







“So I’m your prisoner?” Isobel snapped. “I wonder what my father will think of this?”



“He’ll take a strap to yer arse when I tell him about yer behavior.”

Her face flushed, and her mouth flattened. Philip was afraid she might explode. He stared back at her, brows raised.

“Perhaps you should save him the trouble,” she said.

A wicked grin pulled at his lips as he imagined it. “All you have to do is ask, lass—I’d be happy to oblige.”
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Chapter 1


England, 1597


For Isobel MacDonell being a witch was hell. Living in constant fear that what she said or did would send her to the gallows. The image of hanging by the neck until dead caused an involuntary tightening of her throat muscles. It was an especially frightening thought after reading that horrific pamphlet detailing the torture and execution of witches just across the border. Lord and Lady Attmore had gone to great lengths to keep the pamphlet from her, but Isobel had finally managed to acquire one and read it with morbid fascination. But then everything about Scotland was fascinating to Isobel.

Still, fear of discovery did not deter Isobel from her chosen path. She hurried through the forest, glancing repeatedly over her shoulder, worried someone had followed her. She shouldn’t be doing such things. In his letters had her father not cautioned her repeatedly to have a care? To be mindful of all her mother had suffered?

I am careful! But those atrocities happened in Scotland—another world, it seemed, and one she barely remembered most days. She paused, her palm on the silvery gray trunk of an ash, and peered into the trees behind her. She stood in silence, listening, feeling. She was alone. Besides, there was no real harm in visiting Ceri. If caught, it would earn her a stern lecture and perhaps even punishment from Lord Attmore, but so long as no one discovered why she really frequented the witch’s cottage—or how often—she would suffer no serious repercussions.

Her hand slid down the tree as she gazed up into the branches, through the green clusters of buds, at the gray sky. A storm was coming. The air felt damp and heavy. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

Her fingers moved over deep grooves in the wood, and longing filled her—sharp, passionate. She dropped her hand and stepped back, inspecting the tree. A heart was carved into the gray wood. Inside the heart the names Anne and Dan were deeply carved. Isobel smiled, passing her hand over the carving again, enjoying the youthful passion that passed through her. Dan had labored over this carving…many years ago. Because this was wood—and living wood at that—she’d never learn more than feelings mixed with the soft, warm hum of the tree itself. She would have liked to learn more about this Anne and Dan, but it wasn’t to be.

With a deep, wistful sigh, Isobel continued on her way. The underbrush was thick, bush and scrub sprouting their first green buds, but Isobel had worn a trail over the years with her comings and goings and merely swished her skirts right and left to avoid catching them on the spiny branches.

Soon Ceri’s cottage was in sight, nestled in a clearing. Isobel paused, waiting. She couldn’t chance being seen if Ceri wasn’t alone, so she must always wait. The damp wind blew at her, plastering her skirts against her legs and pulling her hair from its severe plait. She scanned the clearing but saw no horse or mule.

The cottage door opened abruptly. Isobel ducked behind the thick trunk of an ancient oak. Voices carried to her, one nasal and masculine, the other sharp and feminine. Isobel peered around the tree to see the vicar trotting into the trees, his shiny pate gleaming in the dull light just before he slapped a cap over it, and his dark robe flapping about his ankles.

Ceri stood at her door staring after him for a long moment. A strong wind gusted through the yard, disturbing old leaves and setting the penned chickens to clucking. Ceri’s graying black hair swirled loose about her narrow shoulders.

She turned toward Isobel’s hiding place. “You can come out now—and be quick, afore you’re caught in the rain.” Ceri pulled her wrap over her head just as a raindrop plopped onto Isobel’s nose.

Isobel lifted her skirts and ran through the clearing as the sky opened up, sending down a deluge. Ceri slammed the door and latched it behind them, then hurried to the window and closed the shutters.

Isobel shook out her skirts and unpinned her lace cap, spreading it out on the stone hearth to dry.

Ceri watched with disapproval. “What if the vicar comes back, lass? You shouldn’t be here.”

“I had to come! It’s that…feeling—I still have it, and it’s worse now. You’re the only person I can talk to, the only person who understands.”

Ceri sighed heavily. “Tell me.”

Isobel lowered herself onto the hearth, putting her back to the warm fire so it could dry her bodice. The cottage was small and comfortable. The rich scent of rosemary and lamb floated to her from the cauldron in the fire behind her. She preferred Ceri’s cottage to anywhere else in the world—except perhaps Lochlaire. But her childhood home was only a fond memory; she hadn’t been there in more than a decade.

Ceri lit two lard candles and set them on the wooden table.

Isobel placed her hand over her belly, rubbing at the knotting, sinking sensation that had been with her for weeks. “Something…or someone is coming…but I don’t know what. Something dreadful will happen.” She fisted her hand, frustrated. “If only I knew what…”

Ceri chuckled. “You rely overmuch on your gift. Remember what I told you about dreams?”

“Dreams don’t work for me. I must have something solid to touch.”

“You don’t try hard enough. You’re like those who refuse to believe until they see—and yet you yourself are proof of what is possible.”

Isobel nodded blandly. She’d heard this before. Ceri was convinced Isobel had many untapped gifts. Isobel had not believed her until recently—until she began to have this feeling of dread. That something…or someone was coming. And when this thing was upon her, it would bring bad things, things that would change her forever. But that was all she knew. She hated this lack of clarity. With her other visions, she could focus if she chose to, probe until she understood.

“But your dreams oft tell you nothing useful until it’s too late,” Isobel said.

Ceri nodded, unwrapping a loaf of bread. “Aye, but that is my failing. I’m still learning to read them. Sometimes things aren’t what they seem in a dream. A toad doesn’t always mean a toad. It can mean many different things.” She grinned at Isobel; her wrinkled face softened to reveal the great beauty even age couldn’t dim. “You’ve been a great help, you have.”

Isobel smiled. It warmed her to hear Ceri’s kind words. “I would do anything to help you—you’re my only friend.”

Ceri’s smile faded to consternation. “I cannot bear to hear you say such things. You’re so young, so lovely. ’Tis wrong you should spend more time with a moldering old bag of bones than with lads and lassies your own age.”

Isobel shrugged and plucked at her skirt. “It doesn’t matter. I know too much, and no one likes that.” She thought of her foster brothers and sisters, most married and gone now, and how they had distanced themselves from her. “I can’t help myself sometimes, not when I know I can change things, that maybe I can make a difference. I am getting better at keeping silent. But the past cannot be undone, and everyone already knows I’m different. But in time, mayhap they’ll forget?”

Ceri raised a skeptical brow. “Not if you keep giving your warnings—”

“Suggestions. Nothing more. Anyone can make suggestions…right? I never give specifics anymore.”

Ceri’s brow creased with worry. “You are being more careful, aren’t you?” She came to stand before Isobel, hands on hips. “You must learn to guard your tongue.”

Isobel forced a smile. “Of course. I wear gloves most of the time, and now, unless I see something dreadful, I truly do keep it to myself…most of the time.”

Ceri shook her head, lips pressed into a flat line, her gaze fixed on Isobel’s hands—which were currently gloveless. “You should keep it to yourself all the time. Even if you see something dreadful. Serves them right to get back some of what they give out so freely. It’s not for you to change their lot.”

Isobel looked away, to the window. “Well, even I can’t change some things.” Memories of Benji’s wee lifeless body as it was fished from the swollen river rose in her mind. She had seen it, clear as day, and yet had been unable to prevent it. That was often the curse of it. Sometimes she was too late.

Ceri touched Isobel’s chin. Isobel met the pale gray eyes that smiled at her.

“The only lot I want to change, my lass, is yours.” She patted Isobel’s cheek and straightened. “Come, we’ve a wet day, let me cast your fortune, see if there’s a man in your future.”

Isobel straightened her shoulders and sighed ruefully. “There is no man—at least not until my father chooses him.” Isobel frowned. “Do you think he’s forgotten me? Perhaps he doesn’t realize I’m now four-and-twenty—well past marriageable age. Surely if he remembered me, he wouldn’t leave me here to become an old maid. It’s been more than two years since he last visited.”

“Your father hasn’t forgotten you. He’s looking for the right man, is all—you’re not just any lassie, but an heiress, should aught happen to your uncle. And he has your sisters to worry about, too. Scotland isn’t safe these days. He knows you’re in good hands and is likely waiting for the time to be right.” She nodded sagely. “That time soon approaches, methinks. I had a dream about you and just such a lad.”

Isobel laughed, knowing Ceri jested, but wishing it was true. “What did he look like?”

Ceri cut bread for them and set bowls of stew on the table. She leaned forward. “Oh, he was handsome—a big man, not like these wispy Englishmen. He must be one of your kind—a brawny Highlander.”

Isobel considered that while they ate. Her father, Alan MacDonell, was a big man, though not overtall. But all the other men she knew seemed frail and fine-featured compared to the chieftain of Clan MacDonell of Glen Laire, with his heavy brow and rugged features.

Ceri withdrew a scarf and laid it in the center of the table.

Isobel sobered. “Who brought it?”

“The vicar.”

Isobel stared hard at the fine linen scarf. Its edges were embroidered with bright red thread. A faint yellow stain marred a corner.

“What does he want?”

Ceri raised her brow. “He came to me yesterday asking for a love philter to keep his wife faithful. You’ve seen his wife—I told him it was likely unnecessary, but he was most insistent. So I advised him to bring me something of hers to use in the potion. He brought me this.”

“You know there’s no true love philter. Why do you agree to such things?”

“Because it’s safe—safer than delivering babies.” Ceri shuddered, eyes closed. “I thought my life was over when the sheriff’s long-awaited son was stillborn. If not for the good vicar and your auntie, I’d be long gone. No more midwifery for me.”

Isobel scowled. “It is the village’s loss.” She smiled and reached across the table to pat her friend’s hand. “Besides, now you find things for people. That’s safer, aye?”

Ceri opened her eyes and pinned Isobel with a hard look. “It is. But you know I couldn’t locate things so quickly—if at all—without your help. And I’ll not have you in such a situation as I was.” She returned to her stew. “As for love philters, no one wants to admit they purchased one, so no one will accuse me of witchcraft. It’s harmless.”

Isobel shook her head, her gaze going back to the stained linen. “What happens when it doesn’t work? It is a dangerous game you play.”

“You play it too, my lassie. Now touch it and tell me if his wife is faithful so I know whether or not to make this philter.”

Isobel took the scarf and held it between her palms. Sometimes the visions came fast, overwhelming her, other times she had to work for them. This would be one of those times. She felt nothing initially. She rubbed it rhythmically between her palms and closed her eyes, breathing deeply, clearing her mind of everything but the vicar’s wife and the scarf she held.

When still that didn’t work, she tried thinking of the vicar. Almost immediately she felt lust. Not like the longing and desire she’d felt at the ash tree. This was not a love affair like Dan and Anne. This was base, empty. As these feelings didn’t reconcile with Isobel’s knowledge of the vicar’s wife, she frowned and dug deeper, probing through the feeling, looking for visions, not merely emotions.

A picture slowly materialized behind her eyelids, like a mist clearing away. Arms and legs entangled in a pile of filthy hay, hairy buttocks thrusting, a bald head shining in the candlelight. She strained to bring the vision into closer focus, to see it from other angles.

It was the vicar, his godly robes bunched up to free his movements. The woman beneath him was young, redheaded, her head thrown back, lips parted in pleasure. Rain tapped the roof above them.

Isobel’s eyes sprang open, and she stared at Ceri in disbelief. “He’s riding the baker’s wife—well…he will be—this evening, I believe.” She threw the scarf onto the table as if it had turned into a viper. Thunder crashed over head—as loud as a pack of horseman. “This isn’t his wife’s scarf, but Letty Baker’s. Some man of God! First he visits a witch, then goes straight to commit adultery! I saw them—all covered in sweat and rutting like animals.”

Ceri studied Isobel critically. “You’re looking a bit flushed yourself, lass. Such things a maid should not be seeing.”

Isobel pushed back the damp curls that had escaped her plait from her forehead with dignity. “It takes a lot out of me, you know that.”

Ceri raised her brows censoriously.

“What shall you tell him?” Isobel asked.

Ceri smiled wickedly. “I’ll tell him the philter rejected the scarf since it came from an adulterer.”

Isobel shook her head. “Have a care. He might have saved you once, but he might not be so quick to if you anger him.”

Ceri made a rude sound but before she could say another word someone hammered on the door so hard it shook in its frame. They both froze, staring at each other in disbelief. Who would be out visiting a witch in such a storm?

Ceri sprang into action. “Hurry! You must hide!”

She shooed Isobel to the back of the cottage, where a blanket hung. A small cot was concealed behind it.

“Get on the bed,” Ceri said, shoving her family of cats to the floor. “They’ll see your feet otherwise.”

Isobel did as she was bid, her heart pounding against her ribs, excuses for why she was at the local witch’s cottage chasing through her head. She was lost in the woods and just happened by. No one would believe that. She’d lived at Attmore Manor for twelve years and spent a great deal of time in these woods. She had an ailment and sought Ceri for a cure. Why come alone, then? She knew as well as any young lass she shouldn’t be wandering the woods unescorted. She should have brought a servant—not that she ever did.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a deep voice that resonated through the blanket, into her very belly.

“Gude day, lady. We seek shelter from the storm.”

A Scotsman. Isobel sat up straighter.

“I’ve but a humble cottage and no room for so many.”

“There are but three of us, lady, and we vow to wipe our feet.”

“I’m but a lone woman,” Ceri continued to protest, but weakly now. She was no lady, as they all well knew, but being called one had softened her.

“We mean ye no harm. Only rest and a dram, for which I will give recompense.”

But no ordinary Scotsman. He spoke well and had fine manners. Isobel sat cross-legged on the cot, straining to hear every word. Soon the scraping of boots was heard. True to his word the Scotsman and his men were cleaning their boots before entering. Ceri’s cats returned to the bed, one stretching out on Isobel’s lap and the other two lying on the other end of the cot. Isobel scratched their heads absently. Though many animals shied away from Isobel, cats rarely feared her, and these cats had come to know her from her frequent visits.

When the movement had quieted down, Ceri spoke again. “You’re far from the road, sir. Whence are you headed?”

“Attmore Manor. I was told the way was quicker through the wood.”

Isobel stiffened, the twisting in her gut growing fierce. Attmore Manor was her home. What business had he there?

Ceri’s thoughts clearly mirrored Isobel’s for she asked, “Attmore Manor? What business have you there?”

Silence drew out, then Ceri said, “I see.”

What did she see? What had Isobel missed? She couldn’t stand the suspense. She slowly placed her feet on the dirt floor.

“Could I at least have your name, sir?”

“Sir Philip Kilpatrick of Clan Colquhoun.”

“A Highlander.”

“Aye.”

Ceri grunted insolently. “You don’t look like a Highlander.”

Isobel couldn’t bear it. Setting the cat aside, she eased to her feet and tiptoed to the edge of the blanket. What did Ceri mean, he didn’t look like a Highlander? He was small? Fine-featured? He didn’t sound small. His voice was a deep, rumbling baritone—it conjured images of bears and lions.

She peeked around the blanket. Two large men crowded around the hearth. An enormous blond man sat on the stone ledge where Isobel had rested earlier, and a burly red-bearded man hovered close to the fire, trying to dry wet clothes. A third man sat away from the others, on the bench at Ceri’s table. His back was to Isobel—and a broad back it was, heavy, too, filling out the buff jack he wore. His longish hair was sandy brown and damp at the crown. Even sitting he was more than a head taller than Ceri, who sat across from him.

Ceri saw her peeking out and her eyes widened, then narrowed. The man turned abruptly to see what Ceri peered at. Isobel drew back, her breath catching as she nearly fell on the cot. But she caught herself, teetering momentarily. The cats showed no interest in the fact she’d nearly squashed them. The large gray yawned.

“You are not alone?” the man asked. The bench scraped. His footsteps started toward the blanket.

Isobel whirled back to the blanket, her hand clamped to her mouth in horror.

Ceri said, “Cats—that’s all. Getting into things.” She was moving toward the blanket, too. The man’s footsteps stopped, and a moment later Ceri joined Isobel behind it.

Isobel smiled sheepishly. Ceri pointed to the cot, giving Isobel a severe look, and scooped up Whiskers, a fat black cat. Isobel returned to the cot, and Ceri went back to her guests.

Isobel propped her chin on her fist and listened to Ceri chatter at Sir Philip. The old woman tried to discover his business, but he was not a talkative sort. Isobel thought about his eyes as she waited. She’d caught but a glimpse, but they’d been dark, deep-set. Ceri was right, he didn’t have the harsh, rugged features of her father. His nose had been straight, his jaw wide, but elegant, in spite of the dark whiskers shadowing it. His lips had been full and smooth. By the time the rain ceased, she’d convinced herself he was devastatingly handsome. And this darkly beautiful knight was on his way to Attmore Manor. Why?

It had to do with her. The roiling in her gut had worsened since he’d arrived—so he must be the reason for it. Was he sent by her father? By the time the men departed a sense of urgency had filled Isobel. She must get to Attmore Manor before Sir Philip. She burst from behind the blanket.

“You best be getting home, lass,” Ceri said, handing her the cap she’d removed earlier.

Isobel pinned it back on her head. “First—give me the cup he drank from.”

Ceri quickly fetched a battered tin cup from the table and thrust it into Isobel’s hands. Isobel knew immediately he’d come for her. Her father had finally sent for her. But she could glean nothing else from the cup, except a warm and faintly disturbing sense of his lips against the rim. He’d not held it very long, so little of him would be imprinted upon it, she understood this. Still, it frustrated her. She’d hope for some sense of him, but he was a mystery.

“Soon enough, lass, you’ll know just what he wants,” Ceri said, urging her to the door. “And then come back and tell me!”

Isobel stopped in the open door and turned back to her friend. “Is he the one? The one you dreamed of?”

Ceri shook her head. “I didn’t have no dream, lass. That was a jest.”

“Oh.” Isobel’s heart sank. “He was very handsome, wasn’t he?”

“That he was, and such pretty manners. Now off with you, afore Lord Attmore sends someone to look for you!”

“Oh, you know he won’t. He’ll just ring the bell.”

Ceri gave Isobel a firm look. “Just go afore you get in trouble.”

Isobel stared at her friend, the heavy sensation of dread intensifying in her belly. Impulsively, she grabbed the crystal charm Ceri wore about her neck. Warmth filled her as she saw Ceri shuffling about her cottage, surrounded by her cats, older and content. Isobel smiled. At least the feeling had nothing to do with Ceri.

She squeezed her friend’s hand and raced into the forest.








Chapter 2



Shortly after they left the old woman’s cottage Philip and his friends emerged from the wood. A manor house was visible in the distance. Philip reined in Horse, stroking the dark chestnut coat and murmuring calming nonsense. The stallion’s eyes rolled, still uneasy about something that had spooked him and the other horses in the wood. Philip had caught only a glimpse of it—a bit of golden red hair—before it vanished. A wood sprite, he’d think, if he believed in such fancies, which he did not. However, it did seem odd that Horse, usually a most steadfast beast, had become so fearful.

Stephen had wanted to give chase, but Philip had stayed the lad, they didn’t have time for foolishness. It was probably just another oddity living in the forest, none of their concern.

Fergus and Stephen gathered around him as he considered Attmore Manor. Fergus stroked his thick red beard, fingering the narrow braids that adorned it. His dark eyes were resolute. It had not occurred to him to chase after their woods phantom—he knew Philip’s ways by now. He would do whatever Philip asked, no questions.

“What are we waiting for?” Stephen asked impatiently.

Philip’s gaze rested on the lad. Though he’d been with Philip several years now, he still had a great deal to learn. But Philip did not question his loyalty, or his intelligence. It was his tongue, however, that often proved problematic. But he was only eighteen. Philip supposed he hadn’t been much different at that age.

“Not a word about her father,” he advised them, pointing his finger at Stephen, whose gregarious nature had gotten them all in trouble more times than they could count. “Or I’ll thrash you. And this time you’ll not sit a horse for a month”

Stephen nodded. “When will you tell her?”

“I’m not here to tell her anything. Our orders are to see her safely to Lochlaire, and that’s all we’re going to do.” Philip spurred his horse.

Stephen sputtered indignantly behind him, but Fergus held his tongue. He would not naysay Philip. And though Stephen might argue, he would obey.

The red brick mansion loomed before them. Though it had a moat and a wooden bridge, they were merely for appearances. This far from the border, such a country house didn’t need fortification. Large glazed windows surrounded the top floors, conical turrets adorned the corners, and octagonal chimneys sprouted from the expensive clay-shingled roof. Lord Attmore lacked for naught. After living in such comfort, Isobel MacDonell wouldn’t know what to do with herself at Lochlaire. But then she was destined for an earl—a Scots one, but an earl nonetheless—so perhaps it was fitting.

According to her father, Alan MacDonell, chieftain of the MacDonells of Glen Laire, she’d lived with Lord Attmore and his family for twelve years. She was four-and-twenty now. More than a decade she’d lived in such sumptuous luxury. She was probably spoiled rotten and would whine and complain the whole journey north.

Philip sighed. It was for Alan that he did this—anyone else he would have refused. But he owed Alan a great deal. And besides, she wasn’t Philip’s problem, thank God. He was merely here to fetch her, then she was her father’s problem, and Philip could get back to important matters.

They cantered over the bridge and into the statue and shrub-lined courtyard. Liveried servants rushed out to greet them and take their horses. They were led into an expansive entryway. The polished wood floor and paneled walls gleamed. A servant led them to a carpeted drawing room and abandoned them.

When the door closed Fergus whistled under his breath. “God’s wounds!” He elbowed Stephen. “Yer uncle is an earl—do Scots nobles live like this?”

Stephen scratched at his head. His long blond hair was secured at the nape of his neck. “Uh…no. Not that he lives in a cave or anything.” He wandered over to a curtained alcove and fingered a heavy tassel. “This is silk…and gold thread, too.”

Philip frowned at the lad. He still stood where the servant had left them, his hands clasped hard behind his back. “Don’t touch that—your hands are dirty.”

Stephen grinned and rubbed the tassel against his blond-stubbled jaw. “Aye—maybe some bastard Scots will rub off on them.”

The door opened. Stephen dropped the tassel and straightened, his expression grave.

A portly man entered, his face florid. He toyed with the small mustache that feathered his lips, eyeing them suspiciously. He was well dressed, but in comfortable attire and riding boots.

“Lord Attmore?” Philip queried.

“Yes? And who might you be?”

Philip unhooked his jack and withdrew a letter. “Sir Philip Kilpatrick of Colquhoun.”

Attmore’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve heard of you. Whom do you seek here?”

“I’m here on MacDonell of Glen Laire business.”

Attmore sighed with relief and took the letter Philip proffered. He read it, his brow furrowed, but when he looked up his face was shining. “You’re here for Isobel? She’s finally going home?” His voice nearly trembled with joy.

Philip hesitated, not expecting such a reaction. MacDonell paid Lord Attmore well to ward her. He’d anticipated resistance, not elation. “Aye. She’s to wed the earl of Kincreag in a fortnight, so haste must be made. We leave at dawn.”

The sound of running feet caused them all to turn. A woman appeared in the open doorway. Her cheeks blazed from exercise, and reddish blond curls surrounded her face like a halo. A lace cap hung askew from her hair. Philip’s eyes narrowed. It was the same type of cap he’d seen lying on the hearth in the old woman’s cottage in the woods. He’d thought then that such finery was out of place in her rough cottage. His gaze dropped to the lass’s feet. Cork-soled shoes, splattered with mud. The shoes he’d seen beneath the curtain, though cleaner, had been cork-soled. Not the slippers of a gentlewoman. Mud splattered the edge of her skirts, as if she’d been running through puddles.

By the time his gaze had traveled back up her willowy figure to her face, she’d composed herself and was trying to smooth down the unruly curls that had come loose from her plait. Red-gold hair. Though he couldn’t see her back, he’d wager his life it hung in a thick ropelike braid. It seemed he’d found the wood sprite. Though why such a thing would alarm Horse was a mystery.

She carried kidskin gloves in one hand and after a moment she slipped them on surreptitiously. “Lord Attmore,” she said, her voice low. “I didn’t realize we had visitors.”

She was a liar and a sneak. She had known he was there—had raced them through the woods.

She pinned Philip with a warm green gaze. “I’m Isobel MacDonell.”

Philip sucked in a surprised breath and coughed. Stephen was there, pounding on his back until he shrugged the lad off irritably. “You are Alan’s daughter?” He’d not considered she might be his charge. Bloody hell. This was not at all what he’d expected. But now that he looked at her he could see she was a MacDonell. In fact, she looked remarkably like her mother, Lillian, who’d died twelve years before.

Her expression chilled at his incredulity. “Why, yes. I am.”

Stephen crossed the room, seeking to smooth over their awkward beginning. “Mistress MacDonell, I am Stephen Ross, this is Fergus MacLean.” He indicated Fergus, who nodded and mumbled a gruff greeting. “And this is Sir Philip Kilpatrick of Colquhoun.”

Her cool green gaze swept Philip from head to toe. “A Keeper of the Dogs? Hmm…to what do we owe this honor?”

Philip frowned, unsettled that she knew Colquhoun history. After twelve years he hadn’t expected Alan’s daughter to even remember the Scots’ tongue, let alone any history.

Lord Attmore answered before Philip could. “Your father has sent for you, my dear!” He went to her and grasped her hands tightly in his. “You’re going home!”

Her eyes widened in disbelief. “Home?”

Attmore thrust the letter into her hands. “Yes, isn’t it wonderful? You must leave first thing on the morrow. There’s packing to be done…arrangements to be made…” His eyes moved rapidly as he thought of all that must be done. “We’ll have your things sent after you. Worry not. Just gather what you need for your journey.” He patted Isobel’s shoulder. “I’ll see to the rest.” He nodded happily at Philip and hurried from the room, leaving Isobel to read the missive in stunned disbelief.

Philip felt strangely annoyed at Attmore’s good humor over the situation. She’d lived with the man for twelve years—he was a foster father to her. He shouldn’t be so happy to see her go. Isobel didn’t seem upset by his behavior. Perhaps she was accustomed to it. That disturbed him even more.

He watched her with narrowed eyes. She held the letter in her gloved hands, reading it over and over again. Gloves. Why would she put on gloves inside, when she’d not bothered with them outside?

Stephen roused Philip from his reverie with a hard slap on the shoulder. “Didn’t Alan send her a letter?”

“Oh, aye.” Philip retrieved it from his jack and crossed the room to her. She raised her head, and his heart seized. She was not at all what he’d imagined. He wasn’t sure exactly what he’d expected, but not this fair, slender thing. She looked nothing at all like her father. Her face was narrow and fine-boned, her wide eyes were a pale, silvery green, and her hair…he’d never seen such a shade of red.

Her eyes seemed to shimmer as she stared at him, a question in them. “My father is bringing me home for my upcoming nuptials?”

Philip still held the packet Alan MacDonell had given him. He nodded, offering it to her.

“He has chosen a husband for me?”

“Aye.”

Her gaze dropped to the packet, but she didn’t reach for it. She licked her lips and swallowed. “Is it you?” she asked quietly.

Philip blinked, uncertain he’d heard her correctly. “What? Me? No. Good Lord, no.” He spoke with more force than he’d intended—only because he’d feared the same thing when Alan had sent for him. He’d been greatly relieved that Alan had only this task in mind and not yoking Philip to one of his daughters.

Her gaze jerked back to his. “I see.” She snatched the packet from his hand.

He’d insulted her. He’d not meant to. “I—no, I mean, that’s—”

“I’ll see you on the morrow.” She spun around and left the room, with Philip still struggling to form a coherent apology.

He dropped his hands to his sides and exhaled. “That went well.” He did not spend a great deal of time in the company of gentlewomen; nevertheless, he had never been so ill-mannered. The woman had set him off-balance from the moment she’d appeared in the doorway. He scowled, not liking any of this and wishing he could do it over.

Stephen slapped him on the back. “It doesna matter—remember? We’ve got our orders.”

Stephen laughed at Philip’s sour look.

“Where are you going?” he called after the hulking lad as he exited the room.

“I’m hungry. There’s a kitchen about here somewhere.”

When Fergus followed, Philip put out a hand to stop him. “I didn’t mean to insult her. Surely you can see that.”

Fergus smiled and gripped Philip’s shoulder. “‘Course I see that. Dinna fash—she’ll get over it.”

Stephen and Fergus were right. What did it matter? Why was he letting it trouble him at all? He shrugged it off and followed his men in search of dinner.

[image: space]

Isobel shut the door to her room firmly, then bolted it for good measure. She went to her bed and drew the bed curtains. With a candle and the pouch Sir Philip had given her, she crawled into the privacy she’d created. She unfastened the ties on the leather pouch, withdrew a letter and a small bone casket, decorated with knotwork and silver. Isobel recognized it. It had been her mother’s.

She set both the letter and the casket on the bed with shaking hands and stared at them. Part of her was relieved her father had not forgotten her, excited to soon be reunited with him in her old home. But the sense of foreboding had not gone away—it had only intensified since Sir Philip’s arrival. It must have something to do with her father. Something was wrong. She must discover what.

Slowly, she removed her gloves and set them aside. As soon as she took her father’s letter in her hands the stone in her belly grew heavier. She held the missive between her palms, probing at the darkness that shrouded it. There was a sense of great weariness. An aching in her joints. Resignation.

Alarmed, she hurriedly broke the wax seal and spread it on the bed near the candle.


To My Loving Daughter Isobel,

How I’ve longed for this day to arrive, but now that it has there is so little time. Remember you Alasdair Lyon, Earl Kincreag? He was a good friend and lord to me. It has been many years since he passed on and his son, Nicholas, the current earl, is widowed. He agreed that a union between our families would be advantageous. He is a good man and will bring you much happiness.

I regret that I am unable to bring you home myself, but I am indisposed. I trust no man more than Sir Philip Kilpatrick. He will guard you with his life. But you must have a care. He heeds not the stories of your mother. I know you are ever like your mother in all you do, and so you must exercise caution. Give no one reason to suspect you are aught but what you appear. I’m sending your mother’s charm to you. I’ve kept it close to me these many years since Lillian’s death, but it is yours now. Use it to remember why you must guard your secret with vigilance.

  I count the days until your homecoming,

A. MacDonell



Isobel frowned at the letter. It revealed nothing of why this leaden weight of dread would not leave her. Why had her father felt weary and resigned when he wrote it? Why could she discover nothing from the parchment? As she rubbed it between her palms, probing at it with her mind, she wondered if her father had cast some sort of veiling spell over the letter, for she could get little else from it. He was not a powerful witch, but did know a few tricks from being married to one and had an uncanny talent for knowing before anyone else if a woman was pregnant and whether it was a girl or boy. He’d never been wrong, so far as Isobel knew. He would know that Isobel would try to discover all she could from anything he’d held.

What was so terrible that he must hide it? Disturbed, Isobel set the letter aside and focused on the casket. She’d seen it and the charm inside before, but had not held them since her mother’s death. She was afraid of what she’d see.

But her father wanted her to see it. So she took the casket in her hands. It was strong with her father’s sadness and love, and Isobel smiled, digging deeper. Her mother was there, just as Isobel remembered her. Her face and her form, looking happy and beautiful, delighting Isobel. She hardly remembered what Lillian MacDonell had looked like, except that her hair had been reddish blond and her eyes green. Isobel held the casket reverently against her breast, seeing her mother in her mind. So lovely. But it was more than that, she felt her mother. The warmth of her love, her essence, captured in the casket for Isobel to unlock. Her love for her children was there, too, as well as a deep desire to protect her family. Isobel had never forgotten her mother’s teachings, and as an adult, she’d come to understand them in a way she never could as a child. Isobel and her sisters were to use their gifts only for good, never for evil. Never for their own gain, but to help others. It had been important to Lillian that her children become white witches.

Lillian had given Isobel her own special warnings. Isobel possessed the same gift as Lillian MacDonell, and so she knew the temptations and dangers Isobel faced. It is not your right to know another’s mind. Just because you can, doesn’t mean you should. Never look into another’s soul unless you’re certain you are welcome.

Isobel had tried to follow her mother’s teachings, though sometimes her curiosity got the best of her. She sighed, stroking her hands over the casket, wishing her mother was there now to guide her. Perhaps if her mother had been more willing to look into other’s souls, she could have saved herself.

Isobel lifted the clasp holding the casket closed. Inside was the charm her mother had worn as protection from evil. She’d not been wearing it the day they’d taken her.

The rough-cut peridot lay in its silver setting, the watery green reflecting the candlelight. Her mother had always worn it on a green ribbon about her neck. The ribbon was still there, stained and ragged. Isobel swallowed and reached for the pale green stone. She’d barely laid hands on it when she saw her mother’s face, tear-streaked and flushed from the proximity of the fire that blazed around her. The fire grew fierce, feeding on the branches thrown onto it. And then she was inside her mother, seeing through Lillian’s eyes, feeling through her skin.

A mob surrounded the stake, their faces twisted, all running together, the air wavy from the intense heat. They shouted at her, cursed, and called her foul names.

“Alan!” her mother cried. “Alan!” Where was he? She searched the faces and beyond them, to the empty hillside. Why did he not come for her? Was she to die this way? Thoughts of her children and husband surged through her, causing waves of despair to crush her. Would her daughters be safe from the mob? Or would they be lynched, too? She focused all her power on her husband. The children. Save them.

Through her tears and the heat of the fire she saw a dark figure ride to the top of the hill and turn, looking back at her. He raised his hand and rode away. A flicker of recognition jolted her, quickly followed by horror.

“No!” Lillian screamed.

The wind gusted, and her face burned. Her red hair billowed out around her and caught. Lillian screamed as the fire seared her, agony and despair ripping through her.

It was dark, and someone hammered at her door. Isobel panted, uncertain of where she was. Her face was slick with cold sweat. She no longer held the charm. She felt its weight on her leg, where she’d dropped it. The candle had gone out and her hand burned. Her breath seemed loud in the closed dark.

Who was the figure on the horse and why, if Lillian had recognized him, was his identity hidden from Isobel? It made no sense. Isobel almost always knew most of what the subject of her visions thought and felt, at least during the period of time she saw, especially in a vision so vivid. And yet the horseman’s identity was hidden from her, as if a wall of silver mist obscured his name and face.

The hammering began again.

“Mistress MacDonell! Answer me or I’ll break down the door!”

Isobel scooted off the bed and through the bed curtains. The candelabra beside the door blazed. Isobel hurried on wobbly legs to the door and threw it open.

She was surprised to find Sir Philip outside her chambers, his handsome face thunderous. He looked her over quickly, then pushed past her into the room.

“You were screaming.” He roamed the room, stopping to open the shutters and peer out the window.

Isobel watched him, speechless from his intrusion. He obviously took his duty very seriously. He paced to her bed and parted the bed curtains. Seeing nothing amiss, he turned back to her, hands on hips. “Why were you screaming? It sounded as if someone were killing you.”

A shudder wracked her shoulders, but she forced a thin smile and rubbed her bare hands together. “I…must have fallen asleep. I…had a nightmare and burned my hand.”

He crossed the room, frowning at her hands. “A woman your age should know better than to sleep with candles in bed.”

A woman my age? Her spine stiffened, indignant anger chasing the chill away. He still bore down on her, gaze fixed on her hands. When she realized his intent, she backed away, hiding them behind her back.

“I’m fine.”

His dark eyes were intent with purpose. “Let me see.”

Isobel bumped into the wall. “It’s unnecessary. You’re no healer.”

“You’d be surprised.”

Trapped between him and the wall, Isobel could only stare at him, eyes wide. He was tall and beautiful in a dark, forbidding way. His nose was straight as a blade, his mouth firm and hard. His eyes were set deep below a smooth, straight forehead and thick brows. As he came closer she saw they were brown and thickly lashed. There was more there, too—a guardedness, a reserve that intrigued her.

She was trembling, afraid of him and uncertain why. He clearly meant her no harm and yet she wanted to flee. She remembered her foolish mistake of thinking him her betrothed, and her cheeks flamed. He’d been horrified at the very idea.

When he was before her she stared at his chest, since it was at eye level. He’d removed the buff jack, but still wore a quilted leather vest over his linen shirt, a thick sword belt yoked over his chest, so the ivory cross hilt was visible over his shoulder.

“Let me see your hands,” he ordered, his gaze fixed on her, demanding.

Isobel fisted them behind her back.

He held his hands out, and she stared down at them, anything to avoid the intensity of his eyes. She couldn’t think when she met his gaze. Strong, tanned hands reached toward her, dark hair dusting the back of them. He wore a ring on one finger; a tawny stone mounted in gold.

“Topaz,” she said. “Protects the wearer and improves vision.” She met his slitted gaze. “You do seem to squint. Does it help?”

His frown grew more pronounced. “I can see like an eagle.”

“And you’re modest, too.”

“It is a family ring. I wear it because my father wishes me to. No other reason.”

When he stepped away from her she let out the breath she’d been holding. She’d managed to distract him. His back was to her—broad and heavy with muscle. Her knees grew weaker. The vision of her mother’s death had drained her. She needed rest. She wished he would just leave. His presence in her bedchamber was most disconcerting. It suddenly seemed small and close.

He ran a frustrated hand through his hair, then glanced at her over his shoulder. “You’re certain you’re fine?”

“Perfectly.”

He nodded, scanning the room one last time. He started for the door.

“Sir Philip,” Isobel called impulsively.

He stopped at the door and turned back to her.

“How is my father? Is he well?”

The dark eyes slanted away from her. “Aye—did he say otherwise in his letter?”

“No.”

“There you are.” He started out the door again, pulling it closed it behind him.

Before it latched she called, “Sir Philip?”

The door froze, then opened slowly inward again. His expression was bland and polite—expectant. He was impatient with her. He wanted to escape. That much was clear. Isobel was surprised that she felt slight amusement. She had little experience with men other than her foster family—and, in her opinion, they didn’t count. The three men who’d come to fetch her interested her greatly—most especially this one.

“Perhaps he is withholding information from me,” she suggested. “To protect me. Fathers do such things, you know.”

He pinned her with a hard stare. “And if he were, it would not be my place to go against his wishes.”

Isobel went to the door. “So there might be something amiss?”

“I didna say that.”

“But you wouldn’t, would you? Even if something were wrong.”

His jaw hardened, and his dark eyes narrowed. “Everything is fine, Mistress MacDonell.”

“Do you promise?”

He exhaled loudly through his nose. “I canna do that. What if something has happened since I left Lochlaire?”

“But you can vow to me that everything was well when you left it, can you not?”

His hand dropped from the door latch, and he rubbed at his right eyebrow. “I don’t know all that goes on at Lochlaire—”

“But my father said in the letter he trusts you implicitly. Surely you are in his confidence.”

He seemed quite disturbed now, which convinced Isobel something was definitely amiss. She quickly cataloged things that might be in Sir Philip’s possession that her father might have also touched. Unfortunately, touching skin gave her no visions—it had to be an object. Her gaze went to his ring, glinting in the candlelight as he rubbed at his brow. He’d surely clasped hands with her father, but the contact would have been brief. It was unlikely she would learn anything useful—and she might discover something she didn’t want to, that she had no business knowing. It is not your right to know another’s mind. Just because you can, doesn’t mean you should.

Isobel argued with herself, but when it became clear Sir Philip not only wouldn’t answer her question but was also easing out the door again, she held out her burned hand.

He paused, staring down at the proffered limb.

“My burn. You wanted to see it.”

After a moment’s hesitation he came forward and took her hand in both of his. His hands were warm and strong. She shivered. She realized immediately he was in control, and she would not be able to touch his ring without being obvious. She glanced up at his face and her gaze snagged. He was so serious. Grim. Determined. His fingers were on her wrist as he turned her hand to see the palm, but she couldn’t look away from the lashes, several shades darker than his hair, shadowing his cheeks.

His thumb stroked over the inside of her wrist and her breath caught. He met her gaze and held it. His eyes were searching, intense, and warm enough to turn her already weakened knees to water.

“It’s not a bad burn,” he said. “You’ll be fine.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He released her hand abruptly and backed out the door, looking anywhere but at her. “Good evening, Mistress MacDonell.”

“Good evening,” she said to the closed door. She clasped her hand to her belly and closed her eyes. Oh dear. She had enjoyed that far too much. Her heart still galloped like a herd of crazed horses, and her face burned. She inhaled deeply and opened her eyes, gazing about the room.

Tomorrow morning she would leave all of this. Forever. She couldn’t say she was sorry. She’d always been an outcast, despite the Attmores’ reluctant kindness. But she would miss Ceri.

Ceri! She didn’t even know Isobel was leaving. Isobel considered sneaking out, but Sir Philip was apparently nearby, perhaps even watching her room. Well, he would have to sleep sometime. She would slip out before dawn and be back before he knew it.








Chapter 3



Philip stopped by Isobel’s room on his way down to the morning meal. He paused outside her door, debating what to do. It was unlike him to be so indecisive, and yet, he’d found their conversation last night disconcerting. It had been inappropriate for him to be in her bedchamber alone, but when he’d heard her scream he’d not been thinking at all, only responding. Odd, now that he thought of it, that no one else responded to her screams.

Besides all that, he’d dreamed of her. That troubled him more than aught else. In his dream, things he’d purposefully ignored about her last night, had come back to him vividly. The softness of her skin, her warm scent, the way her pulse had raced beneath his fingers. That moment he’d touched her hung suspended in his dream, allowing him to explore every nuance of her until he’d forced himself awake, disgusted. She was Alan’s daughter and meant for another man. He had no business even thinking about her in such a manner. As Alan was like a father to him, he should view her as a sister.

Now that he was in a foul humor, thanks to her, the last thing he wanted to do was face her again. But he had his duty. He pounded on her door relentlessly, hoping she was asleep so he could rudely awaken her. His knocks went unanswered. When he eased the door open he found the room empty, the bed made. He didn’t find her in the great hall either.

Stephen was at the long table with Lord Attmore, carrying on an animated—and apparently one-sided—conversation, a bowl of boiled eggs and a loaf of bread in front of him. Attmore simply watched Stephen yap and eat, a slightly bemused expression on his face. An older woman sat on the other side of Lord Attmore watching Stephen, her mouth pinched and white.

“Philip,” Stephen said, after he washed down an entire egg eaten in one bite with some ale. “Tell these two my da did know Queen Mary.” He pointed a peeled egg at Attmore. “He was even part of a plot to help her escape her English prison.”

Philip sat beside Stephen, stealing an egg from his bowl. Stephen frowned at him and drew the bowl closer, putting a protective hand over it.

Philip nodded. “It’s true.”

Stephen nodded sagely.

“Though I suspect Stephen has taken some liberties with history.”

Stephen scowled, but continued eating.

Lord Attmore shook his head as Stephen continued to eat voraciously. “You’re a big lad, eh? Mine still aren’t half so large and ate like birds.”

Stephen swallowed his egg and took a long pull of ale. “It’s me mother—she was but a common servant, daughter of a blacksmith. My da was the bastard son of the earl of Irvine—not a wee one in that family either.”

The woman made a soft gasping sound and fumbled with the silver pomander about her neck, waving it under her nose. Lord Attmore seemed to just notice her and introduced her as his wife. She gave Philip a stiff smile and went back to shredding a piece of bread, keeping a careful eye on the hulking young man across the table from her. Stephen appeared oblivious to her unease as he grinned at her, but Philip knew better—he enjoyed making snobs like her uneasy.

“Where is Mistress MacDonell?” Philip asked. “I checked her room this morning, but she’s not there.”

Attmore stroked his mustache. “She’s not? Hmm…She could be anywhere, I suppose.” He didn’t seem overly concerned as he placed a piece of herring on a slice of cheese and popped it in his mouth.

Philip was becoming annoyed at Lord Attmore’s lack of interest in his charge. He was Alan MacDonell’s representative, after all. And Isobel MacDonell was practically an heiress. The resources of Clan MacDonell were not insignificant—even to a rich Englishman such as Lord Attmore.

“It is important that she is located. I mean to leave within the hour.”

Attmore and his wife exchanged alarmed glances.

“You’ll not leave without her?” Lady Attmore asked.

Philip only stared at them silently, increasingly irritated at their attitude about Isobel. She couldn’t be that bad.

“I’ll find her at once,” Attmore said, rising from the table.

Lady Attmore’s smile was strained. “Worry not—we’ll find her. We wouldn’t want you to leave without her.”

“I have no intention of leaving without her.”

Lady Attmore laughed nervously. “Of course you don’t.”

Philip stared down at his egg, still uneaten. Then he pinned Lady Attmore with a hard look. “Am I the only one who heard Mistress MacDonell screaming last night?”

Lady Attmore seemed uncertain how to answer. “No…”

“Then why was I the only one to look in on her?”

She sighed wearily. “After a time, you’ll come to pay her…unusual behavior no mind.”

Stephen frowned, but continued shoving eggs and bread in his mouth and washing it down with ale.

“Screaming is alarming behavior. Not unusual. She burned herself, you know.”

“Oh?” Lady Attmore seemed only mildly concerned. Seeing Philip’s incredulity, she ventured, “She’s unharmed, I trust?”

“Aye. Good of you to inquire.”

Her mouth flattened at his sarcasm. Stephen stopped eating, eyebrows raised, recognizing Philip’s growing anger.

“Prithee, take no offense, Sir Philip,” Lady Attmore said, gathering her shredded bread into a neat pile. “You cannot understand what it’s like to live with someone like her. I cannot say I’m sad to see her go. It would be a lie.”

“Someone like her?” Philip repeated. “What mean you? She seems a normal, if not spirited lass.”

Lady Attmore snorted delicately. “Hardly normal.” She glanced at Stephen then sniffed. “I suppose I’ll tell you, as you’ll discover it for yourself soon enough, but it’s always good to be forewarned.” She paused, fixing Philip with a raised-brow look. “She’s a witch.”

“That is a dangerous accusation you make,” Philip said softly. Not half as dangerous in England as it was in Scotland, but serious nonetheless.

Lady Attmore stared at Philip with hard eyes. “I do not wish for her to end up like her mother, I vow it, I do have a certain…fondness for her. But she is a witch. You will see.”

A bell began to clang, and Lord Attmore appeared in the doorway. “Sir Philip? I cannot seem to locate her. When she hears the bell, she will return.” Though his words were confident, sweat sheened Lord Attmore’s face, and he couldn’t seem to let his mustache alone.
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