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Chapter 1


Scotland, 1800





Someone held a knife to his throat.

Ian Fairchild snapped out of his deep slumber and held himself perfectly still, eyes closed and breathing even in a parody of sleep.

Someone held a knife to his throat, and it wasnt the first time, but this time hed been caught by surprise. He hadnt had time to make enemies in Scotland. Hed arrived only today, and had found his father, the only person here who would gladly kill him, too sick to leave his bed.

So who was it who had slipped into his bedchamber as the hour struck midnight?

Carefully he opened his eyes a slitand stared into the face of a ghost.

A lovely, feminine, fiercely determined ghost, if her expression was anything to go by.

His eyes widened. Youre an idiot, Ian. He spoke aloud, seeing no harm in addressing a phantom and finding the sound of his own voice vastly reassuring. Its only a dream. And he tried to move to prove it.

He couldnt. The ghost sat on his chest, the dream held him in thrall, and he couldnt bloody move.

A normal turn of events in a dream, he supposed. If only that steel pressed against his windpipe didnt feel so cold and so real. If only he didnt feel soodd. More than sleepy, he was drifting, illogically relaxed beneath the threat of violence.

He blinked, bringing the phantom into focus. Wisps of hair sprang defiantly from her hairline. Her features were angular: square jawline, sharp cheekbones, wide mouth. Her eyes slanted up, her brows slanted up, her snub nose rose to a little point. A fascinating face, one filled with character and lively convictions. Not ghostly at all. I know who you are. Youre dead. Youre Lady Alanna.

Both of her hands gripped that knife. He could see them in his peripheral vision, and they shook a little at the sound of her name.

Fear cleared his brain for one brief moment. The tip of that imaginary blade seemed so very honed. Careful, there. We wouldnt want a bloody accident.

No accident at all. Her voice was husky, touched by a defiant Scottish accent, and it sounded real, too.

This was the most vivid dream hed ever had. Lady Alanna. I didnt think Id get to meet you. Youre prettier than your portrait.

A compliment from a Fairchild. The dream knife nudged close to his jugular. I value that as it deserves.

Sharp-tongued and prudent as well as pretty. The portrait had portrayed her as a girl balanced on the cusp of maturity, looking eagerly toward the day she would inherit Fionnaway Manor. But she had disappeared on the eve of her seventeenth birthday, never to be seen again.


In a bit of dream magic, she now appeared to him all grown up. The night candle in the headboard illuminated her piquant features and her generous curves. It found a companion flame in the red of her hair, and her large eyes were the color of the sea before an encroaching storm.

Yet she watched him as cautiously as one watches a trapped wolf.

With justification. He could be a dangerous man, but she didnt know that. Her wariness came from having known his father, and from the Fairchilds well-deserved reputation. His family were as famous as the Borgias, and for much the same reasons. The desire for money and power ruled them; no crime was too heinous when committed in the name of the Fairchild pocketbook.

Everyone he had met this day had watched him, waiting for his pleasant facade to peel away and show him to be as despicable as his father. For today, at least, he had managed to recall the values his mother had taught him. But Lady Alanna and the residents of Fionnaway were right to treat him gingerly; sometimes the Fairchild blood prevailed.

For instance, right now the temptation to shout boo was almost irresistible. Only that nervous, two-handed grip on the knife stopped him. You seem worried. Whats wrong, sweet lady?

You werent supposed to be awake.

Im a light sleeper.

Yes, but the smoke was supposed to

To what? His mind suddenly sharpened, and he noted the haze around her figure. He noted, also, an odor he had not smelled since India. Hashish. Someone had tried to drug him.

He considered the woman leaning one knee on his chest. She had tried to drug him, and she had done a very good job. He was drugged.


But in a clear, analytical corner of his mind he knew several things. He had experienced hashish before. Soon he would recover the use of his limbs. Even sooner, he would recover his ability to tell between fantasy and reality. And as the air cleared, so would his head, and as the ghost stayed, so she would breathe in the remaining fumes and get groggy.

A question occurred to him, and he asked, Do ghosts inhale?

No.

But her chest rose and fell. So she was not a ghost. The recovery of his logic pleased him, but with it came another inescapable piece of information. If she wasnt a ghost, then that knife she held to his throat was real. With a drug-induced astonishment, he said, Youre trying to kill me.

Her gaze was frigid and steady. It seems a good idea.

To who? Not to me. He tried to gesture, and found movement had returned to the tips of his fingers. Information he kept to himself.

When hed gone to bed, hed pulled the covers up to his chin to shut out the inevitable drafts and pulled the bed-curtains tight. Now the curtains stood open to let in the light and smoke from the hearth, and her weight kept the covers tight against his body. Still, she was small-boned and light, and would not be a deterrentif his muscles would work. Why would the good, sweet Lady Alanna of whom the servants sing praises want to murder anyone?

Youre a destructive, wastrel Fairchild who has come to steal Fionnaway. Im the mistress of Fionnaway, responsible for its care, and I cannot allow you to desecrate it.

He stared at her, and she twitched backward. As she should have, for if she could read his thoughts, she would know the danger she had stirred with her condemnation.

He expected her scorn, but he still despised people like her, who had grown up knowing where they belonged. For the past seven years, hed searched the world for a home, yet never had he settled for more than a month or two before the spur of discontent moved him on. To London, when business summoned. To India, to the Americas, to places increasingly exotic.

And now his fathers summons had brought him to cozy, prosaic Fionnaway, where old castle walls clutched a precipice thrusting into an arm of the western sea. What had once been the keep wherein the noble MacLeods had dwelled had evolved slowly through the ages into a manor house, neither as fashionable or as comfortable as Fairchild Manor in Sussex, and certainly not as warm. Fionnaway Manors windows oversaw all. All the fields, all the meadows, everything to the edge of the distant forest. Ian knew this, for he had looked.

Ian had looked, also, to the west, and seen the miles of sandy beaches separated by great crags of granite. There the breakers pounded in an everlasting rhythm that called his name. Ian, IanHe heard the echo of his mothers voice in the waves.

He hated the sea, yet despite its overwhelming propinquity, he knew his long search had ended. Fionnaway satisfied the fitful longing of his soul, and soon it would be his.

Not Lady Alannas, be she ghost or living, breathing woman. This land would be his. You abandoned Fionnaway, he taunted.

Thats not true! Deliberately she bounced her weight against his sternum.

Her bony knee knocked the air out of him, but he didnt care. The drug still tumbled through his bloodstream, and as soon as he got his breath back, he spoke the truth without a thought to the consequences. You were weak. You died. If you were still here, you could have your Fionnaway, but to the victor go the spoils. He grinned, utilizing all his rakish Fairchild charm. I am the victor.

Never! She leaned forward into his face, and the blade nicked his Adams apple. Ill never leave Fionnaway to you or any of your kind.

As the cut stung and the blood trickled down his neck, he realized hed better shut up. If her indignation burned any hotter, hed be singing in the choirs of heavenor maybe burning in the fires of hell.

With a faint moan, he closed his eyes and concentrated on relaxing. Somehow he didnt think Lady Alanna, or her ghost, had the guts to kill a sleeping man. If he was lucky, she wouldnt have the guts to kill at allalthough if he kept spouting off as he had, she might make an exception.

As he lay there, motionless, the pressure of the blade eased, and she shifted uncomfortably, releasing some of the burden on his chest. Whats wrong?

My head aches.

One of her palms flattened on his forehead. Youre not running a fever.

Its the smoke. He coughed pathetically.

Take some willow bark in the morn She caught herself, apparently remembering he wouldnt be alive in the morning.

Why kill me? Feeling had returned to his toes. He flexed them, and surreptitiously flexed his hands. My fathers been here for five years. Why not Leslie?

With a bluntness he thought the lingering smoke encouraged, she asked, Why waste murder on a man whos dying?

Dying. Ian tasted the word and found it true. He had been shocked by Leslies appearance when hed seen him. The old man had barely been able to sit erect. The sound of fluid rattled in his lungs, and he was so swollen the skin was peeling back from his fingertips. Ian had never imagined he would see one of the gorgeous Fairchilds in such a conditionespecially not his father. His omnipotent father, whose cruelty was legend.

But for this ghost, this woman, to say so with such certaintyah, that was food for thought. How do you know that?

Rumors circulate among theangels.

She sounded so sure. Opening his eyes, he stared at her. Her mouth was too wide for her face, inviting a man to explore it with his lips, to find out whether her acerbic tongue could be sweetened by passion. Her outgrown, tattered gown nipped at her tiny waist, and a creamy swell of breasts pressed above the neckline. Most of all, her eyes snapped with challenge and fire.

Heavenly? No. Lady Alanna was no angel. Deliberately, knowing if he was right, she would certainly kill him, he asked, Did you poison him?

She reared back. No!

Good enough. He believed her. ButDid someone else do it for you?

No ones poisoned your father. Hes dying because

Her hesitation captured all of Ians interest. Because?

Mr. Fairchild visited this part of Scotland years ago. She seemed to know that without question.

Thirty-five years ago. Thirty-five years since Ian had been conceived. Surely youre not saying he contracted a disease then!

I dont have to tell you anything. Im holding the knife.

True enough. But she knewor suspectedsomething about his fathers illness. And his steady gaze was making her squirm guiltily.

Ive got to kill you. Ive got no choice. She sounded as if she were arguing with herself. Mr. Fairchild said you were a bigger villain even than him.

Stunned, Ian stared at her before laughter, uncontrollable laughter, erupted from his throat.

Sh. Her lower lip stuck out like a sulky childs. Whats so funny?

Its just thathe sputtered again, took in air, and laughed againIve never met anyone who actually believed a word my father said. Now it has to be someone who wants to kill me because of it.

Sh. She flushed bright red, but glanced toward the door. Someone will hear.

She didnt like being laughed at, he could see that, but nothing could contain his incredulity. My fathers the biggest liar in all the British Isles, he hooted, and you believe him!

Be quiet!

His amusement died a sudden death. For a ghost, youre certainly concerned with being caught. The laughter had cleared his lungs and invigorated him, and with a swift movement he knocked her off of him. When its me you should be concerned about.

She tumbled off the bed. The knife went flying. Throwing back the covers, he came to his feet on the mattress.

Youre naked!

He looked down at her and wondered how he ever could have thought this petite and ruffled minx anything but flesh and blood. Certainly she sounded as shocked as a maiden, an occurrence he hadnt expected from a woman intent on murder. Yet she sat on the floor, skirt hiked to the knees and two very shapely calves extended straight out in front, and stared at his towering formand his towering erectionwith every imitation of offended astonishment.

Yes, I am.

Youreyoure

Aroused? He didnt mind showing off, but standing ten feet high while the girl sat on the floor seemed a bit self-indulgent. Testing his muscles, he gingerly climbed off the bed. You may claim to be a ghost, but I am not, and I cherish every physical desire known to man.

She edged away on her rump. I was just surprised that a Fairchild could indulge in physical desire.

What did she mean by that? What did she mean, mocking him with her smile?

Infuriated, he launched himself at herand found he had not recovered quite as much as he hoped. One knee buckled, and he caught the edge of the night table. It fell with him, clattering harshly in the still night.

She ducked and rolled. Standing, she tried to run toward the door.

No more pranks, little one. Come here at once. He caught her skirt, and found himself holding a handful of shredded cotton. Good God, did the girl wear rags?

He lunged again, but she snatched up her knife and swiveled to face him. Balancing it expertly on her fingertips, she said, If you come near me, I swear Ill stick this through your heart.


She hadnt been able to murder him in cold blood, but she looked frightened and desperate enough to kill him now, and she handled the knife like someone who knew how to aim and throw.

All right. He held up his empty hands as she backed toward the door. I wont do anything.

Damned right. She groped for the doorknob behind her back and opened it. Youll stay right where you are. As she prepared to step across the threshold, she looked at him one more time. At the sweep of his body, and then into his eyes.

Without words, he promisedhe would find her. Somehow he would find her.

She shivered and slammed the door.

With a curse, he grabbed up his robe and ran, jerked the door open and looked down the hall.

Like the ghost she pretended to be, she had disappeared.

He started down the corridor, yelling for the steward and the housekeeper. Mr. Armstrong! Mrs. Armstrong! He entered the great hall. The lights were coming on all over the manor as servants stumbled out of their beds. Doors slammed, feet pattered. Ian waited to hear the cry that someone had seen her, that Lady Alanna had returned, but heard only a bewildered chatter. Frustrated, Ian bellowed, Armstrongs!

The steward hurried into the hallway, tugging a shirt over his head. Mr. Fairchild, whats wrong?

I saw Lady Alanna. Did anyone else see her?

Mrs. Armstrong stood behind her husband in her nightcap and a morning gown, and behind her the servants appeared in various stages of dress. Ian saw them exchanging glances.

I tell you, she was in my bedchamber. He used his most reasonable tone.


Still he heard a swift murmur of disbelief. Drunk, someone said.

Sir, Lady Alanna is no longer with us. Armstrong used a soothing tone. You saw her portrait today, and perhaps dreamed about her

I tell you, she was there. Ian shook the handful of skirt at them, but they only stared uncomprehendingly.

Tis her ghost, then, Mrs. Armstrong said. I wondered when it would return.

Armstrong swung on his wife. Dont be daft, woman. Theres no ghost here.

And if there isIan touched his neck and held out his fingers, stained with his own bloodshes done a good job of trying to slit my throat.

Behind him he heard a gurgling gasp and a heavy thump. Turning, he saw his father sprawled on the floor in a stupor. As Ian hurried toward him, he heard Leslie wheeze, Dont let her come back for me. Please, for pitys sake, dont let her get me.



Vast, restless, and overwhelming, the sea tears at the western coast of Scotland. Fingers of land reach into the water, trying to grasp eternity and losing to the constant grind of the waves. The wind lifts the brine and carries it up, into the Highlands where mist drifts over tall standing stones like silk draped over the finest ladies. Men and women, strangers to the rugged hills, have been lost in that mist, never to return, and around the fires of smoky peat, tales are recounted of mystical creatures who delight in confusing the chance-met travelers. Fairies live in the Scottish Highlands, and elves.


And so, it is said, do witches.











Chapter 2




Shes a witch, Mr. Ian.

A bluster of air off the sunlit sea swirled in the capes of Ian Fairchilds greatcoat as he strode toward the stables. It ruffled his hair and disarrayed his cravat.

Im na a man given t fancies, but I would be derelict in my duty if I didna tell ye some say shes an evil witch. Armstrongs short legs scrambled to keep up with Ians long gait. Her face withers the barley in the field, shed just as soon cause a wart as cure one, and what she did t Kennie!

Ian cast a diverted glance at Armstrong. The blacksmith?

Aye. He threw a bit of iron at herwitches abhor ironand she cursed him. They reached the stable yard. And my wife claims Mrs. Kennie says he hasnt been a true man since.

Ian understood immediately. Got a horseshoe where his rod should be, eh?

Sadly, Armstrong nodded his head. Badly bent.

Ian heard shouting, and saw two boys clinging desperately to the reins of his horse. Striding forward, Ian caught the reins and looked into Tocsins face. If you want a fight, pick on someone your own size. For instance, Ill be glad to oblige you.

The horse snorted, and quieted, and both boys scrambled onto the fence.

Ian rubbed Tocsins nose. Youre a beauty, he crooned, and in a swift motion mounted the horse. Armstrong, the first night I arrived at Fionnaway, I saw a ghost.

Armstrong flinched at the reminder of Lady Alannas midnight appearance. Aye, and the maids have na dared go alone int the cellar since.

And Ive seen evil at work every day since I took up residence with my father. I know how to handle a mere witch.

I dunna doubt ye, but if ye must seek a favor from her, Mr. Ian, please promise yell hie yerself back before the dark.

What brew does she stir at night? Ian pulled on his gloves, controlling the horse with tight-held knees.

At nightthats when she changes her shape. She transforms from the hideous old crone int a bonny woman who enslaves all men who behold her.

Shed best keep her evil eye off my rod, or Ill be no good to her as a slave, Ian said. Ive been told shes the best healer we have at Fionnaway, so shell come to ease my fathers pain.

What fool would send an Englishman t a Scottish witch? Armstrong muttered.

Ah, ArmstrongIan leaned out of the saddleit was your own wife.

He grinned at Armstrongs dismay, then with a word to Tocsin, he raced out into the summer day. In his memory he carried explicit instructions to the witchs house. In his heart he carried the exaltation of a man escaping a prison.

The moon had come to full and waned again since his arrival, and in that time Leslie Fairchild had proclaimed Ian his heir, and Ian had inspected every inch of Fionnaway. Yet now Ian dreamed of a moment away from the manor, away from the wary servants, and most of all, away from his father.

For that moment, Ian would do anything, even visit a witch.

Her hut nestled deep in the wood, with a thatched roof and drifts of moss all around. The garden sparkled with flowers, and a shed at the edge of the clearing held stacked wood and well-tended rabbit cages. Chickens pecked in the grass. A fire crackled in the fire pit outside, and a rich scent wafted from the iron cauldron. Stones ringed the wella magic well, perhaps. Ian stared and wondered if he had found the wrong hut in the wrong wood.

Then the witch stepped out of the open door.

She wore dirty brown homespun. A hump deformed one shoulder and her bosom drooped over the belt that circled her thick waist. A large spoon and wickedly sharp fork hung from the rope and clanked as she walked, and the sheath beside them contained a knife of a size to gut a man. Her long hair, dry and gray, caught in the smears of green unguent on her face.

Her face. Good God, it looked like a parched meadow in a drought. Her complexion was gray, too, with furrows between her black brows and beside her red mouth and above her upper lip.

The sight of that countenance would wither a mans rod, Ian admitted.

She didnt seem to see him as she hobbled to the kettle. With the spoon she tasted the steaming brew, shook her head, and opened one of the leather pouches that dangled by her hip. Taking a handful, she sprinkled it into the cauldron.


Ian half expected to see colored steam rise and form some ominous shape. Instead the odor of marjoram filled the air.

Oh, an evil, awesome witch indeed. She used herbs in her brew. Dismounting, he led his horse to a shady patch of grass. Old woman, I have need of your services.

His presence caused her no obvious consternation. After a single sharp glance, she picked up a wooden bowl from the stool beside the fire pit and filled it. With a tilt of her head, she invited him inside her home and entered, never looking to see if he followed.

He did, of course, tracking the sumptuous odor of vegetables and broth. Ducking his head beneath the doorframe, he said, The lord of Fionnaway desires succor.

I cannot think of any man who deserves succor less, the old woman said in a creaking voice.

Ian fixed her with a stern and commanding look. The crone stared right back, neither cringing nor remorseful.

So. He could not intimidate her. Or needs succor more.

And why should I do as Ian Fairchild demands? the witch asked.

So she knew who he was. No doubt youve heard the rumors about me, Ian said coolly. Thats a good reason to obey me.

Rumors. She snorted with disdain. Rumors. Placing the bowl on a sturdy, well-worn table, she ordered, Eat.

He shouldnt. But Ian had been constantly attending Leslie for the past week, catching a bite only when he could. Now the odor of food made his stomach growl. Stripping off his leather riding gloves, he placed them on the table, seated himself on the stool, and picked up the spoon. Discreetly he poked at the concoction.

Stew. It looked like stew.

The witch stood in the shadows in the corner, her arms crossed over her stomach. Eat! Eat and become my slave forever.

In a trick hed been taught as a child, he looked toward her and blurred his vision. He could see clearly when he observed more than the physical, and he knew this woman was lying. With every breath she took, with every movement she made, she was lying.

But more importanttoday, at least, she had no plans to poison him.

If you wont be my slave, eat for your own sake, she said. Youve a lean and hungry countenance, and its not comfortable being in the same room with a wolf.

He sampled the stew, redolent with herbs and garlic. He took another bite, and the flavor convinced him of one thingthe witch should supervise the manor house kitchen, not lurk in a hut in the woods. Fionnaways cuisine left much to be desired. Its good.

She smiled, and he wondered what spell she had cast to retain all her teeth, white, sturdy, and young. Its enchanted, she answered. Taking a cloth-wrapped package off the shelf above her, she tossed it to him.

Ian opened it and found a flat piece of bread. Breaking off a chunk, he dipped it in the sauce and chewed it thoughtfully. A fine, nutty flavor spread across his tongue, and he agreed, So it is.

The witch moved to the far corner, picked up a pestle and mortar off the shelf crowded with bags, jars, and loose leaves. Holding the bowl against her stomach, she began a steady grinding of stone against stone, leaving him to eat.

When he had satisfied the keenest pangs of hunger, he pushed the bowl away and looked around the room. Climbing roses nodded into the windows. A finely carved chest stood in the middle of the far wall. A rope-and-stick bed hung in one corner, covered with luxurious furs. They provided a comfortable spot for the huge brindle cat snoring in the square of light, which opened one disinterested eye and viewed him with contempt, then stretched and fell asleep once more.

He carefully wiped his beard with his handkerchief, and wished his valet had accompanied him on this trip rather than quitting in a huff, but English servants were quite sniffy about traveling to Scotland. Youll come to Fionnaway with me.

With elaborate care she placed the mortar on the shelf, then hobbled over to remove the bowl from the table. What do you want me to do about Mr. Fairchild?

I want you to ease his suffering.

Do you not want me to cure him? She fixed him with the unblinking stare of the peregrine falcon.

If you can, but the hand of God is heavy on his neck

The hand of the devil, more likely. The witch touched her mouth as if she regretted her outburst, but then her hand fell away. Do you know what Saint Peter will do to Mr. Fairchild when he sees him?

Ian suspected he did, but he could scarcely believe the witch had the brass to tell him.

Hell open the trapdoor and drop him straight into hell. She struck her chest with her fist. I recognize your father as one of Beelzebubs demons, because Im evil, right to the bone.

Im quaking in my linens.

Youd better be. Then she realized he ridiculed her, and in an ominous tone she asked, Have you heard what I did to the blacksmith?

Kennie the Eel?

She thrust her head forward and rubbed her palms together. They used to call him Kennie the Goat.

Ive heard the tale. He lounged in an attitude of abject boredom. Is that the worst you can do?

She gaped indignantly, then snapped, I can wither your man-parts so small you have to tie them in red yarn to find them!

He couldnt help it; he laughed. Youll be a welcome entertainment when you come to the manor. Shed been too spoiled, this evil witch, by men groveling in fear of their virility. Hed take his chances against her sorcery, and enforce his will as the lord. You will come to the manor.

The old woman clasped her hands under the long sleeves of her gown. She didnt want to obey him. Neither did she want to fight him. Witch or no witch, withered love apples or not, she would lose. Aye, she said grumpily. I will. But why seek help now? Hes been ill since your arrival, and before.

Yes, but now he screams and sees things that arent thereand hes afraid.

Somberly she concentrated on his words, and Ian realized why Mrs. Armstrong had suggested he come here. Perhaps the witch was evil, but her interest soothed Ian. The Edinburgh doctor who saw my father had never observed agonies such as my father is suffering, and he left me with a bottle of laudanum and instructions to make him comfortable beforethe end.

Shuffling to the stalks of dried herbs hanging from the rafters, she grasped one and yanked, and dried leaves showered her. Crushing a little in her palm, she sniffed it thoughtfully. Should old Mr. Fairchild die, you think youll be the new laird.

I will be the new lord. He fought the base desire, but it burrowed beneath his skin and teased the edges of his mind. He wished his father dead. He wished for the day when he would be free of the taunting, the cruelty, the lacerations of the soul Leslie so skillful applied.

And thenah, then Fionnaway would be his.

As if she read his thoughts, the witch asked, What about the good and sweet Lady Alanna?

Some grievous emotion vibrated in the old crones voice, a personal interest he couldnt place. It gave him an advantage, for after all, a man such as Ian sharpened all his senses in pursuit of nothing more than a continued existence. Lady Alanna? He studied his fingernails. She doesnt matter.

Doesnt she? The witchs peculiar anxiety increased. But dont the farmers talk about her? Havent the fishermen spoke to you of her? Havent the servants told you stories about her, and all with tears in their eyes?

She was right. The people of Fionnaway wished for, hoped for, the return of the mistress. It was as if they hoped that telling their tales would bring her back. Worse, they acted as if he could bring her back. As if he could right injustice. He, Ian, bred half a Fairchild and tainted with that ancestry.

Didnt you see her ghost? the old woman whispered.

Slowly he lifted his gaze to hers. Her ghost. No, hed not seen her ghost. Hed seen her. He had the scar on his throat to prove it. She had been in his bedroom, taunted him, threatened him, been willing to kill himand why? Because she wanted her heritage back.

Ian didnt know where Lady Alanna hid. He only knew she was a threat to him, and to these lands that filled the desolation of his soul.

The witch read his thoughts, and echoed them with uncanny precision. Shes alive.

So what if she is? She abandoned her inheritance.

Nay, not so! If you knew why she left

Tell me, then. What made the girl run away?

The witch thrust her ugly face toward his, and the scent of mint clung to her. Your father, Mr. Fairchild. Your father.

Dont call me Mr. Fairchild, he said. That is my fathers name. I am Ian.

Retreating to her dark corner, she placed the mint on the shelf. Lady Alanna didnt want to share that name, either. Gathering up her mortar and pestle, she looked down at the already ground leaves with surprise, as if she didnt remember doing them. Your father announced he would make her his wife.

Ian barely contained his astonishment. Leslie? He wanted to marry Lady Alanna?

She is an heiress. She emptied the contents of the mortar into a leather bag, spilling some. Her hands were shaking, and she stared at them as if they were not her own. As her husband, he would have complete control over her and her fortune.

He wasisher guardian. He already had complete control over her fortune. And for a guardian to try to wed an underage girl in his care was the lowest of actsand nothing less than Ian expected.


But she had no respect for him, and child that she was, she showed it. Her people followed her example, and Mr. Fairchild found himself losing control. So he thought if he took her to his bed

A sad state, when a woman as ugly as the witch trembled with revulsion at the thought of Leslie, but Ian understood. Something about his father repulsed, something that grew more vile as the years progressed. How old was she?

She had lived fifteen years when her father died. Leslie arrived on the eve of her sixteenth birthday. The witch hugged herself and rubbed her hands up and down her arms, reciting the facts in a soft voice quite unlike her previous creaking tone. He would have wed her on her seventeenth birthday.

Deliberately he leaned forward. Shes been gone four years.

Aye, four years.

Slowly he settled back, arranging his elbows on the table behind him and striving for a casual pose. Four years. And no matter how he counted, seventeen plus four was twenty-one.

The gracious Lady Alanna declared she would refuse Mr. Fairchild at the altar, so he thought to ensure her cooperation, the witch said, oblivious to the direction of his thoughts.

Still dazed by the realization Lady Alanna would soon reach her majority, he fumbled to grasp the witchs meaning. He raped her?

Notquite. The witch smirked at him. Your father was unable to perform.

Soon, he would wager, Lady Alanna would return from hiding to toss the Fairchilds off her land, and nothing Ian could do would stop her. Was that your fault, too, Granny? he mocked, furious at this turn of events.


She looked startled, then gave him a genuine smile. Aye. As a matter of fact, it was.

She wasnt lying, and he eased one leg across the other.

Thatll do you no good, sonny, if the witch of Fionnaway decides to peel your family apples, she said gleefully.

One moment she was a menace. The next she was only an obnoxious old woman. An obnoxious old woman who knew more than she would say. Where is Lady Alanna now? he demanded.

I dont know.

Come here. She obeyed, as he knew she would. When he used that tone of voice, everyone obeyed. Holding out his hand, he allowed the sunlight to strike his ring, and her gasp filled him with the deepest satisfaction. Beautiful, is it not?

He turned it so the silver filigree reflected the light. The stone, however, did not. The sea opal created its own light deep within, and the witch stared as if the gleam entranced her.

Touch it, he commanded.

Her withered-looking fingers stretched out toward the stone.

You want to, he said softly. Its calling to you. And when she touched it, he would know so much about her

The sunlight struck her ash-slathered hand. She focused on it and seemed to come to her senses. Leaping back, she cackled. Nay, dear lad, Ive dwelled here all my life. Do you think I dont know the legend of the sea opal? Although I wonder how you learned of it. Why do you think you can use those powers? And where did you get that ring?

It was my mothers. He answered the last question with no intention of answering any of the others. She had a strong will, this witch, and hed have to depend on nothing more than his canny good sense to ferret out the secret of Lady Alannabefore hed lost Fionnaway completely.

Lady Alanna, and the witch, were in trouble.

Yet the old hag wasnt afraid. As she plucked leaves into the mortar, her gaze clashed with his. How can you live with yourself, knowing you will inherit that dear, sweet girls lands and fortune?

He wouldnt, if he wasnt careful. Im preferable to the English buzzards.

Are you not an English buzzard? she asked, her Gaelic accent stronger than hed noticed before.

He hated to divulge the truth, but he had sworn long ago never to be ashamed. My mothers family has lived near here since time eternal.

The pestle screeched as it slipped in the bowl, and Ian shuddered at the sound, so like fingernails across flint. The crones gaze flew to his ring.

Before she could question him, he distracted her. Ill treasure the lands and the people, Granny.

Youll treasure them, you say? With an old womans impudence, she snorted and neighed. Treasure them as Leslie does? Tax the farmers on a failing crop? Demand the children hunt the sea caves for precious stones where there are none? Seek the chance to destroy the lands and the beaches for a silly whim?

Is that what you expect?

Of course, the witch muttered, pushing back the gray hairs that hung over her right eye in an ungainly cowlick. Mr. Fairchild has no more honor than a billy goat. No more than you, I suppose.

I suppose. He grinned at her chagrin, but before she could retort, a light rap on the outside wall of the hut brought both heads around.


Miss Witch? called a timid voice.

Ian recognized the voice.

Miss Witch? Excuse me, but are you home?

Ian whipped around and glared at the evil one. Wilda? Grabbing the old womans shoulders, Ian set her aside and stepped out. Wilda, what are you doing here?

Wilda, golden-haired, sweet-faced, innocent-looking Wilda, jumped and winced as if he made a regular habit of beating her. Ian! What are you doing here?

I asked first.

But, Ian, I never thought to see you here. I mean, I cant imagine you coming to consult a witch for anything like you have an excess of toadstools or your voice is too high or anything. Not that it is. Too high, I mean. Its a pleasant voice, really, and I like the way you sound even when youre galled by meWilda peeked at him from under the round brim of her velvet riding hatlike I guess you are now?

Very galled. He kept firm control of the voice she praised. With Wilda, if one didnt take command immediately, she galloped away with conversation, good sense, and sanity. Why have you come here? Who told you about this place?

I heard my maid talking to Mrs. Armstrong about the witch. You know, shes a very good maid. When you brought me here, I never expected to have a good maid. I mean, they serve oatmeal and its cold all the timeWilda shivered in her well-tailored blue riding costume that so brought out the sapphire of her eyesand I think a country that cant even work up a decent summer leaves much to be desired in the way of civilization, but the servants are lovely to me. In fact, everyone has been lovely to me. She smiled at the witch. Dont you find the people here lovely?

The witch, when Ian turned to her, wore the same battered, stupefied expression most of humanity wore when subjected to Wildas babble for the first time. Lovely, she mumbled.

Wilda nodded with satisfaction. I wanted to talk to you, but I cant talk while Ian is here. Its girl talk, and you know how men hate girl talk. Mama says that most men are worried that women are smarter than men, but Ive never found it so. Most men I know seem positively sure theyre smarter than me, which is silly, because most men are so stupid they cant even look above a girls bosom to look at her face, much less review her intelligence. Dont you find it so?

The dirty, ugly, disgusting witch looked from Ian to Wilda in bemusement.

Ian had seen that reaction before. She didnt know if Wilda was serious or mocking her, and he wasnt in the mood to explain. Wilda, he said. Do you see my horse?

Wilda glanced around the yard until she saw the stallion grazing peacefully in the shade of the forest. Oh. She dimpled. Theres Tocsin. Is that how you got here?

Thats how I got here. He took her arm. How did you get here?

I rode. Wilda nodded, and the feather on her hat bobbed in his face.

Where is your horse?

I left him right over She pointed, then her finger drooped. Well, I thought I left him over there.

Did you tie him?

She clapped her gloved hand over her mouth.

You must remember to tie your horse, he reminded her gently, as he had reminded her so many times before.

Yes, Ian.

Ill take you back to Fionnaway. Pushing her toward Tocsin, he said, Go on, now. I have to finish my business with the witch. He waited until Wilda walked out of earshot, then pitched his voice low. Old woman, if you ever harm Wilda, youll discover the rumors are true.

She gaped at him. Which rumors?

The ones that say Im a force to be reckoned with.

Her mouth snapped shut. What will you do when you discover rumors are true?

What rumors?

The ones about the rightful heirs return.

They had gotten to the truth with a vengeance. If you know something which might interfere with my claim on Fionnaway, then you should confess it to me. For witch-burning is an old and honorable pursuit, and very, very painful for the witch. As he towered over her, thunder boomed from the clear blue sky.

Nothing else he had said had intimidated her, but the threat of fire worked. She cowered almost to the ground and whimpered, and for one bitter moment he wondered if it was the Fairchild heritage that made him so proficient at terrorizing this old woman.

But she deserved it, damn it, with her innuendoes about the rightful heir. If it werent for Wildas inopportune appearance, he would get to the bottom of this matter right now. Instead, he stared threateningly into the witchs eyesThey were large, and as he gazed into them, he fell into their depthsclear to her lonely soul.

A witch? No. He didnt believe in witches. Evil? She was defiant, frightened, and determinedand if that made a spirit evil, then Armstrong would have to tie Ian to the same stake.

Bound by some unholy fascination, they stared at each other, and a sensation of mystery deluged him. There was something here, something peculiar, something familiarHe would have sworn hed looked into her eyes before.

If he could only see this old woman as she really was, without the mask of old age and wickedness, he would discover the truth. He strained, traveling through layers of deception, toward the center of her essence.

Close, he was so close

Ian, Wilda called. Tocsin wont let me mount him.

The witch blinked, and a shutter fell over her mind.

Ian stepped back, released by the spell of her lure, and reeled like a man after a three-day drunk. The giddiness had been wonderful while it lasted, but it left him disgruntled and irate.

Wilda squealed. Ian!

Glancing over, he saw her hopping with her hands clasped on the saddle and one boot stuck in the stirrup. With hardly a thought, he abandoned the old woman and her mystery. Wilda, you cant manage a stallion! He caught Tocsins reins and brought the indignant animal to a standstill. Lifting Wilda away, he mounted, then held out his hand.

Guilelessly Wilda placed her palm in his. The saddles well-tanned leather creaked as she settled sidesaddle in front of him, and only then did Ian allow his attention to return to the old woman by the hut. Guiding Tocsin close, he said, Ill send someone to fetch you to Fionnaway.


Ducking her head, she muttered, Ill come on my own.

He hesitated. Should he trust her? But where else had she to go? Dont lose your way.

His warning lingered, as did Wildas artless Farewell!

The witch rose slowly from her obeisance. Stepping into the June sunshine, she watched Ian, and his strange passenger, ride away.

Then her metamorphosis began. Her spine straightened into the tempered sword of youth. She shook her hair back and coughed as a cloud of gray ash enveloped her. She tossed the wads of padding out of her gown and tightened her belt around her slim waist. With a shrug, she shed her woolen hump and used the corner of the material to wipe the grease from her face. As if she were a delicate butterfly who had escaped from the dull cocoon that bound her, she stretched and twirled.

Like the shape-changer the steward called her, she had transformed herself into a young woman. She wore the rough woolen clothes of a Highland villager and a necklace of polished rune stones; she lived alone in a hovel in the woods, but only a fool would fail to recognize herand although he had not seen through her disguise, she didnt make the mistake of thinking Ian a fool.

His parting words disturbed her, and his strength of purpose confounded her. The cat prowled out the door and rubbed her ankles. Without thinking, she hoisted the husky feline and scratched his neck. Hes clever, Whisky, she told the animal. More clever than his father. And polite. She held the cat up and looked into its golden eyes. More polite than his father, but that goes without saying. And bonnyhe is the bonniest man ever I saw, and its obvious he attracts womenbeautiful, chatty womenlike the thistle attracts the bee. Whisky kicked in disgust and she put him down. Now it remains to be seenis he as clever as the witch of Fionnaway? Is he as clever as Lady Alanna?











Chapter 3




Ooh, she was ugly. Wilda shivered in the saddle in front of Ian. I dont know if I can talk to her without staring, and Mama says its rude to stare, although some people I just have to stare at. I mean, my eyes just go to them, and if I try to look away, I feel all embarrassed, so I look back and then I just stare. Of course, if she took all that gunk off her face, shed look better.

Caught in that whirlpool of illogic Wilda created around her, Ian asked, Your mother?

No, the witch! Isnt that who we were talking about?

Of course. Several moments ago.

Wilda sighed in exasperation. Witches are scary, dont you think? I mean, Ive always been frightened of them, although Mama told me they werent real, but if a witch lived on the Fairchild Estate, she wouldnt reveal herself to Mama, now would she? It just wouldnt make sense to walk up and say, Im a witch, just like that, because Mama wouldnt believe her, and even if she did, she wouldnt allow a witch to live there, and I cant imagine a witch defying Mama, can you?

He didnt know whether to shake Wilda until she ceased her rattling, or run so far away he didnt have to hear her anymore. But she was his cousin, twenty-nine years old and still unmarried. Hed brought her to this godforsaken country where people spoke incomprehensible English and ate a mixture of sheeps lungs, hearts, and liver mixed with the everlasting oatmeal and boiled in the slaughtered animals stomach. They called it haggis. He called it revolting.

Ian, are you listening? she wailed.

Schooling himself to patience, he guided the horse up the hill toward the manor. Of course, Wilda. I always listen to you.

She twisted around and stared up at him, her countenance innocent and her blue eyes wide. Then a ravishing smile transformed her from a silly widgeon to one of the most beautiful women in the civilized world, with the inborn seductive grace of a Helen of Troyor a Fairchild of Sussex, from which family she indeed hailed. Patting the arm wrapped around her, she confided, Thats what I like about you, Ian, you never make me feel stupid.

He stared back at this artlessly kind woman. She loved him, treated him as if he were no different from anyone else, and for that notion of normalcy he would have done a great deal more than lend an ear to her babbling. Only a fool would think you are stupid, Wilda, and no one calls me a fool.

Well, except your father, but he calls you all kinds of things.

He stiffened, the old wound always ready to bleed.

She giggled. Hes trying to make himself better than you, poor thing.

Facing forward again, she rubbed the rippling-smooth stone of his ring with her finger, and he felt the familiar warmth he associated with Wilda. She wasnt stupid, exactly, only unschooled, and despite her upbringing, naive to the point of absurdity. Because of her astounding affection for him, he would protect her against any threat. And for that reason he asked sternly, What were you doing at the witchs hut?

Well, it was a beautiful morning and I thought I would take a ride because its almost warm, although I must tell you, Ian, my feet are solid chunks of ice inside my boots because youve got your feet in the stirrups and mine are dangling.

Wilda, he said. What did you want from the witch?

The horse they gave me in the stable was a nice horse, one of those female ones, so I am surprised she wandered off. Do you think shell be unharmed? Wilda was stalling; unusual behavior for her, for she usually chattered on with no ulterior motive.

But he answered patiently, That horse was picked for you specifically because she always wanders back home. He indicated the stable, now in view. Im sure shes there. He had little time to finish his interrogation, and with Wilda, a little time was seldom enough. Nowwhat were you going to say to the witch?

Wilda slumped in the saddle and with one finger traced the ornate embroidery on her skirt. I wanted something.

From a witch.

Well, who else could get this for me? To Tocsins distress, her booted foot swung back and forth. I need a spell.

Ian soothed the animal with a pat on the neck. For what?

I cant tell you that! It would ruin the magic.

He hoped the witch helped his father enough to warrant the trouble she was creating. That witch doesnt have any magic.

Thats not true! Wilda twisted around to look at him again. Havent you heard about Kennie the blacksmith?

Lifting his hand, he rubbed his eyes. Innumerable times.

There you are! she said triumphantly.

Who told you?

Her generous mouth pouted. No one.

Then how did you know about the witch?

My maid and Mrs. Armstrong were whispering about her. She brightened. I have silver. I can cross her palm.

The witchs. Yes, you could, but I think thats for Gypsies, dear. At the sound of Tocsins hooves in the gravel outside the stable, one of the stable-boys stuck his head out of the door. He grinned, a smile that showed a decided gap between his two front teeth, and Ian nodded in return.

In a low tone he said, Wilda, listen to me. Its dangerous to go wandering in the woods, and its even more dangerous to go seeking a witch. She might not be magic, but shes a crafty old woman and could use you for harm. You must promise me you wont go seeking her again.

But, Ian

Promise me, Wilda.

As he drew Tocsin to a halt, she whimpered.

Or Ill send you back to Fairchild Manor. It was the ultimate threat, and cruel, but as he well knew, trouble would find Wilda. Wilda didnt have to go looking for it. Cousin.

She capitulated as he knew she would. Fine. I promise I wont go seeking her again. But youre mean, Ian. Before the stableboy had even caught the reins and secured Tocsin, she slid off the saddle onto the mounting block. And I dont like you anymore.

She flounced off.

The boy glanced at her, smiling. Ach, shes as sweet a Sassenach as ever Ive met.

Yes. Ian dismounted. Sweet.

Ye came back! The boy congratulated Ian. Tis a good thing t have escaped the witchs coils.

Id agree with you there, Shanley. Ian loosened his cravat, already crumpled from a day in the saddle. It is Shanley, isnt it?

Shanley kept his eye on the stallion as he spoke. Aye, Mr. Ian.

Youre one of Armstrongs brood, arent you?

Shanley nodded again. Right again, Mr. Ian. Cautiously he walked toward Tocsins head.

When you see your father, reassure him all my man-parts are still in working order.

He wouldna ask!

Id hate to have him wonder. Ian handed over Tocsins reins. The horse has had a pleasant ride. Rub him down, brush him, and I promise you he will give you no trouble. Tocsin huffed, but Ian stepped around to Tocsins head and looked into his eyes. Will you, my lad? Will you?

The stallions nostrils flared, but Ian held his gaze. Finally the animal conceded with a grudging nod, and Ian scratched his nose. Youre a beauty, he crooned.
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