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Prologue

 


Yorkshire, 1722

The chill of Death frosted the air. It slid
its way inside through the crack beneath the door, and crept
stealthily down the hall and into the bedrooms. It had already
caressed the faces of two in this house, draining the warmth from
their lifeless flesh, and now had returned to wrap itself around
the one remaining member of the family.

Valerian Bright did not feel its cold touch
as it slid under the covers at the foot of her bed, stealing up her
body, searching for weakness. She was deep in battle with her
fever, fighting with the strength for which she had been named. She
did not know that her parents lay dead in their room, did not hear
the voice of her neighbor Mrs. Beatty, who prayed quietly at her
bedside: prayed for Valerian’s recovery, for the souls of her
parents, and prayed most fervently of all that her own family would
be safe from the fever.

The gloom of twilight slowly grew, a deep
charcoal that expanded from the corners of the room. Mrs. Beatty
lit candles against it and stirred the fire, listening to the
crackling of the burning wood that was so incongruously cheerful in
a house of death.

Mrs. Beatty heard the front door open and
footsteps on the wooden floor, and she traced the paths and owners
in her mind. It was her husband and the village undertaker, come to
take away the bodies.

She went to the bed and looked down at
Valerian. The girl was gaunt from her illness, her black hair lank,
her cheeks flushed crimson. Mrs. Beatty pressed her own cool
fingers to the child’s forehead, and she brushed back a wisp of
sweat-dampened hair stuck to Valerian’s fevered cheek. “So young,”
she whispered. Even if the girl survived, she would be orphaned.
There was an aunt somewhere in Cumbria, but Mrs. Beatty had been
unable as yet to contact her.

Down the hall, the front door opened again,
creaking loudly on its hinges. Mrs. Beatty turned her head, her
face still, listening. The men were yet in the next room, voices
and footsteps muffled by the wall.

A cold wind rushed through the bedroom, and
then the front door slammed, hard, the force of it sending
vibrations through the walls and floors of the house. A gentle
warmth began to heat the room, and the chill that had been present
throughout the long day finally dispersed.

Footsteps, loud and purposeful, approached
from down the hallway.

Deep in her fever, Valerian saw strange
images. Her mind wove stories from them as time flowed on around
her, unnoticed. She hardly knew that she continued to exist at all.
As she weakened, the confusion of the dreams gave way. The images
faded and darkened, until a night fell upon her mind.

Ahead of her appeared a distant glow, and she
moved toward it, slowly at first, then rushing soundlessly through
a vast distance, the luminescence growing brighter and stronger.
All at once she was in it, surrounded by it, and warmth infused
her. Her parents were with her, and caught her up in their
arms.

After an eternal moment they set her down,
and her father spoke.

“Valerian, my dearest. You cannot stay
here.”

“You are not yet finished with your life,”
her mother said. “You have much to do, and a gift to share with
others.”

“You must go back,” her father said.

For a moment she understood. The path of her
life lay before her in perfect clarity. She felt the power of her
gift flowing through her, as rich as blood. But then something was
pulling her away, dragging her from her parents, from warmth and
understanding. She fell from them, back through the empty black
space, and awoke to the heaviness of her body, hot and weak and
damp under a layer of blankets.

She heard the subdued voices of women and
opened her eyes, squinting against the dim light.

“Mother?” she whispered, her throat
hoarse.

There were quick footsteps, a firm hand
taking her own, and then a face, familiar and not familiar. The
woman had black hair streaked with lightning bolts of white at the
temples, and a face weathered by sun and wind. The line of her
nose, the curve of her brows were as Valerian’s mother’s, but the
eyes themselves were deep green, not the light blue that Valerian
had inherited from Emmeline Bright.

Valerian frowned, concentrating, the
seemingly familiar face confusing her. An answer finally came,
forming on her lips as she thought it. “Aunt Theresa?”

“Yes, my sweet. I shall take care of you now.
Your mother asked me to.”

“They said I had to stay,” she complained
softly.

“I know they did.” Theresa kissed her brow as
tears spilled down Valerian’s cheek. “I know. Sleep now, child.
Sleep.”

 


 


 



Chapter One

 


Cumbria, 1737

“Grey skies over Greyfriars. How appropriate.
And exactly how I remember the godforsaken place.” Nathaniel
Warrington, the new Baron Ravenall, surveyed with a depressed heart
the thatched roofs of the small village coming into sight, thin
streamers of smoke rising from the stone chimneys and blending with
the heavy sky.

“It looks welcoming enough to me, if it means
we have almost reached Raven Hall and I can get off this damn
horse,” Paul Carlyle grumbled, shifting his posterior on the smooth
leather of the saddle. “I don’t know when I last spent such an
eternity on horseback. My arse isn’t used to such cruel treatment,
I’m telling you. And I need a drink. Is there an inn in this midden
heap of a town?”

“Last I remember, but that was over fifteen
years ago, and it looked ready to fall apart then.”

“Inns never fall apart. They slowly sink and
their beams go askew, but they never fall apart. Burn, sometimes.
You don’t think it has burned down, do you?”

“How the hell should I know? I told you, I
haven’t been here for years.”

“Maybe there’s something to drink at the
hall. Your old Uncle Georgie had a cellar, right?”

Nathaniel gritted his teeth. Paul’s company
had been entertaining for the first fifty miles, bearable for the
next forty, and then had slowly deteriorated into intolerable. In
as bleak a humor as he had been upon leaving London, he had thought
that Paul’s presence would lighten his mood. What a mistake.

Paul had had his own reasons to accompany him
into this uncivilized hinterland, not the least of which was the
sword-wielding husband of a certain pleasantly plump lady in the
city. Which reminded Nathaniel:

“Your battle wound acting up?” he inquired
sweetly.

Paul let loose a stream of profanity.

“Such rudeness, my friend,” Nathaniel
said.

“I’d like to see how cheery you would be, if
it were your ass with the slash.”

“I would never be caught in
flagrante delicto with a man’s wife, and most certainly
wouldn’t have scrambled bare-assed through a window if I had.”

“Made a big white target for him, I did,”
Paul said, his mouth twisting. “He aimed for the moon, and got
it.”

The miserable trip was almost at its end, and
although unlike Paul he was in excellent physical health, Nathaniel
too would be happy to get off the roads and out of the saddle.
Despite their retinue of armed footmen, they had twice been
accosted by highwaymen, and had left more than one thieving body
dead along the roadside to be collected later by his comrades. It
was no worse than they deserved, but the encounters left him
feeling hollow, with each dead body a grisly illustration of the
pointlessness of life.

“You should be safe from the temptations of
wedded female flesh at Raven Hall,” Nathaniel said. “I hardly
remember a clean face, much less a pretty one.”

“Thank God for that. Maybe it won’t be so bad
for you, your exile here. It should be easy to remain in your
family’s good graces. Nothing to distract you from upright and
moral behavior. Be a proper young baron, pillar of the community,
eating beef and pudding, and growing fat with gouty joints.”

“Good God, man, you don’t need to make it
sound worse than it already is.”

“Rrrrawk!” came a harsh cry from off to the
side of the muddy road. Nathaniel pulled his mount to a halt, Paul
and the footmen behind following suit. His eyes lit on the source
of the noise, an immense black raven perched on a tree branch, its
black head hunched down into its glossy feathers, one eye turned to
examine him.

The men stared at the unusually large and
curious bird, and then Paul burst out laughing. “He has come to
welcome you home, Baron Ravenall. If I were a more superstitious
man, I’d say it was an omen.” He lowered his voice dramatically.
“The ravens of Raven Hall shall claim your soul, and you shall
never see London again.”

Annoyed by his friend, and subtly disturbed
by the knowing look in the bird’s eye, Nathaniel nudged his mount
to where he could reach the end of the branch where the raven sat,
and jerked on the limb.

“Rrrawww!” the bird protested, wings
spreading and flapping as he sought to hold tight to the branch.
Nathaniel shook the branch again, harder, and at last the raven
gave up, dropping toward the ground before his yard-wide wingspan
caught the air, and he beat his way up, passing close enough that
Nathaniel could feel the rush of air on his cheek.

“Eee-diot!” the raven screeched, and flapped
his way off toward town.

Stunned, Nathaniel watched it go, his jaw
slack. “Did that bird just call me an idiot?”

When no answer came, he turned to look at
Paul and the others. One and all, their eyes were round, their jaws
agape.

“You heard it?”

Paul finally spoke. “I’m suddenly not so
eager to see this ancestral hall of yours.”

Nathaniel shrugged, trying to shake off the
eerie occurrence. “The bird called me as he saw me. If I weren’t a
fool, I wouldn’t be here now.” And there was truth to that
statement. His disappointed family had exiled him to the remote
estate he had recently inherited from his maternal great-uncle, but
he would have left London even without their urging. His recent
actions and their tragic consequences had shaken him to the core,
and made him question all that he had once been sure of: his
friends, his way of life, his own worth as a human being. He
floated now in a black pool of self-loathing and doubt, and did not
know in which direction to swim for shore. He hoped that by
retreating to remote Raven Hall, he might find the space and quiet
to make sense out of the mess that was his life.

Damn the raven. It had probably only sounded
like it had spoken, and it had been their own imaginations that had
given meaning to the cawing. Ravens did not speak.

 


Valerian lifted the hot compress from the
back of Sally’s neck and examined the boil, gently testing the
surface with her fingertip.

“Will you be lancing it?” Sally asked with a
tremor in her voice, tilting her head so she could see Valerian’s
face. She was sitting on a stool outside the front door of her
small cottage, where the daylight allowed Valerian to better see
the boil.

“I think that might be best. It’ll heal more
quickly, and you won’t be in such pain, what with your collar
rubbing against it all the time.”

Sally stared down at her hands clasped
tightly between her knees and nodded, a few strands of lank brown
hair falling against her cheek, shielding her face. Valerian tucked
a few of the strands back behind Sally’s ear, her other hand
resting lightly on the woman’s shoulder. She loved her work as a
healer; loved the moments of connection it gave her to people, and
the chance to improve their lives, in however small a way. “You
will barely feel it,” she reassured her. “It won’t take but a
minute to do, and I’ll put something on it that will help it to
heal quickly.”

“I’ve been through worse.”

Valerian silently agreed with that. Sally had
three sons living, and had given birth to four other children. The
woman knew something about pain. Lancing the boil would hardly
compare, but Valerian had come to expect people to dread any form
of medical care. Most put off any treatment at all until their
condition grew so terrible that they were forced to it.

She dipped her rag back into the small kettle
of steaming water at her feet, then gently pressed it once again
against the inflammation, drawing the infection to the surface. She
took out her small case of knives and made a selection, then
paused. Best to give Sally something else upon which to
concentrate. She dug into her basket and pulled out a small wooden
carving of a bird with two shiny black stones as eyes.

“Here, hold this.”

Sally looked up from under her brows, then
down at the carving Valerian had thrust into her hands. She
chuckled. “It looks like Oscar.”

“It does rather, doesn’t it? It’s more than a
mere carving, though. Hold it tightly in your hands, and let only
an eye show. Now, I want you to stare into that eye. Concentrate on
it. Think only of the bird in your hand, and the eye watching
you.”

As Sally obeyed, Valerian finished preparing.
She heard and sensed movement nearby in the lane, but ignored it as
the usual activity of village life. She was as intent on her task
as Sally was on the carved bird. “See only the eye, you are aware
of nothing but the eye,” she murmured, and with a swift, short
stroke she lanced the boil. Sally didn’t even flinch.

“The eye is watching you, watching over you,
protecting you,” Valerian continued softly, and proceeded with
draining the boil, using scraps of clean cloth to catch the
discharge. When she was finished, she took a small pot of salve
from her basket and began to dress the wound.

Now that the worst of it was over and little
of her concentration required, Valerian’s senses shouted that she
was being watched, and she turned. Her breath caught at sight of
the mounted figures who had paused to observe her. They were a mass
of richly colored cloth riding high on fine horses, and for a
moment she could not distinguish one from the other. She had never
seen such a collection on the muddy street of Greyfriars. They were
a beautiful assemblage, and at the same time an intimidating,
frightening one. She saw herself for a moment as they must see her:
wearing faded homespun clothing, her black hair hanging in a thick
loose braid down her back, a pile of pus-soaked rags beside her. To
their sophisticated eyes, she must look every inch the ignorant
country peasant, beneath notice, beneath contempt. Her back went
rigid, her jaw tight.

“By God, Nathaniel, I declare that was by far
the most revolting scene I’ve ever witnessed,” one of the men said.
“I’m of a mind to leave you to your fate. Derogatory birds from
hell, bursting pustules—what further pleasures await in this
cesspit?”

Valerian narrowed her eyes at the speaker, a
slender young man, perhaps a couple of years older than herself,
with blond eyebrows. A wig of curls hid his hair, but his features
were fine, with a thin straight nose with nostrils flared in
distaste, as if offended by the very air. Her diagnostic eye took
in the pained manner in which he sat his horse, favoring one
buttock. “If you find my activities so repulsive, sir, then I shall
be most happy to leave the care of that sore on your buttocks to
your own hand.”

The blond man’s eyes widened, and he shifted
in his saddle, but it was his companion who answered her, an amused
smile playing on his lips. “My apologies for my friend. It’s been a
long journey, and as you correctly surmised, his hindquarters are
not in their usual state of, er… youthful vigor.”

Valerian turned her gaze to this new speaker,
and for a moment lost all sense of time and place. She felt dizzy,
and a pain struck her heart, and one single, impossible thought:
I want. She took in the breadth of his shoulders and his
relaxed attitude in the saddle, his dark eyebrows, and the faint
shadow of whiskers darkening his square jaw, and felt as if the
breath had been stolen from her. I want, I want…oh God help me,
who is he, I want him… Men never affected her in such a way.
Never. What’s happening? Who is he? I can’t breathe… She
could not see the color of the stranger’s eyes, but they stared at
her from a strong, symmetrical face that wore an expression of
condescending amusement.

That attitude of entitlement recalled her to
herself, and as quickly as the overwhelming attraction has struck
her, she in turn struck it away. She was impossibly beneath him in
social standing; impossibly unattractive—she was a wise woman, a
witch, the next thing to a crone—and a life devoid of suitors had
taught her that no man would ever want her. She, therefore, would
not want any man. She would not make her heart vulnerable.

She fell in love, and as quickly into hatred,
in the space of a breath, and barely knew it had happened.

“Who are they?” Sally whispered behind
her.

Valerian turned her head, frowning. Sally
still clasped the carving, but obviously Valerian’s altercation
with the strangers had broken the entrancement. Sally’s eyes were
bright with a mix of nervousness and curiosity.

“A very good question,” the dark man said in
his lightly mocking tone. “I must apologize again, this time for
having failed to introduce myself. I’m Nathaniel Warrington, the
new Baron Ravenall, and this rude man is my friend, Paul Carlyle.
Presently sans title, but if he lives long enough, he may
yet see the day when he inherits one.”

Valerian gave Paul one of her notorious
smiles, the smile that showed her slightly long, pointed canines,
and made her look, she had been told, like a wolf salivating for
the kill. The smile clearly expressed her doubt that Paul would
live to see his inheritance. She was rewarded by his shudder.

“Welcome to Greyfriars, Baron Ravenall,”
Valerian then said, turning to the man who apparently had every
right to act entitled in the town he now owned. “Your great-uncle
is mourned by us all. He was a good, fair man, and is sorely
missed.” She tilted her head, and her voice took on a musing
quality. “We have all been wondering if his successor would prove
his equal.”

His eyes narrowed. “Are you the wise woman or
midwife here, Miss...?”

“Bright. Valerian Bright. My aunt and I share
that honor.”

“Miss Bright. Will you do me the kindness of
coming to Raven Hall tomorrow, to tend to my friend’s wound? I know
that a healer would not hold the ill-tempered words of a suffering
man against him.”

She opened her mouth to refuse, then shut it
again, and gave a bare nod. He was right: she would not let
personal aversion stop her from helping anyone, not even someone
who’d made as bad an impression on her as Paul Carlyle.

“Splendid. I’ll expect you at noon.” With a
nod to her, he nudged his horse, and the whole troupe continued
down the street, turning at the crossroads onto the road that lead
to Raven Hall.

Valerian watched them go with her lips
pressed tightly together, and her heart in unfamiliar turmoil.

 


“What did you do that for?” Paul wailed, once
they were out of earshot. “I’m not letting her touch me. Did you
see the way she smiled at me? Did you see those teeth?”

“They did look remarkably healthy. Don’t tell
me she frightened you, a poor country girl like that?”

“Damn right she did. Probably a witch.
Probably will poison me as soon as look at me.”

“A week away from London, and already you
fall prey to the superstitions of country folk. Really, Paul, I’m
surprised. Where’s the harm in having her check your wound?”

“Don’t tell me it was concern for my bodily
person that made you do that. Why did you ask her to come?”

“She looked like she knew what she was doing,
and you were less than complimentary of her skills. It would be
good to make it up to her. I don’t wish to alienate my people my
first day amongst them.”

Paul narrowed his eyes at him. “Is that all
there is to it?”

Nathaniel affected a look of surprised
innocence. “Certainly. Surely I wouldn’t ask her to come purely for
the entertainment of watching her prod your hairy backside with her
sharp little knives. I’ve no desire at all for revenge on you for
the last fifty miles of whinging and complaining, and your
ceaseless yowling for ale.”

“God knows I don’t compare to the bright ray
of sunshine that you have been lately. I’ve been blinded by
your good humor on many an occasion, truly I have.”

“Careful now,” Nathaniel said. “You shall
sour your stomach with that bile.”

They rode a bit in silence, then Paul spoke
again. “I worried that you might have had something else in mind
with her.”

Nathaniel felt a spurt of anger, and did not
resist the urge to take it out on his friend. “She did have a clean
face, after all. When she’s finished with you, perhaps I’ll impress
her with the baronial armature, eh? Give her a taste of the
master’s rod. After all, no one in London will ever hear of it, or
care if they did.”

Paul stared at him, aghast. “You can’t mean
it, after all that has happened! And not with
her, surely not. A muddy-toed
peasant girl?”

Nathaniel kept his expression bland. “I
believe she was wearing shoes.”

“Nate—”

Nathaniel heaved an exasperated sigh. “I am
but jesting with you, Paul. For God’s sake, I of all people know
better than to involve myself with the likes of her.” Nathaniel
could feel his friend staring at him for a long moment, sifting his
words for truth.

“Well,” Paul said at last. “So you
should.”

Nathaniel chose not to answer, having neither
the energy nor the heart for the argument, especially as Paul’s
suspicions were not entirely off the mark. In his mind’s eye he saw
Miss Bright’s curved figure as she bent to her disagreeable task
over the woman’s neck. He saw her red lips, pulled back in that
grimace of a smile that she’d used to terrify Paul. And those blue
eyes, bright enough to pierce him from a distance, looked
startlingly light set amidst her thick black lashes. She had not
shown him a hint of subservience, not even the required curtsy.

Yes, she had caught his attention, there was
no question of that, but he would have to be an idiot to seek
anything more from her than her doctoring skills. The last thing he
needed right now was an entanglement with an unsuitable woman.

A breeze rustled through the woods along the
lane, and somewhere a branch snapped. Nathaniel scanned the waving
leaves, light green with new spring growth, and saw only trees.
Ahead loomed the grey stone wall that fronted the estate, and just
as they reached the gate, with its twin stone sculptures of ravens
on either side, he thought he heard a rough voice calling from the
forest.

“Eee-diot,” it said.

Idiot, indeed.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Valerian kept to the grassy verge to the left
of the footpath that wound through the hills to home. Her shoes
were in her basket, now that she was beyond the filth of the street
of Greyfriars. The grass was cool and slightly damp beneath her
callused soles, and welcome after the sweaty confines of the
leather. The hem of her dull purple skirt was just high enough to
keep from the damp ground. She hummed under her breath, swinging
her basket, and tried to regain her usual sense of calm, so deeply
disturbed by the baron.

Halfway home she took the left fork in the
path, following it to the low hill with the standing stones, from
which the small bay that emptied onto the Irish Sea could be seen,
and the hump of the Isle of Man in the distance. The skies had
cleared somewhat, and the sun had begun its descent and was low
enough to cast a yellow light upon the water and through the green
vegetation of the hills. She stood silent, soaking in the tranquil
beauty, but the peaceful oneness she usually felt here eluded her
today. Nathaniel Warrington’s handsome, mocking features imposed
themselves before her mind’s eye.

“Arrogant peacock,” she muttered sourly. She
went to examine the goods that had been left on the Giving
Stone.

“The Giving Stone” was what she and her aunt,
and the villagers as well, called the fallen stone on the north
side of the circle. No one knew who had built the circle, raising
the huge slabs of granite in two concentric rings, but it and
hundreds of others like it dotted the countryside, along with the
mounded barrows of long-buried Britons. This circle was far from
complete, several of the stones having disappeared into the fences
and foundations of farms, or having been buried in fits of
paranoia.

The fallen stone was the place where those
Valerian and her aunt had helped with their healing or their water
divining left their payment. It was considered harmful to the
healing or magical process—not to mention extremely bad manners—to
pay a healer directly, and so the villagers followed the age-old
custom of anonymous donations, left a discreet interval after
seeking and receiving aid. Of course, in a small village such as
Greyfriars, it was not hard to determine which offering had come
from whom.

Valerian smiled to herself. The crocks of
honey, butter, and preserves, those had most likely been from Mrs.
Hubert, who lived with her husband and brood of children on a farm
a couple miles from Greyfriars. Aunt Theresa had given her a tonic
for her colicky baby, and ointment for rashes. She had also
suggested that the tonic might do the gassy digestion of Farmer
Hubert a bit of good, a suggestion for which Mrs. Hubert was
apparently grateful, judging by the generosity of her gift.

The bodice laces were probably from
Gwendolyn, the miller’s fifteen-year-old daughter, who had come
seeking advice for winning the heart of her beloved Eddie. Eddie
was the smith’s oldest son, nineteen years old, and Gwendolyn had
been overcome by the passions aroused from viewing his muscled arms
and chest at work, gleaming with sweat in the light of the
forge.

Valerian had worked quietly in the
background, crushing herbs under her pestle, as Aunt Theresa gave
the girl both honest advice and warnings on the consequences of
unbridled passion. Gwen had gone away without the love potion she
had requested, but with a steely determined eye, much unexpected in
a girl known for her vivacious frivolity. If he wasn’t careful,
Eddie would soon find himself with a wife.

Being a wise woman meant living outside of
usual life, devoid of normal connection with her fellow man, but
she had long told herself that that loss was made up for by the
intimate glimpses she got into the private lives of others. She and
her aunt saw the hopes and fears, doubts and yearnings, disgraces
and secret prides that the villagers normally hid from one another;
a healer was needed for more than physical injuries and illness.
Those glimpses gave her an illusion of connection with others, and
she had chosen to let that be enough.

It had to be enough, for there would
never be anything more.

Valerian gathered the offerings into her
basket and descended the hill, regaining the path toward home. It
was mostly women and children she and her aunt helped; the men
usually sought out the services of the surgeon in the next town.
Only in emergencies would she or her aunt be called in to help with
an injury, even though she was certain she and Aunt Theresa did a
better job than the surgeon.

Perhaps that was the reason Baron Ravenall
kept intruding so rudely into her thoughts. (I want, her
heart complained, but she smothered it and pretended it hadn’t
spoken.) She should be the last person he would ask to care for his
friend. Why had he insisted she come to Raven Hall? It was
baffling. Perhaps he had been impressed by her treatment of Sally’s
boil.

She shifted the basket to her other hand. It
was heavy now, and bumped against her leg as she walked. The path
led through a cool, dark grove of trees in the dell between two
hills, then emerged into a sloping meadow. A rocky stream tumbled
its way through the meadow to the bay and thence the ocean, a wedge
of which shimmered between the hills. The path crossed the stream
via a narrow footbridge, then finally ended before the cottage that
had been Valerian’s home since her parents died and Aunt Theresa
had come and taken her away from the Yorkshire village of her
birth.

The distinctive sound of a spade working the
dirt came from the far side of the cottage, and Valerian followed
it around the corner to the kitchen garden. The formidable figure
of her aunt, tall and somewhat stocky with muscle and middle age,
was bent toward the ground, one hand pulling at the remains of the
weed that the spade had unearthed.

“I’m home,” Valerian called to her.

Theresa Harrow straightened up, one hand
going to the small of her back, massaging the muscles there. “Did
everything go well? No problems?”

“None that you mean.” It was not just the
healing that her aunt was asking about. There were certain dangers
to being perceived as a white witch, even now that it was no longer
legal to persecute witches.

Theresa tossed the weed onto the wilted pile
at the edge of the garden and came to join her. “What
happened?”

Valerian shrugged uncomfortably. “I met the
new baron, Nathaniel Warrington. He rode through town and stopped
to watch me lance Sally’s boil.”

Theresa leant the spade against the side of
the house, and dusted her hands on her homespun apron. “Let’s have
some tea, shall we, and you can tell me all about it.”

Over a cup of soothing peppermint tea,
Valerian told her all that had transpired, and of the command to
come tend to Paul Carlyle’s derriere.

“A good sign, I must say,” Theresa laughed.
“The new baron hardly seems likely to encourage our good neighbors
to hang us if he’s requesting your assistance for his friend.”

Valerian shrugged one shoulder, uncertain. “I
think it more likely he’s unaware of how things are in villages. He
didn’t strike me as a man who would be aware of our concerns, or
particularly care even if he were.”

“Neither did George Bradlaugh show much
interest in the workings of the town.”

“But he cared enough about what happened to
you.”

“Poor old fool.” Theresa’s lips curled in a
fond smile. She rubbed her thumb along the rim of her heavy mug,
musing, Valerian knew, on the former baron’s romantic tendencies.
“I don’t think we can count on this Warrington fellow to think me
the stars and the moon. He sounds a trifle young for me.” She
raised her eyebrows at her niece.

“Aunt Theresa, the man would as soon adore a
pig as a poor village girl. And even if he did take notice
of me in that way, which he would not, I wouldn’t return the
interest.”

“It sounds to me as if he has taken notice of
you already.”

Valerian’s cheeks pinkened. “I don’t think
so.”

“And most certainly, he has made an
impression of a certain strength on you, hasn’t he? All this
complaining—I think the lady doth protest too much.”

“Oh, really, Aunt Theresa!” Valerian cried,
cheeks flaming to scarlet.

“Perhaps you wish he had taken even more
notice of you, hmm? But at any rate,” Theresa continued before
Valerian could protest yet again, “you know how important it is
that we remain in his good graces. The village will follow his lead
in their treatment of us. If the baron shows disapproval, it’ll be
more than our lives are worth the next time some farmer has a cow
die on him, or his wife miscarries.”

Valerian turned her eyes away, staring out
the open door at the twilight settling over the meadow. The
fluttery shape of a bat crossed her field of vision, chasing
insects. “I know.”

In those two words were fifteen years of
awareness that she and her aunt were respected for their knowledge,
and both despised and feared for suspicion of whence that knowledge
had come. The villagers sensed the truth that Valerian and her aunt
had powers beyond the mere blending of garden herbs and application
of poultices. That fear, while keeping the healers somewhat safe in
their isolation, could turn destructive with a change in the wind.
The witch hunts of the past century were long over, the witch laws
recently repealed, but the country folk found more truth in their
own beliefs than in the letter of the law. She who was a healer and
midwife today might tomorrow be denounced as a poisoner in league
with Satan.

It was not a fate to wish on anyone, much
less oneself. If being nice to the baron would do anything to
prevent it, nice she would be.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


“You aren’t going to wear that, are you?”

Valerian turned from the small silver mirror
at her aunt’s critical tone. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Really, Valerian.”

Theresa’s exasperation spoke for itself.
Valerian tightened her lips for a moment in defiance, then loosened
them as she gave in, and she began to yank at the laces of her
work-a-day bodice.

“I know, I know, my foolish pride,” Valerian
muttered, removing the bodice and pulling on her best black one
over her chemise. It had elbow-length sleeves, and was both stiff
and tight enough to provide support for her breasts. It was her
best more by virtue of newness and quality of material than because
of any decoration, although with the purple laces that matched her
skirt it had a certain attractiveness to it. “I didn’t want him to
think I’d dressed up for him.”

“Come here, let me fix your hair.”

Valerian flounced down onto a stool with an
exaggerated sigh. Theresa pulled a few wisps of hair from her braid
to frame her face, then squinted at her critically. “You need
something more.”

The cottage had a high roof, steeply peaked,
and thatched with heather. In the dark recesses above their heads
hung line after line of drying plant matter, from herbs to flowers
to lengths of root. The cottage smelled of a combination of wood
smoke and sweet dry greenery, punctuated with touches of scents
both more spicy and more noxious. Theresa dragged out their ladder,
and retrieved a spray of dried purple statice from where it had
been hiding in the shadows above.

Ignoring her niece’s fierce frown, she
twisted the papery flowers into Valerian’s braid. “There. It goes
against human nature to think a witch would wear flowers in her
hair.”

“More likely he’ll think I’m trying to
attract his attention.”

“And so what if he does? If he thinks you
like him, he’ll be more inclined to be kindly disposed towards
you.”

“I don’t want him to take it as an
invitation,” she grumbled. An invitation that he’d laugh at, and
reject.

“It might not be so bad, if you decided he
wasn’t so disagreeable...”

“Aunt Theresa!”

“Hush, child. I’m not trying to sell you into
prostitution to secure our safety. But you’re twenty-seven years
old, and you have never had a sweetheart. They’re all afraid of
you. If the baron shows an interest, I see nothing wrong with
experiencing a little of what life has to offer. The prudish
attitudes of others have never been for us.”

Valerian pulled out from beneath her aunt’s
hands and quickly gathered up her things, her movements jerky.

“When I do decide it’s time to ‘experience’
things, it will not be with the baron. The very idea repulses me.”
A lie, of course. I want, I want, I want… her heart said,
aching with its desires. To have that man touch her, to feel
his hands on her skin, to feel his lips against her own, the
strength of his arms around her body…

Loneliness had long lived in her heart, but
this yearning for a specific man was new. She hated Nathaniel
Warrington for creating it in her, and exposing her to the risk of
being hurt.

Valerian hurried out of the house, eager to
escape her aunt’s knowing smile.

The path she would take to Raven Hall was no
more than a deer path through the hills and woodland. Raven Hall
was between her own home and the town of Greyfriars, and the path
she normally took to town made a wide circuit of the estate. Today
she took the shortcut that would lead directly into the Raven Hall
orchard, and thence to the gardens and the house.

Once out in the late morning sunshine her
mood lifted, and she managed to forget for a bit her aunt’s lewd
suggestions. Her eyes scanned the greenery to either side of the
path, taking in the first shoots of plants that had lain dormant
through the winter. What should have been a ten-minute walk
stretched to twenty, then thirty minutes as she repeatedly left the
path to examine bits of flora, her mind cataloging locations and
stages of growth. It was only when the path spilled her out into
the edge of the apple orchard that she recalled with a start where
she was headed and for what purpose.

A glance at the sun told her that she might
be late, and she hoped that the baron was not too punctilious. Mr.
Carlyle, on the other hand, was probably thanking God for each
minute of her absence. She hurried through the orchard, caught in a
false blizzard of color as the breeze brushed through the
blossom-laden trees, the silky pink-white petals catching in her
hair and dress, floating about her in a springtime snowstorm.

It was this vision of unexpected, almost
magical loveliness that met Nathaniel’s eye when he reached the end
of the gardens. Having grown impatient with waiting for Valerian in
the house, he had come out to the gardens to walk and distract
himself, and to silently chastise himself for caring whether she
came or not.

He stood motionless, frozen with wonder as
she seemed to float towards him through the natural gallery of
arching trees. He knew the exact moment that she noticed him, for
she stopped and stared, her eyes wide, her full lips slightly
parted. They stood, eyes locked, and for one fragile moment he felt
himself on the verge of understanding something of great
importance, something that would cast needed light upon the cold
black pool that was his soul.

And then the wrath of hell descended on his
head.

There was a scraping rush of wind and
feathers, and then a great flapping blackness blinded him. He felt
cruel claws digging through his hair, accompanied by a harsh and
grating series of screams. He batted wildly at the demon, and was
stabbed cruelly in the hand for his efforts, the creature’s hoarse
and fiery cries of “Finders keepers!” barely penetrating his
consciousness as he sought to rid himself of his assailant.
Suddenly the weight of the creature lifted, and his hands touched
his bare head, his hat gone, his hair snarled by the claws of the
beast.

“Oscar! You bad bird! Bad bad bad!” he heard
Valerian scolding, and dazed, he looked around and saw an enormous
raven sitting on his hat some ten feet away, its beak ripping
gleefully at the gilt braiding that lined his tricorn. The raven
stopped long enough to tilt its head and eye the healer, then
squawked out, “Finders keepers!” once more and resumed its
destruction of what had once been a fine piece of haberdashery.

“Oscar!” Valerian hollered. The bird hunched
its head into its wings, and sat protectively over the hat.
Valerian strode forward and yanked the hat away from the bird, who
flapped his wings angrily and cawed in protest, then launched
himself at her head.

Nathaniel lunged, pulling her out of harm’s
way, his hat crushed between them as he sought to shield her from
the satanic bird. The raven circled them once, then flapped his way
to the top of an apple tree, landing with enough force to shake
loose blossoms.

Valerian stood stiff in his arms, too
surprised to either think or enjoy. Her face was pressed into his
chest, his hand on the back of her head; she hadn’t realized he was
such a big man. She suddenly felt trapped and helpless, her
strength as nothing to his, and in a fit of panic struggled to free
herself. “Let go of me!” Valerian protested.

“He’s watching us,” the baron murmured into
her hair. His arms all but squeezed the breath out of her, and he
began to walk backwards, dragging her with him away from the apple
tree where Oscar perched, grumpily observing them.

“Ees muh et, oo ee-ee-ut!” she said into his
brocade vest, tasting metal as a silver button found its way into
her mouth.

“What?”

He loosened his hold on her head enough for
her to gain some breathing room, and she spit out the button and
looked up, repeating what she had said. “He’s my pet, you idiot!”
She saw now that his eyes were dark hazel, lined with black lashes,
his brows slanting dangerously under a loose shock of deep auburn
hair. A rush of warmth went through her belly and down into her
thighs, weakening her muscles.

“You lay claim to that evil creature?” he
asked.

She fought off the feeling of lassitude.
“He’s not evil. Mischievous and greedy maybe, but not evil.”

His arms around her loosened further, and she
pushed free, then tried to beat some shape back into his tricorn.
“Sorry about your hat. He likes shiny things.” She held it out to
him, and he stared blankly at the mangled blue fabric and dangling
gold trim before reaching out to take it.

“Please, don’t give it another thought,” he
said, and she could see his face begin to change as he drew on the
same mask of distant arrogance he had worn in Greyfriars.

“Here, let me properly introduce you,” she
offered, remembering Theresa’s cautions against offending him.
“Oscar!” she called, and then whistled once, a short, high
note.

Oscar launched himself from his branch and
swooped gracefully down to where they stood, landing smoothly upon
Valerian’s shoulder and leaning his head against her hair,
camouflaging himself against the glossy locks that matched his own
feathers.

“Oscar, this is the new baron. You remember
his great-uncle, don’t you? The old baron?”

“Eee-diot!” Oscar squawked.

“No, ‘Baron,’” Valerian corrected, biting the
inside of her lip to keep from smiling.

“Eee—”

“No! He is the baron, Oscar. Baron.” Valerian
chanced a peek at the baron’s face, and was gratified to see that
there was open interest there, the mocking, arrogant mask at least
temporarily at bay.

“Baron!” Oscar repeated. “Baron
Ravenall!”

The baron’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, and
Valerian explained. “He learns phrases, not just words. Give him
the first half of a phrase he knows, and he will add the ending
himself.”

“Remarkable! I once heard a parrot speak, but
never a raven. How ever did you teach him?”

Valerian smiled at his interest. His eyes
were sparkling, and she could feel the curiosity coming off him in
waves, with no trace of anger. He seemed to have forgotten the
mangled tricorn as well as his air of superiority. “I caught him
when he was still a baby. It was then mostly a matter of repeating
words and phrases until he could say them himself. Something like
teaching a child to speak, I imagine. He’s quite intelligent,
although his manners leave something to be desired.”

The baron raised his hand, as if to touch the
bird, and Valerian noticed for the first time that he was bleeding.
She grabbed his large hand in both of hers, turning it to examine
the small gash. “Did Oscar do this to you?”

“What? Oh, it’s nothing.” He was still
staring, mesmerized, at the bird on her shoulder.

“I’ll clean it for you, and bandage it.” She
turned her head towards her pet. “And as for you, Oscar,” she
scolded in a deeply disapproving tone, “You’ve been a very
naughty bird. You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”

Oscar buried his head in her hair, and began
to make the loud wails of a baby with colic. “Waaa aaa aaa aa,
waaa....”

“That’s right, you naughty raven. You
should cry. Did you see what you did to his hand? Did
you?”

The wails grew louder and more lifelike, and
the baron began to protest, “Really, is that necessary? It’s just a
scratch, no harm done, really…”

Valerian tried to keep from smiling, and
stroked Oscar’s back. “There now, he forgives you, which is more
than you deserve.” Oscar’s head emerged from her hair, and the
crying stopped. The bird’s eyes were as beady and dry as ever. “Go
on now,” Valerian told the bird. “Leave me to my work.”

“Baron Ravenall!” Oscar said, looking at
Nathaniel, then bobbed once, as if bowing, and leapt into the air.
They watched him go, and then Valerian picked up her basket.

“I should see to your hand now, and to my
other patient as well,” she said briskly. She was the one who
wanted to retreat behind a facade of politeness, now that the
distraction of Oscar was gone. She was reluctantly finding the
baron’s interest in Oscar, and his silly attempt to protect her,
rather charming, and the one thing she did not want was to
be charmed. Despite Aunt Theresa’s sentiments on the subject, she
knew that this man could never have an interest in her.

Her tone appeared to recall the baron to
himself, and he offered her his arm. No man had ever done that for
her. Embarrassed, made nervous by the unfamiliar gesture, her
instinct was to reject it. She fumbled with her basket, pretending
to check its contents until his arm dropped back to his side. She
glanced at his face, and saw that he was watching her
carefully.

“May I carry your basket for you?” he
asked.

“No, thank you. I always carry it myself.”
She clutched the handle tightly, scared of exchanging its worn
familiarity for the baron’s arm.

One dark eyebrow quirked upwards at her
refusal, and she had the uncomfortable suspicion that he knew he
was making her nervous. The thought stiffened her backbone.

“You know, I met your pet yesterday just
south of town,” the baron said as they began to walk back towards
the house, through the formal gardens. “He called me an idiot then,
too. Paul thought him an omen that I would never leave Raven
Hall.”

“There would be a surfeit of males in
Greyfriars if that were the case. Oscar calls all men idiots.”

“Indeed?”

“He’s a most perceptive bird.”

The baron snorted. “And was it chance alone
that I met a raven upon my arrival, or would you agree with Paul
that the sighting augured an attachment that I would soon
develop?”

She did not understand the suggestion she
sensed in his tone, and chose to ignore it. “I’d have found it far
more peculiar if you’d seen no ravens whatsoever, than that Oscar
or another sought you out, in your bright clothes. We don’t see the
like, here.” She thought his rich clothing made him look like a
lovely flower against the soft greens of the garden, but thought
better of saying so.

“No, I don’t suppose you would.” His tone was
coolly casual.

Valerian set her jaw. No doubt he thought her
hopelessly provincial, living her life in a small town in the back
of beyond. Worst of all, it was true. “Besides which, the ravens
were here long before the town or the hall. It’s not as if the hall
bears its name for no reason. And come to think of it, why would
God bother to send you an omen in the first
place?”

It was out before she knew what she was
saying, and she grimaced, appalled at her bad behavior. This was
not the way to stay in his good graces, not to mention being
inexcusably rude. She peeked up at him from under her brows, her
mouth twisted in distress. Supercilious hazel eyes met hers, and
then the mask slipped and he laughed.

“Why indeed? You’re perfectly right. It would
be sheer arrogance to assume God had any interest in the likes of
me.” He paused, and the next words were so soft and darkly said,
she almost missed them. “No doubt if there is a god, he’s
already given me up for lost.”

Before she could comment on that, they had
reached the bottom of the stone steps to the terrace that
overlooked the garden, and the baron had his hand on the small of
her back, pushing her forward. She could feel the warmth and
strength of his wide palm through her clothing, and stepped quickly
up the stairs to avoid the sensation.

She had been to Raven Hall many times, for
the old baron had had a fondness for both Aunt Theresa and drink.
His indulgence in the latter had resulted in a need for frequent
visits from the former, although Valerian suspected that he’d
exaggerated his illnesses in the hopes of luring Theresa to his
home. Many times Theresa went alone, but just as often she would
bring Valerian, who would receive permission to borrow books from
the library and to explore the house while the baron received his
treatment. In the end it was his heart that failed him, despite
Theresa’s foxglove teas, which had perhaps given him a few more
years than he would have had otherwise.

She was pleased to see that the drawing room
had not been changed since the baron’s death: heavy, ornately
carved wooden furniture with deeply colored upholstery was
scattered about the room, mismatched with the delicate harpsichord
that stood near the windows so that its music stand caught more
light. A fire blazed on the hearth, sending a cheery glow into the
somewhat medieval-looking room, with its stone floors and scattered
woolen carpets.

It was a friendly room, with arched, leaded
glass windows left over from the days when the hall had been an
abbey. They faced west, and more than once Valerian had amused
herself with her own creations on the harpsichord, then turned to
sit and watch the colors of the setting sun in the skies above.

The old baron had never seemed to mind her
presence, and she felt a familiar pang of loss at the thought of
him. While he had been no hero, and had had his share of human
frailties, he had exuded a vague goodwill toward everyone, and his
tolerance and occasional generosity had set the easygoing
atmosphere of the village. These past few months of waiting for the
arrival of the new baron had sent a thread of anxiety running
through Greyfriars, as if the inhabitants were children suddenly
orphaned and awaiting the arrival of an unknown uncle to take
charge.

“Let me take care of your hand,” she said,
setting her basket on a table.

The baron pulled out an expensive-looking
handkerchief and dabbed at the blood. “It’s hardly worth the
bother.”

“Better safe than sorry.” She took his large
hand in both of hers, tilting the back of it into the light from
the windows. It was indeed little more than a scratch, and she
tried to concentrate on that rather than the texture of the skin
beneath her fingers. Her hands looked delicate and white against
the brawn of his own, her capable fingers fragile. His was not a
soft hand, for all that she might have expected an aristocrat’s to
be so. She wondered how he spent his time, to put the calluses
there.

“I’ll put a little ointment on it. Wash it
frequently, and don’t let a scab or any crust form. It’ll heal more
quickly and cleanly without them.” He was silent as she worked, and
a tension grew within her as she felt his eyes on her. She could
hear her heart loud in her ears, and each rustle of her own
movement seemed magnified under his scrutiny.

She finished with relief and released his
hand, and then they both heard faint footsteps from behind the
blackened oak door that led to the front hall.

The baron strode through the room to the door
that was arched at the top like the windows, and stuck his head
through. “Paul! Good, I don’t need to send someone to hunt you
down. Your healer is here.”

Valerian heard incoherent protestations from
the other side of the door, and could only make out a few words.
“Poison” and “teeth” she definitely heard. She made her way to
where the baron stood, and pushed the door all the way open. A very
worried Paul Carlyle stood on the other side, his brow wrinkled in
distress. He grimaced when he saw her, then caught himself and
tried to cover his anxiety.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Carlyle,” Valerian said
softly, trying her best to look harmless. It was never easy to work
with a frightened patient, and if she had known she would be
examining his buttocks today, she would never have bared her teeth
at him yesterday.

“Miss Bright.” He swallowed. “Nate here—the
baron, I mean—exaggerated things to you, I’m afraid. I had my wound
treated before leaving London, and there’s really nothing further
that needs to be done. It’s healing quite nicely on its own. Sorry
he dragged you all the way out here for nothing.”

The baron opened his mouth to speak, but
Valerian cut him off with a glance, then took one of Paul’s
trembling, moist hands in her own, and began to softly stroke the
back of it. Startled, Paul stared at his hand as if it belonged to
someone else, but did not pull away.

Valerian led him into the drawing room, and
over to a couch, where with a gentle tug she got him to sit down.
In a soft, measured voice she asked him questions about his general
health, his eating and drinking, what exercise he got, and
gradually lulled him into relaxing, stroking his hand all the
while. He brought up his wound on his own, in reference to riding,
and explained the details of the damage done.

“If you had stitches put in over two weeks
ago, don’t you think it would be a good idea to have them taken out
now?” she asked gently.

“I’ve been meaning to have my man do it.”

“I wouldn’t like to see them become infected,
or to have your skin stick to them. A skilled hand takes only a
moment to remove them.”

Paul stared at his hand, where it still
rested in Valerian’s, then met her eyes. Helpless submission was
written there, and she gave his hand a squeeze. “A few quick tugs,
and it’ll be over.”

Seeing his friend’s easy capitulation,
Nathaniel found himself a seat and sat back to enjoy the show,
intrigued already by the way Valerian had soothed Paul into
compliance. He vividly recalled the fuss Paul had made about having
the cut treated by the surgeon, and the constant complaining,
flinching, and cursing while the stitches were put in place.

In contrast, here Paul was, awkwardly but
willingly pulling down his breeches and lying on the couch, meek
and vulnerable, allowing this woman he had sworn was a witch to
approach his bare buttocks with a small, sharp pair of
scissors.

Miss Bright was an unusual young woman, there
was no question. And a lovely one, too. Nathaniel examined her
figure as she worked. She lacked the corset-grown slenderness of
the women of his circle, it was true, but he could not find fault
with that. She looked strong and healthy, and he recalled those
moments he had held her in his arms during Oscar’s attack, smelling
the slightly smoky, lavender scent of her, and feeling the softness
of her curves even as he was surprised by the vigor of her
struggles to escape him. He was reminded of trying to hold an
unwilling, well-fed barn cat as a boy, and the combination of silky
softness and strength as the cat twisted free of his hold.

Valerian’s back was to him as she bent over
her work, and his eyes settled on the curve where waist flared into
hip, imagining his hands holding her steady as he took her from
behind, her skirts rucked up about her hips. As if feeling his
eyes, she turned and stared at him, her bright blue eyes
questioning. He smiled slightly, impersonally, and turned his
attention back to Paul’s buttocks and the strip of wounded pink
flesh.

Valerian finished her work, dabbing an
ointment onto the healing wound to control the infection she saw
there. She had felt the baron’s eyes on her, and when she turned
she caught that he was paying far closer attention to her
hindquarters than to those of his friend. She shrugged off his
examination as the idle interest every man showed in a woman, as
instinctual as a dog sniffing grass.

She gave an internal sigh. She knew more than
enough about the birds and the bees in theory. It was a pity she
would never have a chance to put her knowledge into practice.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


The smithy rang with the clang of metal on
metal, the roar of the forge a wild backdrop to the heavy blows of
Jeremiah’s oversized hammer. The skin on Valerian’s face felt hot
and dry from the heat of the shop, and her fingers tingled
uncomfortably at the change from the chilly damp air outside.

The blacksmith’s son Eddie did a final
inspection of the clamming shovel Aunt Theresa had brought in last
week to be repaired: rust, salt water, and rot had broken the
marriage between handle and blade. Valerian watched the play of
muscles on Eddie’s arms where they emerged from the rolled sleeves
of his shirt, wondering if Gwen had yet found a way to claim them
for her own. They truly were magnificent arms, she had to admit,
and his chest was equally well-developed. Her eyes ran over his
body in a way they never had before, trying to fit what she saw
displayed in the scorching smithy to what might lie under the cool
silks and brocades of Nathaniel Warrington.

It had been nearly a week since her visit to
Raven Hall, and she had not seen the baron again. Their meeting had
ended on a most uncordial note when the baron had offered her
coinage for her services.

Tight-lipped and deeply affronted, she had
refused his offer politely at first, then with growing hostility as
he tried to press payment upon her. She had gathered her things and
quickly left, her offended pride not allowing her to consider his
point of view until she was in sight of home.

Of course he had offered her money. He was
used to dealing with doctors in the city, who would be fools if
they did not demand payment for their services. He could not have
known that he was insulting her. Even such rational thought,
however, did not completely erase the humiliation she had felt at
being offered the small stack of coins.

“Miss Bright?” Eddie’s troubled voice finally
pulled her from her thoughts, and she colored as she looked up at
his scarlet face and realized that for some time she had been
staring at his crotch.

“Ah... Is it is ready, then?” she asked,
gesturing to the shovel.

He nodded. “Is there anything else you’ll be
needing?”

“No, no, that’s all, thank you.” She took the
shovel, her hand brushing his accidentally, and she briefly met his
startled eyes. She tucked the shovel under her arm and fairly
dashed from the smithy, bumping into Gwen a few steps outside the
door.

“Miss Bright! Good day to you,” the girl
said, surprised. “Would you know if Eddie is inside?”

Valerian glanced back over Gwen’s shoulder,
to where Eddie had appeared in the shop’s doorway, watching her
with interest. “Turn around, and you’ll see him yourself,” she
answered, and patted the girl’s shoulder before turning and walking
as fast as she could from
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