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			Chapter One

			Mairead

			28th July 1745

			The end was in sight.

			The old man’s rasping breath hitched in his chest, stuttering in time with the flickering light coming from the hearth. Mairead dropped her knitting into the basket by her side and leaned forward, placing her warm hand atop his cold, frail one. He coughed and sighed, his breathing once more settling into an unsteady rhythm, and Mairead squeezed his fingers before letting go and sitting back again. Old Callum’s wasted body barely made a hump beneath the blankets and plaids piled upon the bed.

			Mairead waited a moment, watching the tiny movement of the blankets as his chest rose and fell, reassuring herself that the moment was not yet upon them. Satisfied, she picked up her knitting once more. The fire crackled in the hearth, the only sound other than the rasp of Callum’s strained breathing. Night lay heavy on the village, and most people would be tucked up safe in bed. Even the cattle in the nearby fields were quiet. As she wound the wool around her needles, Mairead filled her mind with the stories Callum had shared about his family, the love and care he held for them, from his one surviving son, all the way down to the littlest grandchild. She softly hummed an old Gáidhlig lullaby as she worked, mentally swapping the words for ones that echoed her intentions. Magic like this, built layer upon layer, could last as long as the wool it was woven with.

			Old Callum whimpered and Mairead stood so quickly that her stool almost fell crashing to the floor to disturb the peace of this final night. With a gesture, she stopped it right on the tipping point, then gently placed it back on all three legs without ever touching it. That taken care of, she placed a hand on Callum’s brow and murmured to him in a low voice.

			“Be at peace, now, a’ charaid. All will be well.”

			She could feel the life force within him ebbing away even as she concentrated on it, taking with it a lifetime of pain and loss until all that was left was the love. Of all the passings she had eased, only a handful had ended any differently.

			Callum opened eyes the color of a faded spring sky and looked up at Mairead with a lucidity he hadn’t shown in days.

			“Where’s Bernadette?” he asked, his voice creaking like a rusty hinge.

			“She had to go home to the bairns. It’s late. You don’t mind me being here instead, do you?”

			“No, no of course not.” Callum licked dry lips with what was likely an even drier tongue.

			Mairead fetched an earthenware cup of ale from a jug on the dresser and helped him drink. “Careful now, not too quickly,” she said, holding a cloth to his chin to catch any drips. “We don’t want to start a coughing fit.”

			Callum waved when he’d had his fill, and Mairead set the cup down and perched on the edge of the bed, taking his hand in hers.

			“Do you think she’ll be there?” the old man asked, his voice a little closer to the deep, rich tones it had boasted when Mairead first met him a year or more ago.

			“Who?”

			He turned toward the hearth, avoiding her gaze. “My Lizzie. Will she be waiting for me on the other side, do you think?”

			Mairead squeezed his hand, careful not to crush his thin fingers. The truth was that she had no idea what, if anything, waited beyond death, but she had discovered that this was one of the many situations where the person she was speaking to wished for comfort rather than truth.

			“I worry sometimes,” Callum said, still not meeting her eyes. “She was a good woman, my Lizzie. The kindest heart. Always pious. She must rest in the arms of the angels, surely?” His gaze darted quickly to her face, before settling on the hearth once more. “I can make no such claim for myself. I was hot-blooded in my youth, you see. Did some things I’m none too proud of now.”

			He swallowed hard. Mairead let the silence draw out, sensing that he had more to say.

			“I fear my destination may be a tad warmer and a mite less hospitable.”

			Mairead thought for a moment, considering how best to answer. It was not the first time she had heard such fears as the end approached and she was sure it would not be the last. Most people spent far more time thinking about the ways in which they had fallen short of their goals, than the good they had done over their lives.

			“I don’t claim to know the young man that you were,” she said at last, “but I believe I do know the man you are now. And that man belongs with his beloved wife.”

			Callum glanced at her hand, where a thin band of gold gleamed on her fourth finger. “I know it may seem unkind of me, but I do hope your James has a good, long while to wait before you join him.”

			Mairead gave a tight smile that she hoped Callum would take for grief rather than guilt. She hated lying to people, but it was easier to manage her own life as a widow than an unmarried woman. Whenever she arrived in a new place, the people there accepted her story of a recently lost husband and the need to move away from home to escape the ghost of their life together. When she decided it was time to move on again, they accepted just as easily that she missed her home and was ready to return, the greatest part of her grief in the past. Eighteen months was the longest she had spent in one place in the ten years since she had left her parents’ croft.

			“How did you and Lizzie start courting?” she asked, deflecting the conversation back to safer grounds.

			“Our fathers were elders in the church together and they were always pushing us together. So of course I wasn’t interested in her at all.”

			Mairead listened as Callum told her how they had eventually fallen in love and while he spoke, she absorbed the love and happiness that he shared so freely, storing it to later pour into the shawl she was knitting for his granddaughter, Bernadette, his final gift to her.

			His eyes drifted closed and his voice began to trail off. Mairead reached out her senses, feeling the vital part of Callum slipping further away. She leaned over and spoke softly, close to his ear.

			“You can go now. You’ve done enough. You can let go.”

			She saw the moment when he left, when his body became a shell and whatever had been animating him was gone. A pale, rose-colored mist drifted up from his body, rising out of his pores, it seemed. She watched as it drew together to form the shape of him, the suggestion of a younger, stronger man. The shape looked at her with eyes that were only a hint of the ones she had known, and inclined his head in a gesture of respect, then stood and looked past her. As always at these moments, she had the sensation of a space opening somewhere beyond her shoulder. The shape that had been Callum stared intently at that space, then began to glow with a light that filled the room with feelings of love and joy. Then it was over, and she was alone.

			She blinked back tears as she closed Callum’s eyes and placed his hands gently on his chest. Whatever the old man had been like in his youth, he was a good man now, and had been one of the first people to make her feel welcome when she arrived in the village. He had taken her on as a housekeeper and given her room and board without ever asking for more than she was willing to give.

			Truly, she had planned to move along sooner but hadn’t been able to bring herself to leave until he passed. She allowed herself a quiet moment to mourn, to give thanks for the kindnesses he had shown her and the time she had spent with him.

			Then she got to work.

			She could not spare Callum’s family the grief of saying goodbye, but she could spare them the pain of having to prepare his body. First, she warmed some water over the hearth, adding flowers and herbs that she had set aside for this use. Some were included just to mask the smell of death, while others brought protection against misfortune or harmful intent. They would protect his soul until it reached wherever it was destined for, and keep anything malicious from attaching itself to his now-vacant body. While the water warmed and grew fragrant, she took the blankets and plaids from the bed, then stripped Callum and carefully removed the sheet from beneath him.

			“I hope Lizzie was waiting for you,” she said softly, placing a kiss on his rapidly cooling forehead. As she washed his body and did this last service for him, she found that she was finally able to share her truth with him – now that it could cause no harm to either of them.

			“I’m not really a widow,” she said, dipping a cloth into the blessed water and gently cleansing every part of the body he had left behind. “I’m what many people would call a witch. I left home when people started to notice that strange things tend to happen around me, and I’ve been moving around ever since. The Witch Hunters might be gone, but people don’t exactly like having us around. No matter that we often make their lives better.”

			Mairead stopped and straightened, pushing away the bitterness that often rose in her when she thought of how people such as her were treated. Women such as her, really. Male witches were given a great deal more leeway than any woman ever was. She took a few deep breaths and returned to her work.

			“I was born this way. I can’t help it; I affect the world around me whether I’m trying to or not. So, I had to learn to do it with purpose.” She stopped talking as she rolled him onto his side so that she could clean his back. “I thought about telling you, you know. Sometimes you would look at me like you knew there was something more to my story and I could almost believe that it would be safe to show my true self. That you would know me well enough to know that I would only ever seek to do good. But in the end, it just seemed too great a risk. For both of us.”

			Mairead said no more as she finished the job of cleansing his earthly remains, her heart lighter for the telling of her tale, but at the same time heavier for the loss of this kind soul. She had found that most people were neither particularly good nor particularly bad; most just wanted to get on with their lives in peace. Many would be kind when it cost them little. Fewer were like Callum – kind even when it took effort or left them without. Thankfully, the smallest number of people she had encountered were the opposite – unkind even when it took effort for them to be so. Unfortunately, that described her own father.

			She wondered if he was still alive. If her mother remained with him on the croft, working her fingers to the bone day after day, alongside a man who denigrated her at the slightest provocation.

			There was a reason Mairead had never gone home.

			When Callum’s body was clean, she wrapped him in a fresh nightshirt and clean bedding, then heated more water to wash the soiled things. There were still two or three hours until dawn, judging from how far the candles in the room had burned down. She might as well do this chore before waking his family with bad news. She set up the washboard and tub in front of the hearth and then brought the mangle through as well – the other rooms of the house were chilly, despite the time of year.

			As she knelt on the floor, scrubbing the bedding, only vaguely aware of the body lying a few feet away, her mind wandered back to her father. She hoped that her mother had found a way to leave, to build a life away from him somehow. Maybe he was dead. Perhaps her mother had performed these very tasks for the man who had made both of their lives miserable.

			There had always been something different about Mairead, for as long as she could remember. Odd things happened around her. She remembered one spring when she was small, sitting in the garden and wishing the rhubarb was ready to eat. Within moments, the spriggy young stalks had bloomed and become a mature plant ready to harvest, a full season before it should have been. Mairead hadn’t understood her mother’s horror when she discovered her daughter sitting in the middle of this miraculous growth. Not until years later, anyway.

			She could see things that others couldn’t. When she was young and insisted that she could see a sprite that played in the spray of the stream near the croft, her parents put it down to an active imagination. Her mother thought it charming until the night she had woken them, screaming because she saw some vast, black beast prowling around the croft in the dark. By the time she saw the bloodied ghost of a warrior traipsing across the fields, causing birds to take flight and small creatures to flee, she knew to keep the experience to herself.

			If that had been all, perhaps things would still have been all right, she mused as she worked soap through the bedding, idly casting a protective charm over it as she worked, so that it would bring some peace and good health to whichever household it ended up in. But of course, there was more.

			Whenever she wished for something strongly enough, the world would somehow shift to bring her desire to her. When she was young that was awkward, but manageable. When Millicent Ferguson had a new doll that Mairead coveted, it went missing and somehow turned up in their woodshed – a place Millicent had certainly never been. Mairead had played with the doll until she grew bored with it, then had returned it, claiming to have found it by the side of the road. As she had gotten older, however, that particular facet of her magic had proven far more problematic. When she had spent a summer pining after Millicent herself, only for the girl in question to start following her everywhere, sitting outside her home at all hours of the day and night, refusing to eat unless Mairead ate with her…well, that had been difficult for all involved.

			It was around that time that her father had finally noticed that more strange things happened around his daughter than around the rest of the village combined. He had confronted her and, when she couldn’t explain it to his satisfaction, he had beat her black and blue with his belt. In her fear and pain, she had somehow sent it all bouncing back at him. His own violence hit him threefold.

			By the time they had both recovered from that, he was terrified of her, which only made him all the angrier, and she knew that she had to find a way to control her power. He never lifted his hands to her again, but that didn’t stop him taking his fury out on her mother, spitting at her and calling her ‘Satan’s whore’, when he didn’t use his fists. Her mother begged her not to act against him, convinced it could only make matters worse.

			Mairead spent her last few years in her parents’ home learning to keep an iron control over her will. Otherwise, she had no doubt, her father would have dropped dead.

			As she fed the bedding through the mangle, squeezing as much water out of it as she could, she forced thoughts of her parents away. They had made their choices and so had she, and that was all there was to it.

			In the decade since she had left home, she had met three others like her. Each had taught her something of what she was and how she could use her innate connection with the world to improve her life, as well as the lives of those around her. In the end though, she had learned the most from a healer who was not born with any power. Instead, this woman had trained and practiced and honed her instincts and her connection, until the potions and tinctures that she made with such love and care provided far more relief than could be explained by ingredients alone. Until she could pour enough of that love and care into a patient to help bones knit and wounds close.

			Mairead had trained beneath her for eighteen months before it became obvious that they were now living in the healthiest town in the Highlands, and she knew that the time had come to move on.

			By the time all the washing was done and folded on a stool, waiting to be hung out on the line, the square of sky she could see through the window was beginning to lighten to gray and she knew she could put it off no longer. She stood by Callum’s side once more, saying a final farewell of her own, before holding her hands over him and muttering a quick incantation to cast a light glamour over him, just enough to soften the ravages of his final days, to allow his family to remember him as he had lived rather than as he had died.

			She lifted the washing and carried it out to the small yard behind the house. She glanced around furtively to make sure that no one was stirring in any of the other houses that shared this plot of ground, before gesturing for the wooden pegs to move themselves from their bag to the line to secure the bedding as she hung it.

			Without warning, something tugged at her awareness, pulling at her senses in a way that wasn’t entirely comfortable. She stopped what she was doing, head raised, all of her senses on high alert. There it was again. It felt almost like someone plucking at her sleeve to get her attention, though it was coming from miles and days away. Somewhere to the north-east, she thought. Toward Inverness.

			She stood still for several long moments, waiting to see if it would happen again. When it didn’t, she finished hanging the washing, all the while pondering what had just happened. It felt almost as if something – or someone – was reaching for her, calling out to her. It was not dissimilar to the feeling of meeting another witch, the recognition that came when their powers touched each other. But she had never experienced that at a distance before.

			Shrugging it off as best she could, she opened the gate between Callum’s house and the seamstress’s next door and let herself out onto the street. Birds sang a greeting to the dawn, and farther away cattle were lowing. Lamps were lit behind windows as she made her way along the street, the village slowly waking around her.

			The plucking sensation came again, just as she reached the small house that Bernadette shared with her husband and children. Mairead nodded once, decisively. She knew which direction she would be traveling in when she left here.

			She lifted her hand and knocked gently at the door.

			Bernadette opened the door a moment later, still in a nightgown and robe, her hair wrapped in a scarf. She looked at Mairead, her eyes filling with tears as understanding broke over her. “He’s gone, isn’t he?”

		

	
		
			25th July 1745

			Dear Lord G________,

			I write to inform you that the Roman son has landed upon our shores this very week. He comes with full intent to right the wrong done to his family and restore his father to the place which God intended for him. He is calling upon all true and faithful men of Scotland to join him.

			He is, however, extremely unprepared. He promises aid from his cousin in France once the undertaking is begun, but we know how fickle that personage can be. We have urged him with all due love to return to the Continent until such aid has been forthcoming, but he is bound and determined to proceed.

			He plans to make his way to Glenfinnan and beseeches you to join him there. It would be well if you did attend, even if only to persuade him to delay his plans.

			Your Faithful Friend,

			S__________ of Glen________

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Constance

			30th July 1745

			Constance’s shoulders ached as she kneaded the dough, especially the left one, which had never been quite right since she had injured it in a childhood fall. Oatmeal dust drifted in the air, knocked up from the scarred wooden surface of the table. With a sigh of relief, she scooped the dough up and dropped it into the skillet before flicking a cloth over it to let it rest. She stepped back and almost tripped over the child who had crept up behind her as she worked.

			“Elspeth! What are you doing there? I could have hurt you!”

			“Sorry, Mama.” Her six-year-old daughter looked up at her with wide eyes. “I wanted some bannock.”

			“It’s not ready yet, love,” Constance said, wiping her hands on her apron. “How about some porridge?”

			Elspeth gave her a solemn nod and climbed into a chair at the end of the table.

			Constance spooned some porridge out of the pot hanging over the hearth fire and mixed in some milk to cool it. “You’re up early,” she said, placing the bowl gently in front of her daughter. She glanced at the door leading toward the other room in the small cottage, where she had left the children sleeping while she got to work. “Did the baby wake you?”

			Elspeth shook her head. “Simon and Janey are still asleep.” She spooned up some porridge and blew on it before carefully nibbling at some from the tip of the spoon. “I heard Da talking to the mans outside. They were loud.”

			“Men,” Constance corrected gently. She lifted the skillet and placed it at the edge of the fire, where the flames were less intense. Who could be paying a visit so early in the day?

			The door banged open, and Iain came in, stomping mud and straw off his boots as he came. Simon sent up a wail from the other room and Constance fought the urge to scold Iain for his noise. Instead, she gritted her teeth and went to fetch the baby.

			“He’s here,” Iain said as soon as she returned, Simon cradled against her shoulder and Janey trailing behind, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “It’s starting.”

			“Who’s here?” Constance settled Janey at the table and put some porridge out to cool for her, then handed Simon to Elspeth so she could flip the bannock in the skillet without having the baby too close to the fire. It was far easier to do all of this while the children were still abed, but there was no point trying to point out to Iain how he had made her morning harder. He would likely just look at her like he was a puppy she had just kicked for no reason, an expression that often made her want to kick him in reality.

			Iain dropped into the chair by the hearth, seemingly oblivious of the fact that he was now in her way as she tried to organize breakfast. “Prince Charles Edward Stuart. He plans to raise his father’s standard at Glenfinnan. The uprising is upon us.”

			Constance stepped over Iain’s legs to retrieve the skillet, and tipped the bannock out onto a wire rack to cool, before serving her husband a large portion of porridge and finally retreating to the table, where she took Simon from his sister and put him to her breast.

			“What does this mean?” she asked, trying to get her thoughts in order. “Will Clan Gordon rise?”

			“It could go either way – men of Gordon fought on both sides the last time. Even if the duke declares for the Hanoverians, there are plenty of men in the clan still loyal to the Stuarts,” Iain said around a mouthful of porridge. “And no shortage of men in the duke’s own household willing to lead them. John Gordon brought the news. He thinks we should prepare to be called to arms.”

			Constance said nothing. There had been rumors of another rising for years, but she hadn’t truly believed they would come to anything; it had been so long since the last attempt. “What will happen? If the men of Kilmartin are all called to arms?”

			Iain scraped his bowl clean of porridge before answering. “Then we’ll go. We’ll follow the prince for as long as necessary.”

			“But it’s almost the harvest,” Constance said, switching Simon to the other breast. “How will we gather in the food if half the village are gone?”

			Iain shrugged and got to his feet. “Those who are left behind will just have to manage.”

			Constance handed the bucket of vegetable scraps to Elspeth and ushered her out to feed the pigs and goats, so she could scrub the floors while Simon and Janey napped. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten yet today – all the disruption in the morning had distracted her and she had forgotten. She looked at the bucket of water she had warmed and sighed. She would find time to eat later.

			She dragged the bucket over to the door and knelt by the muddy footprints Iain had left that morning. She began her scrubbing there so it should be mostly dry by the time Elspeth came back in. As she got to work scrubbing the floorboards clean, she grumbled to herself. “Just have to manage… How on God’s green earth does he think fewer people can manage the work that already takes every hand in the village to do?”

			That was the problem with all of these lairds and their high and mighty ideals – they never spared a thought for the practicalities of it all. She could understand their sense of duty and how they could feel obligated, crofter to laird to king. But didn’t they understand that duty went the other way too? Didn’t a laird have as much of a duty to see his tenants fed as he did to provide taxes and men to the king?

			As she crawled backward across the floor, pulling her bucket with her and scrubbing until her hands and shoulders and back ached with it, she briefly wished she was back in the blackhouse she had grown up in – smaller and in some ways more easily tended than the cottage she lived in now. The floor was smaller and took less work to maintain, for one thing. She stifled a laugh, knowing that her mother would swat her with her own scrubbing brush if she knew of the ungrateful thoughts in Constance’s head.

			Iain was a cousin of the duke. Not in the main family line, not close enough to have a place at the castle, but close enough to have a two-room cottage with a separate barn, and a larger parcel of land than most. Close enough to be the main tenant of the area known as Kilmartin, and to have crofters and tenants beneath him who looked to him for guidance and help. By marrying him, Constance had moved up in the world, secured her children’s future, and made her father proud. Still, she might have thought twice about it if she’d known she’d be left to somehow manage all of this while he went off to play at being a soldier, even if marrying him had bought her a certain amount of disguise and freedom.

			She sighed and sat back on her heels, pushing stray wisps of hair out of her face. In front of her, the brush continued to scrub on its own, moving in the same careful circles that Constance had been using. She stared at its movement, entranced for a moment. What could her life be if she didn’t have to spend so much of it hiding who she truly was?

			The sound of small, skipping footsteps and a nonsense song alerted her to Elspeth’s return in plenty of time for her to grab the scrubbing brush and get back to work herself.

			“All done,” Elspeth said in a singsong voice as she tiptoed across the newly cleaned floor. “Da said I could play with the calves after I’ve done lots of chores.”

			“Did he now?” Constance got to her feet with a wince as she straightened her hips and back, then carried the bucket of water to the door and sat it outside; she would take it across the yard to pour away later.

			“So can I have more chores?” Elspeth looked up at her hopefully.

			“Hmmm.” Constance put her hands on her hips and feigned thoughtfulness. “Well, we need some firewood cut, but I think you might be a bit small yet for that job. I’ve already cleaned the floor and tidied away from breakfast…”

			“Please, Mama? Please?”

			Constance looked around the room until her gaze fell on the basket she used for gathering food. “I know. You can take that basket and go and fetch me some carrots for the stew. Do you remember which rows are ready?”

			“Nearest the house?” Elspeth asked, dashing across the room and hooking the basket over her arm.

			Seeing how small Elspeth looked holding it made Constance’s heart ache. As someone who had never cared much for children, and certainly had never dreamed of the day she would have her own, the deep preciousness of them, the constant urge to protect them and fend for them had taken her completely by surprise. “That’s right,” she said, pushing the emotion away. “First two rows nearest the house. Watch out for dandelions too, bring back some leaves if you can.”

			“Yes, Mama.” Elspeth was off out the door before Constance could think of anything else she needed.

			She stood in the middle of the room, thinking for a moment. Simon and Janey would likely wake soon, so she could do the weeding and thinning in the vegetable garden after they were up. There was still laundry to be done and the stew to be started. Her stomach growled again. First, food.

			She quickly fetched herself a cup of ale and a slice of bannock, which she slathered with butter, before sitting at the table to eat. A few moments of peace, then she would get on with the next job on her never-ending list of things that needed done.

			Iain came home late that night, long after the children were in bed, when darkness was beginning to settle over the land. Constance was waiting for him in the chair by the hearth, mending stockings and humming a quiet tune. In these moments, she could almost appreciate her life, even if it were not what she would have chosen for herself.

			Unlike that morning, Iain came in quietly. He slipped out of his boots on the doorstep and clearly tried not to wake the children. From the exaggerated care he showed, he was also clearly worse the wear from drink. No doubt he and John and half the other men of the village had been at the whisky and talking of revolution all evening.

			Constance suppressed a sigh and an eye roll and carefully placed her mending in the basket at her side. “Is there news?”

			“Aye, though not news I’m pleased to share.” Iain walked gingerly across the room and leaned against the table, his voice thick with whisky.

			Constance could smell the peat on him from where she sat. He’d best not get any closer to the fire or the fumes coming from him will be enough to catch light. “What’s happened?”

			“That turncoat Ruairidh Cameron has left to join the new Watch company in Braemar. Took a couple of the other young lads with him.”

			“Whatever possessed the boy? He’s barely old enough to sign up!”

			Iain rubbed a hand across his face, weariness beginning to overcome the drink. “No doubt his grandfather filling his head with stories of the ’15. Marr did the cause no favors with his poor leadership. Apparently Ruairidh told his ma that if it came to a fight again, it would be better to be on the winning side this time.”

			Constance shook her head. “The idiot child would be better not to fight at all.”

			Iain snorted. “It’s funny to hear you calling him a child, you being only eight years older yourself.”

			“Aye, well. Some of us were born older.”

			“I cannae argue wi’ that.” Iain moved to stand by her side and laid his hand heavily upon her shoulder. “Mayhap the heads of Clan Gordon will share the lad’s thoughts and not call us up this time.”

			“We’d all be well to stay out of it,” Constance muttered, shrugging his hand off and rising to begin the tasks of getting ready to retire for the night. “What difference does it make to the likes of us whose pampered behind sits atop a throne in London?”

			Iain gasped. “Constance! How can ye say such a thing?”

			“It’s true,” she snapped, tired of all the many things she had to pretend about. “Neither Stuarts nor Hanovers have done anything to put food on our table or clothing on our backs. Is the King Across the Water going to come back from Rome and suddenly make everything well with the world? They’re no better than children squabbling over a toy, with no thought for who gets hurt in the process.”

			Iain stared at her, his expression appalled. “Never say such a thing in my hearing again,” he said at last. “And if you value me at all, you’ll never speak this way in anyone else’s hearing either.”

			Constance leaned on the table, her fists pressing into the wood. Every muscle in her body felt taut as she struggled not to let her power escape with her fury. How dare he? What gave him the right to tell her what she could and couldn’t say – what she could and couldn’t think in reality. If she didn’t need him…if she could live her life as she chose… But no matter what she wished for, she did need him. She took slow, even breaths, pushing her anger, and her magic, back down into her core, where it roiled inside of her.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, forcing her voice to sound like she meant it. “I’m just frightened.”

			Iain softened straight away, as she knew he would. He loved to play the protector to her weak little woman. He came over and put his arms around her, pulling her roughly to his chest. She gritted her teeth and pressed her face against him, as much to smother her anger as to show affection.

			“I should have thought,” he said into her hair. “Of course you would be. I’ll do everything I can to return to you, my love. You and the bairns will be safe here.”

			“What if you don’t make it back? What if the Watch come while you’re all gone? You know they’ve taken liberties in the past, when circumstances allowed. How will I keep the children safe? I don’t know what to do without you.” Constance felt sick at this betrayal of herself.

			“The pope himself supports the Stuarts’ claim to the throne. We’re fighting on the side of God. He will keep us all safe. You must have faith.”

			She could not bring herself to answer such nonsense, so she simply nodded, then pulled away and began tidying up the table.

			“Leave that,” Iain said, pulling at her waist. “Come and show your husband how you will miss him when he is gone.”

			“There is still work to be done,” she said. She pushed him away gently but firmly.

			“And it will still be so in the morning. It is the work of a wife that’s needed from you now.” He grabbed her waist again, pressing his groin against her hip.

			She could see from the stubborn set of his jaw that there would be no denying him. “As you wish,” she said with a sigh, and allowed him to pull her through to bed.

			Later, as he lay snoring beside her, and she stared into the darkness near the ceiling above, her body aching where he had been less than gentle, tears leaked from her eyes though she made no sound. Surely there could be more to her life than this charade? Iain was not a bad man, not really, but she did not want any man. She did not want marriage and obligations and some man always, always, telling her what to do and what to think and what to be.

			Her grandmother had tried to step outside of the role that society forced upon her and had been hanged for it. Constance had learned that lesson well – her mother had made sure of it. Don’t stand out, make yourself smaller, make them like you, never draw attention. Sometimes she wondered if her grandmother had gotten the better of it – a few years of living as her true self, then death. Not this endless misery of twisting herself into the shape that was expected of her, with only years of the same to look forward to.

			She rolled onto her side, looking at the children. The girls were asleep in the bed against the opposite wall, Simon tucked safely into the crib alongside them. There were some consolations to this life she was forced to live, after all. She must think only on that.

			Although she focused her mind on the children her aching heart called out into the world for someone like her to find her, someone she could be her true self with. Surely there must be someone like that out there, somewhere?

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Mairead

			6th August 1745

			Mairead walked along the grass verge at the side of the road, picking brambles from the bush and eating them as she went. Several days of heavy rain had delayed her departure after Old Callum’s funeral, but now the sun was out, and she was underway. Bernadette had tried to persuade her to stay, to build a home there, but the call that had come to her from the north-east had continued to pull at her, and she knew she could not rest until she answered.

			She had folded her heavy traveling cloak into a wrap to carry the few belongings she had taken with her: two changes of clothing, her medicinal supplies, some food and water for the journey. She wasn’t sure how far she would be walking. Days, at least. She had a little money with her – enough to pay for a meal and a place to sleep in an inn or two, if her path took her past any.

			She walked until she came to a crossroad. One road went roughly north to south, while the one she was on continued from west to east. She stopped and glanced along both roads, making sure that she was unobserved, before pulling a cloth-wrapped bundle from a pocket in her skirt. She unwrapped the cloth to reveal a stone with a hole in the middle, through which a piece of cord was laced. After glancing around again, she allowed the stone to drop so that it hung from the cord, which she held lightly between thumb and forefinger. The stone swung in small pendulum movements.

			“Be still,” Mairead said softly.

			The stone ceased its movement.

			“Please show me the way to go to find the source of the call.”

			The stone began to swing again, moving in small circles that gradually grew wider. After a moment of this, it pulled sharply to the left, pointing up the road that headed north. The stone strained at the end of the cord, as if being pulled in that direction.

			“Thank you,” Mairead said.

			The stone dropped back to hang motionless at the bottom of the cord. Mairead carefully wrapped it once more in the soft cloth and tucked it back into her pocket, before turning onto the road leading north.

			She used the same method to find her path many more times that day, before the falling darkness forced her to find a place to rest. As dusk filled the sky, she realized that she would have to spend the night outdoors and began to look for some shelter, however meager, hoping that it wouldn’t rain overnight. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d been caught out like that, but it was never enjoyable.

			Off to the side of the road, she spotted a formation of rocks that would give her shelter on two sides, surrounded by springy heather, which would serve well as a mattress for the night. She made her way over to it and tucked herself into the space, sitting with her back resting against one of the rocks. She pulled some dried meat from her wrap and chewed at the edge of it, worrying at it the same way she worried at the inside of her lip when she was anxious.

			She was anxious. Something in the air spoke of tension and danger. Whatever it was didn’t seem to be close, was not an immediate threat, but it was there. A hint of blood on the air. Now that she had stopped long enough to pay attention, it occurred to her that she had been feeling this all day, at the edges of her awareness. She wondered for a moment if it was wise to spend the night here after all, out in the open, unprotected. But then, what else could she do? Walk all night?

			When she had finished chewing on the dried meat, she took a drink of spring water from the stoppered bottle she carried and tried to relax. Tension lingered in her body; her muscles were tight and beginning to ache. She huffed out an exasperated breath. Sleep would not come until she had investigated this unrest.

			Mairead sat cross-legged, arms resting on her thighs, and closed her eyes. She took several deep breaths, drawing the cool, late-summer evening air into her lungs, pulling it down, down, down, picturing the lightness of the breeze filling her extremities, connecting her to all who breathed this same air. The breeze rippled her hair, lifting stray strands away from her face and neck. As she breathed in and out, in and out, she sent a part of her awareness to drift with the breeze, just as part of the wind joined with her, in her lungs, in her blood. Mairead relaxed her grasp on that piece of herself, allowing it to float on the eddies of the air, to drift up and away from where she sat in the heather. Her internal vision doubled, and all at once she could see both the swirl of colors playing across the backs of her eyelids as well as the top of her own head, as if looking down upon herself from above.

			She let the currents in the air carry her away, as she looked out over the land, seeking the source of her discomfort. The wind carried her to the north, soaring over mountains and drifting over forests. Badgers moved below, snuffling about on their own secret business. For a time, an owl soared alongside her, wings spread as it effortlessly rode the currents in search of food. It wasn’t long before it spotted something below and plummeted. She passed over crofts with firelight coming from inside, and others with no signs of life.

			Nothing she saw shed any light on the feeling of tension and danger in the air, until she was blown a little more to the west, passing over a low range of hills to expose a steep-sided valley, where a small group of tents sat on the bank of the river, with men and campfires all around. On the edges of the group, men lay wrapped in their plaids, sleeping, or trying to, while others ate and chatted by the fires. Out in the darkness, Mairead sensed the alert minds of guards, patrolling the valley and watching the hills. Above the central tent flew the royal standard of the House of Stuart.

			Mairead gasped, and her awareness snapped back into her body, where she waited many miles away. She scrambled backward, for a moment worried that she had been discovered, the urge to flee shooting along her limbs. It was only when the rocks were against her back that she remembered all that happened and knew that she was safe. From the rebels, anyway.

			Another uprising was underway. No wonder she had smelled blood on the air – plenty of it would be spilled in the days to come, and the land around here remembered the previous attempts to restore the Stuarts to the throne.

			Her heart began to slow, her breathing becoming steadier as she accepted that the danger was far away. She would have to be sure to avoid them on the road, even if it meant taking a roundabout route to whatever was calling to her in the north-east. She took another piece of dried meat from her pack, and nibbled at it. The salty, smoky taste did as much as the act of eating to ground her back in her body.

			Fatigue crashed down upon her, and she was reminded that traveling such as she had done was not without cost. Her limbs weighed twice as much as usual, and she had no sooner finished eating than tiredness overcame her. She curled up in the heather, pulled her shawl tight around her shoulders and was asleep within moments.

			When she awoke, the moon was near the horizon, huge and orange, and for a moment she did not know where she was. Something small rustled in the heather near her head and she jerked upright, peering around with bleary eyes. Was that what had awoken her? A field mouse or shrew or something? Her head thudded sickly, as if there had been too much whisky before sleep, and her stomach churned. Aftereffects of the magic she had performed.

			Just as she was about to lie down again, hopeful for some more sleep before dawn, a ball of light danced past the rocks she had curled up beside, first flitting one way and then the other. Mairead stared at it, trying to wake enough to process what she was seeing. At the center of the light was a flame, though it was attached to nothing that would burn. It was around the size of her thumb and seemed to move with intent, though what that intent was, she couldn’t possibly begin to guess. It danced toward her and hovered a handspan from the tip of her nose, before bobbing off over the top of the rocks and across the expanse behind them toward a copse of pines.

			Mairead rubbed her eyes hard and then opened them, blinking. The will-o’-the-wisp was still there, dancing around the edge of the trees, casting its light much farther than could be explained by its size.

			“What do you want?” Mairead muttered, not expecting a response.

			It danced back toward her, then went toward the trees once more.

			Mairead shook her head, the deep ache making her feel weak. She began to lie down once more, then saw another ball of light, this one with a faint blue tinge, rather than the warmer, yellower glow of the first. The blue wisp darted across the road she had been walking and after the first one, toward the trees.

			Mairead stared at them, her headache temporarily forgotten. She knew better than to follow a will-o’-the-wisp; there were more than enough tales of travelers being led astray into bogs or marshes, or worse, never to be seen again. The wisps were dangerous. Or at least they could be – like all fae, they were so far removed from humans and human concerns that they were unknowable. Whether it was through mischief or indifference, they had led many a person to their doom.

			Of course, there were the other stories, far rarer, but told in awed whispers all the same. Stories of those who were brave and true, who had followed a wisp to their heart’s desire. Mairead didn’t know what her heart’s desire was, but she doubted it could be found in a copse of pines on this lonely stretch of road.

			As she watched, another wisp appeared and another, until there was a small group of them, dancing and twirling around the edges of the trees.

			The faint sound of a clarsach carried across the night air, which had fallen unnaturally still. Mairead strained her ears to hear it, the music ethereal and haunting. The wisps paired off and began to dance together in elaborate moves that somehow echoed the longing of the music, the sense of yearning and hope.

			Before she knew she had made a decision, Mairead was on her feet, stumbling toward the trees, drawn on by the music and the beauty of the wisps.

			What are you doing, you fool? she admonished herself, but it made no difference; her body was responding to something more powerful than her own thoughts.

			The wisps parted as she approached, seeming to usher her within the circle of the trees, where she staggered to a halt and fell to her knees. Before her, seated on a fallen tree trunk, with a clarsach between her thighs was the most beautiful woman Mairead had ever seen. Her skin glowed, casting a light all its own across the grass at her feet. Tattooed vines and flowers climbed from one foot and spiraled around her leg, only to disappear beneath the short slip that she wore. So much of her skin was bare, it was almost as if she were naked, so immodest was her dress. Her features seemed to shift and change so that Mairead couldn’t quite capture her image, and some distant part of her mind thought that perhaps this was for the best.

			Long, delicate fingers plucked the strings of the harp, pulling enchanting music into the air. The wisps danced, and Mairead’s pulse danced in her throat in time with them. Something about the woman in front of her pulled at her senses in a similar manner to meeting another witch, but this was so much more powerful; it overwhelmed her natural reticence until all she wanted was to sit at the musician’s feet until the end of time.

			After moments or hours or centuries, the long, delicate fingers stilled, the strings allowed their notes to fall to silence, and the woman focused her gaze upon Mairead for the first time since she stepped between the trees.

			“Well, hello there,” the musician said, her voice as melodic as the harp she carefully placed on the ground by her feet. “Where did you come from?”

			Mairead looked up at her, not quite able to meet her gaze. “I was sleeping, out near the road. But then I heard…you play beautifully.”

			The woman smiled and Mairead felt like her heart was going to stop in her chest, and dying at that moment would be fine with her. The wisps, which had been dancing around and between the trees, all began to settle on the branches, as if watching what would happen next.

			“I’m sorry that I disturbed your rest.”

			Mairead shook her head. “Not at all. Sleep cannot compare with this.”

			The woman cocked her head to one side, studying Mairead. “You’re one of mine, aren’t you?”

			“One of…” Mairead shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

			“You are a witch, are you not? Born with a caul, I assume, since you would not be able to see me now, if you didn’t have second sight.”

			Mairead could only stare at her, dumbfounded. Slowly, she nodded.

			“I am Nicnevin,” the woman said with a grin. “Queen of Witches.”

			Mairead sank forward into a bow, letting her forehead touch the grass at the fae queen’s feet. Nicnevin! Here, in front of me? Am I dreaming? She surreptitiously pressed her hands into the ground, hard enough to feel the soil beneath the grass grind into the lines of her fingers. It certainly felt real.

			“Rise,” the musician, Nicnevin, said with a laughing lilt. “Can I assume you have heard of me?”

			“Yes, my lady,” Mairead said, eyes on the fae’s feet.

			“It probably wasn’t all true.” Nicnevin laughed. “Tell me, what brought you to be sleeping by the side of the road?”

			“I’m simply traveling, my lady,” Mairead said. “I realized that I wasn’t going to reach the next town before night fell and decided that here was as good a spot as any to camp for the night.”

			“And where are you traveling to?” The strings of the clarsach shivered, as if Nicnevin had lightly run her fingers over them, though she had not moved.

			Mairead thought for a moment of evading the question, but for all she knew the fae witch already knew the answer. Perhaps she was even the one who had called Mairead to the north-east in the first place.

			“I do not know, my lady. I felt something, like someone reaching for me, from somewhere north-east of here. I was going to find out what it was.”

			A night bird twittered in the branches above and Nicnevin’s gaze lifted, seeking it out. Mairead felt a weight lifted from her, though it was not entirely a feeling of relief.

			“There is another like you, and not like you,” Nicnevin said, still peering up toward the branches, and behind them the stars. “She is alone and in pain. I can feel her. I can feel all of you, when I try.”

			“All witches?” Mairead asked.

			Nicnevin looked at her again and gave a solemn nod. “From the first time they use magic, knowingly or otherwise. There are fewer now than there once were.”

			“Because of the trials?” Mairead asked, fear of the answer weighing upon her shoulders.

			“In part, though very few of the people who were killed in the trials were truly witches. Many of our kind went into hiding or found ways to disconnect themselves from their magic. The true legacy of the trials is the fear that they instilled in people who otherwise would have given little thought to witches. So many of our kind have been killed as children by parents who fear them.”

			Mairead’s mind flashed to her father, to the lash of his belt and the burning fury that had built in her with his violence.

			“I see you know something of that,” Nicnevin said softly, her eyes searching Mairead’s face. “I am sorry for your pain.”

			Mairead took a deep breath and forced her shoulders down and her neck straight, holding her head high. “It is in the past.”

			A red-tinted wisp floated down from its place amongst the branches and hovered between them, just in front of Mairead’s face. It made a noise, a sound like the wind blowing through a hollow log, almost musical.

			“Hold out your hand,” Nicnevin said.

			Mairead glanced away from the wisp to the fae queen.

			“It wants to give you a blessing.”

			“A blessing?”

			“It is quite safe, I assure you,” Nicnevin said with a wry smile.

			Mairead swallowed and looked back to the wisp, still hovering in front of her face. It made the same sound again and bobbed impatiently. Slowly, she lifted her right hand, palm upturned until it was just below the wisp. The wisp settled onto her palm, setting her skin atingle. The flame felt neither hot nor cold, but it made the skin of her arm rise into goosebumps, and a shiver wound down her spine, bringing cold prickles in its wake.

			The wisp made the noise again, a series of notes this time that was almost a tune. Sparks flew from it to whirl around it before sinking into Mairead’s hand. She felt them merging with her, the magic of them touching her own. Suddenly her heart was overflowing with gratitude though she had no idea what the wisp had actually done. She was surprised to feel tears escaping from her eyes and trickling down her cheeks.

			“Thank you,” she whispered, not sure what she was thanking it for.

			The wisp hooted again then took off, flitting up into the air and disappearing beyond the trees.

			“What was that all about?” she asked, looking back to Nicnevin, who was watching with a soft expression.

			The fae shrugged. “It saw your pain and felt for you. What it gave you is between the two of you, but you’ll know when the time is right. Perhaps that exchange is why you were drawn here tonight, why you discovered us.”

			Mairead frowned. “Wasn’t I meant to?”

			“Not specifically. I knew there was a witch nearby, but my presence was cloaked. Only one such as you, born under a caul, would be able to see through it. I was simply marking the full moon in the company of the wisps.”

			“I’m sorry for intruding,” Mairead said, heat rising to her cheeks.

			Nicnevin shook her head. “I am always pleased to meet one of my witches. And you are particularly…intriguing.” She sighed. “I sense troubled times coming to these lands. I do not know what lies ahead, but I believe there will be upheaval for all. I cannot turn the tides of fate, but if there is some way that I can help those like us, know that you may call upon me.”

			“I don’t—”

			Before Mairead could finish, Nicnevin had disappeared, there one moment and gone the next, leaving no sign that she had ever been there. A delicate run of notes on the vanished clarsach shivered in the air and then was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Mairead

			10th August 1745

			As days of walking passed, Mairead’s encounter with Nicnevin began to seem more and more like a dream – something that could not possibly have happened. She doubted her own memories and let the magic of it all fade.

			The call from the north-east became a constant irritant against her skin, the need to get there as quickly as possible driving her to walk until exhaustion overcame her at the end of each day, until she could simply go no farther, before sleeping like the dead, and waking to do it all again the next day.

			On the fifth day after she met – dreamed? – Nicnevin, she rounded a bend in the rutted cart track she was following and stumbled to a halt. Filling the path ahead of her was a band of men, all armed, mostly with farming implements, though some few had swords, and all wore wicked-looking daggers at their belts. Their leader stopped in the middle of the track and raised his hand, signaling for those behind to stop.

			“What have we here?” he asked in Gáidhlig.

			“Just a traveler,” Mairead answered, in his own language.

			“Well, she’s a Highlander, at least,” the man next to him said in a low voice.

			“Where are you traveling to?” the leader said, studying Mairead carefully.

			She was glad of her travel-worn clothing and less than tidy appearance. “I’m looking for work,” she said, trying to figure out the safest story to tell these men. Would thinking she was a widow make them feel sorry for her and let her pass? Or make them see her as prey?

			“You’re just wandering the Highlands alone, looking for work?” the leader said, a mocking tone to his voice. “I suppose it’s just coincidence that you decided to explore just at this particular moment in time? Who are you reporting back to?”

			Mairead let her shoulders drop forward, pulling herself in upon herself to look smaller. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, allowing a tremor to sound beneath her words. “I don’t report to anyone. I don’t know anything about anything. I just—” she let a small sob hitch her words, “—I just needed to be somewhere else for a while. Please don’t hurt me.”

			The leader continued to look at her with suspicion, but the man at his side softened and stepped forward.

			“Don’t worry, lass, we’ll not see any harm done to you.” He moved to her side and placed a heavy hand on her shoulder.

			Mairead thought it was part attempt at comfort, and part ensuring that she did not attempt to escape.

			“Tell us who you are and how you came to be here,” said the leader, “and if you tell us the truth, we’ll let you be on your way.”

			And how will you know if I don’t? Mairead thought but did not say. She had to hide the steel in her heart beneath the softness they expected to see.

			Mairead covered her face and began to cry, allowing her grief for Old Callum to come to the surface, using it to give her performance a feeling of veracity.

			“John, can ye no see ye’re frightening the girl?” the man beside her said. “At least let her have a drink of water and a moment to calm herself.”

			The leader sighed. “Fine.”

			Mairead watched through her fingers as he turned to the men behind them and ordered them to keep watch – and their distance – while he and Iain found out what she knew. So, the kind one is called Iain.

			Iain handed her a handkerchief, which she pressed to her eyes, noting the careful stitching around the edge. There was something in it…something familiar. Before she could figure out what it was, John, the leader of the group, thrust a waterskin at her and bid her drink.

			“Now,” he said, his voice soft but firm, “tell us who you are and how you came to be here. No more delays.”

			“My name is Mairead Ferguson,” she began, handing back the waterskin, letting him see her hand tremble a little. “My husband died in the spring. I tried to keep going with the croft on my own but…everywhere I look there are reminders of him and it’s…it’s just too much. I miss him too much. So, I decided to go away for a while, find work and somewhere to stay for a time.”

			John studied her intently before glancing up at the overcast sky. Above them, gulls wheeled, calling to one another in their harsh voices. “You just abandoned your croft?” he asked without looking back at her.

			Mairead shook her head, setting her plaited hair swinging against her back. “My husband’s younger brother is looking after it. He’d been staying with us for a while before James…”

			“What of your other kin?” John asked. “Why not go home to your parents or the like? Why seek out work where you don’t know anyone?”

			“I needed to be away,” she said quietly. “I just want a fresh start, somewhere new, where I’m not surrounded by reminders of my husband dying slowly and in pain. Please, just let me pass.”

			John and Iain looked at each other, some unspoken communication passing between them. John glanced over his shoulder at the men behind him, some of whom were taking the opportunity to sit down or to eat and drink, while others were spread out, watching over the path in both directions.

			Mairead counted thirty-two of them, including John and Iain, some of them scarce more than boys.

			“Fine,” John said at last with a sigh. “Though I’d not advise you to keep traipsing through the countryside at the moment. There may be other bands of men about, and I cannot say that they would all treat you right.”

			Mairead lowered her gaze in an effort not to roll her eyes. As if any woman needed warning that men might be dangerous! “I’ll settle down as soon as I find somewhere that I can be of use,” she said.

			Iain cleared his throat. “Might be we can help with that,” he said. “If you keep on this track a half day or so, you’ll come to a stone cottage with a barn. Beyond that another half hour’s walk, is Kilmartin village. They’re like to need the help.”

			“Thank you,” Mairead said, touched despite herself at this effort he was making to help, though she had no intention of stopping anywhere until she found the source of the call, the witch who needed her, if Nicnevin was to be believed.

			She stepped forward, but John caught her arm, his fingertips digging painfully into her flesh.

			“If we see you again, I shall not release you so easily,” he said, his voice pitched low enough that she doubted anyone other than Iain could hear him. “Don’t give me cause to name you a spy.”

			Mairead yanked her arm away, glaring at him. “I have no interest in who you are or where you go,” she snapped. “I’ll be sorry indeed if I see you again.”

			He clenched his jaw, and for a moment she could see his thoughts warring on his face, his desire to punish her for speaking to him so, against his desire to be on his way without further delay. His better nature – or the urgency of his business – won out and he snarled at her to be on her way.

			Mairead tightened the wrap she had made from her cloak, nodded at Iain by way of farewell, and set off, moving past the rest of the group of men, avoiding eye contact with any of them. Her power churned inside her, making her blood and bones fizz and spit like fat on the fire. She kept tight control of it, determined not to allow any sign of it to escape, no matter how much she wanted to show that John just how little she thought of him.

			She forced down the old, familiar frustration at having a power that should help her, keep her safe, yet so often limited her instead. Her magic would keep her safe from two or three people who meant her harm, but she couldn’t defend herself from a group this size all at once, and if she showed any hint of being a witch, well, they would as like as not tell themselves they were justified in doing whatever they wished to her.

			She was very aware of their presence at her back, like a weight against her senses, though she refused to look around. She would not give them that much power over her, to leave her cringing and fearful. She walked at a brisk and steady pace, head held high, and as the morning passed, her awareness of them lessened, eclipsed by the pull that she had been following for so many days.

			She was drawing close to the source.

			It added an urgency to her steps, pulling her on faster and faster, until she was holding her skirt out of the way as she ran. She rounded a bend and stumbled to a gasping halt as a stone cottage with separate barn appeared before her, just as Iain had described.

			Standing between the two buildings was a woman with a bucket in one hand, while the other shaded her eyes as she gazed back at Mairead. She looked to be around the same age as Mairead, though she carried an air of responsibility and grief, which made her seem older.

			Mairead could feel the power radiating from her even as they studied each other across the width of the yard. The hairs on her arms all stood on end, and she felt her own power surge in response. This was the witch she had been searching for.

			She hesitated for a moment, unsure of the best approach to take. She had learned the hard way that the common ground of being a fellow witch was not always enough to make one welcome. Then she remembered the village that Iain had told her about.

			“Excuse me,” she called to the woman, who still stood with her bucket, staring back at Mairead. “Can you tell me if this is the right road for Kilmartin?”

			The woman shook herself, set the bucket down at her feet, and moved closer to Mairead, though she still kept some distance between them. “Aye,” she answered, wary. “It lies half an hour or so down that way. Visiting family, are you?”

			“Looking for work,” Mairead answered, keeping her voice light. “I met some men on the road, they suggested that there might be work to be found in the village.”

			“Did they now?” The woman studied her as if weighing her up. “What men were these?”

			Mairead took a step closer, making sure not to move too suddenly. “There was a group of them, but I only got two names. John and Iain. It was Iain who suggested I might find work in the village.”

			The other woman heaved a sigh. “Of course it was.” She glanced down the road in the direction of the village and then back at the cottage behind her.

			Mairead followed her gaze and noticed for the first time that a crib woven from willow twigs was sitting on the ground outside the door to the house, with a pudgy baby arm waving around from within it.

			“I was about to make some tea. Would you care to join me? I can tell you a little of what to expect from the village before you get there.”

			“That’s very kind of you,” Mairead said, “but I wouldn’t want to be a bother.”

			“It seems only fair since my husband is the one who sent you here. Come on in,” she said with a jerk of her head.

			Mairead stepped over the boundary from the cart track she was following and onto the path, which led through a gate and onward to the door of the cottage. The woman turned and headed toward the house, speaking over her shoulder as she went.

			“My name is Constance,” she said. “Constance Gordon. Iain is my husband. I’m surprised he sent you here, just at the moment. Things are a little…unsettled.”

			“I think he took pity on me,” Mairead said. “His friend John was not so kind.”

			Mairead’s toe caught on a rock sticking out of the dirt of the yard and she stumbled forward, almost crashing into Constance, who turned and caught her arm to steady her. The touch sent waves of sensation crashing over Mairead, startling her for a moment. They stood close together, gazes locked, and Mairead felt her heart pounding at the base of her throat.

			“I…uh, sorry. Thank you. I tripped.”

			Constance stared at her and the moment stretched out between them until the baby in the basket by the door began to cry. Constance jerked as if slapped and turned away. “I should have warned you, the ground is a little uneven here.”

			Mairead gave a quiet laugh. The ground was uneven, true enough, but she felt as if the whole world was tilting beneath her feet every time she looked at Constance. Was it only a case of her magic responding to that of the other woman? If her senses were anything to go by, Constance was the most powerful witch she had ever encountered.

			They made it to the door without further incident, and Constance scooped up the basket with the baby inside and led the way through the door and into the interior of the cottage. Inside, Mairead found herself standing in a large room with a hearth at one end, with chairs on either side. Close by was a large table with more chairs, and early preparations for a meal. On one side of the hearth, the wall was lined by a large dresser filled with the items needed to feed a family. On the other side, a door led to another room.

			On the floor, in front of the table, two children were playing with a stack of wooden blocks, the older one building a tower, which the younger child then took great delight in knocking down. Constance set the basket down close to the other children then set about heating water for tea.
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