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Dedication

To my husband who loved me even when I burned dinner and let the kids run amock so I could finish a chapter. I love you.

My children never give up on your dreams. Reach for them, always.
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Chapter One
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Gwen stared her mother’s wrinkled hands in hers; spotted with age and showing each vein.

“I pass on my gift to you, so you will see the deliverance from our Oppressor,” her mother’s voice wheezed out. For all her knowledge of herbs, nothing healed her. “Protect the prophecy through the vision I’ve asked the gods for you to receive.”

With a swallow, Gwen nodded. Twenty-nine years by her mother’s side and not one glimpse of prophecies, visions, or even magic filled her. She felt a failure.

None of her mother’s talents save using herbs for healing had smiled down upon Gwen. She could not do even the smallest trace of magic.

Her mother’s hand went limp.

Tears sprang from Gwen’s eyes as if she dumped water buckets from them. Closed her eyes, she added her prayers to her dead mother’s.

But no vision came.

***
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YEARS STRETCHED BEFORE her. Gwen made her living with herbs and midwifery. She relished when holding each newborn. Forty-eight years brought no babes to her womb. Last month, she buried her husband.

It was the chill of winter that brought her to the steps of Laird Laughlin and his wife.

They sent a messenger that she was to come to the castle with haste.

Standing outside their keep, she regretted not asking for what purpose she was summoned. She gripped her cloak in one hand, and rapped on the door with the other. Her bag of herbs waited at her feet.

The door flew open and a solemn man blocked her way. His eyes squinted as he looked her up and down. “You the healer?”

“Aye.”

“Come,” he stepped aside, “the mistress is sick.”

Her knees nearly buckled. Laird Laughlin loved his wife fiercely. Two years ago, he gouged out the eyes of a man he swore looked too long upon his wife.

Gwen grasped her herb bag and followed the servant passed the sweeping tapestries along the corridors.

Climbing after him up three flights of stairs, she wondered if they’d wanted to wind her first before they killed her.

Finally, he stopped outside double doors carved from oak. Knocked twice, then he pushed the massive doors open. “The healer has arrived.”

Gwen stepped into the chamber. Rose petals mingled with rushes were strewn across the stone floor.

Around the mahogany bed, velvet curtains swirled. Her fingers tried to smooth down the patches on her skirts.

With a huff, the curtains flew back and Laird Laughlin towered over her. “See that you heal her, or I’ll roast your stomach for the servants of Master Tromel.” He stomped out of the chamber.

The door slammed closed behind him.

Her knees knocked. Master Tromel covered the land in blood. He was their Oppressor. Some whispered that he was a demon who could not be killed for he wielded great magic. Bowed men’s backs to declare him sovereign and god. To think of him or speak his name was to call his attention. And no one lived once he was disturbed.

She remembered her father rotted from the inside out when he asked for payment for his crops from Master Tromel. She snatched the thought and kissed it away as her mother had shown her for protection.

Then she waited for the Lady to speak, but only moans came from behind the curtains.

“My lady?” She dared not offend her. The fear of the Laird’s retaliation, if his wife was displeased, caused her to shake all over.

“Come.”

On wobbly legs, Gwen approached the bed. She drew back the curtains. The Lady was pale and bundled under covers.

“Tis no use,” she whispered, “as soon as my feet touch the floor, everything in my stomach comes out.”

Gwen bit her lip as a dozen illnesses ran through her mind. Best she not distress Lady Laughlin unless she was sure. Her hand brushed back her patient’s chestnut hair from her forehead. No fever.

“Any pains?”

“None. Just my husband’s constant demand that I stop this nonsense.” Her grin eased some of the tension between them. “Come, sit beside me.”

Gwen did as she bid. The mattress must be stuffed with feathers, for no straw of hay poked through.

“Now, if you’ll push the covers down, I must touch your stomach to find out where the ailment lays.”

With the covers down, Gwen’s fingers massaged the right side then shifted over to check the left.

But when her fingers passed over the Lady’s womb lightening flashed across her vision. Pausing, her hands covered the area.

The flashes paused then opened into knowledge.

A child grew inside Lady Laughlin. One who would kill Master Tromel. The child decked in armor, his sword pierced the blackness of Tromel’s heart. This child would be the ruler of their land. Peace reaped for generations under his leadership.

The image rippled away as if a stone tossed into a puddle. The chambers shifted back into focus.

Lady Laughlin stared at her. “Am I to die then?”

“Nay,” Gwen whispered. Hope bubbled inside her, their deliverance was here.
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Chapter Two
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“In your womb grows a child-a boy.” Gwen patted Lady Laughlin’s hand. “My vision shows me he will destroy our Oppressor.”

“Tromel?”

“Aye, but speak of this prophecy to your husband only-spies of Tromel are more numerous than spiders.”

Her grin answered Gwen. “A child?”

“I’ll make a tonic for you, to ease the sickness and help you grow a strong lad.” Gwen reached into her bag and gave one of the glass jars of herbs to Lady Laughlin. “Have the servants boil a pinch of this every night into a cup for you to drink until the jar is empty. I’ll come each morning for a month; the sickness will not trip you.”

“But what about after? How do I keep my food down when the tonic runs out?”

“By then, the babe will be stronger. And the floor will not be a problem.”

“Thank you, I will have my husband pay you.” Her green eyes lightened. “And I want visits regularly from you each week to ensure everything’s well.”

“Until after your son nurses safely at your breast, I’ll be at your service.”

They bid each other farewell, and Gwen left the chambers.

She nearly skipped down the keep’s stairs. Finally, she had had a vision and Tromel would be destroyed.

Outside, she hummed a tune along the path back to her house.

“Laird Laughlin spared your life?” A male voice behind her caused her to spin around. “That the reason for such a joyful tune?”

Butcher stood cloaked in an apron dipping blood. An ax hung over one shoulder.

Chills raced down her spine, she knew not why or how, but she knew this man was one of the servants of Tromel.

“Just an upset stomach his lady had. And aye, I am grateful for each day.”

He snorted and spit by her feet. “If you learn anything else, let me know. ‘Tis past time for this Laird’s covenant with the Master. He will bow and serve or die.”

Planting a smile on her face, she nodded. “Good day, and let his love and mercy protect us.” She didn’t bother to tell the man she didn’t think of Tromel whenever she said that prayer.

Before he questioned her, she scuttled away.

When she didn’t find him chasing down the path after her, she breathed a sigh of relief.

Her first vision; the slayer of their oppression.

***
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MONTHS FLEW BY. EACH time Gwen touched Lady Laughlin’s stomach, the same vision glowed before her.

Laird Laughlin strolled through the keep. His laughter rang through the halls-told every one of his soon-to-be son.

During the last month before the child’s birth, he insisted Gwen move into a private chamber at the keep across from Lady Laughlin’s chambers.

Even had her own handmaid serve her while she waited for the child’s birth. Never before had Gwen had a servant.

She enjoyed delicacies at the Laird’s table. Gifts of three work dresses and two gowns were made for Gwen. As anxious as she was for the birthing, she wanted to hold onto this luxury.

***
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THUNDER SHOOK THE KEEP as a storm loomed overhead. Gwen tossed in her bed, finally thrusting back the curtains.

“My lady?” Her handmaid rose from her mattress beside the hearth.

Too warm for fire this season.

“Can’t sleep with this racket outside.” Gwen kicked her legs over the side of the bed. After donning her robe, she strode to the door.

Lightening lit up the room and she heard her handmaid snoring.

She crossed the chamber then reached out to open the door when it flew open. Her heart froze until she realized it was the Laird.

“Come quickly, she has pains.”

With a frown, she followed him across the hall to her Lady’s chambers.

“The babe shouldn’t come ‘til next week.” Gwen’s heart beat like a trapped sparrow in a cage.

Curtains were drawn back, Lady Laughlin lay in the center of the bed. Sweat curled her hair around her face.

“Our son does not wait.” She clenched her teeth when a labor pain racked through her.

“Aye.” Gwen knew the symptoms and watched as the muscles in her womb bunch up.

“Their lives are in your hands.” Laird Laughlin stared down at her. “If either my son or wife dies, you forfeit your life.”

She waved him away. No time to think about his threats now, and she lifted the sheets off. Her fingers brushed the opening of the birth canal and knew the time was soon.

“Sorry.” Vaguely she heard the Laird mumble. “I’m so sorry, Evelyn. Never will ask this of you again.”

“Make use and bring me some hot water and fresh linen,” Gwen ordered.

He bowed his head then burst out of the room.

“That should buy us some time.” Gwen winked at her.

Another pain brought a scream.

Gwen bent her head and examined the birth canal. Dark hair strained against the opening.

“Your son’s ready now.” She rolled up the edges of her robe’s sleeves. “When the next contraction comes, push.”

A grunting scream answered her.

After four more contractions, the baby’s head slipped into her hands. His nose scrunched up.

“Good, good.” Gwen eased her hand along the baby’s neck to ensure the cord choked him not. “Take a few breaths while I ease the shoulder out one at a time. When I say push-then push.”

She eased her hand further into the birth canal and turned the baby to his side.

To avoid Lady Laughlin’s discomfort, she moved her hand out. “Push.”

The baby popped out into her arms and wailed. Thunder broke the lightning outside.

“Have a fine b-” Gwen felt the blood drain from her face as she looking down at the squalling infant.

The baby was a girl.

How had she been so wrong? Laird Laughlin would be the brunt of ridicule for generations. Undoubtedly, he’d have her flayed.

But the vision had promised, this was the child...a knight who would destroy Tromel.

In answer, Gwen’s vision filled the sight before her. Like before, the knight killed Master Tromel-but this time, the knight removed her helmet. Their redemption was in this child’s hands-a girl.

“What’s wrong?” Lady Laughlin asked raising her head.

“Nothing.” Gwen wrapped up the girl in her robe. “Just received another vision.”

She handed the babe over to Lady Laughlin.

“His only protection, while he’s young would be for me to raise him.”

“Nay.” Lady Laughlin frowned. “My son will stay here.”

“If you value your son’s life,” she bit her lip. If they doubted her if they even checked-she’d be dead.

The vision came to her for a purpose. The only way to fulfillment would be to raise the girl as a boy. Everyone must believe it so.

“Then permit me to be your lady-in-waiting. You may feed and care for the boy, but only I must wash and change his nappy. If any other sees him naked, the boy will die.”

Laird McLaughlin stomped into the room carrying a steaming water bucket in one hand and linen in the other.

“Laird.” She dipped into a curtsy. “Your son waited not for you.”

Without an answer, he dropped the bucket and linens and rushed to his wife’s side. Water sloshed out across the stone floor.

“If you will permit me, I will make a nappy for your son so he can enjoy his mother’s milk.”

They nodded.

Gwen took a step forward, commanded her legs to move at a leisurely pace instead of racing forward to snatch the child.

The baby in her arms, she dipped into a curtsy then left the room.

Why had her vision been hazy and not revealed the child was a girl? Surely Laird McLaughlin would beat her to death when he found out.
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Chapter Three
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The baby girl gnawed at her tiny fist inside her chambers. Gwen tore strips of linen then tied a nappy over the baby’s bottom.

“The baby?” Her handmaid stood up.

“Aye. A fine boy.” She let her handmaid look at the baby’s face. The nappy was knotted underneath the cut cord.

“Such color of red hair as did I ever saw.”

“Now, the Lady has instructed none but I will wash and change the babe. Understand?”

She smiled down at the infant but nodded.

“I fear for the Lady’s health-she must never wash or change the babe-if you hear or see anyone but me to do this I must be told at once.”

“What illness may befall Lady Laughlin now the child be born?”

“Don’t question-or I’ll ask the Laird to remove you from this service. And a curse upon you and yours for a hundred years.” Thank the gods her mother and grandmother had left enough of a legacy for no one to question her about magic.

“Nay,” her servant dipped into a curtsy, “I will follow your orders without question.”

“Good, see that you do.” Gwen picked up the baby. “Now, let’s allow the lad to have his first meal.”

***
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THE COUPLE WATCHED as their son suckled at his mother’s breast.

“Have you thought of a name?” he asked his wife.

“If the name pleases you, I thought of Ahren, your baptized name, for our son.”

“Aye, ‘tis a fine name.”

“Laird Laughlin?” Gwen swallowed down her heart which thumped in her throat.

He glanced at her, his grin contagious.

“May I have a word with you?” When he nodded but glanced back at his wife, she continued. “In private.”

With a kiss to his wife’s forehead, he then pushed off from the bed, and led Gwen to the corridor.

She’d hoped for a private room, but she dare not strain his patience.

“My Lord,” her hands dry washed each other until she gripped her skirts to keep them still, “I’ve had a vision. The lad must be trained as a knight.”

A frown spread across his face and made her words tumbled out of her.

“’Tis prophesied that your son is the one to rid us of the Oppressor.” Had he already pledged his oath to the foulness? “To keep him safe, no one must wash him save me. No one.

“If any see him without his nappy-then the Oppressor will have the freedom to kill the infant and your wife.”

“What’s to stop him from doing that now?”

Her tongue went dry at his question. Surely she could hide one infant from the prying eyes of evil.

Instead of answering, a falcon swooped down into the window and landed on Laird Laughlin’s shoulder.

“Runiz.” He cooed to the bird. “Did you come to bid respect to me for the birth of my son?”

“Aye,” Gwen answered and took a bold step forward. And hoped he didn’t see her legs trembling beneath her skirts. “I called him to you to prove my words true. Tell no one of our pact.

“Allow none to see the child naked. Not even you or your wife. And the spell I’ve weaved protecting your son will remain intact.”

Silence rang through the hall as he stared at her. She lifted her chin and kept her eyes on his. Her stomach quivered and threatened to spill its contents while she waited.

Finally, he dipped his head in agreement. And Gwen nearly fell at his feet in relief.

“But I’ve been summoned by Master Tromel for a visit tomorrow.” He paused. “What shall I tell him?”

“Tell him?” She squeaked out. Things were better before her vision-now she wished she’d never had one. “Listen to what he says... and let your heart guide you.”

How she wanted to tell him of her vision of the child destroying Tromel, and that the child was a girl. But she dare not. There was a reason the vision hid the fact that the babe was a girl until the birth—even from her. Perhaps that may prove the only guard against Tromel in the end.

Her mother and grandmother told her stories beside their hearth of the twisted means Tromel extracted loyal subjects. Chills churned her stomach.

***
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LAIRD MCLAUGHLIN BOWED before Master Tromel’s ebony throne and awaited for an acknowledgement before rising. Almost he smelled the copper taste of




















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
e
&





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





