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To my sweet daughter, Celina,

You make me so proud of all you've overcome

and the young lady you're becoming.

 

And to the wonderful Lord, 

  Thank you for healing Celina from her seizures

and wrapping her in your loving arms.
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"Honour and majesty are before him: strength and beauty are in his sanctuary." 

Psalm 96:6
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 Scotland
        

        
          
            1457
          
        

        The ordeal over, fragmented tremors still quaked through Evelina
          Broderwick's body. She gazed down at her new daughter. Now, she'd finally have someone who
          would truly love her. Tiny fingers curled. Evelina marveled at the wee nails. The other
          hand tightened into a fist and flew into the bairn's mouth as she sucked on her knuckles. 

        "She's beautiful, is she not?" Tears clouded Evelina's vision,
          overwhelming her by the magnitude of God's gift of life. 

        Gunna, her wet nurse, peered closer at the babe swaddled in a warm
          blanket. "Aye, she is at that." 

        "I believe I shall call her Serena after my Spanish grandmother. The
          lass has an English da and a Scottish mither—a mixture of noble blood from three
          countries." 

        "Not a verra common name here in the lowlands," Gunna's round cheeks
          swelled in a smile as she nodded in agreement, "but lovely just the same." 

        The bedchamber door swung open, casting dim light from the hallway
          candles. The shadow of a man's tall frame bounced on the dark pine walls. Evelina tensed
          as her husband, Devlin Broderwick, strode in with his usual frown. A dent marred his
          forehead. He towered over the bedside. 

        The midwife followed him and stood at the foot of the bed, folding her
          hands in front of her. The woman appeared to be in her mid-fifties, personally chosen by
          Devlin and quite loyal to the Broderwick family. Her dark gaze traveled from Evelina to
          Gunna and down at the infant. 

        "I've heard the unfortunate news." Devlin's sharp tone cut through the
          room like a blade through a gentle lamb. 

        Was a lass so terrible? Evelina glanced at the only window on the far
          right. The shutters were closed, blocking the night sky from view. She would like naught
          more than to escape the confines of her marriage, even if it meant taking sanctuary behind
          the walls of a convent for the rest of her days. 

        Devlin cleared his throat. He wore a black tunic with blooming sleeves
          narrowing at the cuffs. Black suited his dark moods. His hair hung straight in the shape
          of a downward bowl. He crossed his arms, taking an authoritative stance. "Fortunately,
          you're still young and healthy. You can try again when you're well enough." 

        Evelina stayed her tongue. Over the last eleven months of their
          marriage, she had come to despise him. She had tried to love him, tried to win his
          affection, but he had been most impossible to please. No wonder her kinsmen hated the
          English. He had wounded her feelings more times than she cared to count. She'd begun to
          resent her parents for arranging this union and forcing her into a lifetime of sorrow. 

        "I'll love her." Evelina held her daughter against her bosom. She stared
          at the wine-colored blanket covering her bed, tracing a finger along the raised flower
          pattern stitched into the thick fabric, a gift from Devlin's mother. 

        "I'm sure you will." He pointed at their daughter. "Now lay her down so
          I can see her." 

        Cradling her child's unsteady head, Evelina lowered Serena onto her
          back. She unwrapped the white blanket from her squirming body. Devlin leaned close. 

        The bairn's rosy glow turned red then deepened to a shade of purple.
          Serena's head twisted at the nape, her face almost level with the bed. The child's eyes
          glazed over, twitching into the corners, only the whites visible. 

        "What's the meaning of this?" Devlin jumped back in alarm. 

        Though Serena's entire body had grown stiff, it quivered in spasms. The
          area around her lips faded to white and the rest of her skin melted from purple to an
          ashen gray. 

        "She's not breathing!" Evelina turned to the midwife. "Do something!" 

        "I deliver wee bairns. I don't cast out demons." The midwife's fearful
          eyes met hers. 

        Evelina gripped her husband's arm, but he pulled away. "Devlin, please
          do something. She's stopped breathing! Save her, please?" 

        He only stared at the helpless babe with disbelieving eyes. 

        Evelina reached for her daughter's seizing body. Not knowing what else
          to do, Evelina turned the child over on her stomach and patted her back. She willed her
          babe to breathe. She blew air in Serena's face, hoping to startle her into breathing.
          White foam leaked over Serena's colorless lips. Evelina laid her down and plunged her
          finger into the tiny mouth, pulling with all her might against the curled tongue. Serena
          coughed, moaned, and screamed into a blessed cry. 

        "Oh, thank God!" Evelina collapsed, lowering her head next to Serena and
          letting silent tears fall in relief. Their wee bairn would live. 

        Evelina kissed the thin layer of soft black hair on Serena's round head.
          Her tiny lungs panted for air as her breathing returned to normal. She touched Serena's
          sweet ears, her pug nose, and cheeks now gaining a rosy glow. 

        "What was that?" Devlin's voice flayed her nerves and she jumped. He
          stood with his hands on his hips, staring at the child in disbelief, his dark, condemning
          eyes narrowed. 

        "The babe was having some sort of fit," the midwife said. "I've heard of
          stories like this, but never seen one myself." 

        "Yes, I can see that. I want to know why!" Devlin took two menacing
          steps toward her. 

        "'Tis unexplained." She stepped back, tilted her head upon her
          shoulders, and looked up at him with wide eyes. "No one really knows what it is. Some call
          it the falling sickness." 

        Devlin paced across the chamber, rubbing the back of his head. The soles
          of his mid-calf leather boots clicked against the hardwood floor. "Why would a child have
          such a fit? How can ye stop it?" 

        "I don't know." The midwife shook her head and sank against the wall. 

        His gaze dropped to the bundle in Evelina's arms. "It's possessed." His
          lips twisted in thought. He paced again. "We'll call a priest to cast it out." He paused
          and shook his head. "No, we can't do that. How would it look if the Broderwick family
          produced a demon possessed child?" He shook his head. "I won't have the family name
          ruined." He turned and pointed at the midwife and Gunna. "No one had better speak a word
          outside this bedchamber. If you do, I'll make you sorry." 

        "I won't say a word," the midwife said, shaking her head. 

        "Aye, my lord," Gunna said, looking down at her feet. 

        "She isn't possessed," Evelina said, her heart pounding in worry. "She
          stopped breathing and nearly died." 

        Devlin strode toward her. He pressed his fists into the soft feather
          mattress and leaned foward. "There's no other explanation." 

        "Devlin, ye're mistaken. She couldn't catch her breath is all." 

        "Then why did she turn her head as if it would disconnect from her body
          of its own accord? Where did her eyes go? In the back of her head? What was coming from
          her mouth? Do ye call it somethin' from God?" He stepped back. "This isn't the work of
          God. I feel it in my soul. Something is wrong. As head of this household it's my
          responsibility to take care of it." 

        "Our child is not evil." Evelina moved Serena over her shoulder and
          patted her bottom. 

        "I make the final decisions in this house." Devlin's dark eyebrows
          knitted together in an angry line. "She may look normal now, but her body is possessed by
          somethin'. I'll not tolerate evil under my own roof. Do you hear me, woman?" 

        "Devlin, listen to yerself. She's our child." Evelina clutched the
          bundle in her arms, fear rooted in her heart. Was he completely mad? 

        "I saw the babe turn into a demon with my own eyes. I won't claim it as
          mine. I've made up my mind. I don't want it, and I forbid ye to keep it." 

        "I won't give her up!" Evelina moved Serena to the far side of her body
          away from him. "She's my bairn, not some animal to cast away." 

        "You're my wife, and you'll do as I tell you." He stepped toward her,
          grabbing for the child. 

        Evelina refused to relinquish her hold. Their daughter began to cry at
          their tug of war. He tightened his grip on Evelina's flesh until she could no longer feel.
          Fearing Serena would be hurt from their struggle, Evelina relented. He snatched Serena. 

        "I beg ye, don't take her away." Tears clogged Evelina's voice, choking
          her. 

        He strode from the chamber with Serena. The midwife made a "humph" sound
          and followed him. 

        Evelina tried to rise. In her weakened state, she fell to the floor. 

        "Oh, dearie me!" Gunna cried, hurrying around the bed to help her. 

        Evelina had forgotten Gunna was still in the room. Frantic hands pulled
          under Evelina's arms, trying to lift her as she struggled to her knees. 

        "Nay! Don't bother with me. Find out where he's taking her." Evelina
          nudged her. 

        "But—'' 

        "Please? Do this one thing for me." Evelina sniffed back tears. "Go!
          Make haste before it's too late." 

        "I-I'll do as ye ask. Don't ye worry, lass. We'll save yer bairn." She
          fled the chamber, leaving Evelina alone in her anguish. 

        Evelina dropped her head upon her arms. Her eyelids fluttered shut.
          "Dear God," she whispered. "I dedicate Serena to Ye. She isn't evil. She's just the way Ye
          made her. Allow me to be her mither and I'll teach her Yer ways and raise her to be Yer
          child." 

        The room began to spin. Evelina clutched the bed linens for support.
          Darkness claimed her vision as the distant sounds of her child crying in another part of
          the house fell silent. "Please . . . God," she whispered, fading to unconsciousness.

        
          Scotland 1477
        

        Gavin MacKenzie and Leith, his brother, led fifty clansmen along the
          narrow dirt path, two men abreast, their conversation a gentle rhythm above the steady
          clip-clop of horses. The comfortable late-spring air made it a good day to travel. 

        Something moved ahead. From this distance it looked like a horse pulling
          a wagon. The sound of weeping reached his ears and then faded. Had he imagined it? He
          motioned to the men to be quiet. Their voices dropped to whispers before altogether
          silencing. 

        Sholto, his horse, grew restless and sidestepped. Gavin grabbed the
          reins with both hands. The animal snorted in obvious distress. To calm the beast, Gavin
          rubbed his mount's neck until his breathing evened and his gait steadied. Gavin's red and
          gray plaid fell over his right shoulder. Shoving it out of his way, he studied the layout
          of the land, looking for signs of a surprise attack. 

        They'd travelled for days, leaving the familiar glens and rolling moors
          with a sheltered forest for the flat peatland surrounding them in Scotland's northern tip
          of Caithness. With no place to hide, the element of surprise was not in their favor. The
          light wind carried the scent of the bog myrtle across the silver lochs. Purple heather
          dotted the land, its sweet scent mixing with the salty sea air. By this, Gavin knew they
          must be getting close to Braigh Castle. He was told it stood alone on the moss-covered
          rocky cliffs facing the sea—like a sanctuary. 

        The wagon up ahead moved. Gavin gripped the reins tight and hastened his
          mount. As he drew closer, a skittish horse hitched to a heavy laden wagon flung his tail
          in vexation. The animal neighed and pranced about as much as the load allowed. 

        More weeping carried from the opposite side of the wagon. Gavin motioned
          for his men to halt. He nodded toward Leith who dismounted and went to calm the beast.
          Gavin inched toward the noise. 

        A woman with a long braid of auburn hair streaked with gray bent over a
          lass lying on her back. He couldn't see much of the one lying down, but the weeping one
          wore a dark blue gown. She patted her unresponsive companion, speaking in a hushed,
          worried tone. 

        He cleared his throat, reining in his horse and sliding to the ground. 

        She gasped and turned a frightened expression toward him. 

        "What happened?" He nodded toward the unconscious lady lying in a bed of
          thick grass. 

        Her moss-green eyes watched him, assessing his character. She wiped at
          the tears staining her cheeks. "We must have hit somethin'. The wagon nearly tipped over.
          She fell from her seat and hit her head." 

        Gavin bent to his knees, surveying the unmoving lass and felt for a
          pulse in her neck. It beat steady. Her skin was warm and smooth. She was much younger than
          her concerned friend. "Have ye checked her head for bleeding?" 

        "It only happened a moment ago. I first tried to wake her." Alarm
          crossed her face as her eyes widened, and she grabbed the girl's hands between her own. "I
          do wish she'd wake. 'Twould put my mind at ease. She's my daughter . . . my only child."
          Her chin trembled. 

        "May I?" Gavin gestured toward her daughter. "I'd like to check her head
          for bleeding or lumps." 

        "Aye." She nodded. "Serena took many falls as a child. She was always so
          free-spirited. But I've never known her to be out this long." 

        Serena. He liked her name. It was different. Lying here, she
          looked serene. Although her skin was pale, he could tell she had spent time in the sun.
          Her dark lashes curled against her skin. Light freckles lay across the bridge of her nose.
          He took a deep breath and eased his hands in her black hair. It was thick and free of
          curls, reminding him of black velvet, though it felt more like smooth satin. 

        "It's right here." He found a bump forming on the right side of her head
          above her ear. "'Tis only a slight knot. I'm sure she'll be fine." Gavin glanced at the
          full wagon. "There's little room in yer wagon. Would ye like me to carry her to my horse?" 

        She graced her knuckles over her daughter's cheek. "I'm verra thankful
          for yer assistance. We live in the Village of Braigh about a mile ahead. Would ye mind
          carrying her there? We were just returning from the town market." 

        "We'd be honored," Gavin said. "We're on our way to Braigh Castle. Is
          yer village near the castle?" 

        "Aye." A smile brightened her worry-filled eyes. "Only a half a mile
          further beyond our village would be my guess." 

        Gavin crooked his finger toward his men, singling out Roan. As his
          friend dismounted, Gavin realized how much his tall frame would benefit them. His long
          blond hair was tied back at the nape. One thing he and his men lacked over the course of
          their travel was proper grooming. He hoped their ragged looks and overgrown beards
          wouldn't offend or frighten the lasses. 

        "I'm going to mount my horse, and I need ye to lift her to me as gently
          as possible." 

        "I got 'er." Roan said, bending to one knee and slipping an arm beneath
          her neck and behind her knees. 

        Once he was settled upon Sholto, Gavin secured the reins and held out
          his arms. Roan raised her up. Gavin settled her across his lap, hoping she would be
          comfortable and the ride wouldn't jar her wounded head too much. It helped that she wore a
          simple brown gown. 

        "Careful," her mother said, wringing her hands. 

        "Serena will be safe. Would ye prefer to drive the wagon or would ye
          like for one of my men to take over?" If she was too upset, he didn't want another mishap
          to befall them. 

        She shook her head. Pieces of hair loosened from her braid. "Nay, it
          helps me to have somethin' to do. Let me know as soon as she wakes. My name's Evelina Boyd, and I'm verra thankful for
          yer help." 

        Leith assisted her to better secure the horse to the wagon and checked
          the condition of the wheels. Once he and Roan were mounted on their horses again, they
          began a slow pace to match Evelina's wagon. 

        The men conversed in quiet tones. A bird flapped its wings above them
          and sang. A gentle draft kept the air from being too warm. The sun hid behind white clouds
          and burst out in brightness every once in a while. 

        Gavin looked down at the bonny lass in his arms, breathing in the
          feminine scent of heather and juniper. The aroma stirred forgotten memories of another
          lass he'd tried his best to forget. If she had lived, he'd be a married man by now, mayhap
          the father of wee bairns. To his bitter disappointment, his life had taken another route,
          which led him and his brother all over Europe to escape his grief and guilt. 

        "Could that be a patch of woods down yon in the glen?" Leith rode up
          beside Gavin and shielded his hand over his eyes. 

        "Looks like it." Relieved to be distracted from his thoughts, Gavin
          looked where his brother gestured. "That must be Braigh Castle." 

        Situated on a long, narrow rocky cliff sat a magnificent stone fortress
          that looked to be king of the sea. A wide tower stood tall above wings that stretched out
          on each side. "From here, it doesn't look like it needs to be restored," Gavin said,
          admiring the view. "How will we ever be able to improve upon it?" 

        "Ye're here to restore the castle, then?" Evelina rolled the wagon to a
          stop beside them. 

        "Aye." Gavin nodded, careful not to reveal the other reason they were
          there—to protect the new laird, his castle, and the village. He wondered how much Evelina 
          and Serena knew concerning the truth behind the elder laird's death. 

        "The massive keep is at least two centuries auld and Vikings have
          attacked it on several occasions," Evelina said. 

        "Were they ever successful?" Leith asked. 

        "I don't think so." Evelina shook her head. "But I don't know the whole
          history." She glanced at Serena in Gavin's arms. "Will the restoration take long?" 

        Gavin shrugged. "We won't know 'til we see the damage." 

        "Oh." Her gaze shifted back to the castle as she pondered his words. Her
          expression tensed as the lines around her eyes and mouth deepened. She cleared her throat.
          "I suppose that means ye'll be here for quite a while then?" 

        "Aye." He nodded. 

        A strange silence followed. An eerie forboding crawled up his spine. He
          couldn't help sensing she didn't welcome their presence. He scratched his temple. 

        "Back in the town of Braighwick people called it the Village of
          Outcasts," Leith said. "Why?" 

        "Ye'll see soon enough." The warmth in her eyes faded to a reserved
          caution as she clicked to her horse and started forward. 

        As they approached the only patch of woods in the area, Gavin braced
          himself for what could earn this place the odd name. They crossed into the shade of the
          birch and hazel trees dotted among the dominant forest of pine. Brown needles cushioned
          the ground in a blanket of comfort, much like the serenity of snow he loved in winter. The
          fresh pine scent surrounding them appealed to Gavin as he breathed. 

        Small dwellings were scattered throughout the woods, made of stone and
          packed with peat bothy, straw, heather, and moss. The turf roofs contained a simple hole
          for the smoke that rose from the center where they built their fires. If the inside of
          these cottages were like the ones that belonged to his father's tenants at home, most were
          one-room dwellings with a dirt floor. The family slept on one side, while their cattle
          passed the night on the other. Having grown up in the luxury of his father's castle, it
          was hard to imagine enduring conditions such as these as a way of life. 

        A few people opened their doors to watch them pass. Compassion hit Gavin
          with a force he had not expected. Their clothes were worn through and tattered in places.
          Most were barefoot. Filth and grime covered their faces. The Boyds seemed out of place
          here with their clean clothes and appearance. Yet, in spite of these people's poverty,
          their eyes glowed with a passionate joy he couldn't fathom, not the listless melancholy
          one would expect. 

        "This is ours." Evelina stopped in front of one of the rectangular
          hovels. She secured the reins, set the wagon brake, and climbed down. 
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As Evelina's feet landed on the ground, the wooden door swung open and Gunna poked her gray head out. "What on earth?" Her face wrinkled in concern. She narrowed her gaze and patted her tight bun in place. "Evelina? Is it ye?" 

"Aye, Gunna." Evelina knew the poor woman couldn't see their faces. Over the years her eyesight had grown worse. Evelina feared she would soon be blind. "Serena had an accident and these men have helped me bring her home," Evelina said over her shoulder as she rushed to Gavin. "I'll show ye where to take her." 

Gavin handed Serena over to Leith so he could dismount. "Oh, dearie me. How bad is she?" Gunna stepped outside, wringing her hands in distress. Her plump form blocked the entrance. 

"Gunna, let us by," Evelina said. "He's trying to bring her in." 

"Beg yer pardon. I didn't mean to get in the way." She touched her hand to her chest and moved. 

Evelina followed Leith inside with a silent prayer on her tongue. She made the sign of the cross, touching her forehead, chest, and each shoulder. 

"Ye can lay her here on my bed." Evelina pointed to a small box bed in the corner of the one-room cottage with an identical bed beside it. As Leith laid Serena down, she stirred, moaned, and rolled over without waking. Evelina's heart pounded against her ribs, a glimpse of hope in the slight movement stretching her faith. "I'm afraid the loft where Serena usually sleeps would be too difficult for ye to carry her up the ladder and for me to attend her." 

"Good idea," Gavin said, stepping inside. His gaze slid to the wooden ladder nailed to the wall that led to the loft. He peered at the oak table with wooden chairs by the fireplace. She wondered what he thought, then dismissed the concern. Serena was the priority. 

"Is there aught else we can do?" Gavin asked. 

Evelina walked over the dirt floor to the end of the bed and removed her daughter's shoes. She pulled a blanket over Serena. "Would ye find Tomas for me?" Evelina straightened. "He should be at the kirk. If not, he might be tending to someone in the village. Just ask around for him." 

"What does he look like?" Gavin asked. 

"He's bald." She paused, realizing that wasn't entirely true. "Well, maybe a wee bit on the top." She patted her own head for emphasis. "He's average height, thin, and I'd say middleaged." 

"I'd be obliged to find him for ye." Gavin stepped back toward the door. 

"And he's probably wearing a brown robe with a rope cord around the waist." 

"He's a priest?" Leith asked. 

"Aye." She nodded. 

"Do ye plan to have her last rites read?" Gavin glanced over at Serena, concern apparent in his eyes as he raised a brow. 

"Tomas is both priest and physician in our village." Evelina tucked the covers around her daughter. 

"We'll be happy to find Tomas for ye." Leith said, grabbing Gavin's arm and leading him out. "Come on, Gavin. We'd better be on our way." 

"Thank ye for yer aid." Evelina said to their retreating backs. Once they were gone, Evelina sighed and dropped to her knees. "Gunna, Serena had another fit. This one was the worst I've seen. We've got to pray she comes to—and soon."
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"Once I find the physician, I'll join the rest of ye for supper." Gavin slapped Leith on the back. 

They parted ways while Gavin headed to the only wooden building in the midst of the village with a crooked cross leaning to the right above the entrance. He walked up the four steps and opened the door aged with splintered wood. Rusted hinges groaned. No windows. The little sanctuary appeared as dark as tree bark. He blinked, allowing his eyes time to adjust. 

"Hello!" Gavin called. Silence. "Tomas?" 

Rows of benches ran on each side of the sanctuary creating an aisle up the center. He listened, but no sound save his own cautious footsteps greeted him. "Tomas, if ye're here, Serena Boyd has fallen and needs yer help." If the physician-priest was hiding, Gavin hoped he would show himself once he knew why Gavin sought him. 

Gavin waited a few more seconds and walked out. As he bounded down the steps, he wondered where he should go next. He had no choice but to make an unexpected visit to each resident of the village until he found Tomas. Peering through the woods, he saw another dwelling to the right. He walked toward it, ducked beneath a low branch, his boots crushed over pine needles, cones, and fallen twigs. 

A hand-carved slate that read "Cobbler" hung outside a small cottage. It didn't look like a cobbler shop. Gavin took a deep breath and knocked. No one answered. Hammering continued from inside. Mayhap they couldn't hear him. He pushed open the door as bells jingled from a string. The room was wide-open with a long table on each side. Shoes and boots for ladies, men, and children were stacked in neat rows across the carved shelves along the walls of the shop. 

The cobbler worked on a pair of soles with his back to the entrance. Gavin cleared his throat, but the man didn't move from his practice. 

"May I help ye, sir?" A young lass appeared through a long blue curtain from a back room and hurried toward him. Her soft brown eyes gaped up at him in curiosity. She couldn't have been more than ten and six. When she leaned forward with her hands clasped in front of her, long brown hair fell over her shoulder, down to her waist. She blinked, her eyelashes curling. 

Gavin glanced over at the cobbler, who was still oblivious that anyone had entered his shop. 

"Da is deaf ." The lass followed his gaze. "That's why I attached the bells to the door, so I'd be able to hear while I tend to other chores. I'm Lavena, so do ye need some shoes made?" 

"Nay, I'm looking for Tomas. Have ye seen him?" 

"How do ye know Tomas?" She tilted her head. "Ye're new to the village." 

"True. I don't know him. We ran into Serena and Evelina on our way to Braigh Castle. Serena was hurt and Evelina sent me to find Tomas." 

"I hope she'll be all right." Concern flickered in her eyes as she blinked and shook her head. "I've not seen 'im, but let me see if either of my sisters have." She turned. "Rosheen! Birkita!" Gavin's ears rang, unprepared for the way she bellowed their names, quite a booming voice for such a young female of her small stature. 

Another lass appeared through the curtain carrying a worn book with her finger pressed in the center of it. Her hair was a shade darker than her sister's. She smoothed her free hand across her gray wrinkled skirt and straightened to her full height, which was quite tall. "Birkita, this man is looking for Tomas. Did ye see him on yer walk earlier?" 

"Nay." Birkita shook her head. 

A third lass popped through the curtain and shoved her plump hips between her two sisters to make room for her grand entrance. A displeasing frown marred her forehead, as her dark eyes shifted to Gavin. "I heard, and nay, I've not seen 'im." She was shorter than the other two, and while she was heavier, Gavin could tell by her smooth, round skin that she was the youngest. Her dress pulled against the extra flesh folding around her neck and arms. "Why do ye want Tomas? Who are ye?" 

"Rosheen, mind yer manners." Lavena scolded. "She doesn't trust strangers verra easily. Please forgive her rudeness. Ye must give Tomas my best when ye find him." 

"Of course." Gavin said, backing up. He couldn't escape this odd place soon enough. He bumped into a solid figure who grabbed his shoulder. 

"Ah! We've a customer, do we?" A man shouted in his ear. "My name's Girard, and I'll be glad to assist ye with a fine pair o' shoes this day." 

Gavin resisted the temptation to poke his fingers in his ears. His sister had a brother-in-law who couldn't hear, but he didn't go around shouting like this man. He looked at Lavena for assistance. As if sensing his discomfort, she went to her father and removed his hand from Gavin's shoulder and shook her head. 

"Oh, he's not 'ere for business?" Disappointment wrinkled his frowning expression. "Then why is he 'ere?" 

Gavin closed his eyes. The cobbler's voice echoed through his head. 

"Thanks for yer assistance." Gavin took advantage of the moment and made his escape. Outside, he breathed deeply and rubbed his sore ears. The refreshing pine scent gave him renewed energy. Determined to keep his word, he hurried to the next dwelling. 

"Hold it up higher, Quinn. How ye expect me to get the wheel on if ye don't?" A whiny male voice complained. 

A huge man who must have been close to eight feet tall held up a wagon, but as soon as he noticed Gavin, he lowered it. "We've company, Beacon." His deep voice sounded as menacing as he looked. 

Gavin gulped. As a warrior who had been in his share of battles, he rarely quaked at the brawn of other men, but this man was a giant. He forced a friendly smile, knowing it was too late to turn around and retreat. Besides, cowardice wasn't in his blood. 

"What do ye mean?" The other one stepped out from behind the cover of the wagon, rolling a wheel taller than himself. Gavin blinked at the wee man, standing no taller than three 

and a half feet. "What are ye staring at? Haven't ye ever seen a dwarf before?" He pulled out a short sword and held it up. 

"Nay, Beacon. Calm yer temper." He laid a large hand on the dwarf's head. 

"Afternoon," Gavin said with a nod in greeting. "Evelina sent me to find Tomas. He wasn't at the kirk. Do either of ye know where he might be?" 

"What have ye done to the Boyds?" Beacon thrust his sword at Gavin, but he was too far away to touch him. 

"Ye're a stranger." Quinn stepped forward, placing his fisted hands on his hips. "How do ye know Tomas?" 

Gavin launched into the story of Serena's injury. Afterwards, Quinn shook his head. "We haven't seen Tomas since this morn. But he mentioned he might visit Kyla this day." 

"Who is Kyla?" Gavin asked. 

"The village seamstress." Quinn scratched his brown head. "He worries 'bout her. She's not been the same since losing her husband and bairn to the fever." 

"Fever? How long ago was that?" Gavin wondered if there might be some contagious disease spreading through these people. Mayhap that could explain the madness. 

"At least a year ago." Quinn shoved a thumb over his large shoulder. "She's up this way. We can take ye there, if ye want." 

"What?" Beacon looked at him, lifting a palm up. "We don't have time for that. We got work to do." 

"Beacon, this wagon wheel will be waitin' when we get back. No reason why we canna help out. Ye're gettin' difficult in yer auld age." 

"Auld age?" Beacon sheathed his sword at his waist and raised a wee fist at his giant friend. "I'm five years yer junior!"

"Let's go find Tomas." Quinn stepped over Beacon, ignoring him. Each heavy footfall he took pounded the earth. 

Gavin had to run, taking two steps to each one of Quinn's. He glanced up at the trees above him. Now he knew why they called this the Village of Outcasts. It suited them. He took a deep breath as he struggled to keep up with the giant. He hoped they would soon find Tomas, but in the meantime, what else would he discover?

 

[image: image]

 

Serena woke to whispered voices above her. She recognized her mother's soothing and peaceful tone, but the man now talking escaped her. Who was he? Their muffled words sounded as if they were behind a closed door. 

She struggled to lift her heavy eyelids. Serena blinked a few times, allowing her vision to clear in the dim candlelight. Yawning, she stretched. Voices paused. Shadows shifted along the dark walls. 

Her mother's concerned face leaned over her. She linked her fingers through Serena's. Faint worry lines edged her eyes. Tension hovered around her lips. She forced a smile as if the effort drained the last of her strength. 

"What's wrong?" Serena tried to sit up, but her lack of energy prevented her. 

"Nay, rest." Her mother's gentle hands pressed her back. 

"Serena, ye've suffered a blow to the head." She now recognized the other voice as Father Tomas. "Ye've slept for several hours. Judging by the swelling on yer head, I'm afraid ye may have a cracked skull. Getting up and moving around could leak too much blood to the brain and make matters worse." 

Easing back against the feather pillow her mother had made, Serena nestled into a contented spot and tried to remember. They were returning from the town of Braighwick with supplies and one of her headaches began. Serena blinked, looking from Father Tomas to her mother. "How did it happen? Did I have another fit?" 

"Ye did." Mother nodded and gripped her hand. "I'm sorry I didn't catch ye before ye fell. It all happened so fast." 

"How could ye've known? I was still trying to figure out if it was only a headache or if I was about to have one of my fits." She turned to Tomas. "How long must I rest?" 

"At least until the swelling goes down, lass." 

Lying still when she felt fine might prove to be a hard challenge. Serena hated idleness. It allowed one too much time to dwell on things. 

"Aye, Serena, 'twould be best." Mother patted her arm. 

Another fit. Serena didn't dare question her faith aloud. It would distress her mother, who had tried so hard to build Serena's faith, but there were days when she couldn't help wondering why God would ignore her prayers for healing. If so many people thought her condition evil, why wouldn't God help her? Mother chose to blame ignorant people, but she questioned God since the Lord was the one who created her and seemed to be the one in control of everything. 

"Ye've a visitor." Mother gestured toward the foot of the bed. 

Feet slid across the dirt floor. Serena strained to make out the features of the person in the shadows. Her heart beat fiercely as she clutched the handwoven covers lying over her, waiting. Cara, her best friend appeared in the candlelight. 

"Serena, I came as soon as I heard. We're all praying for a quick recovery." Cara held out her hands with each sliding step until her knees pressed against the box bed. 

"Careful. Ye don't want to bruise yer legs," Serena said. "I'm so glad ye came." 

"What a pair we make. Me, running into things with my blindness and bruising myself, and ye cracking yer skull with yer fits." She smiled, but Serena heard the sorrow in her voice. 

"At least we have each other," Serena said. "As close as two sisters could ever be." 

"True." Her bottom lip trembled as she brushed a wave of brown hair from her face. "How are ye feeling?" 

"A wee bit tired is all." 

"Are ye hungry?" Mother asked. "Gunna made a fire pit outside for some stew. Since it's a nice day out, we didn't want to smoke up the house or make it too hot in here." 

"Aye," Serena said, glancing up at her mother. "My stomach isn't rumbling, but I believe a little nourishment will help build my strength." 

"I agree," Tomas smiled. "That's the hearty spirit I want to hear from ye." 

"If I canna go out, please open the door so I can at least see some light. I wish we had a window like the ones at Braigh Castle." She loved the long halls and chambers layered with windows that opened to the beauty and splendor of the outdoors. 

"I'll take care of it," Cara offered, heading toward the wooden door. She splayed her hands across it and felt for the latch. With both hands she swung it open. Light poured in like golden rays of varying shades. Dust stirred, swirling in the air like snow flurries. It was a welcome sight compared to the contrasting darkness. 

"We've company comin'. Looks like that fella was here earlier." Gunna's cheerful voice carried through the threshold. 

Serena tensed. "What fellow?" 

"After yer fall some men happened upon us on their way to Braigh Castle. They helped me bring ye home." Mother 

touched her arm in support. "Don't worry. They don't know about yer fits— only the fall and the injury to yer head." She pressed her palm to her forehead. "Oh dear, I believe I sent Gavin on a merry chase looking for ye, Tomas." She stood to her feet. "I hope he isn't angry with me." 

She rushed outside to greet their guest. 

Serena pushed herself up with Cara's help and brushed her fingers through her long hair, hoping to improve her unkempt image. She adjusted how her dress lay across her shoulders and took a deep breath. 

"None of the villagers will say aught," Cara said. "Yer secret is safe." 

"Aye, but now he must think me a blunderin' fool to fall off a wagon." Fear wound inside her nervous chest. It wasn't often she got the chance to meet new people. She could only imagine the impression she must have made. Her skin prickled as a small shiver raced up her spine and crawled around her neck. 

"Stop fretting. I'm sure he's quite nice," Cara whispered. "He must be of excellent character to perform the deed he did for both ye and yer mother." Father Tomas bent toward her. His bald head glistened from the angle of the light. "Indeed, I'm looking forward to meeting him." 

"Evelina, I'm sorry," a man's voice spoke outside. "I tried to find Tomas, but I failed. I trailed him everywhere, but each time I arrived too late to catch him." His voice sounded winded as he puffed between words. 

"Gavin, what happened to ye? Looks like ye've tangled with a bear." Her mother's concern heightened Serena's curiosity. 

"I came across a white wolf. Thought he wanted to eat me alive. Turns out, he just wanted to play." 

Serena smiled, covering her lips before her mirth could escape. So Gavin, whoever he was, had already met the village wolf. 

"Oh, ye must be referring to Phalen," Mother said. "He belongs to Quinn. The wolf has determined himself guardian over our village." Her mother paused. "While Phelan can appear frightening to strangers, he's naught but a playful beast. At least that's what I'm told. I don't like animals with fangs. I tend to keep my distance." 

"I'll keep that in mind when I don my ripped tunic on the morrow." A gentle laugh laced the man's good natured voice. "After all, he only drew a wee bit of blood out o' me." 

"Let me see, laddie," Gunna offered. "I've sewn a number of wounds in my lifetime, but my eyes 'ave nearly given out. Evelina or the lass will need to tend to ye." 

"Thank ye, but I'm fine. Speaking of the lass, how is she?" 

"She's much better," Gunna said. "Asking fer my stew, she is." 

Serena imagined the proud smile on Gunna's wrinkled face. Her heart brimmed with love for her old nursemaid. She'd been like a grandmother to Serena. 

"She's awake?" The eagerness in his voice surprised Serena. Cara giggled, but Serena swatted at her arm. She covered her mouth to suppress further noise. 

"Aye, would ye like to come in?" Mother asked. 

"If it's no trouble. When I couldn't find Tomas I began to worry." 

Tomas crossed to the doorway. "No need, lad. I'm already here." He pumped Gavin on the back as he entered. "But I want to thank ye for all the trouble ye went through to find me. If ye hadn't stopped at so many places, I wouldn't have run into the cobbler's daughters and known to come here." 

"I began to wonder if ye were real or not." Gavin greeted Tomas with a nod. His tunic was indeed ripped, all the way across the front of his muscled chest and there was a claw mark on his upper right arm. Dirt smudges covered his clothes. 

Portions of his red hair had fallen from the tie at his nape, revealing shoulder length locks. A day's growth of a beard graced his jaw as fiery a color as his hair. 

Serena gulped. She wasn't sure what she had expected, but certainly not this handsome stranger who lifted blue eyes in her direction. They were as striking as her mother's sapphire ring she was forced to sell a few years ago. She wondered about his age and where he came from. 

"Gavin, meet my daughter, Serena Boyd, and her friend, Cara Grant." Mother gestured to them. "Serena, this is Gavin MacKenzie. Since the wagon was full, he carried ye home on horseback." 

"I owe ye a debt of gratitude," Serena said. "Thank ye." 

"'Twas an honor. I wish I could have done more. How do ye feel?" 

"A wee bit sore and tight just above my ear." She touched the side of her head. "But otherwise, I'm feeling much better." 

"With a few days' rest, let's pray the swelling and soreness go away," Tomas said. 

"I believe it will." Serena gave him a smile. 

"Gavin, on the way here ye asked why they call us the Village of Outcasts. Have ye figured it out yet?" Evelina folded her arms as she regarded him, tilting her head. 

"I believe so." He thumped a finger against his chin. "But I think they've given it the wrong name." 

"What would be more fitting?" Serena braced herself to hear a hideous name that would be even more insulting to her beloved home. 

"I think the Village of Hospitality is more appropriate." 

Stunned, Serena could only stare at Gavin, waiting for him to burst into laughter or at least admit he was jesting. The few who had visited usually couldn't escape fast enough. The villagers' generosity was always overlooked for their flaws. 

People in Braighwick teased and taunted them without mercy. Serena wasn't about to give up her guard so easily. Mayhap Gavin MacKenzie was a gifted charmer. 

Horse hooves pounded the earth as a rider rode toward the cottage. 

"Slow down there, laddie. Else ye'll end up in my stew." Gunna warned from outside. 

"Is my brother here? I need to speak with him. It's important." A man's voice spoke between short gasps. 

"Ye'll find 'im inside," Gunna said. 

Gavin's blue gaze met Serena's before he strode to the door. "Sounds like Leith." A dark-headed man rushed in with wide, worried eyes. Standing at eye level with each other, Gavin folded his arms and waited while Leith took a moment to catch his breath. 

"A giant is tearing down our tents. He has a vicious wolf following him everywhere. I assumed he might be from the village so we didn't want to harm him, but neither can we allow him to destroy our things." 

"Is anyone hurt?" Gavin scratched his forehead and pinched his eyebrows. 

"Nay, but at this rate, we canna set up camp. What do ye advise?" Leith asked. 

Gavin shifted his weight to one leg and rubbed his red beard as he pondered what to do. This was only the beginning of the many challenges he would encounter if he intended to stay here long enough to repair Braigh Castle. 

"Still think we're the Village of Hospitality?" Serena asked. 
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