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      I’m happy to dedicate The Witch and the Gatekeeper to my first and favourite schoolteacher, Miss Tucker (now Mrs. Joan Bolton), who I was lucky enough to have for three consecutive grades. She once praised me for the fantastic job I’d done writing a Remembrance Day poem and then read it aloud to the class.

      Teachers truly can influence their students for a lifetime. Having Miss Tucker’s approval meant a lot. She gave me a great start and helped form a positive opinion of school and learning ever after.
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      Dear readers,

      To my amazingly supportive followers, I am so grateful to each of you for continuing to read my books. (Or for recently finding them.)

      I hope you’ll enjoy this new series, Daughters of Time. (Formerly Daughters of the Witches of Time.)

      You’ll be following four young magical heroines, their gorgeous men/guardians, in thrilling, steamy, spellbinding romantasy adventure stories.

      I’ve had such great response to readers anticipating this book. I can’t wait for everyone to meet Cian (pronounced KEY-un, known as Raff) Rafferty  and Eilis (pronounced EYE-lish) O’Brien.

      Their love story is set in sixteenth century Ireland, where the magic first began with her parents, Alainn and Killian. I feel we’ve come full circle.

      (With the three other witches’ stories to follow!)

      The Witch and the Time Traveler

      The Witch and the Alchemist

      The Witch and the Sea King

      Release dates yet to be determined. But look for book 2 in autumn 2026.

      This is my sixth series and I know… I say it every time, but I’m super excited about Daughters of Time. It was interesting reconnecting with my original couples from The Irish Witch and The Witches of Time series. I had such fun seeing them parenting their strong-willed, eldest daughters who are all witches with various magical abilities. (I enjoyed writing some of those scenes and would love to hear if you find them as amusing as I did.)

      I hope you love this next generation of witches, and their unique personalities while probably recognizing some similarities to their mothers.

      Thanks for continuing along with me on this ever-changing journey. There have been a few bumps in the road recently, but I’m delighted with this series and the dragon series I’m co-authoring. I’ll have more on that in future notes, newsletters and my website.

      You’re the heart of my stories; your support encourages me to bring these worlds and characters to life. I can’t wait to share more adventures.

      Magical Wishes,

      Leigh Ann
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      Ireland 1564

      As a witch, Eilis O’Brien was well acquainted with magic, yet even for her there was something magical about market days. The familiar sounds made her smile. Children’s laughter, murmurs of numerous conversations, the steady trundling of horse-drawn carts. Always, at least one persistent dog barked hoping for a handout from the soft-hearted butcher, and farther down the lines of vendor stalls, someone merrily played a fiddle.

      People from their chiefdom and this seaside Irish village seldom missed Saturday markets. Visiting with friends and neighbors to hear the latest news and local gossip was as elemental to this popular venue as perusing the various items offered. Breads, sweet and savory pies, freshly harvested seasonal fruits, vegetables, and grains, along with meat, fish, seafood, spices, pottery, jewelry, and a variety of fabrics could be purchased or bartered for here.

      However, Eilis and her mother, Alainn, weren’t peddling wares … or gossiping. They were healers, providing services to people who couldn’t or wouldn’t go to the healing chamber at their castle. Some were too infirm to walk that distance. Others refused largely because of Castle O’Rorke’s infamous hauntings. Tales had been exaggerated but it was indeed haunted by a good many spirits, including Eilis’s great-grandfather, Niall O’Rorke who in life had been a Druid chieftain.

      Smells of roasting meat, fresh bread, and cinnamon blended with the pungent odors wafting from the seafood and fishmonger’s stands near the docks to create a scent she’d come to associate with market days. The earthy smell of fallen leaves was also rife on the air. She looked toward the laugh-like chatter of seagulls to see white feathers shimmering against a brilliant autumn sky. Like her, the carefree birds favored this fine early October weather.

      Late afternoon sunshine warmed her back as Eilis selected burn balm and bandages from her basket of healing supplies. She was attending Domhnall, the baker’s apprentice, who had a sizeable burn.

      “This might sting,” Eilis said, dabbing a cooling remedy on his blistered palm.

      He gazed at her with sheep-like adoration. “I felt only your sweet touch, dearest Lady Eilis.”

      “Keep this clean and dry for three days,” she warned, securing a bandage tight enough to make him flinch. “Else next time I see you, you’ll be wailing while I clean out the rot.”

      Eilis fought a grin at Domhnall’s expression and glanced over to where her mother stood nearby, stitching Tommy Boyne’s foot. The little boy had stepped on a shard of pottery broken when he’d knocked a pitcher off a vendor’s table. After the incident, her mother had carried the distraught child away while Eilis picked up the shattered pieces, cheerily calming the displeased potter. She’d compensated him well for the damage so he wouldn’t take it up with his overwhelmed mother. With fifteen children, including newborn twins, the exhausted woman stayed close to home.

      Village children often attended markets unaccompanied by adults. Eilis remembered bygone days when she and her siblings ran about happily through the vendor stalls while Momma worked. If they disturbed anything Eilis usually employed magic to prevent breakage.

      Her mother turned from her suturing to smirk at Eilis, sending a playful telepathic message.

      “Do you s’pose Domhnall’s so smitten he purposely burned himself to make time with you, leanbh inine?”

      The pet name—Irish Gaelic for baby girl—warmed her heart despite her siblings sometimes chaffing her about it. Even as the eldest child of eight, including two other daughters, the endearment remained hers alone.

      “I do hope not.” Eilis shuddered, though she had seen the baker’s nephew the previous market day to have a splinter removed. And the one prior regarding a broken toe after dropping a pan.

      “There’s many a clumsy lad around on market day, it seems,” Momma added with a mischievous sidelong glance.

      Their telepathic bond was both useful and humorous, but most of all, it was special. Although all the O’Brien children had inherited magical maternal capabilities, only Eilis was a gifted healer and air witch like Alainn.

      “I wouldn’t suffer a burn for anyone,” she replied.

      Momma grimaced, sharing Eilis’s fear of fire.

      From beyond the village gates, horses’ hooves and boisterous shouts of welcome home sounded, and they both turned.

      Eilis touched her fluttering stomach. The competitors who’d taken part in the tournament in Munster, the neighboring county, had returned. Judging by the enthusiastic crowd, they’d made a good showing. Her father and brother were amongst the men returning after the contests.

      Eilis’s heart quickened. Even if she couldn’t openly claim Cian Rafferty, he was her man, and he was back.

      Her lovely mother smiled, radiant. After better than two and a half decades of loving one another, her parents remained like newlyweds. Eilis longed for a love like that.

      One that didn’t have to be hidden.

      She glanced toward the street where friends and family and wives and sweethearts hurried to greet the two dozen men on horseback. As they rode through the village gates, a parade of eager well-wishers accompanied them, surely having tagged along seeing the men on the road.

      Her father, Killian O’Brien, chieftain of Clan O’Rorke, led the way. Still fine, tall, and attractive in his late forties, he was widely respected. Once champion of three counties, he was still a stalwart warrior. Although he seldom competed any longer, he was responsible for training his castle guards and all tournament competitors.

      At only seven and ten years old, her brother Ian—short for Killian the Younger—was following in his namesake’s footsteps and proudly lifted his silver medallion. But, as usual, it was Cian Rafferty—Raff to his friends—who wore the largest, shiniest medallion around his neck. It glistened in the sun. That golden badge indicated he was overall tournament champion, a high honor applauded by everyone.

      The men loudly sang his praises, already recounting the thrilling bouts that led to his victories. His comrades and admirers who’d gathered in the street pulled Raff off his horse, then hoisted him above the crowd on their shoulders. Knowing his quiet demeanor as she did, she recognized his discomfort at their adulation.

      She tried not to look at Raff too long—or too longingly—and instead focused on giving Domhnall instructions for wound care before sending him off. Grinning back at her, he nearly tripped over his own feet. Perhaps Domhnall was smitten, but he also lacked coordination.

      When the crowd finally set Raff to his feet, they congratulated him and the others who’d taken part, with claps on the back and punches on the arms. Eilis shook her head. Men were certainly a peculiar bunch in how they showed affection toward one another.

      She poured an astringent over her hands, then dried them on a clean rag. Her father glanced in their direction and beamed. Her mother’s eyes brightened. Eilis smiled at their obvious love.

      “Go to him, Momma.” She nudged her. “I’ll finish here.”

      “You’re a gem, darlin’ girl.” Her mother patted her shoulder then handed the threaded needle to Eilis.

      Little Tommy wasn’t bothered about the change of healers. Her mother had given him a honey cake and whispered a calming spell.

      Her father dismounted and dropped his steed’s reins. There on the cobbled street her parents hastened toward one another, embracing, then sharing a kiss, despite the crowd of onlookers. Eilis wasn’t put off by their affectionate display. She felt blessed having parents whose profound love endured. They were like young lovers who’d not seen each other in months rather than longtime spouses parted only a fortnight.

      Though God’s blood … it had seemed an insufferably long time since she’d been in Raff’s arms.

      She sighed, wishing she could likewise rush to Raff and express her gratitude for his safe return or congratulate him on his victory. Resentment stirred within her. Still, she took a breath, resuming her always ready smile.

      “Almost done, Tommy,” Eilis told the child.

      She cut the thread, secured a bandage around the wound, and helped him put on his timeworn, now damaged shoe. She ran her finger along the slash, magically mending it, then gave him another honey cake.

      “There’s a brave lad.” She tapped his head. “Come back next market day. Momma or I will remove the stitches.”

      He nodded, cheeky. “Will I get another honey cake?”

      “Perhaps two.” She winked.

      “Thank you, Lady Eilis. That didn’t hurt a wit. Now I must go see Leinster’s finest warriors.” He limped off, smiling.

      “Isn’t the tournament champion to receive a kiss from the fairest lass in the land?” Eilis’s brother called.

      She glanced up to see Ian and Raff looking at her. Ian’s voice was loud enough that all would hear, but she suspected it was for her benefit. Raff’s face revealed nothing.

      Several bold young women offered agreement of the consideration of being kissed by him. Naturally, Eilis believed tall, brawny Cian Rafferty the most handsome eligible man in this or any other chiefdom; however, her hopelessly lovelorn opinion was shared by nearly every unwed woman. Even a few married ones looked at him with admiration—sometimes blatant desire.

      Presently second guard of her father’s entire battalion and working his way to be commander, he was also Leinster’s champion, now the third year running. Numerous women would give much for the honor of kissing him. Or more.

      “Who would determine that?” Eilis’s father asked. “For the fairest woman in my eyes is my lady and you’ll not be kissin’ her, no matter how well you did in the tournament, lad!”

      He also patted Raff on the back. Her father was fond of him and held him in high esteem for his prowess as a warrior, but even more for his trustworthiness and humility.

      Cheeks aflame, Raff tugged an unruly tuft of hair from his eyes. He never gloated no matter his unrivaled standings in weaponry competitions.

      Tyrone Walsh, the previous champion, had no such humility. Instead, he’d pounded his chest like the male gorillas Eilis had read about, expecting constant fanfare. His arrogance eventually led to her father dismissing him, which had caused animosity between the O’Briens and Tyrone’s noble-born family. Tyrone still resided in the area but was affiliated with a neighboring chiefdom.

      Even now, the former hero stood across market square scowling, doubtlessly jealous of the attention Raff was getting. Rumors were he’d participated in the Munster games but had been eliminated for unsportsmanlike behavior. She didn’t know the details and rarely paid heed to gossip.

      Tyrone sneered in her direction, and she hoped he would refrain from making rude comments. In the past, he’d tried to ingratiate himself with her, behaving as if she should be grateful for his interest. After all, she remained unwed despite being past the age most women were promised. He’d once attempted to kiss her and refused to believe she would thwart his advances. When he’d also presumed she wanted him to squeeze her breast, she’d clarified her position by kneeing him in the ballocks. When he could speak again, he’d called her an offensive name.

      Tyrone had been furious when her father rejected him as a clansman, and Eilis suspected he blamed her. In fact, she hadn’t told her father about the incident and didn’t ask that Tyrone be dismembered. Her father had few faults; however, he was rather protective of her.

      “I s’pose you could kiss Lady Eilis.” Ian jabbed Raff with his elbow. “For she looks much like our mother, save having Da’s green eyes.”

      “You want him to kiss your sister?” asked another man who’d taken part in the games.

      Her father’s men were typically respectful of her, the chieftain’s daughter, but she suspected that only her family’s presence kept the comments from becoming bawdier. She knew that wagging tongues quietly suggested there must be something wrong with her to be unmarried at the ripe old age of one and twenty. Her younger sisters, twins, Nola and Mara, had both wed in early spring and were with child now, due around Yuletide. Eilis was afforded some grace for, like a nun, dedicated to serving the lord, a life of healing was considered a selfless fate. Yet lately she’d begun to yearn for what Momma had achieved—being a renowned healer, but also a loving wife and mother.

      Raff would be uneasy if he knew.

      “You’d best ask Lady Eilis if she’d even care to kiss our champion,” Roland, another of her father’s guards, said with a glint in his eye.

      He was Raff’s best friend and other than Ian, the only person who knew their secret.

      Eilis began placing supplies in a basket, feigning disinterest in the conversation till she looked up and saw all eyes upon her.

      “I’m not opposed to kissin’ the victor,” she said, finally.

      While most chieftains saw their daughters as pawns in gaining political strongholds or securing clan alliances, her father hadn’t pushed her into marriage. He had been approached by several men requesting her hand, but she’d always declined, making excuses of being too young or not fancying those who’d asked to wed her. In truth, after Raff arrived when she was five and ten and he four years older, she could think of no man, bar him.

      To kiss him now, in public, was a dream come true, even if having her brother advocate for them seemed a trifle desperate.

      How would Raff feel?

      In the beginning, he’d barely look at her. It was a full year before he’d meet her eyes. His rough upbringing made him deem the noble born so different from his kind, he could only bow on bended knee. However, going by the snippets she’d learned of his history, the nobles he’d known hadn’t earned any such respect.

      He’d confided scarcely anything regarding those tribulations save warning that she should keep her distance because he’d once been imprisoned. Blessed—or possibly cursed—by seeing echoes of the past, Eilis’s heart ached at the hardships he’d endured. He remained strong and silent, and even in wholly comfortable company, Raff was a man of few words. She, however, had poured her heart out to him. Told him her aspirations and secrets. Confided in him about her magic. Yet, she never feared him. On the contrary, she felt protected when he was near.

      Occasionally, he’d reveal the briefest recollection of his past. She was grateful but hoped one day he’d speak of all he’d been through. He sometimes joked that she did enough talking for them both.

      She hazarded a glance at her beloved. Raff’s tight jaw belied his discomfort, but he couldn’t get out of this now without insulting her. He worried incessantly about them being found out.

      “If you aren’t keen, Raff, sure you must be blind,” Will Gallagher, another tournament participant, jested. “You can kiss me anytime, Lady Eilis. I placed third.”

      “And me,” a villager shouted. “I wasn’t at the games, but I’d be honored to receive a smooch from the golden-haired beauty.”

      Others shouted similar eagerness.

      “Ballocks to a mere kiss, I’d wed and bed you,” a drunkard said with a guffaw. “Not necessarily in that order.”

      “I’d see you wedded, bedded, and a bun in the oven straightaway,” another sot slurred. “I’m not afeared the wain would have the devil in them.”

      A collective gasp rose at that statement.

      Although she seldom employed magic where anyone would see, there were rumors of her and her mother being witches, perhaps because of their extraordinary successful healing methods. And once, a young couple on a late-night walk had seen them dancing under the full moon, providing a feast for gossipmongers. After that, Eilis and her mother celebrated in the fairy glade.

      Her father threw the drunkards a stern look. “Mind your tongues, lest you find them sliced off.”

      Killian O’Brien was distinguished as a fair chieftain, but his word was seldom questioned. When he touched his broadsword’s hilt the two men staggered back toward the Bottomless Cask tavern.

      Raff stared darkly at the retreating men. She knew he’d gladly give them a thrashing in her defense. She’d rarely witnessed his temper, but like her father, he didn’t abide disrespect toward women.

      “If you’d like to offer Raff a congratulatory kiss, Eilis, so be it,” her da said. “The rest of you … mind you keep your distance from our daughter.”

      Her mother smiled and Eilis wondered if her magical perception had uncovered their secret romance. If so, Momma hadn’t mentioned it. Eilis yearned to share this with her, but she knew better. Her parents kept no secrets from each other, and Eilis shouldn’t like her da to find out lest he react as unfavorably as Raff expected.

      She took a breath, straightened her apron, then brushed wisps of hair behind her ear, surely unattractive after working loose from her plait. She crossed the cobblestone street to where her parents stood with the others.

      Her father hugged her. “Good to see you, leanbh inine.”

      She kissed his cheek and leaned into his embrace, trying to ignore Raff, standing only an arm’s length away. Her father was one of her favorite people, and Eilis knew she was lucky to have an enviable relationship with both parents.

      “And you, Da,” she replied. “We’ve all missed you much. I hope you were pleased of your time away.”

      “It was enjoyable. The tournament went well for our men, and it was good to visit with family. Though glad I am to be home.” He smiled at her mother again.

      Eilis embraced Ian next. “Well done, brother.”

      He tugged her braid—his mischievous way of offering her affection—and gave her a gentle shove. “If you’re kissin’ our victor, don’t keep him waitin’ all day. Everyone will want to share a drink with the tournament champion. The casks better be truly bottomless.”

      Eilis turned around and there he was. Her knees went weak, and her chest felt tight and hot. She looked up into Raff’s whiskey-colored eyes and lifted her chin, hoping to appear somewhat standoffish. She couldn’t react to his nearness in the presence of all these people.

      Was he fighting the same emotions? He smiled and though it wasn’t the sensual grin reserved for her when they were alone, her heart swelled. He took a step toward her.

      Her breath caught. Her skin tingled. Her heart pitter-pattered. She fought the urge to fling herself into his arms, to touch his stubbled jaw and run her fingers through his hair. To feel his lips on hers and share a lingering kiss. She nearly emitted a desirous sigh.

      She reminded herself to hide her feelings. How often had she steeled herself in his company? How long could she continue to do so? She inhaled softly, but today his delicious familiar musk contained an unusual, disquieting sweetness.

      “Lady Eilis.” He bowed, respectful … even cool.

      He wouldn’t take her in his arms knowing she’d melt against his body. Instead, he placed his large, calloused hands on her shoulders, lowered his delectable broad lips and gave her the briefest, surely least passionate kiss ever.

      “Boo,” the men jeered. “Our paramour champion can do better than that.”

      Again, Raff’s cheeks turned ruddy.

      Even her father seemed surprised at the tepid brush of lips.

      Ian snorted. “Jesus, Mary, Joseph and their wee donkey. You kissed her like she was your sister.”

      Or his grandmother, Eilis thought. Not bad enough to be thought a witch; now the villagers would fear she had the plague as well.

      “Sure, he received ample kisses from the besotted Munster maidens after the tournament.” Roland laughed. He loved stirring the shite.

      Eilis bristled, suddenly recognizing the cloying fragrance as that used by harlots.

      “The brothel strumpets rewarded the medalists with considerably more,” another participant said, but Raff’s scowl stopped the man from elaborating.

      “Enough.” Her father’s raised hand prevented further discussion.

      Raff turned away, but it was too late. Eilis had seen the guilt in his eyes, read the shame on his cheeks.

      “Sure, you’d better rest then, Sir Rafferty,” she managed briskly, “after your eventful night and long journey.”

      “Or continue celebratin’ your win.” Roland gestured toward the tavern.

      Raff nodded. “Aye. Soon enough.”

      Her mother briefly assessed the men’s faces. “Did our cousin’s healer deal with injuries our men incurred durin’ the games?” she asked.

      Most bore facial bruises or abrasions, and black and blue knuckles. There were likely altercations aside from the formal bouts. That often happened during tournaments. Male competitiveness along with overdrinking bred rivalry resulting in brawls.

      Her father nodded. “He’s not as learned as you or our daughter, but the man knows his way around wounds.”

      Eilis stepped closer to her parents. “I’ll wait here should anyone need a healer, Momma. You go home with Da. I’ll see you there in time to sup.”

      She wasn’t only being considerate; she hoped to speak with Raff alone.

      “Thank you, leanbh inine.” Her mother nodded. “We’ll be eatin’ later this evenin’. Cookson will want to prepare a feast to welcome your da and brother home.”

      Her father looked proudly from Raff to Ian, then all the men.

      “At month’s end, we’ll host our annual Samhain banquet in honor of Lady Alainn’s birthday,” he announced. “We’ll pay further tribute to our champions then. Everyone will be invited.”

      Her parents were generous in their hospitality often welcoming chiefdom residents and villagers to celebrations.

      Her father lifted her mother onto his horse before climbing on behind.

      “Will you manage carryin’ our supplies, Eilis?” Momma asked.

      “I could send one of the castle guards to assist,” her father offered.

      “No need, Da,” Eilis replied. “There are fewer bottles than when we arrived.”

      Her mother touched his hand. “Oh, wait, Killian … I’ve just remembered. I was to visit Nola and Mara for their monthly assessment after the market ends.”

      Eilis shrugged. “I’d be happy to drop by to see my little sisters so you can go straight home.”

      “Thank you, Eilis,” her father said. “Your unfailin’ dedication to family is appreciated.”

      “Sure, I inherited that trait from you both.” She waved at her parents as her father flicked his horse’s reins, and they rode off.

      Forcing a smile, Eilis started back to their market location, wondering what Raff had gotten up to last night. Wondering if she really wanted to know. Wondering why she couldn’t have fallen in love with an easier man and wishing she had someone to confide in.
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      Making her way back to their healer stalls, Eilis stubbed her toe on a raised cobblestone and cussed under her breath. She was distracted, suddenly fraught with distressing thoughts.

      Odd. Even though they weren’t officially a couple, she’d never feared Raff would stray. Not in all the tournaments and games he’d attended throughout Ireland had it been a concern. Nor here, where women vied for his attention with fluttered eyelashes or coquettish mannerisms or even flagrantly offered their honey.

      He’d confided that on occasion he’d found women—including Sile, one of their family’s curvaceous, not to mention married, kitchen helpers—waiting in his room in the guards’ quarters. Another time, Niamh, a young woman Eilis and her mother were training to be a healer, had waited for him in his bed. Naked. Raff claimed he swiftly sent them all away.

      Eilis had suggested that a locked door would end the infuriating—for her—occurrences. However, he shared a chamber with Roland, who tended to drink to excess and often lost his keys when he overindulged.

      The residence for unmarried guards was in her family’s castle, where gossip spread like wildfire. But despite the secrecy of their love affair, and the fact that they’d exchanged no vows, Eilis trusted that they had an undeniable bond and an understanding—an unspoken promise—there’d be no other for either of them. Their love was mutual, though a shared future was uncertain. Whenever she dared broach that topic, he steered her away. He took far too much stock in their different stations and worried of the ramifications of being discovered.

      It wasn’t fair. Women were expected to remain virginal until they married. But despite strict Christian doctrines and priests warning against sins of the flesh, bedding a woman was almost a rite of passage for young men—especially for the grand champion of all of Leinster and Connacht. Now Munster, as well. A night with a harlot was often part of the celebratory reward.

      Not all were agreeable to that. Her father never frequented brothels and largely disapproved but didn’t prevent the men from doing so. He said he was their chieftain, not their conscience, and felt their personal lives were their own. Controlling them would be like trying to rein in stags in rut.

      Her father insisted women were treated respectfully. If the men committed criminal or indecent acts that he was made aware of, they’d no longer be in his employ, his clan, or even be permitted to reside in his chiefdom.

      Raff could have females at his beck and call with a mere glance. Yet, he’d never bowed to the pressure placed upon him by his mates … that she knew of.

      He’d reluctantly explained to her the necessity of accompanying the men to brothels but swore it was all pretense. When alone in a room with a harlot, he did nothing save sleep on a chair and even paid double the usual coin to have her keep quiet about it. Sometimes he told falsehoods, claiming an affinity for men that he couldn’t let the other competitors discover.

      Tendrils of doubt crept into her consciousness like poison-dipped thorns spearing her heart. Had the temptation of readily available women perhaps when he’d been filled with drink—along with insistence from the other men—finally been too great? Had he been lying to her and lying with them?

      Surely if that occurred, Ian wouldn’t have suggested she kiss Raff. True, Ian was Raff’s friend. Men did band together or lie to protect their mates, but Ian was her brother, and they were close. His loyalty should be to her.

      It suddenly felt difficult to breathe. What would she do if Raff had been unfaithful? And what if Ian had known and not told her? She’d never forgive them. She closed her eyes and took a breath. She was being unreasonable, letting fear run amok in her overactive mind.

      Eilis knew Raff had bedded women before her; he was a man after all, with healthy desires. A glorious lover, he knew precisely how to make her quiver. A kiss or caress, a mere look could make her knees turn to water. Even hearing his voice caused a predictable ache between her thighs.

      That charismatic attraction to the opposite gender didn’t happen by chance but could only come with experience. They hadn’t discussed his carnal history, and she’d attempted to avert her jealousy when imagining his previous lovers. He’d been the first and only man she’d lain with and the only one she wanted.

      She listened to the fiddler’s cheerful tune in attempt to rid herself of her worries … and her yearning for Raff since they were never certain when they could be together. In the beginning, that made each time they met more exciting. Even now, two years after they’d first coupled, their lovemaking remained torrid and exhilarating. Yet, to never know when they could be alone for private conversation, much less sharing intimacies, had become frustrating. For her at least.

      When in the company of others, they feigned a casual friendship, for her parents and brother invited Raff to sup with them regularly. But the ruse had become wearisome.

      She longed for more.

      Her parents’ marriage was blissful, yet before Raff, Eilis wasn’t certain she wanted to marry, ever. Vowing never to permit a man to dictate her life, she’d thought being a healer, her lifetime calling, might be enough. Patients called her an angel, a godsend, a ray of sunshine, or the brightest part of their day. And until Raff, it had been enough. But now, after experiencing love and passion, she wanted, more than anything, to become Cian Rafferty’s wife.

      Provided she could still offer her healing.

      She felt Raff’s eyes on her as she walked away and attempted an optimistic smile when a vendor waved to her.

      “See you later, Eyelie,” Ian called.

      She turned back. Raff bowed. Eilis nodded to him and Ian.

      Her brother would know she wasn’t as cheery as she tried to appear. Despite being younger, male, and having less magic, Ian could aptly read her moods, sometimes better than their mother and she was closer to him than her sisters.

      Identical twins Nola and Mara were inseparable and at one time Eilis had envied their closeness. Now she felt it would be taxing to rely on someone as they did each other. They’d married noble-born brothers Caden and Gavin McGillan and moved to their family’s castle, which allowed them to remain living together. Eilis thought it unlikely they could reside apart and did question if that was in part why they’d eagerly wed the brothers.

      Ian even jested—only to Eilis—that the four of them might share one bed. She thought it unlikely, but whatever made them happy wasn’t hers, Ian’s, or anyone else’s business.

      Eilis noticed half a dozen people waiting near the edge of the market, the location reserved for healing. Her father had erected two stalls with a partial wall between them. People could be assessed with a measure of privacy from market attendees while she and her mother kept an eye on each other lest they needed assistance. It also reminded patients—namely men—that any forward or unseemly behavior toward one woman would be intervened upon by the other, if necessary.

      That said, both she and her mother had dealt with inappropriate patients, incidents they didn’t mention to Killian or Ian. Or Raff. It was part of the confidentiality she and Alainn prided themselves in, but they also knew the men might take unwanted and unnecessary action.

      Perhaps her parents did have a few secrets, after all.

      A tall red signpost marked the area where people waited on benches to be called forward. An elderly couple and a young pregnant woman sat waiting. Also, three highborn adolescent males who whispered to one another looking full of mischief.

      Using her warmhearted, approachable healer persona, she smiled on greeting them. “Hello, everyone. I’ll be with each of you directly.”

      Her mother’s first lesson had been the importance of how she presented herself to those needing care. She insisted they shouldn’t feel you were burdened seeing to their health. Always, they must know you listened regardless of how trivial ailments might seem.

      Eilis had learned a wealth of information from books, more from her mother’s years of experience, and discovered other elements of healing on her own. Many people’s lives were fraught with hardship or loss. Sometimes a friendly face and kind words proved as valuable as attention to physical maladies.

      The older couple were worrisomely frail, their faces wan. Eilis called them first. Upon questioning them she learned Mary and Seamus McDougal had eaten cod that had likely begun to spoil, causing wretchedly morbid stomachs. The vomiting and overactive bowels had ceased but they needed a remedy to restore their appetites.

      When younger, Mary would’ve known how to soothe the affliction, for all women possessed some knowledge regarding herbal healing. Both she and Seamus would have been diligent about their food had they been more cognizant, but time had taken a toll on their minds, as well as their bodies. Eilis had known the aging couple and most people in the village and chiefdom, her whole life.

      A premixed remedy consisting of ginger, peppermint and chamomile would help, though their supply of chamomile was dwindling. She took a corked bottle from a basket.

      “Swallow a hearty mouthful thrice daily. Also drink ale diluted with boiled water,” she advised.

      For a few years, her parents—once time-travelers—had lived nearly five centuries in the future. They’d gained priceless information regarding cleanliness, hygiene, sanitation, dental care, as well as how to avoid or deal with infection and bacteria … words not even known here in mid-sixteenth century Ireland. It helped immensely with healing.

      The old-timers both smiled at Eilis.

      “You’re a blessed angel, dear girl,” Mary said, her voice feeble.

      Seamus proudly pulled two eggs from his overcoat’s pockets. “For you, Lady Eilis. Our Morna laid them today.”

      “Thank you, kindly.” She took them from the man’s gnarled hands. “I shall get Cookson to scramble them. I shan’t be sharin’ Morna’s bounty with my ravenous wee brothers.”

      She placed the eggs with other items they’d received today. Fresh vegetables, some apples, three loaves of bread, a few farthings, a couple of halfpennies and a handful of promissory notes that would never be called in.

      She and her mother weren’t after making a profit; their family possessed coin aplenty. But people were mostly too proud to take what they perceived as charity. Therefore, they accepted what was given as recompense for their healing. Some was covertly distributed amongst the needy, which benefited many.

      The bent old couple shuffled away holding hands. Eilis smiled watching them. They’d been together over sixty years. She sighed, envying their long-married life while empathizing knowing their time together would soon end. They’d exceeded the life expectancy of most and she was perceptively aware Mary’s time was near.

      Eilis swallowed hard. Always emotional with overabundant empathy, it wasn’t easy hiding her tears. Her mother said she shouldn’t bother—that being an empath was a gift. But how confident would people be with a perpetually weeping healer?

      She called Fia Hogan next. The woman, barely more than a girl, ripe with child, possessed the typical late-stage pregnancy waddle. She looked weary, her face puffy. Out of necessity she laundered for Mara and Nola’s mother-in-law. Fia’s husband, only Ian’s age, had been trampled by a stallion. His shattered leg was slow to heal.

      Fia’s duties required her to walk some distance, gather items, then stand too long washing and hanging out garments. The young couple wouldn’t take coin Eilis offered to tide them over. She’d said they could pay her back over time, but they’d refused.

      She assisted the heavily pregnant woman in sitting when she moaned holding her back. Eilis placed her hand on her wrist observing her pulse, then felt her round belly. She pressed on her swollen ankles. A deep indentation lasted worrisomely long. The girl could lose the child and her own life if she didn’t receive proper care. That included rest.

      “Are you experienced in mendin’ garments’?” Eilis asked.

      Fia nodded, uncertain. “I’ve been mendin’ since I was a wee girl.”

      She was scarcely more than that now.

      Eilis didn’t offer her opinion on women barely having reached the age of bleeding carrying children before their bodies were truly mature enough to do so. Just because they were able to be impregnated did not mean they should be. Even her sisters, still shy of nineteen who’d both conceived straight after marrying, seemed young to soon birth children. She hadn’t said that aloud—not even to Momma—yet she was sure she bore the same fears.

      They’d seen far too many women die in childbed. She couldn’t let herself think her little sisters might suffer that fate. Because she and her mother were aware of the dangers of fever and infection, they thoroughly washed their hands between patients. They had created a crude form of antibiotics, but they weren’t foolproof. To guard against hemorrhage, they also carefully examined the afterbirths following a delivery, ensuring they were fully intact, and schooled midwives in doing so. Still, one in three women of all stations died during childbirth or shortly after.

      The plain truth was some women simply couldn’t deliver because their body shape or pelvic size would not accommodate a large or badly positioned baby. Without anesthesia or antibiotics, the Caesarean births she’d read about in books from the future remained a long way off. Even if they attempted such a surgery, it would be met with fear and objection, and the likelihood of mother or babe surviving the procedure was slim.

      The risk to their patients wasn’t the only concern.

      Accusations of witchcraft weren’t as frequent here as in France, Scotland, or England, but with whispers of them being witches, they couldn’t rouse further suspicion. Her father didn’t set strict rules or limitations, but was anxious about their safety, therefore they proceeded cautiously in their healing.

      Eilis was pulled from her thoughts when one of the three young lads complained about having to wait too long to see a healer. Another moaned in notably fabricated pain.

      She peeked around the wall. “All in good time.”

      She turned back to the pregnant woman. “Fia, if you’d be willin’, I have aprons and shifts in need of stitchin’. My younger brothers have numerous torn breeches and stockings that require attention, too.”

      Fia eyed her suspiciously. “You and Lady Alainn are both handy with needlework … in mendin’ wounds.”

      “Aye. But that’s the problem. Momma and I are too busy with healin’ and creatin’ remedies to attend to other tasks.”

      Fia’s face brightened knowing Eilis wasn’t offering charity. She could provide a required service.

      “Stop by our castle tomorrow. I’ll have several items to mend. You’d sit on a settee in quiet, comfortable chambers allowin’ you to elevate your feet while you work.”

      “But Lady Eilis,” the meek girl whispered, “your family employs a tailor. Couldn’t he make new garments?”

      “I don’t want to part with well-worn favorites and sure I’d not want the tailor touchin’ my undergarments.” She pulled a face and Fia laughed. “He complains about mendin’ my brothers’ garments for he can’t keep up.”

      Between climbing trees, frolicking with their family’s wolfhounds, and riding horses, her four youngest brothers, ages six, eight, and the twelve-year-old twins, were a handful. Their garments constantly needed mending. They wore finery in public, but at home they were attired no differently than children not born to a chieftain and his lady.

      Eilis was relieved not to dress in heavy clothing expected of highborn ladies. As healers she and her mother wore recognizable saffron-colored cloaks but were excused from finery, as their garments were often spattered with any number of body fluids.

      Eilis also didn’t wear the absurd number of garments some women did. An undershift, overshift, simple frock, and apron, stockings and boots were all she donned each morning. Only during special occasions did she take the time to be attired in the layers, upon layers, upon layers of undergarments, corsets, and heavy gown.

      Fia leaned in closer. “What of your castle bein’ haunted, Lady Eilis? Sure, I’d not be wantin’ to see any ghosts.”

      Eilis tried not to smile at the girl’s expression. “I’ve never seen any untoward spirits, Fia.”

      Were there spirits? Aye. Eilis saw several any given day, but they seldom appeared to those who didn’t possess magic, and none seemed intent on wreaking havoc.

      “Thank you.” The young woman grazed Eilis’s hand then pulled it back as if she daren’t touch a chieftain’s daughter.

      It was a belief shared by many common-born. However, Eilis didn’t accept it.

      The fact that her father and mother’s families were nobles didn’t affect Eilis’s opinion of others. She believed everyone was equal despite the vastly different circumstances they might’ve been born to. It was a delicate subject between her and Raff. His history plagued him even now, regardless of how close they’d grown.

      Or perhaps because of that.

      Eilis warmly squeezed her hand. “Our family will welcome your help, Fia. If you’d be willin’, you could be permanent mender till your baby’s born. Afterward, as well, if that suits you. You could create new undergarments for Momma and me. Maybe my sisters, too.”

      “But ’tis hoped my husband will soon work again.”

      Eilis nodded. “That’s also my hope. But if you need extra coin, even when he’s fit, you’re welcome to bring your baby with you so your milk is at the ready. You’d choose your own hours.”

      “Oh, Lady Eilis.” She swallowed, her voice thick. “That’d be grand. I’ll speak with my husband.” Her face clouded then. “But … Lady McGillan will be vexed if I quit doin’ her wash.”

      “You leave her to me.” Eilis winked. “I’ll explain it’s better for you and your baby’s health.”

      She might be overly optimistic on that count, for her sisters’ mother-in-law was not a genial woman, but Eilis had ways of making even noxious people see things her way. She didn’t resort to magical persuasion but won them over with sweetness. At least that was what Ian said. The words sickeningly sweet might’ve been used in his description. As well as killing them with kindness. She grinned thinking of her brother’s humor.

      After sending Fia off with a smile and an herbal lotion to rub on her swollen legs, the three young men stepped forward though she’d yet to call them.

      “What ails you lads?” Eilis asked. “With your robust appearance you seem healthy.”

      One nudged another forward. “We hope you might tell us how to cope with the morning condition we suffer,” the most gregarious boy blurted, between snickers from all three.

      It wasn’t the rudest question she’d been asked, but she certainly knew where they were going with this.

      “It happens every mornin’, so it does,” the first continued.

      The second, a red-haired boy, grinned. “We awake with the same … affliction.” His voice cracked midsentence.

      “We often consider askin’ if you could do anythin’ about it, lovely Lady Eilis.” The third, a gangly boy, could hardly speak for sniggering.

      “I presume you speak of the foul stench emitted from your mouths upon wakin’,” she said, straight-faced. “Chewin’ leaves of mint helps. Or swishin’ with vinegar. Mind not to swallow or you’ll add spewin’ to your misery.”

      The red-haired, freckled lad waggled his pale eyebrows. “Nay. The condition’s in a lower region.” He gestured downward.

      “Ahh. So your bowels are the culprits then.” She touched her chin pretending to be unaware they spoke of morning erections—a typical happening for most men regardless of age.

      “You might refrain from eatin’ late to avoid emittin’ gaseous blasts. There are remedies.” She searched through the bottles. “Be forewarned they’re bitter and might cause liquified bowels. If you can bear sometimes shitein’ the bed it should alleviate the problem sure enough.”

      “Lady Eilis,” the boldest boy said. “We’re talkin’ about mornin’ wood!”

      There was throat clearing, then a low grumble. Eilis turned to see Raff and Ian standing beside the stall, clearly having heard the conversation.

      Going by the fearful looks the young men wore they weren’t about to continue their inappropriate folly with two brawny warriors here.

      “My mother advises mealy mouthed boys to drink horse piss for such maladies,” Ian said. “Should we go to a stable?”

      Raff stepped forward looming over the young men. “Perhaps a sound beatin’ would teach you not to waste Lady Eilis’s valuable healin’ time with vulgar discussions.”

      The boyish men shook their heads and backed away.

      “An apology is in order.” Raff sent them a steely glare. “Now.” He curled his hand into a fist.

      “Apologies, Lady Eilis,” the three said in unison, faces fearful.

      “We meant no harm.” The ginger-haired lad grimaced.

      Then they pushed each other to get away and ran off lost amongst the vendor stalls.

      Eilis smiled at her brother and the man she loved.

      “Sure, you’re aware I was fully capable of handlin’ those lads.” She gestured in the direction they’d fled. “They weren’t the first, nor will they be the last young men who think they can befuddle me by speakin’ of such … sensitive matters. It was amusin’ though seein’ the panic on their faces.” She smiled, joyful at having Raff here and fighting the desire to embrace him.

      He grinned, too, and her heart soared.

      “At least they didn’t whip out their … lower appendages to see how I reacted to viewin’ their most prized possessions,” she said.

      Raff’s smile faded straightaway.

      “Men do that?” he asked, disgusted.

      She placed her hand on her hip. “Put it this way, I’ve seen more breeches dropped than I care to. Perhaps nearly as many as women at brothels.”

      His face flamed again, and he turned away.

      Had last night’s brothel stay not been spent sleeping apart from the harlots like he always claimed?

      If she asked him outright, she’d seem untrusting and if she didn’t … she’d continue to be suspicious by his peculiar behavior.

      “Why are you two hangin’ about?” she said, changing the subject. “I thought you were off to celebrate. Congratulations, by the way. Well done! First and second place. Worthy honors, to be sure.”

      Raff tipped his head acknowledging her praise.

      Ian grinned. “We’ll be goin’ soon, dear sister, but I thought I’d tell you I’ve invited Raff to sup this night.”

      She shrugged. “You needn’t inform me of your guests, little brother.” He laughed at that for he was a head taller, yet still not as tall as Raff. “Momma and Da will be pleased for they’re much taken by our champion. I’m surprised Da didn’t ask him.”

      It was common for Raff to be included at their family’s table. Their father had a soft spot for Cian Rafferty, perhaps due to his dismal circumstances when he’d met him in Ulster. Offering him work, he brought him here to improve his situation. He said he saw a fight in him that could be put to better use.

      Maybe it was also because Cian was the name of Da’s long deceased brother as well as her parents’ firstborn ill-fated wee infant son. He’d lived only moments but ever after left a profound scar on their hearts.

      Her expression must’ve become woeful. Both men looked at her with concern.

      “Our younger brothers will be elated havin’ the champion of three counties in their presence,” she said. “Sure, they’ll demand stories of the matches leading to your victories and request lessons in wieldin’ a sword after you’ve dined.”

      Again, she busily placed the supplies in the baskets and satchel, barely glancing at the men.

      “Will you not be suppin’ with us, Eyelie?” Ian used his fond name for her. “You told our parents you would.”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “I mightn’t be back in time since I’ve agreed to stop by to see our sisters. Should they ask me to sup it would be rude to decline.”

      “You could invite them to dine with us,” Ian said. “Along with their husbands, of course.”

      She fought an eye roll for the McGillan brothers usually had Nevah, their only unwed sister, accompany them. She was flagrantly besotted with Raff. Unlike Eilis, she dressed in elaborate gowns and thrived on letting others know she was highborn. Thankfully Caden and Gavin weren’t as snooty.

      She could feel Raff’s unease at her feigned disinterest. He’d be wondering
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