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      Isle of Mull, Scotland

      August 1608

      If he were to die, Alec MacLean would take a couple of thieves with him.

      The sharp scent of pine mingled with the thick odor of blood. His blood.

      He edged back against the jagged rock wall and lifted his sword to the six advancing men. Blood flowed freely from the wound at his chest. The bastard had sliced him somewhere below the collarbone. His right arm was weakening.

      At least the boy had gone ahead to the village and couldn’t do anything stupid to get himself killed. With any luck, the woman Alec had rescued was there by now as well.

      The largest man of the group lunged forward, but this time Alec was faster. He crouched low, gripped the sword between both hands and thrust, using the power of his left arm to compensate for the weakness of his right. The black polished steel slid deep into the man’s gut, a lethal wound.

      Eventually.

      Alec jerked his blade free. If he hadn’t been so travel-weary, the fight would have been over minutes ago.

      But Alec was not the kind of man who surrendered. Not when outlaws roamed the woods, not while innocents were subjected to their abuse, not while he was the new laird.

      A charge of energy spiked through him. He would fight this battle, and he would win. For his people.

      The ones he’d abandoned so long ago.

      The force of his resolve roared from his throat in a battle cry. His muscles swelled with crazed determination.

      The semicircle of men stopped their advance, and their blades dipped. Alec held his at the ready.

      But they were not looking at Alec.

      Their gazes crept up the rock wall behind him.

      “Bana-bhuidseach,” one of them murmured.

      Witch.

      The men’s eyes went wild, and they scrambled back with their wounded man clutched between them. A gust swept around Alec so viciously it sent his kilt slapping against his knees and thighs.

      Alec jerked around and looked up but found only the rock wall and gray sky.

      “Are you as foolish as those men?” A voice came through to him, soft, feminine and impossible to locate with all the damn wind. It seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.

      His heart slapped against his ribs.

      A witch? On his father’s lands—on his lands?

      Impossible.

      His gaze combed the forest in long sweeps. Naught was there but the trees, bowing their limbs to the wind and the grass bending to its wrath.

      “Who’s there?” The words came out strong and gruff.

      The other men had been afraid.

      He would show no fear.

      He licked his lips. “Reveal yerself.”

      “Perhaps you are foolish, then.” The voice was behind him now.

      He spun around, and his body pumped with a fight he resisted.

      A tall, willowy woman stood before him with her hands clasped at her narrow waist, serene and eerily beautiful. Her long, silver-blonde hair blew loose behind her, like a cape rippling in the wind. That same wind flattened her pale blue dress to her body, hugging the curve of her breasts and the roundness of her hips.

      He stared at her, fascinated. This was the witch? This was what had caused the men to run?

      She stepped—nay, glided—toward him, and he had to stand firm to keep from staggering backward.

      “Do you need so much comfort from your sword?” She nodded toward his blade. “A strong man like you shouldn’t be afraid of one unarmed woman.”

      He grunted and slid the blade into the scabbard between his shoulder blades. Pain burned across his chest and a fresh stream of warmth ran down his torso.

      Her careful, calculating gaze lowered to his chest, to his wound.

      He wanted to stand there, to stare longer, to see if she was real.

      Perhaps she was a nymph come to tempt him from his path.

      She beckoned him with a gentle curl of her finger. “Follow me.”

      Perhaps she was an angel, and he was dead.

      “Come with me, and I will heal your wound.”

      He flexed his shoulders out in a motion he’d used before to intimidate men on the battlefield. “It isna more than a nick.”

      Her brow lifted. She reached out one long, delicate finger toward him and hooked the hole in his blood-soaked leine. His flesh was torn beneath, the muscle glistening red and exposed.

      “Aye.” She peered into his shirt. “A nick.” She released his clothes, and her hand fell away like a sigh. “Do what you want but be warned—if you try to walk home, you will lose strength.”

      Alec forced himself not to take a step back. “Do ye curse me?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’ve already lost a considerable amount of blood. If you don’t have enough in your body, you will die.” Her words were slow and measured as if she were speaking to an errant child.

      “Why do ye aid me, witch?” He watched her carefully, marking the way the wind ripped against the trees, yet did little more than brush the length of her hair.

      Her pointed chin jutted up, and her eyes sparked. “I’m a healer, not a witch.”

      Alec kept his gaze fixed on her willowy frame and bent to retrieve the pack he’d thrown at the onset of battle. The forest pulsed white-hot and spun.

      Perhaps the wound was more than a nick after all.

      He hefted the thick leather strap to his good side, but the torn skin on his chest still wrenched against its weight. A low grunt slipped from his throat.

      She did not move to aid him with his bag, and for that, he was grateful.

      He didn’t want the woman’s pity.

      “The villager you saved was with child,” she said. “That was kind of you to offer her your protection.”

      “How do ye know I saved a villager?” he asked.

      She turned and glided away. The wind caressed her pale hair, sweeping it aside to blow like a tendril of linen caught in a breeze. Her waist was so narrow he could probably span it with his hands.

      “Are you coming or not?” Irritation laced her tone. “I won’t drag you.”

      Alec stumbled after her then, focusing on keeping his footing sure in a world where everything had begun to tip and rock. Certainly, he was in no position to refuse her offer.

      Even if she very well might be a witch.
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        * * *

      

      Celia closed the door of her cottage against the push of the wind. A stark quiet filled the room.

      Gray light filtered in from the open shutters and highlighted the warrior’s massive form. She studied him now in the privacy of her own home. His hair was black as peat and pulled into a braid long enough to graze the sheath he wore between his shoulder blades. Blood stained his shirt, a violent splash of color against otherwise muted tones.

      Even with the wound, the man stood upright, and his broad shoulders pulled back with the pride of someone who never bowed.

      His eyes were pale blue, the color of a cloudless sky on a cold winter day, and his unwavering stare left her skin tight with awareness.

      She pointed to a chair by the hearth. “Go sit by the fire.”

      His pack fell to the floor with a thunk that rattled the shutters.

      She pulled open the plain wooden box of thread. Her back faced him, but she kept her ears strained for any sounds of his approach.

      Bringing the injured man to her home by invitation was imprudent. She knew nothing of the stranger aside from the assistance he had offered Bessie when the woman was attacked.

      He’d angled himself between the outlaws and Bessie so the young woman could escape. Only then had he backed against the rock wall to keep from being surrounded. Hopefully, his valor spoke something of his morals.

      The chair by the fire gave an aged groan. She dug a needle from another box and glanced over her shoulder. He watched her still with those cool blue eyes.

      Rescuer of women he might be, but she would be keeping her dagger at her waist.

      “Where was the woman’s husband?” His voice was strong, commanding. The kind men obeyed without question.

      But Celia wasn’t a man.

      She took her time pulling a bundle of thyme from the rafters. His gaze drifted to her naked ankles.

      “Dead.” She readjusted the hem of her dress with a snap.

      She didn’t typically know much about the people who sought her aid and preferred to keep it that way. But Bessie had always taken Celia’s silence as an invitation to chatter nonstop.

      It had been impossible not to listen.

      The stranger’s gaze slid up to her face. “Where’s yer husband?”

      His inquiry was more than most men asked.

      Fortunately, the rumor of her being a witch kept the men fearfully at bay. Ironic that the dangerous slur shrouding her life was the very thing protecting her.

      Such had not always been the case.

      “You should take off your leine so I can see your wound,” she said. She shifted her gaze to the dried thyme in her hand to keep from watching him undress.

      The dusky green leaves crackled against her palm and released a smooth, clean scent.

      “Do ye always ignore questions, or is it just me?” His sheath clattered to the ground, followed by the slick peel of wet fabric sliding off skin.

      “Do you always ask so many questions?” She dragged the extra chair toward the fire and sat upon its hard surface. “Or is it just me?”

      The water had begun to boil, bubbling low in the pot, yet she did not pull it from the flames.

      Her gaze fell on his bare torso, and any comment she might have made died in her throat. She’d seen men without their shirts before—in fact, she’d seen men naked. Some were fleshy with inactivity or age, and some were hard and sculpted like the one in front of her.

      But never had she seen one with so many signs of past hurt.

      “It’s just ye.”

      She lifted her eyes and found him staring at her again. “What?”

      He didn’t reek of stale sweat and sour cloth as some of the other warriors she’d tended had. She drew in a long, discreet breath through her nostrils. No, he smelled like sun-warmed grass and leather.

      “Ye’re intriguing.” His eyes searched hers.

      She looked away, focusing instead on carefully removing the pot from the flames.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Alec MacLean.”

      She knew that name. What resident on the Isle of Mull did not? Alec MacLean was the name of the laird who had recently died. Finally died. But not before destroying the land and breaking his people.

      And this warrior bore his name.

      “Our former laird had that very name, the one who just died.”

      He made a noncommittal sound.

      “He was not well-liked,” Celia stated baldly.

      “I’ve heard something of that.”

      “He ran this land into ruin and let its people starve.”

      The skin around his eyes tightened. “I’ve heard that too.”

      “Are you…”

      “Aye.” A muscle flicked in his jaw. “I’m his son, and I’ve returned home to claim my inheritance.”
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      “Are ye regretting having saved me?” Alec had come home expecting a similar response from everyone, yet her reaction bothered him. The intended jest fell flat with the long look of consideration she cast in his direction.

      She lifted the jug and pushed it toward him. “Drink this.”

      No reply.

      Again.

      The woman was maddening.

      Maddening and altogether too enticing.

      The robust floral scent of elderflower liqueur wafted toward him. He tensed against the offer.

      “I’m no’ like my father.” Alec’s breath hissed through his nose. “Once I’m settled, I will restore Duart Castle and the lands to what they were in my childhood. There is much to cleanse. The people need protection.”

      She turned away to pour the boiled water into a bowl of flaky green leaves. He rested his elbows on his knees and leaned toward her.

      “You’re making yourself bleed again.” This time, her voice came softer, barely audible over the wind knocking against her cottage. “This wash will clean your injury and keep infection away.”

      The yellow-green water released a curl of moist heat and scented the air with a rich, spicy aroma.

      She dipped a white cloth in the mixture and blew at the tendril of steam rising from it. “It shouldn’t be too hot.”

      The warm cloth pressed not to his chest but to his lower stomach, just above the waist of his kilt. His muscles bunched instinctively, and the breath hissed between his teeth. Her gaze trailed the heated path of the cloth, sliding up his torso to the tightness of his nipple.

      The cloth passed over the sensitive flesh, warm as a mouth, her careful ministrations dangerously close to a caress. There was an edge of pain when she dabbed his wound, but for the most part, he had never enjoyed being injured more.

      She pulled the cloth away, and his skin immediately cooled. “Are you sure you don’t want some of the liqueur? It’s nothing fine, but it will help take the sting⁠—”

      “Are ye a Lowlander?” he asked. He didn’t want to talk about his wound or fighting or his land and certainly not his piss-poor example of a father.

      He wanted to know about her. Why a woman from the Lowlands happened to be upon his father’s land, how long she’d been in the cottage, what she expected of him as laird.

      He wanted the caress of her gentle hands on his body and the calming tone of her silky voice in his ears.

      She did not answer him. Of course.

      Instead, he answered for her. “Aye, ye are no’ from here. But what made ye come to the Highlands? Did ye no’ find Lowland men to yer liking?”

      She lifted the needle. “A Lowlander would never stare at me as you do.” Only when she passed a thread through the eye of the needle did he notice a slight tremor to her fingers. “It’s rude.”

      He couldn’t help the grin tugging at his lips. She’d said it without malice, but it was enough to let him know she was aware of his interest.

      The woman was full of pride, full of fire, and he wanted to sample every tasty morsel she had to offer.

      Her fingers swept across his chest like an angel’s kiss, sweet and whisper-soft.

      “I want ye,” he said.

      She pinched the corner of his wound together and the sharp edge of pain cut through Alec’s awareness. “We’ll see if you still feel that way after I’ve stitched you together.” The point of the needle pressed to his skin. “Now be quiet until I’ve finished.”
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        * * *

      

      Celia examined the row of pale white stitches against the golden tone of Alec’s skin. They were neat and steady, a miracle considering the way her hand had trembled. She’d never been so out of sorts before, so distracted.

      No doubt it had to do with all the man’s questions.

      “You’ll need to be mindful of these, or they will tear out.” She set the needle aside and placed the soiled cloth in the bowl.

      The corner of his lip lifted. “If they tear out, I’ll have an excuse to see ye again.”

      “If you let them tear out intentionally, I’ll let you bleed to death for your stupidity.” She rose from the chair.

      He caught her fingers and held tight. His palm was warm and callused like weathered bark. In exasperation, she turned to him and found his eyes burning into hers with icy heat.

      “What I said about wanting ye hasna changed, healer.”

      Her cheeks went hot beneath a pulse so strong she could scarce catch her breath. “You would force yourself on me even after I have aided you?”

      He rose from his seat and stood over her—no, towered over her. She craned her neck back to look up at him.

      “I wouldna have to force myself.” The commanding tone had not left his voice, but it was softer now, more intimate.

      Her nipples tightened beneath her homespun gown, and warmth swirled eddies in her stomach. “Wouldn’t you?”

      “I havena misread the way ye reacted to me, the way yer hands shake.” His jaw tensed.

      One large finger slid under her chin, a delicate touch for a man so intimidating. Her head fell back of its own accord, her body obeying what her mind stubbornly fought.

      “The way yer nipples grow hard for me.” The skin around his eyes tensed, and his gaze slipped toward her breasts, where his effect on her stood proud against the fabric.

      His hand cradled the back of her neck, and he leaned closer. “The way yer eyes keep drifting to my lips like ye want to know how I taste.”

      She swallowed and found herself staring at the Cupid’s bow of his top lip. He was inches from her mouth. Her heart sputtered.

      “No.” She stepped back, pulling herself from his touch. “You misread me.” Even she could hear the lie in her breathy words.

      He narrowed his eyes but did not move to touch her again. “I dinna think so.” His gaze trailed down her body before coming to rest on her face. Her skin sizzled beneath the path of his observation.

      “Be my mistress.”

      Celia blinked. “What?”

      He closed the distance between them, the heat of his hard, naked chest touching the tips of her breasts. “Be my mistress. Stand by my side as I purge the land of the ruin my father created.”

      His fingers combed through her long hair. Chills of pleasure tingled across her scalp and raced down her spine. “I want ye warming my bed.”

      She arched away from the promise of his embrace and tried not to stare down at his muscular torso, at the way the sinewy muscle flexed and shifted beneath such scarred flesh. “Your wound is tended to as promised. I suggest you leave and not return.”

      The corner of his lip lifted with a hint of arrogance as if he sensed her inner battle. “Ye are on my land. Of course I’ll see ye again.”

      She pulled the door open, and the wind gusted into the cottage. Herbs rustled against one another from where they swung wildly on their threads, and the curtain strung around her bed sucked toward them.

      Alec pulled a fresh leine from his bag and tugged it over his head. “I’ll only leave if ye tell me yer name, healer.” He hefted his sack to his shoulder with an almost imperceptible grimace and stared at her where he stood.

      “Celia,” she said, loud enough to be heard over the howl of the wind. “Now be gone with you.”

      The line across his brow eased with his small victory. He strode to the door and paused beside her. “I’ll see ye again, Celia.” He said her name slowly, purposefully as if he were savoring the way it rolled off his tongue in that soft burr of his.

      The wind fluttered his leine and flattened his kilt to the tops of his muscular thighs, but he did not waver against its insistent push. He stood stoic in its wrath, unfazed by the wet cold. Celia’s legs trembled beneath her, and she had to fight the part of herself that wanted to sway against his powerful body.

      Neither of them moved for a moment, both staring with a mix of intimidation and curiosity. Finally, he strode out the door. She slammed it shut behind him and rested her forehead on the rough wood.

      She had known the man was nobility by his fine dress, but she hadn’t expected him to be Laird MacLean. Nor had she expected the son of the former laird to be so just, so powerful.

      So dangerous.

      The law did little good from what she’d seen, from what she’d experienced. Innocents were sacrificed under the guise of “law.”

      A scratch sounded at the base of the door where the wind mewled. Celia pulled the latch and held the door wide enough for the red fox to slink inside before bolting it shut once more.

      “Is he gone now, Ruadh?”

      The fox stared up at her with his golden eyes and flicked his bushy tail in aggravation.

      “Good riddance to that one.” She tossed the remaining thread into the fire and watched the remnants of the laird’s blood sizzle and curl into ash. “For the time being, we are safe.”

      She glanced at the door once more. Her skin still tingled where he had touched her. Unwanted, a thrill wound down her spine and blossomed in goosebumps across her skin.

      He would be back, and she would need to keep her secrets locked away, the way she had managed to do thus far.

      Her life depended on it.
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      Alec stepped over a pile of refuse and glanced around the alley’s corner to the sea of faces crowding the market. An aging merchant argued with a woman over the price of something bundled in linen, but aside from their bickering, all appeared peaceful. It was better than he’d expected.

      A tall, thin lad of twelve with straw-colored hair stood near a pastry cart. His head drooped lower toward the outstretched hand of the young cart owner. She handed him a pastry with a wink and returned her attention to her cart.

      Alec leaned against the pitted wall of a building and watched from the shade. The boy stepped from the stall and bit into the pastry. Duncan might be an awkward youth, but his shy smile won him a considerable amount of favors.

      He nodded to a woman dressed in a blue silk dress and wove his way ever closer to Alec. The woman did not belong among the other villagers. Her dress was too rich, and her chin angled with an edge of entitlement.

      The boy waved to Alec before trotting over to him. The musk of sweaty boy filled the air.

      Duncan’s eyes widened and seemed to fill half his face. “Is that blood?” he asked, pointing to Alec’s shirt. “What happened? Where did ye go?”

      Alec glanced down at the thin line of blood over his wound. “After ye headed to the village, I happened upon a woman being attacked.”

      Duncan’s brow furrowed beneath spikes of sweaty blond hair. “I shoulda been with ye.”

      Alec sighed. “Ach, I dinna take ye because I couldna afford for all the coin to be lost if we were found out.” The petty excuse seemed to placate the boy well enough. Truth be told, most of the coin was with Laird MacKinnon in Angus, but Duncan didn’t need to know. What mattered most was that the boy was safe.

      “And what about this?” Duncan pointed to the wound. “Did they cut ye?” He nodded toward Alec’s chest. “Was it a dagger or a sword? Do ye think it was poisoned? Do we need to get a healer to look at it for ye?”

      Were Duncan any other person, Alec could have shrugged off the questions and remained quiet. Time and experience, however, had taught him the boy did not let the fine details go.

      Ever.

      “I’ve already seen a healer.” An image of her rose in his mind like a flower pushing up through the ground.

      Duncan’s mouth opened, and Alec put a hand up before another string of questions began. “Have ye learned anything from the villagers?”

      Sometimes the lad could be distracted with his own stories. Alec hoped this was the case now. His energy thinned, and his wound burned like a demon. Perhaps he should have taken a swig of the liqueur Celia had offered.

      Duncan looped his thumb in his belt. It was an action Alec had seen him do when the boy didn’t want to answer a question. “I havena heard much more than the rumors we already found out on our own. The land has been so long without a good laird that it’s become filled with outlaws. Homes have fallen to ruin, but they dinna have the means to repair them. Everyone is scared and hungry, and there’s no’ anyone to help.” He scuffed his foot on the ground.

      “What else, Duncan?”

      The boy stared down at the pastry braced within the cage of his long fingers. “Yer castle was ransacked right after, ye know…” He cast Alec a sidelong glance. “After yer da’s death.” He said it softly as if he were afraid of brushing an unhealed wound.

      Obviously, the boy didn’t understand what an arse Alec’s father was. Da indeed.

      “We can have more furniture built,” Alec said.

      Duncan pursed his lips and squeezed his eyes as if he were in pain. “It’s more than ransacked. I dinna think it can even be lived in.”

      Alec uttered an oath and gazed in the direction of Duart Castle. “We’ll find out soon.”

      “Alec?” A woman’s voice sounded in the crowd.

      He turned to find the woman in the blue dress coming toward him. Her black curls gave a little bounce with each dainty step.

      “Laird MacLean.” She curtseyed and met his gaze with eyes that sparkled like sapphires set in sunlight.

      He studied her upturned nose and the wide set of her mouth. This woman who knew him was wholly unrecognizable to him.

      “My lady,” he said politely and inclined his head.

      He’d be damned if he were going to bow like some courtier in the middle of his own market square.

      This did not appear to please her. The full bottom of her pink mouth puffed out in a pout. “Do ye no’ recognize me?”

      The question set him up for failure and would, without a doubt, lead to her disappointment. Irritation drew tight across the back of his neck. He didn’t have time for such childish games.

      She turned her face toward him just so, and a small scar became visible under her left eye.

      Then he remembered.

      She’d been struck there by a rock when they were children, playing some nonsense “rescue the princess” game.

      “Saraid.”

      Her smile widened and brightened up her face considerably. “Ye remember after all,” she said.

      A little girl ran from behind Saraid and upset the delicate pouf of her skirts.

      “Watch it, brat,” Saraid snapped at the girl, who paid her no heed.

      Now Alec remembered Saraid with such clarity that it was a wonder he’d ever forgotten her in the first place.

      Bossy, impatient and prone to tantrums when her way was not met.

      “I dinna forget ye,” she said pointedly. Her stare swept over him, polite yet appreciative. “And now ye’ve grown into a man, and I a woman.” Her deep sigh swelled her full breasts against the tight cut of her gown.

      Alec wanted to roll his eyes but averted his gaze instead. Duncan, however, leaned forward for a better view.

      Her gaze shifted to the boy for the first time. “Is this yer son? Where’s yer wife?”

      “He’s no’ my son,” Alec said.

      “Oh.” She twirled a curl of dark hair around her finger. “And yer wife?”

      Alec suppressed a long-suffering groan. “I’m no’ married.” The words gritted from his teeth, low in the hopes she wouldn’t hear.

      But she’d been listening very attentively, and her eyes brightened. “Oh? Aren’t ye, then? And ye’ve returned home?”

      Again, he didn’t want to answer. Again, he knew he had to.

      “Aye.”

      She shifted closer. “Well, I’m no’ married either. I’ve had many suitors, but none have been what I’ve been looking for.” Her gaze was full of suggestion.

      An aging woman stood behind her, watching the conversation with intensity. Saraid’s lady’s maid. Neither she nor the guard loitering nearby admonished their mistress for being too close.

      Alec would have no help.

      It was time to fall back onto social tact.

      “Good luck to ye then,” he said. “Duncan, get the bags.” He nodded toward her. “Good to see ye, Saraid.”

      Her mouth fell open, and her cheeks colored a brilliant red. She nodded, and her ringlets bobbed around her face. “And ye, Alec.” She recovered with a sweet smile. “I do hope to see more of ye.”

      Alec grunted and nudged the boy forward.

      Together they strode from the ridiculous conversation and toward Duart Castle to see how very unlivable it truly was.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rain dripped like bitter tears down stone walls gone black with age, and a part of the curtain wall was missing, gaping darkly like a missing front tooth.

      Where fields of soft green grass once grew, now weeds twisted against one another in a thorny battle for dominance.

      A door once meant to keep armies out hung on only the bottom hinge, a chunk of wood nicked from its rounded top.

      Alec stood before the neglected remains of his childhood home. He glanced at Duncan, unsure if the boy would be safer waiting outside or walking through the bowels of the castle with him.

      “What’d the villagers say about who lives here?” Alec asked.

      Duncan tossed his head to the side to clear a lock of wet hair from his eyes. “They dinna say. Just that…” He rolled up on his tiptoes before rocking back. “They said the castle’s haunted.”

      Alec groaned. “Ghosts, my arse. Ready yer dagger, boy, and stay close, aye?” He tugged his sword free of the scabbard behind his back and paid for the sharp action with a searing jolt along the expanse of his chest.

      His muscles tightened against the offending wound. The damn thing would prove cumbersome in battle.

      He pushed the heavy door open with his good side and slipped inside ahead of Duncan.

      A somber light filtered through broken windows in the distance but did little to brighten the entryway that was shrouded in darkness. The steady leaking drip of rain echoed from an unseen source.

      “Do ye think there’s really a ghost here?” Duncan came up beside Alec and cast a nervous glance around them.

      Alec caught the tip of the boy’s blade with his thumb and forefinger and tilted it upward. “Mind yer weapon, lad. I dinna teach ye to hold it like that.”

      Duncan gave an eager nod and corrected his grip. “Are daggers good against ghosts?”

      “I can promise ye, the only ghosts here are ones that bleed.” Alec stalked forward cautiously. Debris and dirt crunched beneath the soles of his boots.

      The narrow hall was empty, starkly so. Vacant sconces scorched black from years of fires lined the walls, and a cold, musty dankness hung in the air.

      They stepped into the great hall and stopped. The room had been something to marvel at when Alec was a boy. Now the walls that had once been draped with gold-and-silver threaded tapestries stood naked. The benches and tables were gone—even the massive sword that had once hung impossibly high over the fireplace was gone.

      Where opulence had resided, now gray rushes rotted on the floor with things moving within their depths.

      A raindrop splashed against the top of Alec’s head.

      He jerked his head upright to see the gray sky visible overhead in a hole no bigger than a man’s fist.

      Repairing the high ceiling of the great hall would not be an easy feat.

      It wasn’t as bad as Alec had anticipated. Aye, some of the stone had been smuggled away, most likely by villagers needing to repair their own homes, but a majority remained and was intact.

      If all went well, he wouldn’t even need to seek the aid of a master builder to complete the tasks he’d seen thus far.

      “Do ye think they were right?” Duncan asked. “Is it unlivable?”

      We’ve no’ seen all of it yet,” Alec said in a low mutter. There was an edge to his voice he knew even Duncan would not counter.

      They passed through an empty archway where two great wooden doors used to close off the entrance to the kitchens. A fat black rat darted in front of them, scuttling away from the yawning doorway.

      An uneasy feeling crawled over the skin on the back of Alec’s neck. There was a shift in the still air—a scent, a slight grind of dirt against stone, something he could not quite name.

      But he knew exactly what it meant.

      They were not alone.
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        * * *

      

      No matter how much the villagers tried to hide it, Celia knew they stared. Their gazes bored into her like needle pricks.

      A flicker of red fur showed through the thick brush on the outskirts of the village. Ruadh was near. He always was. Even in the populated areas he hated, he lingered on the edge, waiting for her to emerge.

      She tightened her grip on the basket and approached the home set off from the others.

      A voice sang from the other side of the door, sweet and gentle. Celia rapped her knuckles against the splintering wood, and the song abruptly stopped.

      Bessie’s face appeared in the doorway, lit with a smile that made her nose wrinkle and her eyes crease. Freckles spattered her cheeks, making her appear younger than her eighteen years.

      No evidence from the attack was apparent on the woman’s face, thankfully.

      “I’m sorry.” Celia thrust out the parcel of bundled herbs she’d prepared only minutes before. “You forgot the rest of your tea.”

      Bessie glanced down at the linen-wrapped items and stepped back for Celia to enter. There was little more to the small cottage than the bed, a table with a couple of chairs, and a cradle in the corner, but it all appeared tidy and in good repair.

      The spicy-sweet aroma of brewing herbs wafted from a pot on the fire, a scent Celia recognized as the very tea she held in her hand.

      “I thought I’d taken it all,” Bessie said. “I appreciate ye making it for me. This sickness is getting worse as the babe grows.”

      “I’m pleased it’s eased your nausea.” Celia set the extra bundles on the table and carefully eyed the girl. The swell of her pregnancy was almost invisible despite being four months along.

      Celia saw no perceptible limp or wince as Bessie walked, but she wanted to ensure no injury had been sustained in the attack. “I’m also relieved you made it home safely,” she said.

      Bessie’s eyes widened. “I almost dinna make it home at all,” the young woman said. “There were men in the forest. So many men. Celia, they shoved me on the ground and demanded coin.” Her cheeks went red. “Ye know I dinna have coin. I told them as much, and they grabbed me up by the arm and held a blade to my throat.”

      Her gaze turned distant, and her fingers pressed protectively over her little stomach. “Then this man I’ve no’ ever seen came from nowhere, a verra large man, and he told me to run. I should have stayed close to help if I might. I shouldna have left him to die with them, but I…I…”

      Bessie’s eyes glazed with tears. “I was so afraid. I’ve been so afraid since Connor died.” Her face glistened with falling tears. “And now I may have gotten a man killed.”

      A soft sob broke from her lips and tugged at Celia’s heart.

      “He didn’t die.” Celia was grateful to offer the woman solid reassurance. “He came to see me not long after you left, with a cut on his chest.” The image of the new laird’s powerful chest rushed into her mind, as did the way those light eyes watched her with such burning intensity.

      Bessie straightened. “A cut? Was it deep? How do ye know it was him?”

      “It was but a nick,” Celia fibbed, using the man’s own words. Alec. Alec MacLean.

      She turned the cold side of her emotion to the memory. “He told me about the battle, and how he scared them off before they could do any real harm.”

      Bessie nodded, and her shoulders hunched forward once more, cradling her small frame in frailty like her sharp hipbones cupped the babe in her womb.

      “You did what you had to do to protect your baby, as any mother would have done,” Celia spoke in a gentle voice and moved her hand over the woman’s shoulder, where it hung with hesitation.

      A decade and a half had passed since Celia had touched someone without the intent to mend a break or stitch a wound. Her hand withdrew an inch as if of its own volition, the act of touching someone in comfort so foreign a concept, her hand did not want to comply.

      But this was a form of healing, was it not? To comfort an aching heart.

      One could comfort without love, couldn’t one?

      She lowered her palm to Bessie’s trembling shoulder. It was an awkward attempt, unnatural feeling in such a way that it left her cheeks hot with embarrassment. She quickly withdrew and clasped her hands together to keep from making so foolish a decision again.

      Bessie did not appear to notice the failed attempt. She pulled the sleeve of her chemise up to her elbow. “One of them grabbed me,” she said miserably and lifted her arm.

      Three deep gouges showed where fingernails had raked across her skin. Angry red skin already swelled on either side of the wound. This was what Celia knew how to handle and why she’d made up the flimsy excuse of the teas in the first place. She might not be able to comfort Bessie, but she would keep the pregnant woman as healthy as was possible.

      “I have my things here with me.” Celia looked up at Bessie. “May I?”

      Tears shone brightly in the woman’s eyes. “I can’t afford to⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” Celia reassured her.

      She cleaned the wound with a thyme infusion and rubbed a plantain and agrimony salve across the torn flesh.

      When she was done, Bessie gave her a shy smile. “Thank ye for helping me. I know I dinna have coin, but perhaps…” She pursed her lips with obvious hesitation. “Perhaps I can share some information with ye,” she said in a soft voice. Her breath smelled like peppermint from the tea. “But ye canna tell anyone. We’ve all been warned to keep it quiet, aye?”

      She rose abruptly, closed the shutters and snapped the latch into place.

      Celia wanted to press her for clarification but knew she must be patient.

      “Something happened on MacDougall lands two days back,” she whispered. “Women were burned to death on the lawns before Aros Castle.”

      A chill slipped over Celia’s shoulders and trickled down her spine.

      “They were accused of witchcraft. There were three of ’em.” Bessie’s brows furrowed. “I hear Laird MacDougall is starting the trials again. Ye need to be mindful.”

      “Me?” The word came out as a gasped exhale.

      Bessie nodded solemnly. “There are some who say ye heal so well there is more to ye than just herbs.”

      Celia’s stomach twisted in a hopeless coil of knots.

      “I dinna think ye need to worry much, though,” Bessie continued with her positive cheer. “I suppose the one good thing of being without a proper laird is that ye dinna have to fear the law, aye?”

      But Bessie’s bright smile did little to quell the unrest churning in Celia’s gut. She knew too well how close the law lay and how that law dealt with witches.

      It was only a matter of time.
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      Alec and Duncan edged along the walls of the castle. The weight of being watched had not abated, yet no one emerged from the shadows. And so they’d continued.

      They’d tried to move quietly, but it was impossible in such a vast, empty space. The crunch of their footsteps echoed around them. At least the boy’s incessant chatter had dwindled to occasional whispered comments.

      Alec recognized the hall before them as the one housing the main bedchambers. His father’s, his own and his mother’s.

      Something twisted inside him, something he thought he’d freed himself of when he left ten years ago. Yet with being in the familiar layout of the hall, even with debris scattered on the floor and all the fine trappings gone, memories rolled frantically through his mind like a broken strand of pearls.

      He stopped in front of his mother’s door. The wood had gone dull with age. His palm ached to press against the cool, worn surface.

      The sweetness of jasmine lingered in the stale air, so faint he had to breathe in deeply and slowly to find it. His heart squeezed at the thought of his mother, and suddenly he had to see her room. Even if it was empty, as devoid of furniture as the castle was devoid of her life, he had to see it and let himself remember. Her love, her kindness. Her dire, unhappy situation.

      He reached for the handle, and a high-pitched squealing rang out, long and loud.

      He spun toward the noise as something soft and thick and warm slammed into him.

      He careened backward beneath the enormous sack of a person, all massive arms and legs and that awful, awful sound.

      Duncan shouted and appeared at Alec’s side but only succeeded in tangling their feet, which sent them both crashing to the hard floor.

      A robust woman slammed on top of Alec’s chest, her red hair flying in all directions. Bright blue eyes glared at him, wide with rage and insanity. Her hands slapped against his forehead, his left ear, his right temple, his neck.

      And damn that noise she was making.

      Alec caught her hands in his and spoke in a level voice. “I demand ye stop.”

      The sound ceased, and his ears hummed with relief.

      The woman struggled and her red face twisted with the effort. Breath huffed from her chest as if she’d run to the other coast of Scotland in a day. Then she stopped. Her face smoothed.

      She gasped and leaned forward. Beading sweat left puddled dots along her flushed skin. Gone was the crazed look and in its place was the gentle face of kindness with the corners of her eyes crinkled.

      A face he recognized.

      “Wynda?” He stared at the woman in disbelief and recalled the many comfits the cook had sneaked to him as a boy.

      Her eyes went glassy, and her hands pressed into his cheeks, damp and warm. “Ach, my wee lad has returned home after all these years, and what do I do? Beat him as if he’s one of the outlaws come to steal the fortune.”

      She stayed where she straddled him and jerked his torso upright, hugging his face into the overly generous swell of her bosom. “Welcome home, Laird. It’s been too, too, too…” She rocked her body, and him, with each word. “Too long.”

      “I see now I should have come home sooner.” Alec’s words were muffled against her massive chest.

      Wynda dropped him backward and clambered upright. “Come on then, let’s look at ye.” She grasped his hand and hauled him to his feet.

      Her critical eye swept over him, and her mouth puckered. “Oh, lad, ye’ve grown.” She waggled her eyebrows at him. “Ye’re rather fine.”

      Alec’s cheeks went hot in spite of himself. Duncan peered around from behind Wynda with a hand over his mouth, smothering a laugh.

      “Surely a man so braw as ye has a bonny wife.” Her eyes lit up. “And wee ones? Do ye have wee ones?”

      “No wife or bairns.” His voice was intentionally gruff. “Where are the others, Wynda?” he asked. “What’s happened here?”

      The light faded from her eyes. “Most of the servants dinna wait for yer father to die before they left. Most left after ye. The ones who remained stayed for the memory of yer mother, but loyalty only lasts so long, especially with the way yer father treated them.” Her gaze slid away as if she had a hard time looking at him. “He got much worse after ye left.”

      Guilt pressed hard on Alec’s shoulders. He’d thought if he could escape, everything would be better. And it had been.

      For him.

      He’d been selfish.

      “The castle fell into neglect,” Wynda continued. “And yer da stopped listening to the tenants. With no one standing trial or being punished, the land became flooded with outlaws.” She shook her head, and the top of her fluffy hair wavered. “After he died, the remaining servants took their pay in the form of tapestries or silver, whatever yer da hadna already sold off himself.”

      Wynda wiped her hands on the dirty apron she wore. “I dinna stop them. No one had been paid in so long. But when the outlaws started coming, I locked the treasures in a room to make sure they dinna get in.”

      “Treasures?” Alec repeated. Perhaps all was not lost after all.

      A wide smile spread over her lips, and he noticed for the first time she’d lost several teeth since he’d seen her last.

      Wynda pulled a tarnished key from her pocket. “All in yer mother’s room.”

      She stepped over a brownish-red stain on the floor and slid the key into the lock. The door groaned open, and the musty odor of disuse hit Alec’s nostrils.

      He caught no scent of the jasmine perfume he’d smelled earlier.

      His mother’s room was exactly as it had when she died.

      He could see the ghost of her, slender back in front of the dressing table. The bottles on the surface lay gray with dust now, but he remembered how they’d gleamed in the sunlight like jewels and how her fingertips would skim over the smooth surfaces.

      A long chest at the base of the bed most likely still contained all her gowns. His gaze caught the bed. The place he hadn’t wanted to look but could not avoid. It was dull and faded now, but the velvet had been a brilliant blue once.

      She’d lain against those fine coverlets, her brow dotted with sweat and flushed with fever. Her pale blue eyes had darted everywhere, seeing things unseen by anyone else, before finally meeting his and locking there.

      “I love ye.” It’d been a whisper, but he’d heard it—the last words she’d spoken with the last breath she’d breathed.

      He sucked in a deep gasp of air to ease the rending pain in his chest.

      A hand rested on his shoulder, heavy and warm. He tore his stare from the bed and found Wynda’s sad smile on him.

      “Is this all of it?” he asked, looking for the first time at a pile of goods in the center of the floor. His words came out tight and hard.

      A silver candlestick and several tapestries lay
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