
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Crimson Blade

        

        
        
          The Burning Tree, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Ken Peter Kirk

        

        
          Published by Ken Kirk, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE CRIMSON BLADE

    

    
      First edition. February 25, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Ken Peter Kirk.

    

    
    
      Written by Ken Peter Kirk.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Ken Peter Kirk

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Burning Tree

          
        
          
	          The Death Whisperer

          
        
          
	          The Crimson Blade

          
        
      

      
    
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Dedicated to the memory of Pamela Lang,Cydara Verrier,  Margaret Beatrice Kirk & Cecilia Reynolds.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1



[image: ]




“You’re a curious little girl, Wild Flower, and there is no doubt about it,” laughed The Laird Grant, grinning from ear to ear.

The little girl smiled a shy smile and flapped her hand in front of her face, as if the breeze from it might help to cool her blushing.

“I am me, Your Lairdship,” she replied, “With all of my flaws and all of my failings.”

“If you have flaws or failings, they must be well hidden, for I am yet to encounter any of them,” he laughed, “Your amiable disposition and your good humour have made this house a happier place since you have been here.”

Wild Flower gave him one of her elegant curtsies.

“I thank you, Sir, for your kind words.”

Wild Flower mused over her new name and gave a little smile. She had begun to like it. It had been her name for only a week. It had been given to her by The Laird Grant. Her name since birth had been Greesha, but – by all normal calendars – a total of 829 years had elapsed since then. 

Last week, in the year 793, she had set out to stroll across a nearby meadow. By the time she had reached the other side of it, the year had somehow become 1622. This strange event was something she had simply accepted, for she had become all too familiar with bizarre happenings!

Her experience with strange events had started with her having incredibly vivid dreams. Those dreams felt so much like being awake that they seemed exactly like reality. Slowly, she had realised that those vivid dreams actually were reality. To her shock and horror, the things that happened in those dreams turned out to have happened in real life.

“Your past, as you have revealed it,” The Laird Grant declared, frowning and looking troubled, “Has not been free from hardship. This makes me sad. I promise you that, during your service here as my granddaughter’s companion, I will try to make your life as enjoyable as possible.”

“I am grateful.”

There was a silence as The Laird Grant appeared to consider his next words.

“This house has been no stranger to sadness,” he confided.

Wild Flower closed her eyes for a moment and the history of the building flooded into her mind.

“You’re doing it again!” her employer laughed, “You are closing your eyes and concentrating. It is what you do just before you say something extraordinary!”

Wild Flower pulled a silly face and they both laughed.

“I don’t even realise that I’m doing it,” she confessed.

“Well, whatever astonishing inspiration you may draw upon or whatever shockingly accurate insight it may deliver to you, I can promise that nobody here will try to burn you as a witch.”

Although she didn’t feel the least bit upset, her face involuntarily adopted a harrowed expression. She tried to smile, but it came out weak and forced.

“I’m sorry!” exclaimed The Laird, “That was a thoughtless thing for me to say! I apologise!”

“You apologise?” she asked.

“Yes, I do. I can apologise. I know how to do it,” he declared, “Though it is not something that I have been particularly famous for doing.”

Wild Flower’s sad smile now vanished as her intelligent grey-blue eyes lit up with glee.

“You are reformed!” she quipped.

“You are a good influence on me.”

“You are too kind.”

“No, it is the truth. I now find it a chore to be...”

“Sour and gloomy?” she suggested, brightly.

“Yes, sour and gloomy!” the Laird guffawed.

A young girl with long, dark hair – who had, earlier, peered cautiously around the door – now appeared from behind it. She dropped into a perfect curtsey.

“Your Lairdship,” said the new arrival.

The Laird Grant scoffed.

“Logan,” he berated, amiably, “You do not have to use my title. You are my granddaughter.”

“But when you are with company...” she offered, inclining her head towards Wild Flower.

“She is not company, sweetheart,” her grandfather replied, “She is...”

Logan raised her eyebrows enquiringly as The Laird searched for the word he wanted.

“She is family,” he insisted.

Logan’s eyebrows rose even further. Wild Flower, for her part, blushed crimson and looked embarrassed.

“Whatever you say, grandfather,” Logan assured him, without a jot of sincerity.

The Laird Grant suddenly rose from his chair and craned his neck in the direction of the window. Logan took the opportunity to cast Wild Flower a withering look.

“There is a messenger arriving,” he announced, “I want to see what news they bring.”

He immediately hurried past them both and through the doorway.

Logan adopted a belligerent stance, her arms folded across her chest and her chin stuck out. As she surveyed Wild Flower, it was with a look that flickered between haughty distaste and feigned disinterest. Wild Flower returned her gaze impassively.

There followed a prolonged silence. Wild Flower absentmindedly cast her eyes idly around the Laird Grant’s apartment, taking in the furnishing and lavish decoration, forgetting that there was anybody else in the room. Two strides away, Logan simmered.

Wild Flower’s distraction only annoyed Logan further. Wild Flower suddenly addressed her.

“Your grandfather adores you.”

Logan jolted, taken off-guard, but quickly recovering herself and threw back a barbed reply.

“And you would know?”

“It is clear to anybody. He makes no attempt to hide it.”

Logan seemed to be riled by this observation.

“His favourite is no longer me,” she snapped.

Wild Flower looked puzzled, for she was genuinely at a loss to understand her meaning.

“Then who?”

“Who?” Logan sneered, “His favourite is stood in right front of me, as I speak!”

“Me?” asked Wild Flower, her face a picture of astonishment.

Logan contorted her face and produced a whiney voice from the roof of her mouth.

“Me?” she mocked.

Wild Flower abruptly sat down on the floor. Logan looked at her blankly.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“I’m sitting on the floor.”

“I can see that!”

“Then why ask me what I’m doing?”

“Because,” Logan scoffed, disdainfully, “I wanted to know why you are sitting on the floor.”

“Then you should have asked me why I was doing it, instead of what I was doing.”

Logan pursed her lips in annoyance and glared at Wild Flower.

“When I asked you,” Logan growled, “I expected you to understand my meaning.”

“But, instead?”

“But instead you are being stupid!”

“Yes, I am. I am being stupid.”

Logan blinked in surprise, “You admit it?”

“Yes. I am being stupid and I admit it.”

Logan gave a weary groan, but said no more. Several long seconds dragged by before Wild Flower broke the uncomfortable silence.

“Logan, I know when I am being stupid, but it doesn't always prevent me from doing it. I knew it was a stupid thing to do when I sat on the floor. It didn’t stop me doing it. Clearly, knowing I’m being stupid doesn’t prevent me from being stupid.”

Logan raised her head to look straight forward and gazed sternly across the room, into the distance, completely ignoring Wild Flower on the floor and pretending that she didn’t exist. Wild Flower sat quietly and made no noise. Logan continued to stand as still as a statue, defiantly aloof and unconcerned.

“Imagine, Logan, here I am, at my age, acting stupidly and being fully aware of it,” said Wild Flower, at last, “And there are you, at your age, at least four years my senior, acting stupidly and being blissfully unaware of it.”

Logan, outraged by the jibe, whirled to face Wild Flower and immediately burst out laughing. Wild Flower was sat with a thumb stuck in either ear, waggling her hands either side of her head, her palms splayed out like a pair of huge elk antlers. It took only moments for Logan’s amusement to fade and for her to become stern again.

“It was not me who invited you here, little girl, it was my grandfather, and he did it against my wishes.”

“If you want me to disappear,” offered Wild Flower, sweetly, “Then I can disappear.”

“That would make me very happy, but it would not please my grandfather.”

“I don’t think it’s fair that you should be forced to have me around,” Wild Flower conceded, “So I can disappear anytime you wish.”

“You mean you can go and hide?”

“No, I mean I can disappear.”

“You don’t mean disappear.”

“Yes I do.”

“What?” Logan asked, screwing up her face, “You’re just going to vanish? Nobody can do that.”

“I can.”

“No you can’t!”

“Yes, I can,” Wild Flower insisted.

“No you can’t!”

“Yes, honestly, I can.”

Logan made a face as if she were enduring a particularly nasty taste in her mouth.

“That’s impossible,” she declared.

“It should be impossible.”

“It is impossible.”

Logan placed the palm of her hand on top of her own head, as if it might aid the process of thinking, and looked mystified.

“You are telling me,” she challenged, “That you can disappear?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t think so,” Logan scorned.

They were interrupted by a soft knock on the door.

“That will be cakes and scones,” Logan advised, “To stop our stomachs rumbling before the midday meal.”

With this she raised her voice to address the servant at the other side of the door, “Come in,” she called.

The door opened but instead of one of the servants, it was the housekeeper, Mrs McConnell. She entered by pushing the door open with the large tray she was carrying. On her way across to the table, she paused and looked at Logan quizzically. Logan returned the look.

“Who were you talking to?” asked Mrs McConnell.

“To her,” replied Logan turning her head to nod in the direction of Wild Flower.

She was surprised to find that Wild Flower was no longer there. Logan looked back to Mrs McConnell, thoroughly confused, and then back to the empty space where Wild Flower had been sitting. Mrs McConnell looked at her with only vaguely disguised unease. Logan’s eyes flicked back and forth between the housekeeper and the vacant space on the floor, as her mouth – a little way ahead of her mind – silently experimented with a few alternative explanations. She settled for one at random.

“If I were to explain it to you, Mrs McConnell, it would sound very strange, but let me say that I am playing an unusual kind of game...”

“Oh! A game? I see,” said Mrs McConnell, sounding very much reassured.

The housekeeper placed the tray down and unloaded its contents onto the table. Then she departed with the tray. As she reached the door, she turned to speak.

“There is enough, of course, for both the master and your friend.”

“My friend?” Logan snapped.

Picking up on the thinly disguised contempt, Mrs McConnell rephrased herself.

“There is enough for the master, for you and for your...” she began, pausing as the right level of tact evaded her, “For the other young lady.”

Logan blew out a puff of air to show disinterest. Mrs McConnell gave an awkward smile and left.
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Logan forced an extended sigh from her nose. It took a long time to finish. Wild Flower adopted her most innocent expression and stood patiently.

“So,” observed Logan, “You are no longer sitting on the floor?”

“No. I am standing.”

Logan took a step forward, slapping her foot hard on the ground and widening her eyes, threateningly. There was no mistaking that she did not want to return to their earlier verbal sparring.

“I’m in the same place, though,” said Wild Flower, helpfully.

“You disappeared.”

It was clearly an accusation. Wild Flower tilted her head, mimicking a pause for contemplation before replying.

“I thought we agreed that that was impossible?”

Logan hooted with laughter. Wild Flower laughed, too. Just as it had before, the tension returned within a few seconds and they were enemies again. Wild Flower closed her eyes and thought for a moment.

“I’m sorry about your mother,” she said, softly.

Logan, who had just sat down at the table, sprang to her feet.

“My mother!” Logan snapped.

Wild Flower knew that a vicious torrent of anger was about to gush from Logan’s mouth.

“Your mother,” Wild Flower declared, interrupting her companion on whom she had been forced, “Was, in all respects, the most wonderful, the most gentle, the most kind and  loving person that could ever be imagined.”

Logan’s mouth froze open, unable to coax any further words from it.

“Your mother’s passing, Logan, was such a blow to your father that he rushed off to war in order to deliberately place himself in danger. He fought at the front line, even when he did not need to do so. He wanted to maximise his risk of death. When he was killed, he was grateful to die. He genuinely did not want to live without her.”

Tears rolled down Logan’s cheeks.

“They told me that he had received papers,” she objected, “They said that he had been called up to serve.”

“No, he volunteered.”

“You say this truly?”

“I say it truly.”

“How do you know these things?”

“How? I don’t know,” admitted Wild Flower, holding her head in her hands, “But my life was simpler and less troubled when I knew nothing more than anyone else.”

Logan paused for a long while.

“You do know that I still hate you, don’t you?” she asked.

Wild Flower looked at her passively.

“You don’t hate me,” she said.

“Yes, I do.”

“You would like to hate me.”

“I do hate you.”

“You set your heart on hating me.”

“And hating you is what I am doing.”

“If hating me could make you feel better, then I would want you to hate me more than anybody in the world has ever been hated.”

“I can assure you...” began Logan, before faltering, then stopping, as she saw the expression on Wild Flower’s face.

“Logan, if your life were in danger and the only way I could save it were to give up my own, then I would not hesitate to do it.”

Logan gasped and clasped a hand to her mouth to stifle a sob.

“I would be proud to die for you, Logan. I would feel honoured and privileged, because when you grow to be a woman, you will be exactly like your mother. I promise you, your mother will never truly be dead so long as there is one single breath left in your body.”

Logan pressed her hand harder still over her mouth, but it did not hold back more tears.

“Everybody who loves me ends up leaving me,” she protested.

“I will never leave you.”

“You will.”

“I will not. I guarantee it.”

“You can’t guarantee it!” Logan said in a choked whisper.

“Strangely enough,” laughed Wild Flower, “I actually can!”

Logan made a strangled sound that came out as half laughing and half crying. Wild Flower approached her slowly, not wanting to be pushed away. With only one step separating them, Logan’s resolve melted and she slumped into Wild Flower’s open arms.

“You won’t die on me, will you?” she demanded.

“Never!”

“You’re sure?”

Wild Flower closed her eyes for a moment, “I’m sure,” she confirmed, “And, make no mistake, I can be sure.”

Logan took Wild Flower by the shoulders and repositioned her so that they were face to face. There, she looked at Wild Flower long and hard. It seemed like she was trying to come to some sort of decision.

Wild Flower looked back at her, but – in actual fact – she was looking into her. Wild Flower could tell that, despite her play-acting, Logan was absolutely not a bad person and was certainly not the hateful one she was trying to portray. Logan’s pretence at being jealous of the affection to Wild Flower by the Laird Grant, was almost entirely a sham, too. Logan had, in fact, resolved to feel absolutely nothing what-so-ever for the new arrival.

“Logan,” said Wild Flower, in her most grown up voice, “If I ever have to go away, I promise you upon my soul, that I will come back for you.”

“You will?”

“I will.”

“You won’t forget?”

“I won’t forget.”

There followed a comfortable silence, broken only when a spark of curiosity prompted Logan to ask a question.

“Wild Flower? That isn’t your proper name, is it?”

Wild Flower made herself jolt and put on a horrified look.

“Logan! You have powers, too?”

Her new friend roared with laughter. Just then, there were loud footsteps in the hall. A moment later, the door swung open and The Laird Grant entered, looking worried.

“What is it?” asked Logan.

The Laird looked to Wild Flower.

“Tell me the answer,” he instructed.

Wild Flower closed her eyes and spoke without opening them.

“One of the local Clans has called together its flag bearers.”

Logan looked puzzled, “Flag bearers?”

“Yes,” replied her grandfather, “They are people in each Clan who, when required, are in charge of gathering an army together from men of fighting age.”

“There’s going to be a war?” Logan asked.

“Perhaps a battle rather than a war, I hope, but they seem to be making plans for some kind of conflict,” he soothed, “Their Laird may, instead, be trying to prevent a war by taking steps to appear strong and prepared.”

“A battle with whom?”

The Laird Grant looked to Wild Flower, who shrugged her shoulders and gave an apologetic frown.

“Seeing the future,” Wild Flower explained, “Is like having a metal bucket on my head with twenty or thirty holes in it. Sometimes the holes don’t line up with anything.”

“My scouts,” the Laird revealed, “Have little information for me.”

Wild Flower held up her hand and knotted her brow. The Laird looked anxious.

“This,” she cautioned, “Is not about what the scouts have seen, but it is somehow connected to it.”

The Laird and his granddaughter looked to her, eagerly.

“I can see a woman with hair that is like the morning sun,” she revealed, “She is wearing a crown and she is riding a white horse.”

“That is the Queen of the West,” The Laird grumbled, “She is no friend of mine.”

Wild Flower deliberately kept her face totally blank and free of any emotion. This did not escape Logan’s notice and it prompted a curious look from her. The Laird Grant, however, was distracted and had begun pacing up and down in front of the fireplace.

Logan mouthed the words ‘Not a good sign’  to Wild Flower and flicked her eyes to secretively indicate her grandfather. Wild Flower read both the words on her lips, already having heard them spoken in her head.

“Girls,” the Laird called over his shoulder, striding to the door, “I need to speak to some people urgently.”
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Logan and Wild Flower stood side by side, gazing intently out of the window in the vast library.

“In a moment,” said Logan in a hushed tone, her nose almost touching the glass pane, “You will see it.”

Wild Flower instantly knew what she meant, but she didn’t say anything. It would be best, she decided, not to scare her friend with any indication of the depth of her insight into certain things.

Logan’s ability to casually accept her vanishing into the air, like a spark from a fire, had impressed her, but she didn’t want to risk testing quite how far her ability to embrace strange happenings might stretch.

“Not long now,” whispered Logan.

Wild Flower allowed her eyes to wander over the scene before them. Across the garden, at the foot of a short slope, were scattered trees of varying sizes. Down the middle of them ran a narrow path. This scene was in complete contrast to the front of the stronghouse, where the formal lawns, broad drive and carefully curved paths followed courses that were meticulously precise and exact.

Wild Flower imagined teams of gardeners clambering around on a spider’s web of wooden planks, pegging out lengths of twine and laying down lines of perfect symmetry with bags of powdered chalk.

“There!” said Logan urgently, her eyes widening.

Wild Flower watched as a dark, hooded figure emerged from the shadows and hurried along the path. They wore black from head to foot. Over their shoulder was slung what looked to be a large canvas satchel. They exuded an air of determination. They had the manner of somebody going about an important task.

Logan leaned closer, “It’s a woman,” she whispered.

Wild Flower nodded. It was clear from the person’s gait that they were female.

“Watch,” Logan directed, “And see what happens when she reaches the sundial.”

The person they were watching seemed not to have seen the sundial in their way and they were not slowing their pace. Wild Flower cringed as she waited for them to painfully collide with the object. Instead, to her surprise, they passed straight through it as if it were not there.

“A ghost!” said Logan, triumphantly.

“Yes, it has to be,” Wild Flower agreed.

The dark figure continued along the path, passing effortlessly through a hedge where no gap existed, and escaped from view.

“Now that she has appeared once,” Logan noted, “She will usually appear again, presently. If we go upstairs to the uppermost rooms, you will see something that will shock you.”

Wild Flower held back from connecting with her inner self again and, instead, allowed only her normal senses to prevail. She did not want to steal any of the mystery from what Logan was sharing with her and confiding in her.

“You had best lead the way,” Wild Flower urged, “For I would very much like to see more!”

Logan looked pleased and, reaching for the lantern that she had set aside on the floor, she slid open the vertical slot in its sleeve to allow enough light to escape for them to make their way back to the door. Treading quietly and with exaggeratedly careful steps, they made their way along the hall to the grand stairs. There, they climbed three floors to the spacious attics.

The fortifications at the rear of the property were less intrusive than those at the front and along the sides. This stronghouse, Wild Flower knew, had resisted countless assaults over the centuries, but few of them had ever been made through the tangle of gnarled trees, vicious thorn bushes and dense brambles that bordered the garden.

“The servants’ quarters are up here, on this floor, but we’ll be fine if we go into the old blue room,” advised her guide, pointing down the hall, “Nobody wants to sleep in there.”

“Why not?” enquired Wild Flower, instantly regretting the question, “Please don’t answer,” she urged, holding up a hand to ward off a reply.

Logan gave her a grim smile that was almost a smirk.

“I thought you might be able to tell.”

“I’m trying my best to hold back anything like that,” Wild Flower replied, making a face.

“You can stop yourself?”

“No, not stop exactly. It’s like winding down the wick of a lamp so that the flame goes really low. I can leave just a glimmer, but I can’t make it go away completely.”

Logan nodded, slowly. She was clearly fascinated.

“If I put the lamp out,” Wild Flower explained, “I might put us in danger, but – to say it truly – I think there is something up here that I am not meant to know about.”

“What do you think it might be?”

Wild Flower adopted the expression of a witless fool and Logan only just managed to stop herself from laughing.

“Logan, if I think about it, it would be no use trying not to think about it".”

Her guide pulled her neck in and hunched her shoulders up to her ears to signify embarrassment. Taking pity on her, Wild Flower grasped her elbow and propelled her forward, avoiding her gaze.

As they crept down the corridor, Logan halted outside a particular room and reached to place her hand on the large, ornate doorknob. Wild Flower promptly felt a wave of apprehension, but vigorously forced it deep down inside her.

Logan slowly pushed open the door and closed it softly behind them. She pressed down a lever at the base of the lantern to lift all the shutters and then turned a knurled wheel to raise the wick. The room was flooded with light.

Wild Flower, with her eyes wide open in amazement, watched as Logan walked straight through the corpses of the two girls who hung from the rafters by ropes around their necks. Wild Flower clenched her teeth and attempted to do the same but – just as Logan turned around to look at her – she stepped aside and dodged around them. Logan halted and gave her peculiar look.

“Why did you do that?” she asked, entirely unaware of the two dead girls.

“I don’t know,” replied Wild Flower, giving her a weak smile and shaking her head.

Logan was unconvinced and stood gazing in the direction of the dead pair for a few moments, without apparently seeing them. Soon, she shrugged and continued to walk to the window.

Wild Flower looked with undisguised concern at the lantern in Logan’s hand and at the bright pool of light it was casting across the inside of the window.

“Don’t worry,” Logan grinned, “The guards won’t say a word if they see the light. They think this room is haunted. Two girls hung themselves here once, or so it is said.”

Wild Flower couldn’t stop herself from glancing across at the two girls in question. Following the direction of her eyes, Logan gave a tiny shriek as a sudden wave of cold air hit her. To the relief of them both, most of the noise was muffled by Logan’s hand, which had flown to her own mouth.

“You can see them, can’t you?” Logan accused.

“Are you unable to see them?”

“Yes, I’m glad to say, but I get a terrible feeling when I look.”

“I wish that I couldn’t see them!” Wild Flower quaked, “They did not enjoy a swift end. They died slowly. Their faces are bloated, they have bulging eyes and their faces are turning purple.”

Logan shuddered and looked traumatised.

“Can you make them go away?” she asked.

“I thought you couldn’t see them?”

“I can’t... but, even still... the idea of them... can you make them leave?”

“I don’t know,” said Wild Flower, the idea never having occurred to her.

She held out her hand and waved it, vaguely, from side to side as if tentatively trying to polish a mirror. The two cadavers obligingly dissolved into nothing.”

“They have gone,” she declared.

“Are you sure?”

Wild Flower looked back to check, “Yes, truly, they have gone.”

Wild Flower suppressed a wry smile. She found it amusing. Logan couldn’t see either of the two dead girls, but sought reassurance that what she couldn’t see could not be seen at all.

Wild Flower’s train of thought came to an abrupt stop.

‘Why could Logan see the ghost in the garden,’ she asked herself, ‘But she couldn’t see the ghosts inside?’

Her quandary must have shown on her face, she decided, because Logan became curious.

“Is there something wrong?” the Laird’s granddaughter asked.

"My mind is just scampering around in my head. I cannot grasp my thoughts, sometimes.”

“They are gone, aren't they?” Logan enquired, her voice full of concern.

“Yes. They are gone, there is no doubt about it, but...”

“But what?”

“But why could you not see them?”

Logan pursed her lips, evidently not amused.

“Perhaps the better question would be,” Logan suggested, “Why it is that I am able to see the woman in the gardens?”

Wild Flower shrugged her shoulders, then look disapprovingly at the lamp.

Logan obligingly closed the shutters on her lamp.

“If we don’t hurry we are going to miss her,” she warned.

Wild Flower hurried to join her new friend at the window and they stood there in comradely silence as they waited to see what would happen.

Within three minutes, the lady in black appeared again. From their new vantage point they could see further across the gardens towards the far wall. They watched as the apparition walked to a horse and mounted it.

“Is the horse a ghost, too?” asked Logan in a breathless whisper.

“It is an echo from the past, I think. A kind of visible trace of something that once happened. I can’t really explain it. I just get that kind of impression.”

They watched as the lady in black urged her horse forward and steered it towards the gate.

“She will get most of the way to the gate,” Logan revealed, “Then she will fade away and disappear.”

The two watched as the rider made their way down the long garden, staying mainly under the trees for cover. It was clear that she did not want to be seen.

“Wait! Stop!” exclaimed Logan, excitedly, “Every time I see her, she has always vanished before this point.”

Suddenly, the rider’s body spasmed. Her arms jerked stiffly, causing her to lose hold of the reins. She fell forward onto the horse’s neck, then rolled off and hit the ground. She lay face down in a crumpled heap with an axe buried in the back of her neck.
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Slowly, like rain sinking into the soil, the ghostly body of the slain rider – and the weapon that had despatched it – diminished into nothingness.

Logan and Wild Flower exchanged horrified looks.

“I have never seen her reach further than half way to the gate before,” Logan confided, “And nothing has ever happened to her like that!”

Wild Flower nodded thoughtfully as she struggled to hold back the inspiration that was trying to flood into her mind. In the end, she gave in to it.

“She is the Lady Elise Grant,” said Wild Flower in hushed tones, “She is your grandfather’s grandmother.”

“She has been murdered!”

“A long time ago.”

“Yes, but it is still a murder.”

“We must speak nothing of this, Logan.”

“What?!” she exclaimed, “You cannot be serious!”

Wild Flower donned her most sombre expression, “This is not the time.”

“Not the time?!”

“This must remain a secret.”

“Wild Flower, I have to tell my grandfather.”

“No, you mustn’t. You mustn’t say a word.”

“He needs to know about this.”

“This isn’t what it seems to be.”

“A woman has just been slain by an axe!” beseeched Logan, “How can it not be what it seems?”

“This isn’t what it seems to be,” Wild Flower repeated, “What we saw is only part of what happened.”

“So what happened?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then how can you...” Logan began, before her voice trailed away to nothing.

“I just know,” Wild Flower assured her.

“Yes, I have just realised.”

“Thank you for showing me this, Logan.”

“If I hadn’t shown it to somebody, I would have burst!”

“Oh!” said Wild Flower, pretending to be offended, “So, I just happened to be around?”

“No! You deserved to see it. You were worthy of seeing it.”

Wild Flower’s grin told her that she was being teased and she burst out laughing before clapping a hand to her mouth and opening her eyes wide in panic.

“I think,” Wild Flower whispered, “We have very likely already woken the servants in the rooms to either side of us. They are probably frightened witless and hiding under their blankets with pillows clutched over their heads.”

Logan gave her a mischievous look.

“Maybe we should start moaning and groaning,” she suggested, “And, perhaps, do a little bit of screeching?”

“I think they have already suffered enough!”

Logan’s smile made it clear that she had been joking and Wild Flower rolled her eyes.

As they crept out of the door, Logan whispered in Wild Flower’s ear.

“I thank everything holy that I can see nothing of the acts that are said to have been done in parts of this house.”

“But outside the house?”

“Yes, I see things outside.”

“Bad things?”

“Sometimes bad.”

“And the other things?”

“Mostly strange... unusual... puzzling things.”

“I’m sure there must be a reason for it, Logan.”

“Do things have to have a reason?”

“I would like to think so.”

They walked in silence to the top of the stairs and in silence all the way to the bottom. Then Logan asked something that seemed to have been on her mind for a while.

“My grandfather has never said anything about how you and he came across each other. In fact, he has avoided the subject whenever it has arisen.”

“It is a complicated story to tell.”

Logan snorted at this, “You sound just like him!”

Wild Flower threw up her hands in mock consternation, but then gave a wink as she started to explain.

“Your grandfather was stood in the meadow beyond the gnarled blackthorn trees. It was almost as if he had been waiting for something.”

“He had definitely been waiting for something.”

“Really?”

“Yes. It’s his favourite place,” Logan advised, “Did he have a basket of food with him?”

“Yes.”

“Sweet foods? Like cakes and scones?”

“Yes.”

“May I confide in you?”

“Of course.”

“My grandfather is convinced that he has a destiny. He believes that the future has something remarkable set aside for him. He has it set in his mind that he will bring such glory to our Clan that it will extinguish our shame.”

Wild Flower thought about it for a moment, “He will. He is right.”

“You know this? You know it for certain?” Logan begged.

“I do. It is the truth.”

“What it will be? Can you tell?”

“No, I am not intended to know, therefore I cannot know.”

Logan gave a forlorn sigh. The sadness in it tugged at Wild Flower’s heart so much that, before she knew what she was doing, she found herself apologising.

“I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do. Some things are just not meant for me to know.”

“But he will have his glory?”

“Oh yes!” Wild Flower enthused, “Oh yes! They will sing songs about him.”

“They will? Oh please say that this is true!” Logan beseeched, on the verge of tears.

“You have my word.”

Logan was so happy that it seemed for all the world as if, at any moment, she might take off and hover in the air like a humming bird. Wild Flower spontaneously started to clap her hands for joy, then halted with her hands frozen in the air.

“I think the servants have been woken enough times already,” she whispered.

All the way back to her rooms, Logan seemed to be in the highest possible spirits. It was as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. It was a weight that was not rightfully her own, but it was one that she had stubbornly borne, none-the-less.

Logan took Wild Flower through to her personal study for supper. Once inside, she went across to the fireplace where she opened a small door set into the wall beside it. Behind the door, suspended in a narrow shaft was a bell the size of an adult fist with a short rope attached to its clapper. She rang the bell with two sharp jerks. Wild Flower heard an answering two rings from somewhere far below. Seeing Wild Flower’s expression of curiosity, Logan smiled.

“The bell,” she explained, “Is set in its own little chimney that runs from the basement to the top floor. There are two marks on the rim of this bell, so I ring it twice when I want to call a servant, so they know where to come.”

Wild Flower gave her a half-hearted smile. She had never been particularly comfortable by the idea of people having servants.

Logan furrowed her brows, “You have rung a bell of some kind to summon a servant before, have you not?” 

“No, never. I grew up in just one single room. It was home to my mother, my father, my sister and my four brothers. It was divided off at night by a curtain that gave my parents privacy as they slept.”

Logan fought to control her face, but lost. She looked appalled. She was having trouble absorbing this information. The idea of it seemed utterly dreadful to her.

“Oh, I see,” she said, blankly.

There was a gentle knock on the door and a servant entered. The two girls placed their orders for their meals and the servant departed.

Logan bowed her head, “I have lived a life of privilege.”

“If that is the only life you have known, then you cannot be blamed. You would have never imagined that a life such as mine existed, any more than I would have ever imagined one like yours.”

Logan nodded miserably. She could have been forgiven by the whole world, but she would still forgive herself.

Suddenly Logan perked up.

“The Queen of the West!”, she chirped.

Wild Flower looked baffled.

“She dresses plainly,” Logan enthused, “Shunning any kind of finery and wearing only a copper crown, bracelets of plain metal and wooden beads.”

“Yes, she does.”

“She seldom eats her fill and, any time she does, she orders her servants to send extra food to the poor in the local neighbourhood.”

“She feels for the poor.”

“I want to feel for the poor!” Logan announced.

“And how will you do that?”

“You will help me!”

Wild Flower smiled at her enthusiasm.
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Logan cleared away their things from their meal, neatly arranging the plates, bowls, cutlery and napkins onto a tray. She wiped clean the little table and placed the tray in the hall outside her door.

Wild Flower placed a hand on her friend’s arm, “Something tells me that you didn’t have to do that.”

“No, I didn’t, but I always do.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because the servants have enough to do already.”

“Why do you care how hard they work?”

“Because I do.”

Wild Flower laughed, “Logan, you would have broken into pieces after a few days of pretending to be a girl who was bad, mean, nasty and aloof.”

“I was doing well enough at it, though, wasn’t I?”

“Only a little well. The real you kept intruding.”

“Did it?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Well, for one thing, you kept laughing at things that were funny.”

“Oh. Yes. I did, didn’t I?”

“That’s not how a bad girl behaves.”

“Maybe I just needed more experience!”

“Tell me Logan, if you were to ride with a highwayman for a month or two, robbing travellers at the end of a pistol, would you be happy to do that, too, after you had gathered enough experience?”

Logan gave a wicked grin, “I could certainly try!”

They both laughed. They laughed so much that they ended up laughing at each other laughing, rather than laughing at the thing that had set them off!

Wild Flower stood rock still for a moment and closed her eyes, seeming to relish some sort of sensation.

Her friend could not contain her curiosity, “What is it?”

“It’s a sudden wave of... joy... happiness... love,” said Wild Flower, her eyes looking up to the ceiling, “Your mother is so very, very proud of you.”

“No! No!” said Logan, holding up the flat palm of her hand, “I protest. Not now. Not yet. Let her be as proud of me later, when I have lived a kind and charitable life.”

“She cannot wait and nor can I!”

“You shall have to. Both of you.”

Wild Flower raised her hands to show her frustration and made a funny groaning sound. Logan would have none of it and spun on her heels, showing her friend her back.

“You will have to wait and that is that!” she proclaimed, “I am going to be a far better person, yet.”

Wild Flower smirked, ‘You have no idea just how much!’, she thought to herself.

There was a tap at the door.

“Yes?” called Logan.

“A message for you Ma’am,” said a little boy’s voice.

“The hour is late!”

“I am sorry Ma’am, but it is urgent.”

“What can be this urgent?”

“It is your grandfather, Ma’am, he has been taken ill.”

Logan made it to the door in two strides and, flinging it open, ran into the corridor.

“Which way?” she demanded of the page boy.

“This way, he is in his study,” he replied, sprinting off. 

Logan, employing her long legs, had overtaken him within seconds. At the end of the corridor, she deliberately charged against the wall, bracing herself with her hands to absorb her momentum, before pushing away to turn right to race to her grandfather’s study. Wild Flower was only half a second behind her when she reached the door. Logan shouldered her way through it while reaching out behind her and grabbing Wild Flower’s arm to pull her through.

The Laird Grant was slumped half on and half off a couch, panting heavily while jerking and contorting in pain.

“It happened as you said,” the Laird told Wild Flower, “I heard the sound and I did as you told me, I grabbed my throat with both hands. The dart hit me on the ball of my thumb. Now my arm is numb as far as my elbow and it pains me like somebody is jumping up and down on it.”

Logan looked at Wild Flower wide-eyed, willing for things to make sense.

“Don’t worry, Your Lairdship, all will be well,” Wild Flower assured him, reaching for something that hung around her neck.

Wild Flower’s hand met only bare flesh.

“I’m not wearing it!” she groaned, “I’m not wearing it!”

“Wearing what?” asked Logan.

“I’m not wearing it!” Wild Flower repeated, again, oblivious to the question.

Logan gestured for her to explain, but Wild Flower’s face had frozen in utter horror.
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