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"Ready your pistols!”

Robert Houghton, Earl of Singleton, clutched his pistol so tightly his fingers went numb. He was standing, back to his opponent, twenty-five paces away, awaiting the call to destiny. An early morning chill bit through the air, stinging his eyes and face.

"On your mark..." His second, Viscount Kendall's, voice echoed across the fighting field.

It had been but five hours since the Bellingham ball and the blackguard Arthur Chumsley's assault on Robert's younger sister, Annabelle. After being discovered attempting to force his intentions upon her, the second son of Baron Fredrick Chumsley had the audacity to denounce her to all present as "Nothing but a bit of light-skirted muslin."

Infuriated, Robert had challenged him to a duel on the spot. He would have his sister's honor upheld, even if it meant sacrificing his own life.

Despite his actions, Robert well knew that if nothing were done, with the current the opinions of the ton, his sister would be ruined. The baron's son had earned a great deal of notoriety, being touted as a war hero just returned from service in France. There was even talk of Old Prinny giving him an earldom.

If Annabelle's honor were not upheld, any chance for her to make a suitable match this Season would be utterly destroyed. The best the poor girl could hope for was either a marriage to a tradesman or life as a governess.

The Houghtons, while having a distinguished family title, were rather short on finances thanks to their late father's insurmountable number of gambling debts. Robert himself had returned from his service in the Peninsular conflict to assume his father's title with little more than the funds to pay for his sister's Season. He'd be living off his wits as it was. Ruin was surely not far from their door.

He'd even lowered himself to write his aunt Lucretia, his only living relation save for a few second or third cousins living in the north.   

She claimed to be the family matriarch, but at the first sign of financial ruin had left with her entourage and gone on a permanent holiday in Italy.

That left Robert and his sister to their own devices. While he didn’t care much for his own well-being, he very much worried about his sister.  Her only hope of survival lay in her making a good match.

"'Tis foolishness!" his sister had exclaimed upon learning that Robert had thrown out the challenge. She had begged him to back down, but he he’d refused.  Their honor was more important than life itself.

Now he stood in the early morning mist facing the possibility of his own demise to prove his point.

"Fire!"

Without thinking further, Robert whirled around, aimed his pistol and fired his shot. A loud crack of gunfire split the morning.

Had he won the challenge? An instant later, another shot rang out, and before he knew what was happening, a sharp pain sliced through his right temple. He simultaneously heard the cracking of bone, the plop of metal entering soft tissue, and the thumping noise his body made as he hit the soft, dew dampened grass.

For a second, all motion in the world stopped, and Robert felt a hot gush of blood slide down his face.

"Dear God," Kendall shouted. "Lord Houghton's been hit!"

From a far distance, he heard Annabelle screaming. Struggling to keep his eyes open, he saw the blur of her peach and white skirts and Lord Kendall's dark blue cuffs tucked into his Hessian boots as they arrived at his side. The very next instant, the physician, Mr. Crowley, was leaning over him.

"Chumsley? Is he dead?"

Kendall leaned down beside him. "Your aim was true. Your mistake was not dodging his shot."

Robert tried to laugh at the jest, but only a gasp came from his lips. He had trouble understanding much after that. Words flew over and around him like frenzied bees. He tried to speak, tried to reassure his sister and his friend, but it was no good.   

The only sound he could make was a grunt, and it wasn't loud enough for anyone to hear.

He felt someone lean close and heard Lord Kendall whisper into his ear.
"Don't worry, old man. I'll take care of everything." 
A shot of alarm went through Robert. 

Dennis Gaston, the viscount Kendall, was much like Robert himself, the difference being that his forbears had not squandered the family coffers. He did have the reputation of a rake, though. While Robert accepted him as an equal, he certainly wouldn't want the man trifling with his sister.

Suddenly cold and feeling weak, Robert realized that he might very well die on the dueling field. If only he could get just a few minutes of rest. Surely, he would wake and be his normal self.

The temptation of unconscious oblivion was too much, and he gave into it. 

Closing his mind to the flurry of activity around him, Robert allowed the velvet darkness of sleep to overtake him

Like the current of a river, time ebbed and flowed around Robert and he was adrift in a midnight ocean, his soul bobbing in and out of existence like a buoy on a rough sea.

He didn't know how much time had passed, but he when he finally awakened, the first thing he noticed was the shearing pain in his right temple. He felt as though someone had pounded a ten-penny nail right to the center of his brain.

"Easy does it, man," Kendall said from beside him.

"Mmmph?" Robert had tried to speak, but his mouth felt as if it were filled with cotton.

"Not to worry, Robert. Your suffering will soon come to an end."

Robert was confused as to what Kendall meant, and why was he whispering? Did that mean it hadn't been a simple flesh wound? Surely, his head would clear in a bit and he would be able to return to his senses. After all, he needed to learn the outcome of the duel, first and foremost. What of Annabelle? Where in blazes was she?

"How's our boy?" Mr. Crowley asked, though he didn't wait for an answer, but began examining Robert, first prying open his eyes and then placing his head on Robert's chest, listening for the sounds of breathing and heartbeats.

The physician stood up, his expression grim.

"I fear the worst. Has he spoken at all? Shown any sign that he recognizes his surroundings?"

Dennis shook his head. "Not yet. Is there any hope?"

The older man shook his head. "It is in God's hands now, my boy. The wound is deep. I doubt he'll survive, and if he does, he likely won't be a whole man again, poor devil."

What the hell? 

Robert again tried to speak, but no sounds came forth. Worse yet, Kendall leaned sideways, virtually blocking the physician's view. Taking him by the arm, Robert's friend gently turned the man around and began walking him to the door.

"Are you certain? Robert has always been so strong, so full of life."

"It can happen to the best of us, my boy. You must prepare for the worst and hope for the best. What of his sister? His properties? Who will assume his responsibilities now?"

"Not to worry, sir. I shall stay at his side until the inevitable happens. In fact, I've already sent for my solicitor and Annabelle’s aunt. I will file with the courts immediately on his sister's behalf."

"Do you think it wise, sir? I hear she's been disgraced. Without her brother's title, she's no more than excess baggage. No man of virtue would be expected to intervene for her."

"What else can I do? He gave his life to save her honor. Can I, a man of equal means, do anything less? I shall not see her starve."

"Perhaps you can find her employment. I hear your...um...acquaintance, Lady Hadderly, is looking for a lady's maid. It's not the best situation, but it's far better than the streets."

Robert heard the other man pause.

"Perhaps it won't come to that," Kendall said. "I may have a position for her..." A sudden vision of his sister serving as lady's maid to Kendall's rumored consort, or  worse yet, as Kendall's mistress, burst into Robert's mind.

Robert tried to scream, but still no sound sprang forth. Even if Annabelle escape Kendall's lecherous intentions, Lady Hadderly was a harridan, a witch who abused her staff daily and showed no regret about it. How the devil could this have happened?

The physician turned and cast a glance at Robert once more. "You know, 'tis a terrible thing, to be left alive like that and trapped inside oneself. A clean death is a better one, I say."

After the physician had gone, Kendall returned to Robert's side.  Once the two men were alone, the viscount remained a moment, his back to the door.

Taking a deep breath, he picked up a rose embroidered pillow from the chaise. Carrying it in both of his hands, he turned to Robert.

"I have to ask you, old man. Do you want to lie like this forever, not dead but neither alive?"

Narrowing his eyes, he gave Kendall a sharp glance. Fear and loathing warred within him. How could he survive like this? And yet, for his sister's sake, how could he not?

For a brief second, an expression of sadness and regret crossed the viscount's expression, but he tightened his grip on the pillow. Slowly, he walked to Robert's bedside.

"Don't worry, friend. I will see to Annabelle's welfare. Always."

Unable to shout for help, and saying a quick prayer in his thoughts for Annabelle, Robert closed his eyes and took a final breath. His would be an honorable death, after all.

He felt the perfumed cloth of the pillow pressing down over his face, the fabric capturing his final breaths. He couldn't help the rise of panic that exploded within him, and yet, he knew that there was no other choice.

Forcing himself to stay calm, Robert waited out the last seconds of his life until the darkness returned to claim him.

Scottish Highlands, October 1245
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Chapter One
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"Damn the luck that brought us here." Jenna MacReynold clutched her sister Caitlin's hand. The two of them were crowded upon a parapet walkway inching their way to the stairs.  From there they would make a run for the outer gate and escape from Carrick Castle. Ducking low as they went, the two were hiding from the man who meant to have Jenna as his slave and her sister, Caitlin, as his whore. Life could not have dealt them a harsher blow.

"'Tis a long way down.” Caitlin whispered.  “I dinna think we can make it without being seen."

Jenna shivered as the chilly night's wind beat against them, proving Caitlin's point. Squinting in the darkness, she studied the landscape. Their choices were few. On one side, she could see the dark shapes of the mountain ridge, on the other, a murky loch. If it had been full winter, they might have had a chance crossing the loch. Now there was but patches of ice, and only a few small boats sat at the shore and those were well guarded. It would be best for them to turn to the mountains and pray they could get across them alive.

"We have to make it. I’d rather we rot in yon rocky cairn rather then ever let Murton Carrick put his grimy hands upon either of us. Did ye change yer mind on that one?"

Caitlin looked to the west at the pile of stone that held the long buried bones of the Carrick dead and shook her head. Small boned and fair of face, Caitlin MacReynold was the exact opposite of her older sister Jenna, who, while she wasn't as tall or as strong as a man, could run nearly as fast and set her bow as accurate as any lad born in the Highlands. A tall, blond haired fury, Jenna was a force to be reckoned with.

"No." Caitlin's answer was as strong as Jenna's will not to be forced into this marriage. Jenna smiled. She was still reeling over the fact that her father had literally sold them both to the most hated laird in the region just one week before. She well knew that her own clan was slowly dying, with not enough in their larder to even make it through winter.   

To have both girls placed into a good home, the cruel son of the Carrick clan had agreed to marry Jenna and then pledged to care for the younger sister until a suitable husband could be found. His eagerness to wed the older sister was enough to convince their father to agree to the arrangement. For the old laird, it meant a yearly stipend to the MacReynold clan in exchange for Jenna's marriage dowry, as well as two fewer mouths to feed.

Except Jenna and Caitlin knew that it was not a kindness Carrick was doing them. Though he was betrothed to Jenna, it was Caitlin he lusted after. Her father had insisted Jenna be married first and Carrick had agreed. And why wouldn't he? It wouldn't be long until he'd arrange an "accident" for her, and when her bones lay dead and buried, he could place his bride claim on Caitlin.

Had the devil not already relieved her of her dagger, Jenna would have plunged it into his black heart.

Sounds of clansmen searching for the women rose from the keep. Caitlin shrank back against Jenna. They both knew what punishment awaited them if they were caught. Though the men of their own clan rarely beat their women, Carrick and his family were well known for their heavy hands against the weaker sex.

Jenna was determined that would not happen. She knelt down and picked up a loose stone from the parapet. It wouldn't make a good weapon against the men, but she would use it to keep her sister from ever knowing Carrick’s cruel intention. This whole mess had been her fault, and her sister had begged Jenna to end her life rather than allow her to play the whore for Murton Carrick.

"Worry not, little one. We can just wait them out. They canna track us in the dark, aye?" 

"They could if they used the dogs." Caitlin shivered beside her.

"And ruin them for hunting by chasing after two useless females? Nay, they willna. They don't think us able to outsmart them. Would be an insult to their fine, male pride."

Caitlin nodded beside her. In Jenna's estimation, still poised upon the castle's parapet, they were far more in danger of perishing from the plummeting temperature than from anything Carrick and his men could do.

Pulling her shawl from her shoulders, she wrapped it around her smaller sister. Caitlin pushed it away. "Nay, ye'll freeze to death."

"No, I won't. I've enough spite to keep me warm. When we get far enough away from here, I'll snare us a rabbit for dinner and build a bonny fire. We'll be warm and fed by morning. I promise it."

Her sister nodded beside her. "Aye, but what about the morrow? Carrick willna give up that easy, you know. What will we do then? We canna go home."

Jenna bit her lip. "We'll worry about that when the time comes. There is yet one other I can ask for help."

Caitlin's eyes flashed up at her. "Not the Hobart? Ye'll not be callin' him up!"

Jenna quickly looked away, not daring to answer her sister.

"Please, Jenna, no. 'Tis said he's the devil incarnate," she muttered, shrinking back into the stone wall.

"He may well be, but he owes a debt to the MacReynold clan, and I mean to claim it. I know it was him what took my young Rory ten years ago.  I mean to make him pay for it." Caitlin nodded solemnly. There wasn't a clansman for miles around that didn't know the sad tale of Rory McPherson. Only twelve years old, destined to be his clan's leader and already betrothed to Jenna.  Even at age ten, she knew even then that he was to be her one true love.

When the boy had disappeared during a hunting trip, it was thought he'd been killed, devoured by the very boar they were hunting. Neither clan saw prosperity after his death. In fact, in the lands beyond Sparrow's Pass, only one clan had prospered—Carrick's own. Some even whispered that he might have had a hand in killing the youth, though no one had ever been able to prove it.

Legend held that Hobart, the ghost of a long dead ancestor, had often visited the MacReynolds and made off with their young men to serve his own greedy intentions. Exactly what intentions those were hadn't been ever known. Some said he'd whisked them off to distant lands or times to serve as slaves to Hobart's unearthly masters, others said that Hobart had rescued them from an even more terrible fate. The fact was, the wily ghost never visited long enough for anyone to find out.

To Jenna's mind, Hobart was nothing more than a blustering spirit and people believed such preposterous things to help them accept life's worst cruelties. Either way, she knew the specter existed and meant to use him to her advantage.

"If you think it best, though I don't know whether it's any better trusting our lives to such a demon rather than face the devil in yon lair."

"It's our only choice, my dove. I mean to get us to a man what'll protect us, see that I don't."

"And then?"

"Then we'll take him back to father and reclaim our place."

"How will ye do that?"

"I'll have him take my Rory's place. We'll say he's been found after all these years and no one can say otherwise. No one need know the truth."

Caitlin shook her head. "I dinna ken, Jenna. How will you convince any sane man o' such a thing?"

"Simple. I shan't ask for a sane man. I need only an imbecile, someone who is easily guided.  Mind you he must be fare of face, and resemble Rory.  And would help if he were strong built, too."

"That's a tall order, even for an evil specter." 

Jenna shrugged.  "Aye, but the way I see it, 'tis what's owed to me."

*****
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He should have been dead. Robert awoke with a splitting headache and an icy chill that went straight to the bone. He was in almost total darkness, except for a single candle that flickered on his table. Beside his bed, an older woman sat, head bobbing forward and a bit of spittle dripping from her bottom lip. She was a dowdy figure, dressed in servant's black with a white cap on her head, slightly askew.

Robert studied the rest of his surroundings. He was in his own bed and it was night.  Although he’d regained consciousness, his injuries were unchanged. He still couldn’t speak, nor could he move.

The door opened and light from the hall spilled in. It was Kendall.

"You're awake," he said, quietly closing the door behind him and taking a seat on the side of the bed.

Robert blinked twice, a question rising in his eyes that he could not voice.

"I know, old man. I'm terribly sorry. I just couldn't do it. I mean, I was so close, but when I pressed down, all I could see was the look on Annabelle's face when I told her of your death."

Robert let out a breath. That he could understand. Annabelle loved him to distraction, the two of them having been close companions since the death of their mother and the ruin of their father years earlier.

For a moment, Kendall stayed quiet. When he did speak, he cleared his throat.

"I've been to see your accountant, Robert. The news isn't good. You've damn little left in the bank, and your father sold the last of the estate holdings. You've nothing left but this house. He'd even sold off most of the furnishings. But that's not the worst of it. All the servant payments are in arrears. You're hundreds of pounds in debt."

Robert swallowed. He'd known that things were bad, but had no idea the extent of it. He'd only just come home to find them broke and, after her disgrace at the ball, his sister ruined. Now he was helpless to do anything. What would happen to them?

Dennis placed his hand on Robert's arm. "Not to worry. I've taken care of things."

A thread of fear began to wind around his spine.

"I've asked Annabelle to be my wife, Robert. I know I've a reputation of being a rogue myself, but I know it’s the right thing to do. That way I can pay your debts, see to your care, and take care of Annabelle."

Robert carefully considered his options. If he refused Kendall's offer, Annabelle would be left to her own devices, likely to either live in squalor or die at the hands of a cruel mistress or from the despicable advances of a lecherous fiend.

Though Kendall was no innocent, he did have money, a title, and respect among the peers. Annabelle could certainly do worse.

He blinked his eyes rapidly and gave his consent. From that moment on, their fate was set. They would live or die by the graces of Dennis Kendall.
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Chapter Two
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Good to her word, once it was full night, Jenna led her sister down the parapet stairs and out the front gate. So certain of the women's weaknesses, Carrick had only left one guard at the gate and he was easily put down with a clout on the head.  The witless oaf only carried a small blade and it was soiled by his last meal.  Wiping her newly acquired dirk on the man's cloak, Jenna motioned for her sister to follow.

Rather than heading for MacReynold lands, as Carrick and his men had thought they would, Jenna and Caitlin made for higher ground. It was a tough terrain, one not easily traveled on foot and in the dark, but desperation's hand was at their back and both women knew they had no choice.

When it was near dawn, and they were far enough away that Jenna thought it safe, she made camp. After fulfilling her promise of a meal and a warm fire, Jenna had found them a hollow cave in the side of a crag that would be good enough to shelter them until they'd rested and made plans for the remainder of their trip. Before breaking camp, she would summon her spirit and demand her due. By the next nightfall she would have a man to protect them, if only in name, and she could then take her charges around the mountain and down to McPherson lands. They would be granted sanctuary by the laird, she was sure, especially if she managed to bring their only son home.

With only an hour or so until dawn, Jenna prepared for the summoning. Pulling out her herbal poultice, she sprinkled the mixture into the fire. She'd concocted the recipe just as her mother taught her. It would summon the spirit who would fulfill her one wish.

"Come forth, Hobart MacReynold, I command ye! Move yer filthy carcass out of the grave and do my bidding." She sang the ancient chants. Though the temperature was chilling and the wind often cut into the cave opening, Jenna felt none of it. A sweat on her brow, and she raised a fevered pitch against the night silence. Caitlin crept out of her makeshift bedding to sit at the cave's mouth.

"Come forth, I command ye!" Jenna finished and threw the last of her mixture into the fire. A heavy red smoke rose and began whirling around the flames, dancing like a dervish and raising a howl on the winds.

"What is it ye want, daughter?" asked a bent, gray haired dwarf. His long, white beard and ragged clothing remained unmoving despite the wind that beat all around them.

"I want what's owed me! My betrothed was taken from me ten years ago, by yer very own hand. I want a man to take his place."

The old man scratched his beard. "Aren't there enough braw lads ready to raise yer skirts?"

She shook her head. "None that will do my bidding. I need a man who will take the claim of the McPherson and fill my betrothal as was meant to be. He cannot know of our ways, nor be in a full mind or body, if ye get my meaning. But, he must have a good heart, aye, so as not to hurt me or my sister."

The spirit gave her a sharp eye. "That's a tall order, lassie. Are ye sure?"

"Aye. If ye shall ever to be freed of the curse that keeps ye walking through eternity, then ye must do my bidding."

The old man shook his head. "Aye, lass. Ye've got the right of it. But have ye thought carefully what it is ye really want? Sometimes we canna always divine what's best for us."

"Best for us? Or best for the men?" She shook her head. "My father has abandoned me, and Carrick will surely beat and kill me. Not to mention the horrible intentions he has for poor Caitlin."

"Not all men are uncaring or so cruel, lass."

Jenna blinked. She knew that to likely be true, but she couldn't afford to chance that she couldn't find one sympathetic to her cause. "I'll no' have a man that will mistreat me, that will push his own selfish needs and then take what's mine. Just grant my wish, ye old devil, and be gone."

The spirit only nodded once. The wind suddenly picked up, throwing red dust and a powdery snow around them, a blow so strong that it knocked both Jenna and Caitlin to their knees.

"Jenna, what's happening?" Caitlin asked, struggling against the fierce wind.

Jenna spat out a mouthful of the foul dust. "The little bastard's forsaken us." She huddled close to her sister and turned her back to the storm, trying with all her might to protect them both.

*****
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Weeks passed, and bit by bit, Robert settled into his routine. Some of his speech returned, but it was always unsteady and never predictable. Often, he would be halfway through a sentence and the rest of it would fade from his mind like a feather blown off a windowsill.

Anger and frustration warred with the despair within him. He raged against his caretakers, often cursing and knocking trays from his bedside table. He spat out his food, and refused to drink until he grew so weak that his staff managed to force it down him.

On one bleak afternoon, he sat alone, staring out the window of his room over the garden. It was alive with late summer blooms, but none of the brilliant colors could raise his spirits. Deeper and deeper, the cold chill of emptiness settled into his soul.

"I'm dying," he told his friend after his sister had left them to make her afternoon visits.

"Nonsense, old man. You're getting better every day." Kendall puffed on his cheroot. "It's natural for you to succumb to low spirits. But, you must be patient, Robert. Your body will heal in time."

Robert didn't answer him, but settled back in his wheeled chair. He knew it did no good to talk to his friend. A man alive and vibrant, Kendall would never understand the depth of emptiness that had settled in Robert's life. No matter, he thought. He would continue until the day his misery ended, and he slipped into death. The last thing he wanted to do was cause even more heartache in his family.

"Of course."

*****
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Finally, the day came when the viscount, who'd been good to his word, at least as far as Robert could tell, announced that he was engaged to Annabelle.

"There's one other thing, Robert. Your sister and I have discussed it and we feel it best to have you placed in home that is better equipped to care for you."

"No," Robert said. "Stay here."

Kendall shook his head. "I'm sorry, Robert, but I can't allow that. Annabelle and I are going to the continent for three months. I have an aunt and uncle who live in Italy, and they've invited us to visit with them for a while."

Robert shook his head violently. "No! No! No!"

Kendall grabbed his head and held him steady.

"You're being a selfish bastard, Robert. Can't you see? It's killing Annabelle to see you like this. She cries every day. You're breaking her heart."

Robert stared at his benefactor and knew the other man spoke the truth. He'd seen the pain and worry in his sister's eyes. He felt like a monster, wanting to keep her near.

"It's not a bad place," Kendall continued. "It's in the Lake District. Montmarc is the name of it.  I hear the weather is quite fair. The staff is said to be the best in all of England." He paused a moment. "What do you say, old man? Will you go?"

Robert didn't really care what happened to him. It was Annabelle's happiness that counted the most. He'd often seen Kendall doting on her in the last few months. It was clear that he was indeed smitten. Despite the tragedy that had consumed his own existence, more than anything else, he wanted his sister to have a full life.

"Yes," he said finally, and waved Kendall away. He would not speak to him again.

*****
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"Not ready to be locked away, are ye?"

Robert opened his eyes. Beside his bed stood a bent, dwarfish old man. The candle on the bedside table had burned down and judging by the darkness in the room, it was likely after midnight. Moonlight shined in through the window and illuminated his bizarre visitor.

"Who in blazes are you and what are you doing in my room?" Robert asked. He'd barely been able to speak a sentence since the accident, but now the words flowed out of him.

"Who is no' important, but what is another matter entirely. I've come to take ye away from all this.  Be a smart lad and agree to come with me," the stranger said, holding out his hand.

"I most certainly shall not. Get away from me, you devil."

Furious, Robert rolled over, grabbing for the bell rope to summon Mr. Owens. The rope was just out of his reach, and when he lunged for it, he rolled off the bed and landed face first on the rug.

"There'll be none o' that me boyo," the grizzled intruder said. With a wave of his knotty hand, he raised the rope from Robert's reach. 

"Give me that this instant!"

"Nay. I willna. Ye must give me an answer, first."

Robert tried to yell for help, but his voice froze in his chest when the other man made a fist in the air above him. Suddenly, Robert's chest seized and he couldn't draw enough breath to speak above a whisper. Grunting and struggling on the floor, red-faced and drooling, was how the butler found him moments later.

Robert didn't know when he'd passed out. He remembered the old gnome leaning over him, laughing. Now, he was tucked securely into his bed. No, tucked wasn't the word for it, he thought groggily. Strapped into his bed. In the other room he could hear his butler talking excitedly to Montmarc's owner, the physician, Mr. Rivers.

"It was a terrible thing, to find him like that."

"Has his sister been notified?"

"Oh, no, she and her husband are on holiday. They've taken a trip to the continent, I'm afraid. What can we do?"

"Keep him securely restrained for now and increase his bleedings. You can send word to Lord Kendall that all will be taken care of. We must get him to our facility as soon as possible." 

The butler paused. "What do you think will happen to him? I mean, can his condition be treated?"

"We'll do our best, Mr. Owens. Until we can move him, perhaps some cold water baths will help calm him," Mr. Rivers said as the two left the room, firmly closing the door behind them.

"No!" Robert shouted, though it sounded more like a strangled grunting.

"A fine stramash, eh?"

Turning to his head to the left, Robert saw the gnome perched in the wheeled chair munching on the remainder of breakfast and sipping at a cup of tea. Robert managed in a hoarse whisper. "What do you want?" 

"I've come to offer ye a proposition."

Robert closed his eyes. "I'm going mad."

"Nay, nothing so serious as that. I couldn't help but see that ye've been suffering a malady of body. Now, 'tis naught to me to be healing yer brokenness, but I can give ye a chance to find some value in yer miserable existence."

"What?"

"It's a business deal, nothing more. I've a young friend who is in terrible straits and who has imposed upon me a most grievous task."

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Ye really needn't know all that much. Now, as I was sayin', ye—being in such unstable mind and verra unsuitable body—would be in yer best interests to be a kind lad and do as yer told."

"You’re a delusion. Go away."

"Verra well, I'll leave ye to it, then. 'Tis a pity ye must spend the rest of yer days tied in bed and pissin' yerself. Not an easy existence, aye?"

Robert grimaced. It was true. His life was well and truly over. Not from an assassin's bullet, nor from his own hand, but rather from some apparition that plagued his already battered mind.

Before leaving, the gnome turned back to him. "Is this truly what ye want fer yer life?"

"What man would want this?" Robert growled.

"Indeed." The fellow scratched his beard. "The way I understand it, if ye refuse my offer, then ye'll be nae worse off than ye are now. If ye accept, however, then there's a chance the magic can heal ye."

A chance? What in blazes? A tiny spark of longing burned in his chest. Was it possible? Of course, he knew that rationally, he was likely having a delusion, a symptom of his body's further deterioration. But, if there were a chance...

"What are you saying?"

"Come wi' me and live, boyo. If ye stay here, surely ye'll die. But if ye come, there's still a chance to live again as a whole man. One that can walk, swing a sword, even swive a woman. What do ye say?"

Robert bit his lip. What could he say? He'd been offered a chance to live again versus dying slowly as his body and mind diminished every single day that passed.

"What do I have to do?" he asked at last. No doubt, he'd end up wrapped in a straight waistcoat, neatly tucked away, screaming at his caretakers and soiling himself. What madness wouldn't be desirable over that?

The gnome smiled. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a small leather pouch. Opening it, he poured a measure of reddish dust into his palm and, pursing his lips, blew upon it.

Robert burst into a coughing fit, the substance setting his body on fire as he breathed it in. Before he knew what was happing, his head began spinning like dervish. He heard the old gnome reciting some sort of gibbering curse above him.

The next thing Robert knew, the world expanded, pulling and twisting everything around him into bizarre shapes. Tables were no longer tables, but rather broken wood floating around him. The surrounding walls bowed inward, and then rounded, making his room a surreal bubble alternately shrank and expanded over and over again.

He floated up and away from his bed, to hang suspended in the air. Something pulled his limbs out, and his arms and legs became thin rope like appendages crisscrossing every corner of the room. Then, when he thought he could stretch no more, the world around him popped out of existence. Darkness overtook him as if he'd sunk deep into the grave and black earth covered him completely.

*****
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Jenna wasn't sure how much time had passed, but when she opened her eyes, the first rays of daylight had already come. Sitting up, she checked first herself, and found herself unchanged.  Seeing Caitlin lying but a few feet away, bundled the younger woman in her arms and carried her back to the cave shelter. Once she was satisfied that her sister still breathed, she pulled the tartan up around her.

Stepping back out into the morning brightness, Jenna was sure the old devil had tricked her. Just as she was about to duck back in the cave, a low moaning caught her attention. Turning full around, she caught a glimpse of something moving nearby. Before her eyes, a drift of snow began to shake, and slowly, something beneath the thin layer of white powder stirred.

The figure of a man wrapped in nothing but a thin white linen shirt rolled sideways. Light brown hair and a ruggedly handsome clean-shaven face turned upward.

Cautiously, Jenna inched forward, and lifting her foot, she gently prodded the stranger. He moaned low in response and then fell quickly back to silence.

The ghost had fulfilled her wish after all.

*****
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One moment Robert was lying trussed up in his bed, talking with an unfamiliar figment of his too bloody fragmented imagination, and the next he was lying on the frigid ground wrapped in what appeared to be a cocoon of animal hides and a ragged, faded plaid cloth. He'd no idea of how he'd gotten there, nor did he care. He was confused, angry, and freezing to death.

"Where do ye think he's come from?" a young girl's voice said over him.

Robert might have damn well told her, but he was too busy shivering and grinding his chattering teeth.

"I don't know. Seems simple enough, though. Hasn't said so much as a word since I found him," another woman answered, her voice really not sounding much older than the first, but there certainly was an air of authority to it.

"He seems a kind sort. Look at his face, 'tis but a bit prickly. Do ye think he's like Gil Davies? They say his face is as smooth as a gel's."

Whatever a "gel" was, Robert was sure he didn't fit the description.

"Sssshaved," he muttered.

Both women stopped what they were doing and looked over at him.

"Did he say something?" the younger one asked. Robert cracked open one eye to see the girl—who couldn't have been more than fifteen or sixteen years old—leaning over him. She had long blond hair, which was tangled and looked as though it hadn't seen a comb for some time. She had clear green eyes and a soft expression on her face.

"I dunno," the second woman answered. She too leaned over Robert, and suddenly he was struck by the notion that he'd seen her before.

Despite his incapacitation, a rush of desire ran through him. His groin tightened as she leaned over him, a wash of her pale blond tresses landing gently on his chest.

"So beautiful," he managed, though his throat burned like fire and it took all his energy to force the air from his lungs.

That was when he remembered exactly what had happened. 

"It canna be!"

"Jenna? What is it? What's wrong?" the younger girl asked. Jenna only shook her head, backing away from him.

"I don't understand," he heard Jenna say. Turning to his side, he tried to focus his eyes on the two women standing at the mouth of the cave.

Jenna, the older one, towered over the smaller, blond girl. "He's the one from my dreams, Caitlin. Do ye not see it?"

"How could I? 'Tis yer dream, ye know."

The other woman began to pace. "That pock-faced devil Hobart has done me a terrible dirty trick."

"I don't understand. What are ye talking about?"

"Do you remember last summer when I went to bed sick with the ague? Thought I was going to die. In the midst of my misery, he came to me." She glared at the stranger. "The devil invited me into his bed and touched me in a way not befitting a proper young lady."

"Ye never told me that."

"I was too ashamed."

"He dinna force ye, did he?"

The other woman hedged. "Not exactly. I was in such a state, delirious and all, I rather enjoyed his attentions." She shook her head. "But that means nothing. He's the devil for sure
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