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Chapter 1




The Isle of Coruain, 981

Merrick, I doona know how long we can protect Coruain with you and Brogan gone, said Ana, falling into step beside her long-legged cousin, who was newly invested as high chieftain of all the Druzai people. Allow me to go in your stead while you remain here to guard the isle. I can search for the stone while

You have taken no warriors training, Ana, and my quest in the Tuath lands will likely be dangerous. His father never would have sent a woman on such an errand, nor would he.

They hastened from the Chamber of Elders as Merrick peeled off the official blue Robe of the Chamber and tossed it to a nearby servant. There was no time to waste. Even now, Eilinora, the ancient enemy of the Druzai, was gathering her powers and uniting her allies to attack. The witch had escaped her prison and murdered his father, Kieran, taking the high chieftains scepter of power. Every Druzai knew there would be no stopping Eilinora without the ancient brgha-stones, hidden centuries ago in the realm of the Tuath, the nonmagical people of the earth.

No one, not even Ana, knew how the wicked sorceress and her Odhar followers had escaped the numinous bonds that had held them quiescent for nearly a millennium. Merrick and his brother suspected twas through the help of some powerful sorcerer, a force unknown to the Druzai. Somehow, Eilinora and her Odhar had found Coruain, then managed to hide themselves from Kierans dragheen guardians and the Druzai warriors. Theyd invaded Coruain House

Merrick stifled a growl of grief and frustration. His fathers death at Eilinoras hands weighed heavily upon him. So did his newfound responsibilities.

Can you see Eilinora? he asked Ana.

Ana gave a quick shake of her head. She has shielded herself from me, Merrick.

So we can assume she has gone to Tuath to find the brgha-stones herself.

Or she has sent the Odhar to search, while she remains nearby to mount another assault on Coruain, said Ana, the sound of worry thick in her voice. Merrick, the oracles prediction at your birth

Has naught to do with what I must

But such sights are never to be ignored!

There was no time to speak of the events foretold nearly thirty years before. They would come to pass no matter what he did. Is my ship ready?


Taken aback by her cousins abrupt manner, Ana nodded. Aye, it awaits you at the dock.

Merrick headed toward the sea, conjuring a leather satchel as he walked. He filled it with the items he would need when he arrived in the Tuath land called England, then cast a spell that would seal it against the waters of the Coruain Sea and the trauma of the time portal.

I hope to return in a day or two.

When he returned with the stone, the Druzai sorceress whose fate was tied with his own would emerge, as foretold by the oracle. Together they would battle the powers that would destroy the Druzai. There could be no doubt that he would succeed with the beautiful and powerful Sinann at his side.

Your brother believed he would be gone only overnight, Ana countered anxiously, yet tis nearly a full day since he left and

Aye. Theres no telling what Brogan found.

Nor what you will find, Merrick. But you must hasten. If Eilinora returns wielding your fathers scepter before we have the blood stones and are prepared to deal with her

She did not need to finish the thought. Merrick knew that she and the elders would exert all their energies to protect the isles. He hoped it would be enough until he and his brother returned.

What more you can tell me about my quest? Merrick asked, anxious to leave, to find the stone and return.


I can barely see the stone, Merrick, said Ana, closing her eyes and rubbing her knuckles across her forehead as if it hurt to think. She was the truest oracle Merrick had ever known, but shed been hard-pressed to locate the brgha-stones, the only weapons the Druzai could use to vanquish Eilinora and her mentor.

Search for Keating, Ana said suddenly, looking up at him.

Keating? What does it look like, cousin? Where will I find it?

Ana shook her head. I know not, Merrick. Tis something She frowned at the vagueness of her vision. Tis so unclear. You must follow the northern road toto a place called Carlisle. There you will find Keating.

Merrick did not know this road, but he had spent time in England under many different guises, and once had visited Englands northern coast. He knew he could find his way. He only hoped Anas instructions to his brother had not been so ambiguous. Brogan did not know England as Merrick did, and he had such disdain for the Tuath that Merrick thought twas possible he had erred in sending Brogan to find the other stone. Should he have sent Ana or one of the elders?

He touched the copper bracer on his wrist, the Druzai mark of the high chieftain, bestowed upon him only an hour ago. Twas too late to rethink his decision. He had to believe Brogan would find the stone and return quickly.

Ana went with Merrick to the ship, accompanying him all the way to the Astar Columns, the ancient time portals that had been hidden far beneath the Coruain Sea. A quick displacement would not suffice here. Merrick and Brogan actually had to pass through the magical columns to travel nearly a thousand years into the future.

He paused, listening to the shrieking calls of the mighty wealrachs as they soared high in the skies above them, then turned to gaze one last time upon his beloved home, at the high cliffs and rich earth of the isle. He felt the weight of his responsibilities and knew this challenge would define his tenure as high chieftain. If he failed, twould be a first for the distinguished Mac Lochlainn line.

The passage through the columns was the most difficult part of his journey, and hed always had magic to see him through it before. This time, there was a danger of Eilinora or the Odhar finding him if he brought magic with him. He removed his cloak and the rest of his clothes, collected his satchel, and walked to the prow of the boat. He knew his spells would see him safely to the columns and propel him through them. Everything after that was uncertain.

If only there were some other way, Merrick.

I can think of naught, Ana. Even if I were to displace, twould only move me a few minutes back or forward.

She nodded. Please take care, cousin. Doona draw Eilinoras Odhar hunters to you through your magic. You should be all right if you can avoid them.


Aye. Ill have no reason to conjure. Once I locate Keating, I am sure the stone will become exposed to me.

Then Godspeed, cousin. Take care.



Bresland School, Kirtwarren, Northumbria,

early March 1826

It was freezing in the tiny room Jenny Keating shared with the newest teacher, Harriet Lambton. She broke the ice in the basin and braced herself for washing with the frigid water underneath. She and Harriet might manage to stay warm through the night if only the school allowed the use of coal past Februarys darkest, coldest days. But Reverend Ushers rules were strictly enforced.

The children were freezing, too, a fact Jenny knew from experience. Shed come to Bresland School when she was newly orphaned at age ten. Though her father had left enough money to support Jenny, her guardians had wanted nothing to do with her. Her aunt and uncle had sent her off to Bresland on the day of her parents funeral, and Jenny doubted theyd given her a moments thought in the eleven years since.

She hurried through her frigid ablutions and spoke to Harriet, but the other young woman, her head and shoulders huddled under her blankets, made no reply. Youll lose your post for certain this time, Jenny warned, but Harriet remained quiet. Reverend Usher expected the teachers to be punctual, arriving in the dining hall ahead of the girls. Hed already spoken harshly to Miss Lambton. Twice that Jenny knew of, maybe even more.

Jenny had no time to spend trying to coax her up and out of bed. She barely knew the other young woman, and what shed seen so far had not been impressive. Harriet was lazy, never doing more than what was absolutely required of her. Her language bordered on crude and her academic skills were minimal, but Reverend Usher had employed any number of odd teachers and servants over the years. No one of any distinction wanted employment here, and Jenny herself intended to leave soon. A new position awaited her at an estate called Darbury. She had only to give her notice to the headmaster and leave. The thought of it brought an unfamiliar twinge of peace to Jennys breast, and she smiled.

With no further thought to Harriet and her troubles, Jenny quickly pulled on her clothesthe required black woolen frock with white cuffs and collar. It was worn and had been mended in so many places, Jenny was embarrassed to turn up at Darbury wearing it. She thought perhaps she might spend a few of her precious shillings to buy a replacement in Carlisle when she headed north.

Carefully rolling her curly, pale yellow hair, Jenny pinned it tightly at her nape before putting on her tattered white lace cap. Shed learned many lessons on her first day at Bresland, one of which was that her unruly locks were offensive to God and to Reverend Usher. More than once, the headmaster had given her a vicious thrashing because of them, calling her a vain and shameless little sinner and holding her up to the derision of all the other girls at school.

Wrapping herself in a dark shawl, Jenny descended the austere staircase. As was her habit, she felt for the old silver locket that she kept with her at all times, either concealed in a pocket of her gown or on a long chain around her neck. It was easy to hide, for it was only slightly larger than a robins egg, and shaped just the same. It was not beautiful, and the latch had been jammed shut ever since Jenny could recall. But it was her only remembrance of her mother.

And now it was gone.

An unfamiliar panic overcame her as she stopped on the steps to search her person for the pendant. It had been the only memento shed managed to hide from her aunt and uncle when theyd sold all her parents belongings and sent her away.

Harriet!

The girl who shared her room was the only one who might have seen the locket and understood its value. After all Harriets grumbling about being cast off to make her own way at Bresland School, Jenny would not put it past her to take the locket and sell it to a jeweler, probably in Carlisle, where she had some family. It would certainly fetch several poundsenough to keep Harriet housed and fed until she found a position that suited her better than Bresland had done.

But Jenny needed it herself in case her own plans did not work out. If there was one thing shed learned since coming to this bleak and hateful place, it was that she could rely only upon herself. She could not expect a rescue, or even a smidgen of help, from anyone else.

Very little had gone well for her since shed come to this loathsome school. The headmaster had taken an immediate dislike to her, and the other girls had learned to stay away for the sake of self-preservation. None of them wanted to share in Jennys punishments, none but her fearless friend, Norah Martin.

Jenny tamped down the stab of grief that always came with thoughts of Norah. She quickly headed back up the stairs in search of her locket.

Jane Keating!

She stopped dead in her tracks at the sound of Reverend Ushers cold, steely voice. Bracing herself, she turned to face the headmaster, the man whod been her nemesis for eleven long, cheerless years.

He was a tall, angular man who never failed to belittle every rounded edge, every frivolous curl, and every pink cheek he discovered in the pupils at Bresland. He berated the girls, warning all his charges that their silly vanity gave offense to God.

Jenny did not understand why he was harshest with her. Even Norah Martin had said so, but Norah was long dead, the victim of a chill shed taken while locked inside the privy one cold winters night as a punishment. Shed been deathly pale when Reverend Usher had finally let her out, and the fever that killed her had taken hold that very night. The headmaster had called Norahs death the Lords own punishment for prying where she was not wanted.

Jenny had no doubt it was because Norah had witnessed one of her own humiliating punishmentsa bare-bottomed thrashingand had threatened to tell old Dr. Crandall about it when next he visited.

But Norah had been dead before Dr. Crandall had even been called. Swallowed by grief, Jenny had only vague recollections of that night, of whispers in the dark. But she remembered the teachers being shocked to learn of Norahs demise. While the headmaster had remained deadly quiet, the teachers had blamed one another for neglecting to call Dr. Crandall.

Reverend Ushers shameful punishments had continued unimpeded after Norahs death, and with each one, Jennys anger and despair had unleashed a strange, uncontrollable force that caused inexplicable, shattering events. Frightened by these incidents, she spoke of them to no one, for she knew they were abnormal. She was abnormal.

Even so, she had not deserved even half the punishments meted out to her in the past eleven years. She certainly had not deserved to be struck so hard shed lost the hearing in one ear.


Standing halfway down the stairway, she looked at Reverend Usher, meeting his gaze eye to eye, despising him with every ounce of her being. His close-cropped hair was white, and encircled his shiny, bald pate. His nose was narrow and slightly hooked at the end. Combined with his long, peaked brows, his features gave him the vague appearance of an owl. A malicious, flesh-tearing predator.

Jenny tipped up her chin, refusing to be cowed by him. He hadnt punished her physically since her sixteenth year, but he watched her incessantly with an unholy gleam that made her skin crawl. She reminded herself she would soon leave Bresland, and never have to deal with the hateful man again. Yes, sir?

You are late.

She bit back the retort that warred against her closed lips, and forced herself to control her temper, to prevent one of those unexplained incidentsa shattered glass, or a bent tin cup. Sometimes she even cracked a plate, with her unbridled emotions.

Go down to the dining hall.

No, sir. She swallowed and somehow managed to refrain from wringing her hands. She kept them at her sides, feigning a calmness she did not feel. I have something important to attend to. Something that cannot wait.

Do you defy me, Miss Keating? He came up the steps to face her, to intimidate her.

Jenny forced herself not to cower, and to put out of her head the memories of her degrading treatment in this institution. She was no longer a child. For the first time in her life, Jenny had options. She did not have to stay at Bresland.

She spoke firmly. I do not mean to be insolent, Reverend Usher. But, as I said

Headstrong, intemperate girl. You have not improved in your years at Bresland, have you? He took hold of her arm. Now, Miss Keating. In my office.

Jenny held her head high and jerked her arm away from the headmaster, repulsed by his touch. Yet she allowed herself to be led to the stark little office at the end of the hall, promising herself she would not submit to any penalty the man decided to mete out.

On the contrary, now was the time to inform the headmaster that she would soon be leaving. She had her letter from Darbury tucked into her Bible, confirming her governess position. It was the only offer shed received after advertising for two years, and she was determined to take it, even though it was her last resort.

Reverend Usher opened the door and gave Jenny a push into the room. She quickly leashed her temper and stood rooted in place as he crossed the room, watching as he removed his coat. He unbuttoned his cuffs, and when he pushed up his sleeves, Jenny began to tremble.

He stood before her, with that eerie light that came into his eyes whenever he inflicted his punishments, and she realized he intended to strike her as hed done when she was a child. She blushed with shame, unable to force away the memory of the terrible beatings shed suffered, bent over his knee with her skirts over her head, aware that the only other girls who ever suffered the same outrageous treatment were the ones as fair as she was, with light eyes.

Come here.

No, sir. I will not.

She clasped her hands behind her back, surprised at the degree of satisfaction she felt. At age twenty-one, her life was her own now, and she gave no one the right to touch her. Especially not Reverend Usher.

Satan still dwells in you, girl! You are s

Meanness is not discipline, Reverend Usher. Jenny spoke quietly but firmly, her courage bolstered by the letter from Darbury, securely hidden away. If Satan dwells anywhere on this earth, tis within the hearts of those who abuse little children.

You dare!

She turned away defiantly and moved to the door, suddenly afraid he would rush over and stop her before she could put a safe distance between them. But he stood still. Jenny took a deep breath and looked back at him. Id intended to give you a weeks notice that I am leaving Bresland, but your actions force me to leave immediately.

His knuckles turned white as he clenched his fists at his sides. What?

She felt light-headed with such unaccustomed boldness. Never before had she possessed the nerve to speak up to the headmaster. Y-you heard correctly, sir. I am leaving Bresland and taking a position as f-far away from here as I can possibly go. No matter what the situation at Darbury, it would certainly be better than this.

You will get no references from

I do not need any, Jenny retorted bravely. The position is already mine, and I will leave for it just as soon as I pack my things. And if she found the situation at Darbury unacceptable, she would leave there, too. She was done with serving everyones whim but her own.

You will regret this, young woman, Usher said, his voice shaking with anger. No one leaves Bresland without my consent.

I cannot think why youd want me to stay. Youve despised me since the day I arrived.

Two bright spots of red appeared on his sharp cheekbones, and his eyes darkened with hatred. He circled around to his desk and opened a drawer. The sin in you is the blackest kindtempting and taunting even the most steadfast of men.

Suddenly fearful that he might attempt to strike her with the wooden ruler he kept in his desk, Jenny gave Usher no further attention, but quickly took her leave, letting the door slam shut behind her. In spite of her careful control of her temper, she heard a row of books fly from his bookcase and crash to the floor. She hoped the old headmaster would assume it was due to the closing door. But Jenny knew differently.


She was responsible, even though she had not touched the books. She didnt understand how these things happened, nor could she control the strange accidents that occurred when her emotions were high. When she was far from Bresland, she intended to try to understand how these strange events happened, try to control the hot prickling in her chest when some freak event was about to occur. But now was not the time. She had to confront Harriet and get the locket, then take her leave of Bresland before Reverend Usher found some way to detain her.

It took only another minute to get up the stairs and into her room. Harriet had not moved a muscle in the time shed been gone, and Jenny called to her again. She felt emboldened after her confrontation with the headmaster and did not bother mincing words. Harriet, I am missing one of my belongings. A locket.

Still, Harriet did not move. Jenny crossed to the girls bed and placed a hand upon her shoulder, but quickly realized she was not touching flesh and bone. Ripping back the blankets, she found that Harriet had only propped up her bolster and some old rags to make it appear as though she were lying there, sleeping. She was gone.

Angry and frustrated, Jenny made a quick search of the room, though she didnt expect to find her locket. Obviously, Harriet had taken it and absconded. How long shed been gone was anyones guess.

Jenny jammed her few belongings into the sturdy traveling bag shed brought with her eleven years before, and hurried down the stairs, ignoring the startled looks of the overworked maid and footman she met on the landing. But she could not ignore the headmaster, who stood in the entryway, his hands fidgeting in his coat pockets. His expression was one of a man still in control, one who thought he still had the power to turn her over his knee.

Miss Keating, he said, you are mis

He was interrupted by the exuberant entrance of Clara Tremayne. Jenny was grateful, for once, for the other teachers appearance. Miss Keating! cried the young woman who would soon announce her betrothal.

To Jennys fianc.

The young woman came ahead of Mr. Ellis, the handsome young doctor who had courted Jenny all winter long. She eyed Jennys traveling bag, then gave her a superior smile. So Reverend Usher has finally dismissed yo

On the contrary, Miss Tremayne, Jenny retorted, ignoring the other womans scarcely concealed smirk. Ive just resigned my position here. Eleven years at Bresland has been quite enough for me.

She could not bring herself to look at Mr. Ellis, not after hed jilted her so cruelly. Hed believed every horrible thing Reverend Usher had said about her, not once opening his mouth to defend her. Walking past them, Jenny decided she was glad to be quit of him, too. He had agreed with Reverend Ushers disciplinary methods, even suggesting that Jenny had somehow deserved the beating that had caused her partial deafness. She was far better off without such a husband.

Without looking back, Jenny hefted her traveling bag over her shoulder. She ignored the sensation of Ushers hateful gaze boring into her back, and headed directly for the road to Carlisle, where Harriet had certainly gone. The woman had mentioned a brother therea rum distiller, as Jenny recalledso it would be the logical place for her to go.

And since Carlisle was directly on Jennys path to Darbury, the estate where she would begin her new life, it made sense for her to go in that direction. She started walking and hoped to catch the next northbound mail coach.

There was nothing to keep her at Bresland.



Northumbria, late winter, 1826

Merrick Mac Lochlainn shook his head to clear it, then rose weakly to his feet to take his bearings.

England was cold, and he was soaking wet from his passage through the Astar Columns deep in the waters of the Coruain Sea. The spells hed cast to travel through time had dissipated well before he reached the shore. Twas the only way to prevent Eilinora and her Odhar from finding any trace of him once he reached the correct time and place. But moving through time without the full protection of his magic was fraught with danger, not the least of which was his arrival at his destination feeling ill and weak.

Shivering and disoriented, Merrick collapsed to his knees and doubled over with pain in his belly. His muscles cramped and his head swam as he lowered himself to the cold ground. Remembering that he could not use his healing powers to restore himself, he realized he had to get some warm clothes on, before he froze to death and ended his quest before it had even begun.

With trembling hands, he reached for his satchel and struggled to pull out the suit of clothes hed conjured before leaving Coruain. But two purple-black, long-fingered hands grabbed the satchel and tried to run with it. Hold, sthean!

In spite of his weakened state, Merrick tripped the big-eared little beast, and watched him fall to the wet ground. He knew from past visits to the Tuath lands that stheans were not visible to the plain people here. Though the wicked little sprites had been commanded to leave the Tuath lands with the Druzai eons before, a number of them had defied the elders and remained here to plague the unsuspecting Tuath who could not see them. Missing possessions, unexplained clumsiness, strange accidentsthe Tuath never knew twas a sthean pest who caused them.

Who ye be? it shrieked, aghast at being caught, being seen.

Aye, I can see you, little deamhan. Merrick detained the leathery black sprite with a foot across its neck. Im no some poor Tuath you can torment.

You canna beDruzai? it squealed, narrowing its bulging eyes at him. Ye be a magical one?

Tathaich an brdach, sthean! Merrick commanded. Begone!

The creature cried out again, shoved the satchel aside, and pried itself out from beneath Merricks foot. It ran away through the rain, leaving a shivering Merrick to dress himself and hope he would not need to deal with any more sthean interference while he searched for the brgha-stone.

Somehow, Merrick managed to pull on his Tuath clothes and drag his heavy woolen cloak over his shoulders. He had to move along quickly in spite of his dizziness, in spite of the knives piercing through his abdomen and the grief that weighed so heavily on his heart. The truth of the Druzai tragedy struck him once more. His father was dead, his powerful scepter gone. Stolen.

If only Merrick had learned of Eilinoras attack right after it happened, he might have been able to displace himself in time to protect Kieran and prevent his death. Yet Merricks father had been dead for many hours before he had discovered his body, making displacement useless. Nor could he make use of the Astar Columns and return in time to thwart Eilinoras attack. No one, not even Druzai, could achieve dual existence in such a manner. Twas impossible.


Merrick threw the satchel over his shoulder and trudged inland, staggering like a drunken Tuath. He needed to find a place where he could sleep a short while, to cast off the effects of moving across a thousand years time. An inn would be best, but even a quiet barn would do. If nothing else, a sheltered corner in the woods would have to suffice. Unfortunately, there was no grand wealrach in any of the Tuath lands to carry him to his destination.

Merrick headed eastward, toward the road, his head pounding, every muscle in his body aching. Hed trained extensively with Brogans men and was as capable as any Druzai warrior. But without magic, the Astar Columns took their toll. It was only a short time before his heart was pounding in his chest and his legs were wobbling as he walked. He had no choice but to find a place where he would be sheltered from the rain to lie down and recover his strength.

Coming out of the woods, he stumbled into a road and saw a pretty young woman in a black cloak being accosted by several ruffians. As weak as he was, Merrick could not ignore her plight when she screamed in terror.



Jenny had been walking more than an hour, and was far from Bresland School. She was far from everything, it seemed. The road was desolate, and when it began to rain, she despaired of ever meeting with the northbound mail coach.

She pulled up the hood of her heavy woolen cloak and plodded on, only to stop abruptly when four men came out of the trees beside the road to confront her.

Aye, whatve we here? drawled the tallest of them.

A sweet bit o skirt, Bob!

And carryin some blunt, Ill wager, said a stocky one with thick, red side-whiskers.

Jenny said nothing, but held her bag tightly to her body and tried to edge around the four hooligans.

They did not let her pass, but closed in on her on all sides. Leave me be! she said defiantly, though her knees were knocking and her heart quaking.

Whats she got in er bag, Dickie?

She pulled her arm away from the groping scoundrel and heard her sleeve tear at the shoulder. Tis none of your concern, youyou ruffian!

Dickie laughed, showing rotten teeth, then wiped his nose against his sleeve.

The man in front shoved her, knocking her off balance. Bet she aint got much but whats under her skirts.

No! Jenny dropped her bag and tried to run, but one of the men caught her and knocked her to the wet ground. She screamed, slapping and kicking him away, but it was no use. The men were undeterred, even when a stout branch of a tree cracked and fell, barely missing them.

She screamed.


Be still, dolly, said Bob, tearing her cloak from her shoulders. One of the others dumped her belongings from her traveling case, but Jennys panic worsened when Bob pulled a pistol from his pocket and pointed it directly at her heart. She let out an unfamiliar plaintive sound, certain she was doomed.

Another voice called out sharply from the edge of the road, shouting unfamiliar words. Fosradh an ragair! he said in a commanding tone. Stop!

Her assailants turned to the intruder and Jenny managed to scramble to her feet. She hardly noticed her dress becoming soaked as the men converged upon the newcomer, a tall, striking man with black hair long enough to brush his shoulders. He looked pale and ill, but he dropped his greatcoat and satchel and came to her defense, throwing punches and shoving one ruffian into another. He was either the bravest man alive to take on four such scoundrels as these

Or he was a fool.



The urge to whisk the blackguards into the air and toss them high onto the branches of the nearby trees came naturally to Merrick. So did the thought of displacement to arrive at this spot several minutes before the attack to prevent it. But he had the presence of mind to avoid such a mistake. He could not risk using magic, not when the Odhar might be searching this very locale for the blood stone. After all, Ana was not the only seer in the world. Surely the Odhar had someone with seeing abilities who also sought the stones.

In his weakened state, he had difficulty holding his own against the villains. But at least he could provide an adequate distraction while the young woman made her escape.

Only she did not. From the corner of his eye, Merrick saw her pick up a broken branch from the road and swing it at one of the men whod attacked her. The scoundrel grunted with pain and fell to the ground in a disheveled heap.

Catching her eye, Merrick grinned in appreciation at her indomitable Tuath spirit and ducked another blow from one of her three remaining attackers. She was beauty and strength, an admirable combination. If shed been Druzai, Merrick might well have wished she were the one foretold as his cile mate, the wife who would help him avert the crisis with Eilinora. As it was, everyone believed twould be Sinann whom he would wed.

Sinann was beautiful and talented, and any Druzai sorcerer would be proud to take her for his mate. Her blood would strengthen the Mac Lochlainn line, making their children capable leaders for yet another thousand years.

Yell be sorry! said one of the assailants, swinging his meaty fist, but Merrick made a quick turn and coldcocked him. Twas a simple maneuver taught him by his brothera swift, fierce punch to the nose that incapacitated an attacker before he had a chance to realize what was coming.

Now there were two, and Merrick could see that the woman was trying to position herself to deliver another blow with her cudgel. But the taller of the two highwaymen turned suddenly away from him and grabbed her. She screamed when he knocked away the wooden club, but remained undefeated, even so. She kicked the scoundrel in the leg and he pushed away from her, yelping in pain.

Merrick made a quick move to dispatch the fellow who was still throwing punches, but a shot rang out and he felt a stinging blow to his head. Taken by surprise, he fell heavily to the ground.

He saw a bright flash of light before losing consciousness.







    

Chapter 2




Goddamn it, Bob, youve killed im! Put that gun away afore any of us gets hurt.

Jenny barely heard the muttered curses of the highwaymen as they frantically gathered up their wounded. She rushed to the side of the handsome young hero whod come to her rescue and dropped to her knees. He was unconscious, but still alive. The bullet had grazed him just above his ear, and his head was bleeding profusely.

Hed hit his head hard when hed fallen, too, and Jenny knew such an injury by itself could be fatal. Her throat burned and she blinked back tears, aware that she should be running away as fast and as far as her legs could carry her.

But she could not leave her rescuer here to bleed to death in the rain, not the man whod grinned so audaciously at her, in spite of their dire circumstances. Tossing a quick glance back at the villains who were busy rummaging through her traveling bag, she tore a strip of cloth from her petticoat and pressed it to the mans wound, wishing she could somehow make an entire tree fall on the highwaymen, and not just a branch.

The highwaymen would be back for her as soon as they saw she carried nothing of value, but she could think of no way to combat them, no way to get herself and the young man to safety. Even if she abandoned the poor fellow and ran, it was just a matter of time before they caught her.

Wake up! she cried softly, patting his cheek in an effort to revive him.

If only he would get up, they might be able to run into the woods and find a place to hide. But he remained unconscious. He was much too large for her to pull out of the road, and she doubted shed be able to support his weight even if he managed to get up. It was hopeless.

Jenny heard footsteps behind her, and her heart pounded even harder than before. Oh please, she whispered urgently as she gave him another gentle shake. Get up and help me!

Naught but books in yer case, dolly! Bob said angrily.

Im a teacher! she cried. I havent anything of value. Just the Bible and her favorite, an old edition of Malorys tale of King Arthur.

Well, yere just going to have to

Several horsemen came into view at the curve of the road. The black-haired newcomers wore vivid colors, and even their horses were draped similarly. At the sight of them, the highwaymen started to back away.


Bob put his gun in his pocket and fled alongside the others while some of the dark ones chased them down the road. Four of themGypsiesstayed with her. Jenny was afraid she might melt on the spot at their blatant, rude appraisal, but she managed to hold her head up and face the four men who dismounted and approached her.

You, English, said the eldest, the obvious leader, his words spoken with a foreign lilt. His eyes were light brown, nearly the same color as the swarthy hue of his skin. His hair was black and curly, but for a few strands of gray at his temples, and a thick mustache covered his upper lip. He wore boots that hed left unlaced, a garish coat, and baggy trousers, and he had a bright pink kerchief knotted at his throat. He looked as though hed been thrown together with scraps from a ragbag.

Jenny had heard tales of these people. They wandered the countryside at will, stealing pretty English children from their beds, practicing dark magic, and who knew what else. The leaders companions unnerved her. One with a gold front tooth gazed at her intently, raking his black eyes over her sodden form, lingering at her mouth, then her bosom. When his gaze wandered downward, Jenny had the uncomfortable feeling that he could see through her clothes.

Your manhe is bad hurt, said the leader.

She swallowed and glanced up the road. Yes. Those men, they


Narkri. Banditas. The man sneered and looked down the road where her attackers had fled. He looked at her, then at her traveling bag with its contents strewn about, apparently weighing the situation. Come. We take you to camp.

An elaborately painted wagon drew up behind the horsemen. A man was driving, but a woman sat beside him, also dressed in vivid colors, and wearing gold bangles at her ears and wrists. Here on the isolated road, in the pouring rain, these Gypsies offered the unconscious man his only chance at survival. It was slim, but it was a chance nonetheless.

The leader spoke in his own strange language to his men, who dropped the reins of their horses and came to her. Carefully lifting the hurt man, they carried him to the back of the wagon and moved him inside. One of them picked up his leather satchel and her sodden traveling bag and tossed the whole unwieldy bundle into the wagon.

The leader pointed to himself and spoke in halting English. I am Guibran Bardo. King of Rom.

Jenny swallowed her surprise. K-king?

Of Rom. Jip-see as you say.

Jenny swallowed tightly. Thank you for helping me. Erus. I am Jenny Keating.

And your husband?

M-my? she stammered, then suddenly realized Mr. Bardo thought the wounded man was her husband. It was just as well for them to believe she was a married lady, especially while that black-eyed Gypsy rascal was near, watching her as he picked at his gold tooth. She could pretend to belong to her rescuer for a few hours, just until the weather cleared and she could go on her way.

He iser She swallowed nervously. M-Matthew. Matthew Keating.

The Gypsy king took Jennys hand and helped her climb into the wagon, where she slipped into place beside Matthew. She hoped he would not mind that shed claimed him as her spouse.


His head hurt abominably and his stomach felt as though one wrong move would make him heave its contents.

Worse, he couldnt figure out where he was. The smell of wood smoke was strong, but he seemed to be in a small, dimly lit room. The drumming of rain pummeled what sounded like a metal roof of the primitive chamber, and again he tried to understand what place this might be. There were two flickering candles amid the clutter on a tiny table a few feet away, and he could see pictures of strangers hanging on the walls. The windows were covered with colorful curtains, and a potbellied stove at one end warmed the room, the source of the smoke that hovered near the ceiling.

Youre awake.

A womans voice startled him. Squinting his eyes, he turned and made out the delicate features of a disheveled young blond woman with a dark red gash at the crest of her cheek. Her black dress was torn and her hair a riot of sodden curls that drifted over her shoulders. He felt the sharp pull of attraction to her comely face and womanly form, but practical matters prevailed. Where am I?

She wrung her hands and stepped away. They shot you.

They? Who? He didnt remember being shot. He thought back and realized he couldnt recall much. He couldnt recallanything.

Surely this bewilderment would pass. Once the headache receded, his thoughts would clear. The nausea would disappear.

The Gypsies came just in time, said the woman, adding to his confusion. Her speech was foreign to him, yethe somehow knew it. I think the highwaymen would have killed us both.

We were attacked on the road, then?

She nodded. Dont you remember? No, I suppose not. First the gunshot, then you fell and cracked your head on the macadam. You only just stopped bleeding.

He felt the side of his head, but there was a soft cotton cloth wrapped round it.

The pretty woman started to speak again, but two swarthy men came into the room, drawing her attention. She was clearly even more nervous with the newcomers than she was with him alone.

Ah, he is awake, your husband, said the older of the two men.

Y-yes.


Husband?

You have books, said the man with the mustache, while the younger man with a gold tooth watched every move the woman made with his intense black eyes.

Merrick felt a proprietary surge at the frank lust in the young Gypsys eyes. The fellow had no business eyeing his wifehis wife?so lasciviously.

She glanced toward a travel case on the floor. Yes, I have a few.

I need learn. Me, said the man. And nephew. You teach?

The woman looked uncertain, glancing from the case, then back to the men. To read?

Yes. To read, Tekari Kaulo and me, he replied, pointing to the younger man. You do for safe passage towhere you go?

Imwell, we are going to Carlisle.

Merrick had trouble following the conversation as he tried to remember the events that had brought him to this place.

To remember his wife.

Surely he could never forget such a woman. He must have kissed those full, pink lips and caressed her soft, feminine curves many times. He must have seen her beautiful gray eyes go dark with pleasure when he

You teach, we take you to Carlisle, said the Gypsy. Weeks journey.

To Carlisle? said his wife with a hint of indignation. But tis only sixty miles. She protested with spirit, but she was clearly uneasy, possibly even frightened. A good husband would get up from his bed and give her the support she needed. He would protect her.

He pushed himself up and garnered naught but a quick glance from the two dark men before they dismissed him and turned their attention back to his wife. Mo oirg, did he appear so pitiful?

We go the Rom way, said the Gypsy leader.

Merricks wifewhat was her name? He wracked his brain to remember, but was momentarily distracted by the elegant movement of her throat as she swallowed. She bit down on her lower lip in a manner so sensual, he felt blood rushing to his groin. No doubt shed always had this effect on him, but why could he not remember?

He could, almost.

The thoughts were there, just on the edge of his consciousness. Twas like a word on the tip of his tongue, one that teased at him, one he could not quite retrieve.

A gust of wind sent the rain hammering against the windows. His wife shivered and gave in to the mans request. Yes. I will teach you, but only until we reach Carlisle.

Good. We begin tomorrow, Mrs. Keating.

Keating. Finally, he heard something that sounded familiar, but still he could not remember his given name. Before he could give it further thought, a violent wave of nausea overtook him, and he turned to retch in the bowl he found beside his bed.



Im sorry, said the man. His very pronounced brogue led Jenny to believe he must be a Scotsman. Im a good deal of trouble for you just now.

He was not the only one at a disadvantage. Neither the rain nor the attack on the road had benefited Jennys appearance. She turned her back to him and tried to arrange her hair into some semblance of order before facing him again.

And there was the matter of their marriage. She had to apologize for taking such liberties with the truth. But that could wait until he felt better.

Bolstering her nerve, Jenny moistened a cloth with warm water from a deep bowl that had been provided, then returned to him and wiped his face when he lay back. He still looked paletoo palebut at least he was awake and talking. His condition was far better now than it had been during the long ride to the Gypsy camp.

Just try to rest, she said. Theres nothing we can do tonight.

Helping him to rinse his mouth and clean his teeth, Jenny was struck by her wifely pose beside him. Any onlooker would assume they actually were husband and wife. Yet he was a wealthy man, and she had only a few shillings to her name. The quality and cut of his clothes demonstrated their differences plainly enough, but Jenny had also looked in his satchel for some indication of his identity. Shed found none, but his other clothes and the gold sovereigns in his possession proved that he was a man of means. A noblemanperhaps even a Scottish aristocrat. A man like her viscount uncle who would have little use for her once he regained his strength.

Were going to stay here while you teach those men? he asked.

I dont have any choice, Jenny replied, glancing around the inside of the shabby, cluttered caravan. It had to be a dramatic contrast to the kind of environment he was accustomed to. There was only the one bed and a small table, a few boxes, a cloudy mirror, and several grimy pictures on the walls. Two small windows were covered by multicolored blankets that had been tacked down on all sides. The caravan was dry, reasonably warm, and safe. At least she did not think the Gypsies would attempt to accost her, as long as they needed her to teach them. An added protection was their belief that this man was her husband.

In truth, he appeared the kind of man who would have women falling at his feet in adoration. His black lashes were long and thick, his eyes a dark, warm blue, and his strong jaw slightly cleft. Hed fought for her like a bold and capable warrior of old, a chivalrous knight come to her rescue from Camelot itself. Even as ill as Matthew was, Jenny had never seen a comelier male. She did not doubt that he had a real wife somewhere, waiting, worried over his delayed return.

And as soon as he could move without becoming ill, she was going to get out of there. She knew better than to think she could rely on him for help. As usual, she was on her own.


Well stay until youre able to travel. Jenny moved away from the bed and took a seat on one of the boxes. I dont want to run up against another band of highwaymen

What happened to us? he asked. He seemed genuinely puzzled.

A group of men attackeduson the road. Dont you remember?

I canna remember anything. My brain feels hazy He touched his forehead pensively. I doona think I know even my own name.

Jenny frowned. Truly? You dont know your name?

Closing his eyes again, he clenched his jaw, clearly struggling to remember, to understand what had happened to him. Then he looked sheepishly at her. No. Tis no use. I cannaNor do I know yours.

She took a deep breath and
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