eyes like a curious bird’s, she winked as she passed out the paperwork for their measurements. “Bookshops should be th’ same, aye?”


			They all talked like that, as if they’d sprung from deep in the Highlands somewhere…or somewhen. As if they’d time-travelled from the eighteenth century complete with kilts, arasaids, and a strangely modern business sense.


			They handed out cards with the shop’s name on them and the words, Books are a door to the past and the future…where will you go? On the reverse side was another quote: The world is full of magic things, patiently waiting for our senses to grow sharper. W.B. Yeats.


			A couple of the employees had quit, muttering that they weren’t going to dress like circus clowns for any job, but most had stayed. They put on the gowns, great kilts and homespun trews, and tried to thicken their brogues. It became a sort of contest, to see who could sound the most authentic.


			Màiri spotted the three teenagers making their way toward her, each with a book in hand, and decided she’d had enough of their awkward courtship for one day. She whispered to Eve to take over and slid away toward the stockroom in the back of the shop.


			The door swung shut and she was alone in the silent space. The smell of cardboard mingled with the musty odour of old books, giving the place a sense of ancient mystery. It was where she came to think, to plan, to escape the loneliness that never left her side.


			Oh, don’t be so maudlin! You’re not technically alone. Stop whinging.


			It was true. She had friends, and parents who loved her almost as much as they hated each other. And she had her beloved gran, who had taken over the raising of a confused three-year-old after Mum and Dad divorced. She had a job that surrounded her with books, and even if she sensed there was more out there she could be doing with her life, she was content.


			Dad now lived in Germany with his new family, and her mother spent most of her time in Australia, studying the environmental impact on sea lion populations. Both of them were much happier apart than they’d ever been together. They didn’t visit often and always seemed eager to leave. Her parents were generous with their money, as long as they weren’t expected to stay in Scotland for any length of time, and Màiri and Gran were perfectly happy with the arrangement.


			When Gran’s memory began failing six years ago, Màiri hadn’t told her parents. She knew she was in denial, but it had always been just the two of them against the world, and she was desperate to keep things the way they’d always been as long as possible. The Alzheimer’s diagnosis had been devastating to them both, but they’d managed, until Gran began wandering away and forgetting her way home.


			Twice she’d been found by the police and brought back, accompanied by a stern lecture on responsibility, and finally Màiri knew it was time to seek professional help. She’d settled on Highland Hospice, a lovely facility along the river in Inverness, because the carers treated Gran with respect and listened to her ramblings as if she made perfect sense.


			It wasn’t until she’d come back to the huge family home and heard the echoes whisper through the empty hallways that the realization sank in. She was truly alone. With her parents’ agreement, she sold the house and moved into a tiny rooftop flat, where Gran’s tales of fairies, witches and kelpies didn’t live in the walls and whisper through the air.


			Màiri looked at her watch. Wallowing wasn’t healthy, and self-pity wasn’t her nature. She opened the stockroom door and peeked to make sure the three young Romeos were nowhere in sight, then returned to the table where she’d been arranging new books to find that Eve had nearly finished the job. Guilt washed through her.


			“Sorry, sweetie,” she said. “I’ll treat you to lunch.”


			The bell above the shop’s door jangled. A man entered and walked toward the counter where Mary Duncan stood. Màiri watched as Mary launched into her spiel and smiled to herself at the man’s delighted reaction to something the tiny woman said in her thick brogue.


			She has a gift, that one. Almost like magic.


			As if she sensed Màiri’s thoughts, Mary looked up and smiled. She turned back to her customer and waved a hand toward the back corner where the books on animals and pets were shelved. The young man grinned again at the owner and went on his way with a light step.


			A few minutes later he emerged with two books and started toward the checkout counter again. He glanced around the shop until he saw Eve and veered toward their table. Then his eyes met Màiri’s and widened.


			Do I know him? she wondered. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him before. Apparently he knew Eve, so maybe he was a friend of Daniel’s. But why the look of shocked surprise?


			Suddenly the man stopped in his tracks and a look of pain crossed his face. He clutched at his chest and seemed to be fighting for breath. Before Màiri’s horrified eyes, his knees folded and he grabbed for the edge of a table, and then almost in slow motion he sank to the floor, taking a stack of books with him.


			Màiri didn’t stop to think. “Call 999!” she shouted at Eve. She raced across the small space and crouched next to the motionless man on the floor. She put two fingers to his throat and felt for a pulse. Nothing. She tilted his head the way she’d seen rescuers do on the telly, opened his mouth and felt for an obstruction. She pulled one eyelid up. His pupil was fixed, no contraction against the overhead lights. Panic exploded in her brain. Is he dead? She moved her hand down to his chest and rested it on his shirt. Nothing… No, his chest was rising against her fingertips. He was breathing.


			Why are you doing this? her inner voice asked her. You’re not a doctor—you’ve never even taken a first-aid course! She pushed the voice to the back of her mind. Self-doubt wasn’t what was needed here. “Eve, go get a blanket or a coat!”


			The man opened his eyes. They were all the shades of brown—chocolate and walnut and peat—under long dark lashes. The shadow of a smile crossed his face, and then he closed his eyes again.


			Màiri’s mind stilled. She took his hand and waited with him as the sound of the sirens grew nearer. Somehow, she knew he’d be all right, that whatever the reason for his collapse, this wasn’t his time.


			This! her inner voice told her. This is what you’re meant to do.


			Màiri’s hand tightened around that of the unconscious man beside her. Thank you, she breathed. Whoever you are, thank you for being alive.


			











CHAPTER 3
Glen Coe, Scotland – Present Time



			A great fire burns within me, but no one stops to warm themselves at it, and passers-by see only a wisp of smoke.


			—Vincent van Gogh


			The fire was like a snake, flickering its yellow tongue as it grew. It worked its way through the small pile of twigs the lad had built for it, leaving charred black stumps. As the small fire moved on to the larger logs and became a raging blaze, it spawned more tongues—hissing in fury, insatiable in their need to destroy.


			The wooden kindling crackled as it broke apart and died, forgotten under the conflagration. The fire leapt higher, sucking the air into its embrace. It was glorious. It was power, and he had made it.


			The man stared into the fire, remembering the first time he had felt this power…


			*


			This kinship with fire had started when he was five years old. Sitting before the fireplace in his home, he watched the flames undulate as if they were alive, watched them char the strong wood his father had laid just moments before until it turned into ash. A cinder had escaped onto the hearth and lay there, sizzling angrily, and the boy felt a strange compulsion to save it, to return it to its rightful place.


			He reached for the tiny bit of wood and it reacted with fury, spitting and hissing and burning his fingers before it turned dull and lay, still and dead, on the rug. But before it died it left its mark, a defiant black ring on his mother’s prized carpet. And the boy knew that within this tiny ember was the secret of power, if only he could decipher it.


			He began to pay attention—to the pilot light on the AGA, the small flame on the water heater, to any appliance that owed its life to fire. He didn’t try to touch it; he remembered the pain of his burned fingers and knew that fire demanded respect.


			In school he read about the Celtic gods and goddesses and his favourite was Belenus, the god of fire. The book said he was associated with healing, but the book was wrong. Belenus was greater than that. Why else did his followers light fires to honour him, say prayers in his name, and even offer sacrifices? That was much more powerful than healing.


			Belenus should be honoured properly. A god deserved much more than small, secret fires in the woods. He needed a leader here on earth. Someone to bring others into his sacred circle, to teach them the ways of the fire god. And to punish—to destroy when necessary.


			He would be that leader, but before he could do that, he had to begin at the bottom like any acolyte. He must master the art of fire-building. He found a secluded spot in the woods and practiced what he’d learned from the Boy Scout Handbook. He gathered small sticks for tinder and built a little tower. He added wood shavings and paper and then used the lighter he’d stolen from his mother’s handbag to light his tiny offering.


			The result was a tiny flame that burned along the edges of the tower of sticks, moving upward until it overwhelmed the small stash of kindling and sent tongues of flame into the air. The crackling sounded like laughter. Or maybe it was his own joy, freed by the knowledge that he had created something so beautiful.


			He experimented with flint, rods, and strikers until he could start a fire without matches or lighter in any weather. His fires grew larger, more brilliant, stronger. Belenus was watching, and he approved.


			At the end of every ritual the lad would spread his arms wide and pretend to embrace his fire, like in the images he’d seen of Belenus in a book in the school library. His favourite showed the god standing in a raging inferno, his hair and beard engulfed in flame. The god’s arms were stretched wide, as if he wanted to wrap them around the entire earth. The boy had ripped out the page and taped it up on the wall of his bedroom, and every night he prayed to it before he went to sleep.


			He never told anyone about his secret practice. They wouldn’t understand. They’d think he was radge and shun him, and he needed them, even the stupid ones. Especially the stupid ones. They were the ones who would do the work.


			He looked deep into the flames, and they answered him. They crackled and snapped at him, acknowledging him as Belenus’ disciple. They were celebrating because he was the one who would set their creator free.


			He knew why he’d been chosen for this honour. It was simple: he had the ability. He was popular, good-looking and friendly, and he’d discovered early on that he was adept at convincing people to do what he asked. Other lads wanted to hang with him, and lassies followed him around like midges. The teachers told his parents he was a born leader.


			“He’ll be on council one day,” his history teacher said. “Mark my words, that lad will make something of himself. Look how he’s revived Guy Fawkes Night and made it a neighbourhood celebration like it used to be.”


			Guy Fawkes Night marked another kind of victory. It was the first time he tried his power on a lass. She was in his class at academy, and her eyes lit when he invited her to the village bonfire. He stared into the flames and watched the effigy burn, while everyone else chanted, “Remember, remember, the fifth of November.” He knew the lass was staring at him but he pretended not to see. Then, when the fire was at its zenith, he placed his hand on her arm and gave her the shy smile he had practiced before the mirror at home.


			“Let’s get away from all these people, aye?”


			Without a word she let him take her hand and lead her out of the circle cast by the flames, and in the grass by the edge of the trees he discovered a new sort of power.


			It was her first time, and his. He felt the power surge within him and knew he could do anything he wanted with her. The knowledge was magical. When it was over, he led her back to the bonfire and left her there. He never sought her out again, despite her sad eyes and pleading glances. She’d played her part, and he was grateful.


			It was so easy, this binding of human will. As he grew older, he became more adept at seduction of both men and women. People were so easy to manipulate. A word here, an expression there, and he had them in the palm of his hand. The trick was to let them think he was just one of them. He was good at dissembling. The hardest work was to keep his contempt hidden.


			His teachers tried to steer him into politics or the law, but he was adamant. “I want to work with fire,” he told them.


			“Oh, you want to be a firefighter—that’s wonderful,” they said. And he let them think so, because he needed them to believe.


			He made his first sacrifice to Belenus when he was sixteen. His neighbour’s old cat was sunning itself in a patch of sunshine behind the woodshed when he crept up on it, wrung its neck, and stuffed it into a sack. He carried his offering over his shoulder into the woods, to the new fire pit he’d readied, and built his pyre carefully, knowing that his god required concentration and care.


			When the fire was blazing, he picked up the sack and held it high in the air. “Tha mi a ‘toirt urram dhut, Belenus!” he chanted. “I honour thee, Belenus!” He’d looked up the translation online, and it sounded so much more impressive in Gaelic. The fire understood the auld tongue. It seemed to blaze higher in recognition of the boy’s tribute.


			He heaved the sack into the greedy flames and felt a surge of power as it caught and was consumed almost immediately. He watched until the fire died down to embers, and then made his way home, satiated for a while. He said his evening prayer and slept like a baby. He didn’t dream—dreams were for the weak.


			It was lonely, being the only worshiper, but that would change someday, and for now he was content. Belenus was right here with him, every time he lit a fire. A god could be patient, because time was nothing to him. Still, the lad could sense a growing eagerness every time he lit a fire.


			By the time the boy reached the end of his school years, he’d decided two things: it was time to stop making small sacrifices, and he was ready to begin his real work. He briefly considered becoming a forest ranger but eliminated that almost immediately. Preventing fires was counterproductive and an insult to his god. Besides, it was a solitary job, and he liked people. He wanted to work among them. They were useful.


			A career counsellor visited the academy and interviewed the graduating class. When she asked about his interests, he decided to be honest. “I like fire.”


			“Oh, you want to be a firefighter? That’s a great career,” she said, beaming.


			I don’t want to fight fires, I want to light them, he’d thought irritably. But he knew of no real jobs that required starting fires, so he kept the thought to himself. He nodded and smiled and allowed her to sign him up for a visit to the local fire station with a few of his classmates.


			The station was a new world. There were huge fire appliances on site, with ladders and hoses and protective equipment. The firefighters told stories of harrowing trips into burning buildings and rescuing people from second storey windows. Best of all, there were the dangers of flammable liquids and explosive substances. Firefighters were the ones who entered a burning building and tried to put out the flames.


			Being expected to enter a fire! There was so much possibility here. He would be close to fire every day. He looked around at the rapt faces of his classmates and a slow smile spread over his face. He doubted they were thinking along the same lines as he was, at least not most of them. They were sheep, mollified by promises of honour and adventure and glory.


			But perhaps someone else was there for the same reason he was. He would find that person and befriend him. Then when he was ready, they could recruit others and begin their real task. He’d be working with people who worshipped fire, as he did. People who would be honoured to walk into the flames of Belenus.


			He signed up for the training, and three years later stood with his peers to receive his Scottish Vocational Qualification and his Apprenticeship in Fire and Rescue. He had found an apprentice, one man out of all those who’d trained with him. He’d found others outside the fire station: angry men who were dissatisfied with their jobs and yearned for more. They didn’t know it yet, but they were going to be heroes.


			With him, they made thirteen—a magic number. It was nearly time…


			*


			The man pulled his attention back to the inferno he’d created. He looked around the circle and saw the results of all the training, the practice, the pandering to lesser beings. He was no longer alone—thirteen men stood around the raging fire, chanting to Belenus, the god of fire. It had been worth every minute of the long journey, and it was only beginning.


			He felt a stirring of something, a pull toward something bigger than this. It was not enough to build fires in the woods. If Belenus was to reclaim his position in the universe, it was up to his disciples to show the way, to strike fear into the hearts of weaker men and bring them to their knees. And there was only one way they could accomplish the task with the proper honour, to cleanse the world of its arrogance and pride.


			That way was fire.


			











CHAPTER 4
Aberdeenshire, Scotland, 1705



			Doirin


			There was something not right with Lady Emily. Doirin studied her employer, trying not to be obvious. Her ladyship’s complexion was usually ruddy, something she took great pains to conceal. Doirin should know; it took her more than an hour each day to apply the layers of blanc across Lady Emily’s face and shoulders, and then the rouge that must be painted in a perfect circle on her cheekbones. Distilled alcohol was rubbed over the lips to redden them, and then the eyebrows were plucked carefully into a half-moon shape and darkened with kohl. The same routine, every day for the last ten years. No one knew Lady Emily Gordon better than her trusted maid.


			Doirin Gilchrist had come to The Pillars when she was eighteen. There had been no suitors and no prospects in sight, and when Doirin’s parents heard that Lady Gordon was looking for a maid after the death of her ancient nanny, they saw an opportunity to rid themselves of an unmarriageable mouth to feed. They told Doirin that the best thing for a clever girl like her was a position.


			“Gilchrist means ‘servant of Christ’,” her mother told her. “Which means He expects you to serve.” So off she went. She had never looked back.


			Lady Emily Gordon was kind, with an engaging sense of humour and a quick wit. The two had developed a bond that was more friendship than employer to employee, despite the difference in age and class. Still, Doirin was under no illusion that they were equal. She dressed Emily, helped her bathe, read to her, and personally selected the ingredients for her meals. They were closer in some ways than sisters, and Doirin had developed a second sense where her lady was concerned.


			“Are ye feelin’ quite well, m’lady?” she asked as she pulled the nightgown down over her ladyship’s ample frame. “Ye seem sommat pale.”


			“That’s the idea, isn’t it?” Lady Emily said. “Dinnae ye work hard t’ make me pale?”


			“Aye, but ye’re no wearin’ paint now, an ye’re still pale.” Doirin cocked her head and studied her employer. “Tell it true now, ye’re no feelin’ well, are ye?”


			Emily sighed. “I cannae fool ye, can I?” She frowned. “I am feeling a bit poorly, if truth be told.” She sighed again. “I suppose ye better call the doctor.”


			Doirin felt a shiver of apprehension slide up her spine. Lady Emily hated illness, thought it was a sign of weakness. If she was willing to see a doctor, things were worse than she’d thought. She eyed her employer, but Lady Emily’s eyes skittered away from hers. Doirin tucked her into bed and hurried out to summon the family physician.


			An hour later, the doctor came out of the room, his expression dour, and closed himself into the study with Lord Robert. Doirin crept to the door and shamelessly put her ear against the wood panel.


			“Tis her heart,” she heard him say. “Ye need t’ get yerself ready.”


			She couldn’t hear what his lordship said, but the doctor’s next words were like a knife to her own heart.


			“I’ll give ye some pills, bit they’re just for show. Keep ‘er comfitable; it willnae be long.”


			Doirin fled from the hall to the kitchen, where she made herself a strong cup of tea and sat staring at the fire. No! she thought. I’m no ready t’ say guidbye! The familiar loneliness washed through her, and she gave in to self-pity and cried silently until her tears were spent. Then she washed the cup and put it back on the rack, walked out into the hallway, and paced up and down for most of an hour, thinking about what life would be without Lady Emily Gordon to take care of. 


			Something stirred in Doirin’s soul. As if propelled by an unseen force, her feet took her back up to the darkened bedroom, where she stood for some time gazing at the woman from across the room. Very quietly she approached the bed and peeled back the coverlet. She stood watching the woman’s chest rising and falling, listened to the slightly laboured breathing…and then it stopped.


			She placed a hand on Emily’s chest. “Milady?” she whispered. “Lady Emily? Breathe. Please breathe!”


			Her lady’s chest remained still.


			“Please,” she repeated, tears coming to her eyes. “Breathe!” She looked to the heavens. “God, please… let her breathe!”


			But her prayers went unanswered. Grief surged through her body, and she stared in helpless misery, unable to move. Slowly a picture formed in her mind. A bluish tinge appeared around the edges of Doirin’s hand, glowing through Lady Emily’s nightclothes right where her heart would be.


			It was cold…painfully so, but she held her hand in place and slowly the sensation dissipated. The colour changed to a soft pink, and warmth surrounded her hand. She listened. Was Emily’s chest rising? Suddenly frightened, Doirin backed away, wondering what had just happened. Surely not…


			But the next morning, Lady Emily rang for Doirin, just as she always did. Her colour was back to a ruddy glow and her eyes bright with health. When the doctor came to check on her, he came out of the room slowly, his brow furrowed. He closed himself in with Lord Robert again, and within hours the rumour began to circulate that some sort of miracle had taken place last night.


			Doirin told no one of her nighttime foray into Lady Emily’s sickroom. She didn’t understand it herself, but she never forgot the sensation of cold, how it had warmed under her hand and turned pink. Servant of Christ, came her mother’s voice from the past. Is that what I am? Has God called me to be his servant…to heal?


			As the days became weeks and weeks turned into months, the rumours died as rumours do. Life went on as usual in the Gordon household, and Doirin began to see the odd happenings of that night as a figment of her imagination. Surely Lady Emily hadn’t really been dead; surely she hadn’t gotten well because of her. The doctor was simply mistaken. Why on earth would God, with all the people in the world to choose from, settle on a mere lady’s maid as His servant? It was beyond ridiculous, best forgotten.


			“Doirin?” Lady Emily’s voice broke into her reverie. “What’s goin’ on in that head o’ yours? Didnae ye hear me speakin’?”


			“So sorry, m’lady.” Doirin forced her mind back to the moment.


			“I said, I’ve a fancy for some fish t’night. See if ye cannae find a nice cod at th’ market, aye?”


			Doirin loved the market. The noise, the smells, the colours—all of it called to her heart. Shouts of the costermongers, with their melodic chants and singsong poetry extolling the merits of their vegetables, warred with the excited chatter of villagers catching up on news and gossip. Occasionally a fight broke out between women intent on seizing the best turnips or the largest tatties, and curses flowed without regard for the opinions of the other marketgoers.


			The smell of roasting meat vied with the enticing scent of baked goods, but Doirin ignored it and followed her nose until the odour of fish told her she had reached her goal.


			“Tell me, pretty lass, whit I can dae fer ye on this lovely mornin’?” came a voice in her ear, and she turned to find a man standing next to her. His broad shoulders and sunburnt complexion told her, more than the catch arrayed behind him did, that he was a fisherman. A fisher-man, and one who was standing uncomfortably close.
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