







“May I Rest Now?” William Said. “Or Have you Some Other Torture Designed for me?”




“No. Lie still.” Rose pulled his boots and stockings off, leaving him only in his trews. She considered removing those, too, but decided to wait until she’d given something to help him sleep. She didn’t know if she could strip him with those brilliant blue eyes peering at her.


Rose wiped the rag over his swollen throat, then over his shoulders and chest, wiping down his arms and hands. Though she tried to remain detached from what she was doing, her body grew warm from touching him so freely. He was even more compelling out of clothes than he was in. His bones were long and elegant, layered thickly with smooth slopes of muscle and crisp black hair. No scars or imperfections blemished his smooth, dusky skin. He was a wholly beautiful man and she was not immune. Neither was he, it seemed, for when she reached the hard flat muscles of his belly, she noticed the thick bulge in his trews and was grateful she’d left them on.


Without thinking, she glanced up at his face. Dark, hazy eyes regarded her.


At her look he quirked an eyebrow. “I’m sick,” he said. “Not dead.”
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Chapter 1




To the right and noble William MacKay, Lord Strathwick,


My deepest wishes that your health and prosperity continue in this most difficult time. Your lack of response to my previous correspondence signifies that this might not be so. If I am mistaken, please take care to correct this misconception. As I explained in my previous missives, my father is still very unwell. It is my greatest wish that you should grace our humble home with a visit. Your miraculous skill in the arts of healing is spoken of throughout the land and I fear you are his last hope. I pray you to remember that these gifts you are blessed with were given to you by the Almighty, to use as He wills. Alan MacDonell is a good and honorable man. He has been a just chieftain to his people and a good servant to His Majesty and God. It cannot but be God’s will that you do this. So why do you ignore my pleas?


We have much to offer in the way of compensation and reward, and we will endeavor to meet any request you might make for sustenance or comfort. I pray you, my dear lord, do as God wills you and come to Lochlaire with haste. You are our only hope.



Thus indebted to the great pains you shall take on our behalf,


your good and humble servant,


Rose MacDonell


From the House of Lochlaire on xv July


The year of our Lord 1597




Rose read the letter over again with a critical eye. It was the tenth letter she’d written him in so many weeks. Her gaze strayed to the window. A gray pall lay over Glen Laire. Soon it would be harvest, then it would turn cold and there would be snow. William MacKay lived in the far, wild north, where the weather and terrain—as well as the inhabitants—were brutal. It would be foolish to attempt the journey in the winter. Time was running out.


It would take at least a week for the letter to reach him. An unspecified amount of time for him to respond. And again, another week or more to receive his answer. A month? Winter was months away. The journey was still possible. Perhaps there was time.


Her shoulders sagged at the futility of these calculations. She’d been writing to the MacKay chief for months. He’d yet to respond to a single plea. What made her think this one was any different? And when the weather turned ugly, it was certain he would not come.


She looked over her shoulder to the still figure on the bed. Alan MacDonell had been clinging to life for months now. He was horribly thin and weak but no worse. In fact, there had been some improvement over the past month. That should encourage her, but it didn’t. Rose feared he’d given up the good fight, and without the will to live, all was for naught.


She’d tried, over the past two months, to convince her family members to help her bring Lord Strathwick to Glen Laire. Uncle Roderick thought it was a bad idea to bring a hunted wizard to Glen Laire and had forbade her to continue writing him. She’d ignored this edict, of course. Hagan, her father’s guard, also thought it too dangerous, what with the current state of matters in Scotland. He felt that the wizard’s healing powers were too mythic to be true. He feared that Rose only opened herself to disappointment. And though her sisters and brothers-in-law agreed with both Uncle Roderick and Hagan, the earl of Kincreag, Gillian’s new husband, had sent a man to fetch the Wizard of the North. To humor her, certainly, but it was something, and Rose was grateful to him.


It was past time Kincreag’s man returned, and yet there was no sign of him. Lord Kincreag feared he’d had a mishap on the journey and wouldn’t return until the spring. If ever.


All of this merely frustrated Rose. If only she could talk to Lord Strathwick. If only he would answer her letters. She stared down at the parchment before her, wondering what she could do to make this letter somehow different, more convincing than the previous ones.


She rose from the writing table and crossed to her father’s bed. Unfortunately her ability to heal was not sufficient to save Alan MacDonell. His sleep was restless. She watched as his gaunt face twitched beneath the full gray beard. He frowned in his sleep, shook his head slightly.


Rose placed a hand against her father’s forehead. It was cool. She exhaled, her hand closing into a fist. If he were feverish, then at least she’d know what to do. She closed her eyes, sliding her hand over his head and body, fingers almost touching him, but not quite, seeing the shape of his body in her mind, glowing softly with color.


This was her magic. With concentration, when she passed her hands over a body, she could see the ailment. A fever was an angry red glow suffusing the body. The area causing the fever—often internal—was a dark, textured color. Her magic was a great help in diagnosing and treating all sorts of ailments, but it was of no use if she could not see what was wrong.


With her father, she saw nothing. Every person possessed their own color when healthy, and Rose could see that, too, when she passed her hands over them. Alan MacDonell’s color was green. Normally a lovely shade like spring grass, it had faded so that she could barely see it. As if the light—and life—were being drained from him. Rose could pinpoint no source, no darkness. Nothing. He was just fading away before her eyes, and there was not a thing she could do to stop it.


The door opened, and Rose’s hands fell to her sides.


“How is he?” Uncle Roderick asked softly, moving to the other side of the bed to look down at his brother. Roderick was a big man, with powerful shoulders and lustrous copper hair tied at his nape. His handsome face creased with worry and sadness—and resignation. Everyone else had accepted the inevitable, that Alan MacDonell would soon die. Rose could not accept it. After twelve years apart, it could not end like this. There was more to do. More to say. He could not die.


She gazed down at her father. His sleep had calmed.


“He’s the same.” She clenched her useless hands. Energy still coiled tight in her chest, making her restless and confused. It was always this way, as if there was more to do—but what, she couldn’t fathom. “The nightmares are fewer and less severe. No bruising.” For a time he’d suffered from horrible nightmares that he’d been unable to remember. And when he’d woken, he’d been covered with odd bruises, as if he’d been beaten. It had been nearly a month since the last incident.


Rose rubbed her eyes wearily. “How is Tira?”


Tira was Roderick’s third wife. The MacDonells seemed to be cursed. Rose’s father had managed to have three healthy daughters with his wife, Lillian, who had been burned at the stake for witchcraft. He’d wed again, but his second wife had died in childbirth. Uncle Roderick had married three times in the past twelve years. The first two wives had died in childbirth as well. He had no children. His current wife, Tira, was heavily pregnant and due to give birth in a few weeks.


It was a very important baby Tira carried. Alan had no sons, so his lands and leadership of the Glen Laire MacDonells would pass to his younger half brother when he died. If Roderick died without issue, it would all revert back to Alan’s children. As Isobel was the oldest, it would go to her husband, Sir Philip Kilpatrick. Rose could think of worse things than Sir Philip being chieftain of the MacDonells, but then Roderick was a strong leader, too, and the MacDonells knew him and trusted him.


And more importantly, it was a son that Tira carried. Many MacDonells were fey. Rose’s mother, Lillian, had been a powerful witch. Rose and both of her sisters were witches. And Alan had a shine. One of his powers was the ability to determine the sex of the child a woman carried. He’d never been wrong. Before he’d fallen ill, women had come from miles around so he could touch their bellies. He’d once confided to Rose that he didn’t actually have to touch the women to do it, but they’d always offered their bellies up, and it had seemed to make them more confident when he’d laid hands on them.


“Poor Tira. She’s tired and has been a bit achy,” Roderick said. “Mayhap you could come look at her when ye’re done here?”


Rose sighed. She was forever tending Tira for every little twinge. It wasn’t Tira who was difficult; it was her doting husband. He panicked at every little pain she had. Though Tira could still get around fine, Roderick had confined her to bed for the past two months.


“If ye’re not busy, that is…” His gaze moved behind her to the table, where she’d been composing her letter to the Wizard of the North. Rose froze, her gaze darting from the parchment lying innocently on the tabletop back to her uncle. He moved fast. He was around the bed and at the table before her.


Rose tried to snatch the letter, but he grabbed it first. She ended up ripping it, and in the end, she had nothing to show for it but a ruined letter, which her uncle was now reading. Rose watched him, sullen, as he scanned it, his brow furrowed, and resigned herself to the impending tongue-lashing.


When he looked up from the letter his face was grim. “What did I tell you? Did I not warn you to cease writing this man?”


“You’re not my chief yet.”


Red suffused his neck. “But I am your uncle.”


Rose had never been one to back down from a fight, especially when it came to one of her patients, and this was no exception. She did not fear her uncle. Beneath it all she knew he loved her and her sisters, but of late, he’d been especially hard on her.


She took a step forward so they were nearly toe to toe. Though a big man, Roderick was not tall. He stood but an inch or two above Rose’s height.


“I am a healer—healing is what I do.” She gestured helplessly at the bed. “But I can do nothing for my own father. This man can help. I will not stop writing him because you are afraid of witches.”


Though Roderick tried to remain stern, his blue eyes were merry with the effort to contain a smile. Finally it burst forth and he shook his head, chuckling. “Afraid, aye? And here I am, surrounded by them.” His smile faded and his eyes grew serious again. “It’s not the wizard I’m afraid of, but the trouble he’ll bring.”


“I don’t care about that.”


Rose turned away, but Roderick grabbed her shoulder and forced her to face him again.


“You should. He is a hunted man. His own clan has turned against him. They say he can change forms—turn into wolves and such, and has familiars. It’s said he goes nowhere without a demon rat.”


Rose made a dismissive sound and rolled her eyes.


Roderick’s fingers tightened on her shoulder. “Nonsense it might be, but the fact remains people are talking, and they are frightened of him. It takes less than that for a burning. He’s too dangerous. I have heard, too, there is a witchpricker traveling the Highlands, searching for work. If he gets word the Wizard of the North is here at Glen Laire, where do you think he will travel next, aye? Would you really bring this upon your family in these times?”


Her jaw tightened. These times. They were bad times. Burning times. At one time, only the king could burn a witch—legally, but witches were often lynched and burned anyway. Rose’s mother was the perfect example of such a transgression gone unpunished. Five years ago, the king had granted commissions to any body of men in any village, giving them the power to try and burn witches. Churchmen and villagers had wasted no time rooting out suspects and singeing the air with pitch and fire. There was still no end in sight.


And that was exactly why there was no time to lose. What if Lord Strathwick were lynched as her mother had been? The urgency of the situation descended on Rose with renewed force. She could take care of herself, and her sisters had able husbands. Bringing the wizard here was an acceptable risk. This traveling witchpricker need never know a thing. But there was no convincing her uncle of this.


She let out a defeated sigh and nodded, eyes averted.


Despite twelve years apart, in the few months they’d been back together her uncle had gotten to know her relatively well.


“I mean it, Rose. Ye’ll not convince me so easily. No more letters, understand?”


She glared at him, which seemed to be what he expected from her. He nodded and went to the door. He turned back, his hand on the latch, and asked pleasantly, “Ye’ll be up to tend my Tira, aye?”


Rose managed a curt nod.


When he was gone, her father’s guard, Hagan, entered, his heavy brow creased apologetically. “I’m sorry, lass. Roderick just told me I was not to aid you anymore.”


The enormous Irishman had been helping her smuggle the missives to Lord Strathwick out of the castle so they could be given to travelers heading north. Hagan stood at the door, dark head lowered, thoroughly sheepish.


It seemed there was nothing left to do but fetch the wizard herself.


 


Rose found her sisters in the great hall. They were both seated near the largest fireplace at the west end. Isobel’s gloved hands were extended out before her, draped with wool yarn. Gillian rolled the red yarn from Isobel’s hands into a ball, gray eyes on something in the corner that only she could see.


“Well, dear, what is the last thing you remember?” Gillian asked the empty air.


Isobel watched the corner avidly, as if she might see something materialize.


“Any luck with the bairns?” Rose asked, sitting on the bench beside Isobel.


The ghosts of two wee lassies haunted this hall. They’d been spotted on occasion by servants, laughing and playing, but when someone got close they always disappeared. Gillian not only saw them all the time but spoke to them, too. It hadn’t always been this way for Rose’s sister. Someone had cursed Gillian after their mother was burned, and she’d only recently regained her ability to communicate with the dead.


Gillian ignored Rose for a moment, soft gray eyes intent on the corner, apparently attending to something the ghost children said to her. She was as lovely and perfect as always, in a green silk gown draped with a red-and-green arisaid. Thick sable hair was pulled away from her face, the glossy curls packed into a jeweled caul. The perfect countess.


Isobel’s pale green eyes turned toward Rose, and she whispered, “They don’t understand they’re dead.” She shook her head sadly, her thick copper-gold braid slipping over her shoulder. It, too, was kinked from curls. Rose was the only one of the three with impossibly straight auburn hair.


Isobel continued in a low voice, “It’s making it most difficult for Gillian to help them move on.”


Gillian smiled ruefully. “All they want to do is play.”


“And what’s wrong with that?” Rose asked. “I think I’d like to be a bairn forever and have nothing better to do than play.”


Gillian’s eyes softened and her smile faded. “You never did play much, did you? Always healing, even when you were a wee thing.”


“Aye, well,” Rose said, feeling guilty for expressing such feelings. Her mother had worked very hard to teach her, even though Lillian herself had not been a healer. She’d had such faith in her youngest daughter, and Rose had failed her. She’d been barely competent when Lillian had died. Rebellious and complaining, she’d given her mother fits. Rose gave a small shake of her head, putting it from her mind. She couldn’t change it now, so there was no value in dwelling on it. Instead she worked hard to be the healer her mother had always believed she could be.


Rose nodded to the corner. “Why can’t they just stay here and play?”


Gillian sighed and gazed at the empty air thoughtfully. “I suppose they can for now. But they should move on. Others are there, waiting for them. They’ll be happier.”


“It sounds as if they’re happy now.”


“They keep asking about their mother,” Gillian said. “They understand that she’s dead, but they don’t understand they’re dead. If they’d move on, they’d be with their mother again.”


“Unless she went to the other place,” Rose said.


Gillian shook her head firmly. “She didn’t.”


“How do you know?” Rose asked, skeptical. Her sister could see ghosts, but so far there’d been no mention of an afterlife.


“Because there is no hell.”


Isobel looked around the hall nervously, but no one was close enough to overhear. “Hush, Gillian. That’s blasphemy you speak.”


Gillian shrugged. “It’s the truth—or so it seems to me. Hell is of our own making, if we’re afraid to move on.”


“So the wee lassies are in hell?” Rose asked.


“That’s not what I said. They’ve not made it into a hell. They don’t even understand they can move on. They’re just children. It’s the ones that tie themselves to a place and haunt it. Those are the ones in hell.”


Rose considered this while Isobel glanced around nervously.


“Can we speak of something else?” Isobel whispered. After nearly being burned herself for witchcraft, Isobel had become quite cautious about such things.


“Aye,” Rose said. “I’ve something to tell you, but you must not breathe a word to anyone—especially Uncle Roderick.” Rose scanned the hall. It was deserted except for a few hounds lazing in the rushes. She leaned closer to her sisters. “I’m leaving at first light. I’m going to bring Lord Strathwick here.”


They both stared at her as if she’d gone mad. And perhaps she had, to undertake this alone, but she could see no other alternatives.


“Tell Da for me, but give me as much of a head start as possible in case he tries to send someone after me. Two days would be good.”


Isobel reacted first, shaking her head in bewilderment. “You’re going north—alone?”


Before Rose could respond, Gillian gripped her arm. “You cannot go alone.”


“And who should I take? Who can I trust here?”


Isobel and Gillian exchanged an uneasy glance.


“Fash not. I will disguise myself as a man.”


Gillian grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “Rose—think! Broken men roam the Highlands. Even lone men are in danger.”


“You and Isobel traveled alone, and not disguised as men either. You came to no ill.”


“We were fortunate.”


“As will I be.”


Her sisters still looked uneasy, and Rose couldn’t risk them doing something foolish, like telling their husbands. That might end her journey before it began. She stared down at the rush-strewn floor for a long moment, then inhaled deeply through her nose. “I’m not a fool. I know that some of the stories about this wizard might be just that—fables. But I can’t help hoping…” Rose’s heart raced at the thought, her voice catching momentarily. “If he is real, then I’ll bring him back if I have to tie him to my horse. But if he’s not…” She didn’t want to consider that. “I have to know.”


Gillian’s lips thinned, and she gazed at Rose with worried gray eyes. “But are you sure it’s wise? Nicholas’s man never returned…we don’t know what happened to him. The journey north is harsh and dangerous.”


“Aye, but they haven’t burned nearly as many witches up north. It’s far safer than what you two did a few months back, traveling into the heart of the witch hunt to save Sir Philip.”


“Aye,” Isobel conceded, “but there are other dangers in the north.”


“It’ll be fine. I promise. I lived on Skye, remember? I can’t imagine a bigger band of hempies then the MacLeans. I’m well used to such men.”


They both still looked so worried. Rose sighed and held her arm out to Isobel. “Have a look—see what happens.”


Isobel frowned uncertainly. She had visions when she touched some things. Sometimes she saw the past, sometimes the present, sometimes the future. She’d been working hard to gain greater control of the gift, and she was having some success. She removed her gloves and gripped Rose’s sleeve. After a moment she shut her eyes, her smooth brow creasing.


Rose and Gillian watched her closely. When her sage green eyes drifted open, they were empty, sightless. The troubled lines in her forehead became more pronounced, and her hand tightened on Rose’s arm. She shook her head slightly, as if trying to shake off something disturbing, then her shoulders relaxed and a smile spread across her face. She released Rose’s arm.


“What is it?” Rose asked impatiently.


“Oh, you’ll be back—and in time to deliver Tira of a large son.”


“You saw this?” Gillian asked, eyes wide.


“Aye, I did. It will be a difficult birth—you’ll nearly lose both mother and child. There is a strange man there I don’t recognize. He has gray hair. I think he’s your wizard. He helps with the birth.”


A surge of excitement and determined hope shot through Rose. Isobel’s visions weren’t always accurate, but they were often enough to make Rose confident her mission would be a success. “You see? There is naught to fash on. I’ll be back with the wizard within the month.”


Isobel grew serious. She seemed to be mulling something over, then she blurted out, “I saw something else, Rose, before the birthing. Something from your past.”


Rose’s gut clenched. “Aye?”


Isobel bit her lip hesitantly. “Would you like to talk about what happened on Skye?”


“No, I wouldn’t.” Rose tried to keep her face expressionless, though it felt stiff and unnatural from the effort, but she was determined to discourage further questions.


Gillian, of course, had no clue what they were talking about, and she looked between the two of them curiously. Rose was certain Isobel would fill Gillian in later, and that made resentment simmer, but not enough to discuss it. Let them think what they would. She had other things to fash on.


“What about Jamie MacPherson?” Gillian asked.


Rose’s hand went to the ribbon around her neck, drawing the locket from her bodice where it lay against her heart. Jamie MacPherson was her betrothed. He’d been writing letters to her for months now. They’d known each other as children, and she remembered him with great fondness. She longed to wed him, but she’d written him, telling him she could not in good conscience marry him so long as her father was so ill. He’d written back assuring her that he understood and would wait.


She opened the locket and gazed down into her betrothed’s cerulean eyes, his handsome face framed by golden hair. She shut the locket abruptly and tucked it back into her bodice. “He doesn’t have to know…besides, if he ever finds out, he would understand. He is a good man, like Sir Philip and Lord Kincreag.”


Her sisters had been most fortunate in their husbands—fine men both, who adored their wives.


Rose stood. “I need to have a look at Tira so Uncle Roderick doesn’t suspect anything.” She gave them both a penetrating look. “Not a word to anyone. If someone comes looking for me tomorrow, tell them I’ve the bloody flux and cannot leave my chambers.”


Isobel and Gillian stood, giving Rose swift, firm hugs and wishing her Godspeed. Filled with hope and resolve, she left to begin her preparations.


 


From his tower window he watched her leave under shadow of darkness and fog. She thought she was being clever—she always thought she was being clever. But in truth, she was doing exactly what he wanted. She’d interfered for the last time. The demon-raising ceremony was a lengthy one, consisting of days of fasting and prayer, and he could not do it with her present. Her sisters might cause some problems, but not nearly the delays Rose had caused him. Besides, he could charm the sisters into anything. Rose did not respond to charm or scolding or anything.


How she had become such a hard woman, he didn’t know—her time on Skye with the MacLeans, no doubt—nor did he care. Not anymore. He looked to the sky. The moon was waxing. Soon it would be full and he could finally begin.








Chapter 2




Strathwick Castle, Northern Highlands, a fortnight later.


“My lord? She’s still out there. In the rain.”


William flicked a disinterested glance at the large, scarred man-at-arms standing in the doorway, wringing his hands. The rather incongruous sight gave him a brief prick of amusement.


When he made no response, Wallace went on, “She’ll catch her death, she will. At least let me show her to the stables.”


William’s brother Drake made a rude noise. He lounged in William’s chair before the fire, a leg slung over the carved arm, jet-black hair gleaming in the firelight. “Serves her right if she does catch her death. It’s not my lord’s fault if she’s stupid enough to stand out in the rain like a coof.”


“She’s not stupid,” William said. The carved wooden box on his desk drew his gaze. “She’ll get out of the rain eventually.” His gaze swept the room. “Leave me.”


Drake stood and stretched but didn’t leave. When the others were gone, he gave William a keen look. “You’re acting strange.”


“Rumor has it I am strange.”


Drake lifted a shoulder and palm to acknowledge that. “Aye, well, more so than usual. You seem preoccupied since the MacDonell lass arrived.”


That was true, but William didn’t mean to discuss it with Drake. “I’m well enough.”


Drake hesitated, as if there was more he wanted to say, but finally left. Alone at last, William crossed the room to his desk. He rested a hand on the wooden box, pensive. Why had he kept that letter? He’d burned all her others. He tapped the lid of the box. The musing question repeated itself with each tap of his fingers against the wood. Why? Why? Why?


He removed the letter and held it in his hand, still folded, still bearing the broken red wax and her bold scrawl: Deliver to Lord William MacKay of Strathwick.


He had known immediately something was wrong when he’d received this letter. All her letters were full of desperation and pleading—and authority. Her father was dying. He was her only hope. God commanded it of him. Her audacity made him smile. But still, he’d burned all the others. It had never occurred to him to reply.


This letter, however, had been different. His name across the front was uneven, scrawled, lacking the brazen confidence of the others. He strolled to the fireplace, fingers caressing the parchment. He stared down at the folded letter. Feed it to the flames.


Instead he sat, leaning back in his chair, and unfolded it for perhaps the hundredth time since receiving it.


My dearest Lord Strathwick,


Why do you ignore me? I know you must be used to such requests. You must receive scores of them with regularity, and I ken I’m just another hopeful petitioner. It is impossible on parchment to convey my earnest need for you. I can only tell you that I, too, am a healer, and every soul I lose is a burden to my conscience. At first, I didn’t suppose a man possessing the miracle of healing by touch could understand that, but then recalled that even the Saints endured trials. You are a man with a divine gift, but you are still a man. I know that at times you must feel helpless and alone as I do now. I cannot tell you the circumstances that separated my family for twelve years, but I have only just regained them, and I am now losing my father to a mysterious ailment. The loss of my mother was the catalyst for the events that tore my sisters and I from my father and each other. That is all I can say of that. I cannot bear to lose my father now when there’s still so much unfinished. I feel so impotent when it seems as if there must be something I could do. Why would God give me this gift, then make it impossible to help those I loved the most? It vexes me terribly. Surely you can understand this and as a fellow healer will grant me this boon?


My hand has run away with me. I plead like a fool and make little sense. I think to tear this letter to shreds and start anew, but I fear, you do not read them anyway, so what matter?


 



Your friend eternally,


Rose MacDonell


From the House of Lochlaire on x June


The year of our Lord 1597




William inhaled deeply, carefully refolding the parchment and tapping it against his thigh. He had replied to this letter. Twice. He’d burned both versions. That was the only reason he’d saved this letter, he told himself, and not very convincingly. Because the rawness of it—as if she’d opened a vein and bled onto the parchment for him alone—deserved an answer. And yet everything he wrote in response was inadequate, mere dressing to cushion the force of his reply. No. He would not help her. And she would not accept that answer.


He lifted the letter so that firelight reflected off the smooth surface of the parchment, smudged now from his many readings. She was here now, outside his walls. Would he really send her away without even talking to her? Without looking upon the face that had written these words? It seemed wrong to invite her in, to give her hope, and yet he needed to see her. It was a physical pull, a hole that somehow wanted filling.


He rubbed the corner of the letter thoughtfully against his chin. Perhaps there was a way.


 


Rose’s clothes were soaked through so that she shivered violently, her teeth chattering, but still she sat in the meager protection of the gatehouse, rainwater pooling about her feet and bottom. She could see faint lights from the village, but the rain and fog obscured the cottages. Logic told her to get to her feet, walk to the village, and seek shelter. Her horse stood over her, head down, the rain beating onto her back.


Rose had told the porter to inform Lord Strathwick that she wasn’t leaving until he spoke with her. The porter had warned her she would drown first, but she waited stubbornly. Her mother had always said she was obstinate, that when she got an idea in her head, she refused to let loose of it.


She buried her face in her cold, wet hands as another violent shiver racked her. It had taken a fortnight to get here, and not through easy terrain. It had been long and grueling and she’d done it alone, disguised as a lad. She’d looked forward to company on the return trip, eagerly anticipated long conversations with Strathwick about healing. Perhaps he’d even have been willing to teach her something.


Fool!


And still she sat, stubborn as an ass. She’d said she wouldn’t leave until she spoke to him, and by God, she’d drown before she left this spot. Judging by the puddle forming around her, it appeared that might actually occur. Laughter rippled through her unexpectedly.


“Miss? Are you unwell?”


The deep, masculine voice startled her, and a jolt went through her. She dropped her hands and squinted upward, pushing back the sopping brim of her hat. A man towered over her, his plaid pulled over his head, shielding him from the rain and her scrutiny. His face was but a dark shadow, the features indistinct, leaving her only with the impression of great height and breadth.


“Just drowning,” she said, then bit back a foolish smile.


He said nothing for a long moment, staring down at her. Though the dark and the plaid hid his expression, she sensed he frowned at her. Probably thought she was mad. Perhaps she was.


“Come,” he said, his deep voice kind but impersonal. “You must get out of the rain.”


His sudden presence and concern sparked hope. “Inside the castle?”


“No, I know someone in the village who will give you a place before their fire.”


Rose sighed. “My thanks, but I’m not moving.” She frowned up at him thoughtfully. “Are you from the castle? I didn’t see anyone cross the bridge.”


He hesitated, then nodded. “Aye, I work in the stables.”


“Tell your master he can throw my bloated corpse in the moat when I drown. I’m not moving.”


“I doubt he’ll want your body floating in his moat, making the place smell, but make no mistake, you will die out here before he’ll see you.”


Rose’s heart sank, and she found herself perilously close to tears for the first time in weeks. She’d held out such hope that Strathwick was the answer to her prayers, had traveled so far, for it to come to this. There was nothing more to do. Her father’s cause was lost.


She held out her hand, resigned that she’d lost another battle. He stared at it for a moment, then grasped it. He was solid and warm, and again she felt a wave of despair, along with the urge to sob her story on this nice groom’s shoulder. He pulled her to her feet and abruptly dropped her hand.


She turned and gazed up at the tall walls, at the black clouds boiling above.


“Can you tell me why he won’t answer my letters? Why he won’t even speak to me?”


The man had taken her horse’s reins and had already turned Moireach around, ready to lead her across the bridge to the village.


“I know not, miss. I just work in the stables.”


Rose turned to get a good look at her new friend. He was very tall, a head taller than her at least. His hair was dark, but that was all she could discern with his plaid covering it. He was a fine-looking man, clean-shaven, with a strong, unsmiling mouth. He had the broad, thick shoulders of someone used to hard work. His trews and boots were faded, though well made.


“What is your name, sir, so I might thank you for your kindness?” She slanted a poisonous glance at the castle. “You are far kinder than your master.”


“Dumhnull.”


“Well met, Dumhnull. My name is Rose, and you can tell your master that I will be back on the morrow.” She looked upward and grimaced. “But for tonight, I think you’re right. He cannot speak to a dead woman, can he?”


Dumhnull had yet to smile at her, and though he didn’t now she thought perhaps there was a softening to his stern mouth. His lips parted as if he meant to speak, then shut on an exhalation. Finally he raised his dark brows and said, “No, miss, I suppose he cannot.” There was a curious note of forbearance in his voice, but before she could question it, he inclined his head for her to follow him.


She trudged after him, keeping her head down. The brim of her floppy hat bobbed with each step. It had long ceased protecting her from the deluge. Her hair was thoroughly soaked beneath the hat, plastered to her head and streaming in rivulets down the sides of her face and neck. She shivered convulsively, eagerly anticipating dry clothes and a warm fire.


They crossed the bridge and passed several cottages before he stopped near one. Fresh thatching repelled the rain so it flowed down to shower on the ground. Bags of sand pressed up against the base of the dark stones, preventing the rain from seeping underneath.


He nodded at it. “The blacksmith and his wife live there. They’ll feed you and give you a place to sleep.”


“My thanks, friend.” Rose reached for the reins, but when her fingers closed over the leather, he didn’t release them. She stood rather close to him. She tilted her head back to meet his eyes. Blue, brilliant as a sapphire and just as startling. She stared for a long moment, and he stared back. His gaze moved over her face in a manner overbold for a mere groom. Rose felt a moment of panic, her sisters’ warnings echoing through her mind. He knew she was alone and unprotected. She held his gaze without wavering and tugged on the reins.


He released them and averted his eyes to scan the sky. “You really should be on your way in the morn, if the rain clears.”


“I thank you for your warnings, but I cannot.” She gave him a speculative look from beneath her lashes. “Would you be willing to help me, Dumhnull?”


“How?”


“Sneak me in?”


He appeared scandalized at the suggestion. “Nay—you’d not want to do that, miss. Have you not heard the tales? He’s a wizard, he’s evil.”


“Idle gossip spread by ignorant rustics. I pay it no heed.”


He glanced around cautiously, then leaned in closer. She resisted the urge to step back. An uncomfortable fluttering had begun in her belly. He was so very large, and she was very much alone. Though he’d shown her nothing but kindness, his proximity unnerved her. But if he had any inappropriate intentions, it did not behoove her to show fear. She knew from experience that to men with mischief in mind, fear was oft an aphrodisiac, whereas courage nearly always discouraged them.


“The villagers have tried to capture him several times. He doesn’t dare leave the castle.”


Rose’s mouth opened on an exhalation as she gazed up at her new friend. “But I mean him no harm. I—I know about that, about persecution. Not myself,” she hastened to add when he drew back from her warily. “I—well, someone I knew.”


He shook his head firmly. “Your sympathy is wasted, lass. Go home.”


She gazed helplessly at him, but he just backed away. “Ask the blacksmith. He knows. He’ll tell you true. But do not mention that anyone from the castle sent you. They hate us all.”


She frowned at the cozy cottage, beckoning to her as she shivered in the rain. When she turned back, Dumhnull was gone.


 


She was welcomed by the blacksmith and his wife. The blacksmith was an enormous redhead named Tadhg, and he was beside himself with excitement when he learned Rose was a healer.


“Ack—my tooth, it aches and throbs. I cannot sleep, I cannot think of aught anymore but the tooth. It’s my whole life.” He sat, his brawny frame slumped in his chair, his thick-fingered hand cupping his copper-bearded cheek, looking thoroughly pathetic.


His short, stout wife placed a bowl of a thin broth and a chunk of dark bread before Rose, then stopped behind her husband, putting her hands on his shoulder. Her dark hair was caught back in a severe bun and her round face was dour, but she gazed at her husband with affection, kneading his shoulders.


“He moans so terribly at night, I cannot sleep at all, either. Is there aught you can do for him?”


“Do you not have a barber?” Rose asked, gratefully sipping the stew. The goodwife had loaned her a homespun shift that was too large but clean and warm. She sat huddled on the bench under a thick wool plaid while her clothes dried before the fire.


Tadhg shook his head. “Plague got him.”


He gazed at Rose with such pained hope, his big hand rubbing his copper-bearded cheek.


She smiled reassuringly. “I’m sure there’s something I can do. But tell me, why do you not go to your chief? I’ve heard he is a great healer.”


Tadhg’s face darkened. His wife turned away abruptly, returning to the hearth.


“He is not a healer. He is a sorcerer. He doesn’t heal people, he gives them to the devil. I’d not let him touch me if he begged.”


His wife turned from the cauldron she stirred, her cheeks ruddy with affronted passion and her eyes dark slits in her doughy face. “Not that my lord would beg. Not him. He’d let us all die afore he’d soil his hands with any real healing, mind you.”


Taken aback by their fervor, Rose said, “But the stories I’ve heard—”


“Och, there’s stories all right,” the older woman said.


Rose’s shoulders slumped. “They’re not true then.”


“Oh, it’s all true.” Tadhg nodded sagely. “I’ve seen him do it myself.”


He leaned back in his chair, the pain in his face easing at the prospect of a story. “It was about a year ago. Allister, my apprentice, was out cutting wood. His wee wife came by to bring him some dinner. He didn’t know she was there, so he was startled. The ax slipped, and he cut her in the leg. He brought her here. We bound it up, but it festered and she fell into a fever. We knew the end was near. Allister had sent word to Lord Strathwick, but our chief never came. Allister was sore grieving there at the end, and went up to the castle himself, carrying on about how if the chief didn’t save his Betty he’d have the MacKay’s heart.”


Rose leaned across her stew, listening with breathless interest. “Did that work?”


“Aye, it did. He came down, though you could tell just by looking at him he’d rather be any place else. He had a look at Betty’s leg, then told her not to fear.” Tadhg extended his thick, rough hands in front of him, his expression reverent. “He lay his hands on her leg. It took but a minute. When he lifted his hands, Betty’s leg was as smooth as if the accident never happened. She was awake, too, blinking at us like an owl, asking what happened.”


Rose sat back on the bench. “So that’s it? He touched her leg and the wound disappeared? Did he say anything afterward?”


Tadhg dropped his hands to his knees. “Nay, he never stays after a healing. His brother comes with him, and they leave immediately. Never around long enough for a thank-ee sir.”


Rose frowned, confused. “Why do you feel so ill about him? It sounds as if he could heal your tooth better than I could. I have no such magic.”


Tadhg’s bearded face distorted into a sneer of hatred. “Nay, I’ll not let him mark me for the devil.”


“What about Betty? He healed her. That is a miracle and you saw it.”


“No miracle—the devil’s work. He made her into a witch.”


“Really?” Rose said, skeptical. “How do you know? What did she do?”


“She told old Gannon that if the weather turned, his chickens would die. Sure enough, when it got cold last winter, two chickens did die. Allister also said that sometimes he saw her staring at his arm, or his foot, and the next day, he’d have cramps in the limb she’d been staring at. ’She be giving you the evil eye,’ I said to him. So he turned her out, and several others drove her into the woods. But did she leave? No, she’s with him now. A married woman, living in sin with the chief.”


Rose raised her brows but didn’t respond. Married or not, they’d exiled poor Betty. Rose couldn’t blame her for going to her chief for succor. It was a terrible pass they’d come to if a wife could no longer look at her husband without being suspected of witchcraft.


They finished eating, and Rose had a look in Tadhg’s mouth. His breath was foul, and no wonder—he had a rotting tooth. She extracted it for him and packed the socket with a poultice, giving him instructions to bite down and not talk until the morning, when she would have another look. She waved away his wife’s profuse thanks, glad she was able to repay the couple’s kindness.


Rose bedded down before the fire with several chickens, a pig, and a large goose. She found she could not sleep, in spite of the comfortable bed and full belly. She was besieged by thoughts of Lord Strathwick and Dumhnull and all Tadhg had said. She remembered Isobel’s vision and was more convinced than ever that if she could only speak to the MacKay chief face-to-face she could convince him to aid her. He was not without mercy or kindness, otherwise he’d have left Betty to her fate—both times.


When Tadhg’s peaceful snores joined the general snuffling, scratching, and rooting of the animals, Rose slid out from beneath the warmth of her blanket. The rain had stopped. She’d brought a clean shift and gown and had kept them dry by wrapping them in oiled canvas.


She dressed quietly before the fire, putting her boy’s boots on and carrying her finer slippers. She brushed her hair until it shone, then twisted it behind her head. She had no looking glass, so she smoothed her hands over her hair to be certain it was presentable. She had scrubbed her face and hands before she’d lain down. She felt like a warrior donning his armor before a great battle, except her armor was the trappings of femininity. She could only hope he would find her pleasing and feel pity for her plight.


She left coins on the blacksmith’s table, gathered her things, and left the cottage. Moireach was stabled behind the cottage with the blacksmith’s mule and goats. Rose decided to leave her there for now. She was determined to find a way in to Strathwick and it would be easier without a horse in tow.


She hurried along in the dark. She wore a dark plaid wrapped around her to aid in blending into the misty darkness. At the bridge leading to Strathwick she crouched low to the ground. Torches lit the ramparts, and two men-at-arms made a slow circuit of the walls. She tracked their path, and when they disappeared, she sprinted, racing across the bridge and up the path, stopping only when she was in the shelter of the wall. She pressed herself against it, breathing hard, her breath pluming out before her in a cloud. She clapped a plaid-covered hand over her mouth to hide it.


Her heart hammered in her ears as she waited. When she was certain she’d not been sighted, she crept along the berm, staying close to the wall. Dumhnull had left the castle somehow, and not through the gatehouse, as she’d been sitting by it and would have seen him.


She glanced upward. The sky was thick and hazy, the air close with moisture. It would rain again soon, and if she didn’t get inside, her good gown would be ruined. Then how would she look presenting herself to Lord Strathwick?


She walked for some time, circling the castle and passing two drum towers before arriving at a postern door. There was no porter window on this door, so they’d have to open it if they wanted to see who was there.


She stood there for several minutes, heart racing, considering what she would say when they opened the door. What more could she utter that she hadn’t already? Not a single plea had moved them. She would have to use force. She pressed her palm to her forehead. She was not a short woman, but she was thin, always had been. That did not mean she was weak, but still, she was no match for a man-at-arms. She bolstered herself. Speed and surprise would be her ally. She could do this. For her father.


She drew her dirk from her boot and set her bundle aside. She took a deep breath, preparing herself, and hid the dirk in the folds of her skirt. She hammered on the door purposefully.


It opened almost immediately, as if someone waited on the other side. She rushed in the open door. A woman stood on the other side, her mouth opened in almost comical surprise.


She came at Rose, frantically trying to push her back out the open doorway. Rose quickly sidestepped, pressing herself against the wall just inside the door.


“Oh, no! You must go!” The woman grabbed Rose’s arm and tried dragging her.


The woman was shorter than Rose was, but stouter. Still, when Rose dug in her heels, the woman could not budge her.


“I’m going nowhere until I speak with Lord Strathwick.”


The woman ran away, shouting for help. Rose panicked. Men-at-arms would come, prepared to deal with an intruder, and she would be thrown out or worse. Rose sprinted after the woman, fear spurring her to recklessness.


The woman was easily caught but not so easily restrained. She fought, arms flailing, screaming and scratching. Rose grappled desperately with her as two men appeared, afraid she might inadvertently stab the woman or herself in the battle.


The men were wrapped in green-and-brown wool plaids, bristling with weapons, their expressions forbidding. One seemed vaguely familiar. He had pale blond hair thinning at the crown and a ragged scar on his cheek. Rose’s heart surged. She grabbed the woman’s hair, yanking her head back. The woman screeched in pain. Rose pressed the dirk to her throat.


“Be still, woman, before I cut you,” Rose hissed in her ear. Even to her own ears she sounded dangerously unstable.


The woman finally grew still, though she trembled and moaned.


The men stopped in their tracks, hands out in a calming gesture. The other man was younger, a comely man, with thick black hair and dark, angry eyes. He had drawn his sword and looked ready to hack her in two. So much for looking pitiful.


Rose looked from one man to the other, her hand shaking so violently that she feared she would nick the woman inadvertently. She glared at the men. “Take me to Lord Strathwick or I slit her gullet.” Rose would never do such a thing, but it sounded sufficiently threatening, and she was desperate.


Apparently some of that desperation showed in her eyes. The men exchanged an alarmed look. The dark man lowered his sword but did not sheath it.


The blond man took a deep breath, his hands still out in a calming gesture. “Put it down, Mistress MacDonell. No need to hurt anyone.”


Rose nearly dropped her dirk in astonishment. He knew her name! But there was no time to ask how he knew her. She pulled the woman’s hair back, exposing more neck. “Bring me to him, damnit, or she dies!”


The woman whimpered and snuffled, and the men just stood there, watching Rose as if she were a wild animal, which she supposed she was at the moment. She felt wild—capable of nearly anything—which was both frightening and exhilarating.


“Now!” she bellowed to emphasize her point. The woman she held flinched and let out a squeak of terror.


But still the men made no move to comply with her demands. Rose was scrambling for her next course of action when she noted the blond man’s gaze dart to something behind her.


Rose tried to jerk around, but she wasn’t quick enough. Her wrist was seized and her dirk yanked downward, away from the woman’s throat. Another arm snaked around her waist and hauled her off her feet. The woman ran, throwing herself into the blond man’s arms. Rose fought her captor, frenzied with fear and confusion, legs kicking gracelessly in the air, her free arm flailing. The hand holding her wrist squeezed until she dropped the dirk.


Her captor dropped her abruptly. She fell hard on her posterior, knocking the air from her lungs. She scrambled around, gasping for air and wincing at the pain in her backside.


“Dumhnull!” she gasped, then shut her mouth tightly. She didn’t want to cause him trouble, but she feared it was too late. She glanced at the other men. The black-haired one frowned severely at Dumhnull.


The groom leaned over to pick up her dirk, avoiding her gaze. His head was uncovered now, and she saw that he was older than she’d initially thought. Gray streaked his black hair, and though his face was unlined, the set of his jaw was rigid, and his beautiful eyes were hard and flat.


He was angry with her for her brutal entrance after his kindness. She couldn’t blame him. She wondered if he would help her still, or even if he could, as a mere groom. She continued to gaze at him, her heart still racing, but he refused to look at her. She was caught now, at their mercy, without a single ally. She closed her eyes, rejecting the urge to capitulate. She was here, in Strathwick. She couldn’t give up yet.


She turned her attention to the other men. “I’m here to see Lord Strathwick. I’ll not leave until I see him.” Her bravado elicited some amused glances and an exclamation of disbelief from the black-haired man, but she rose to her knees and raised her chin.


The comely black-haired man stepped forward, his mouth curved into a sneer of contempt. “I’m Lord Strathwick.”


A jolt of surprise went through Rose. She closed her eyes in horror. This was worse than she’d thought. It would have been bad enough having him hear about what she’d done secondhand; she still might have been able to talk her way out of it, charm him. But he’d witnessed her chasing one of his people down and holding a dirk to her throat.


Against her will and pride, she looked back at Dumhnull, unable to hide the blind panic building inside her. He still would not look at her. He tapped her dirk thoughtfully against his thigh, staring at his chief with an odd intensity.


Rose turned back to Strathwick. She spread her hands before her, trying to appear submissive and contrite—not difficult, as she still knelt in the dirt. “I pray you, my lord, just hear me out. If you still refuse me after speaking to me, I vow to leave you in peace.”


Lord Strathwick approached her slowly, his slashing black brows lowered over dark blue eyes. He circled her, looking her up and down. Finally he stood before her, his expression scornful, but he said, “Very well, then. Follow me.” His gaze jerked behind her. “You, too, Dumhnull.” He turned abruptly and stalked toward the castle.


Rose let out an astonished breath, weakness flooding her limbs.


Dumhnull grasped her arm and pulled her to her feet. “Looks as if you’ve gotten your way, miss.”


From his grim expression, she wasn’t at all certain that was a good thing.
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