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Prologue




Dunniwerth Castle, Scotland
 January, 1629

“Is she going to die, Betty?”

The child, Anne, stirred in her bed. The low murmurs summoned her from sleep. At first she thought it was the distant rumble of thunder. But it wasn’t an oncoming storm, only a soft impassioned whisper that seemed to brush against her cheek. She turned and cuddled into the soft down pillow. There was warmth beneath the covers and safety within this room. But outside the chamber, the world was a bitterly cold place as Dunniwerth shivered beneath a mantle of snow. The moon waned, the chill air frosted the lips and made painful the breath.

“Oh, my little love, I do not know. But I must go and be with her now. You must be strong and brave, Stephen.” A faint scream punctuated the words.

“I will, Betty.”

Anne was enticed into awareness by the sound of a boy’s voice. Young, still, with a hint of what it might be when he grew to manhood. She rubbed her fists against her eyes, then blinked them open and yawned. It was dark, perhaps even midnight, when the world should be shadowed and still. Instead, there were people in her room.

Anne sat up and peered through the opening of the bed hangings at the foot of the bed. There was no one there. Her parents slept on the other side of the castle, their chamber reached through a long and wide hallway that loomed with shadows and drafts.

It was only the edge of a dream, she told herself, and lay back against her pillow, wrapping her arms around it.

“Please. Do not let her die.”

She blinked and sat up again. A frown marred her eight-year-old forehead as she scrambled to the side of the bed. She pulled open the hangings but there was no one there. She slipped from the bed, made a face as her bare feet touched the cold wooden floor, then pulled the extra wool blanket from the foot of the bed. Wrapping herself in it, she scurried to the window.

She had to stand on tiptoe in order to open the latch. The shutter opened silently on oiled hinges. From here she could see the moonlit outline of a sentry on Dunniwerth’s square tower, his breath a whisper of white against the dark sky. But no one stood on the walk outside her window. She closed the shutter and darted to her chamber door.

She drew it open, peered outside. The hallway was empty, save for a sentry seated on a stool near her parents’ door. She lifted her hand in a wave, but he did not respond. Hamish was asleep again.

It was only a dream.

She was Anne Sinclair, the only child of Robert Sinclair, laird of Dunniwerth. She was very much her father’s daughter, and he highly prized courage. For that reason, she always pretended not to be afraid of storms, and dared herself to touch bugs. Now she pushed aside the bed hangings and slipped into her bed again, huddling beneath the covers. But instead of laying down and pulling the blanket over her head, which was what she dearly longed to do, she scooted along the soft feather mattress until her back was against the carved headboard. Her arms went around her blanketed knees as she stared into the chilled darkness.

It was only a dream. Just like a storm, it had passed. There is nothing to be afraid of, Anne.

“I will be very good if you let her live. I’ll not go to Langlinais, and I’ll be more diligent with my Latin. I’ll try to like my father. Only, please, let her live.”

A voice, not her own. The sound of a young boy’s entreaty to God.

She knelt up on the bed and clenched her fists together, hid them beneath her arms.

Ian told her that ghosts liked to frighten young girls. But Ian was a ten-year-old bully who liked to frighten her.

They wait until you’re asleep, Anne, and then creep up to the side of your bed, all soft and silent-like. If your foot falls over the edge, they gnaw on it.

They know if you’ve disobeyed and come to punish you.


Ghosts would like you, Anne. You’ve eyes like a puppy.

She should waken her mother. She would come into the bed with her, reassure her with a soft voice. But Anne was eight, not a bairn.

Was it Ian, come to play a trick on her? Her eyes darted around the room. Her father would not take kindly to anyone invading the sleeping chambers of Dunniwerth, let alone a boy who had made her life miserable ever since she could remember. He was a bully, was Ian, and she tried to ignore him when she could.

“Please, God. Do not let her die.”

Anne clenched a fist tight against her mouth until her teeth bit against her knuckles. There, in front of her, at the end of the bed, the air seemed to waver, turning silvery along the curved edges. It looked not unlike one of the bubbles escaping from the laundry tubs on wash day, gliding on the air and rising as high as the treetops around Dunniwerth.

But it wasn’t wash day. She was at Dunniwerth on a Monday night in January. All these things she repeated to herself even as the bubble expanded.

A boy sat on the edge of a bed.

Suddenly it was silent in the room. The faint screaming had stopped. The boy brushed the backs of both hands against his cheeks as the door opened and a tall woman entered. Her apron was spotted with blood, her brown hair damp from sweat.

“There, now, I knew I’d find you still here,” she said gently.

The boy looked up at her, a look of concern on his face. “Is Mother all right, Betty?” There was a quaver to his voice.

“Have you seen nothing of your father, then?” the woman asked.

He shook his head.

“It’s all well and good then,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron, “that he’s stayed in London.”

Betty knelt on the floor before the boy, reached out with large, red-knuckled hands to touch his shoulder.

“Your mother’s gone to God, Stephen, just as we all must one day. She’s taken your baby brother with her.”

She brushed back his black hair when he said nothing. “Such things sometimes happen, my dear boy. Women do not always survive childbirth. It is the way of the world.”

Betty cupped his cheek, smiled gently into his face. He only bent his head, but Anne could see that his hands were clasped into fists on either side of him. A moment later, the woman left the room.

“I don’t want her to be with God,” Stephen whispered. “I want her to stay with me.”

Tears fell down his face, unchecked. As she watched, Anne felt a tear slide down her own cheek.

What would she do if her mother died? Even the thought of it made her hurt.

Anne could not bear to see the boy’s silent grief. It seemed so much worse because he was alone. She stretched out her arms to him, as if she could pierce the bubble that separated the two of them. If she could be with him it would be better.


“Don’t cry, Stephen,” she said, her voice a chilled whisper in the wintry night. “Please, don’t cry.”

Her hands stretched out imploringly, palms up. As if she expected him to put his hand on hers and pull her through the silvery mist. She wanted to touch him, to help him.

Nothing happened, even as she wished it with all her heart. She could hear the sounds of his tears, felt them on her own cheeks. Felt, too, the horrible gray pain surrounding him.

It hurt, this grief. More than anything she’d ever felt. As if she cried inside, too, but those tears were hot.

One moment he was there, the next he was gone. The bed hangings were simply bed hangings, not a giant bubble. The ceiling was straight and flat, not curved. The only silvery shimmer was the moonlight filtering into the room from between the shutters.

Anne sat back against the headboard and studied the shadows around her. There was nothing there, nothing but soft silence. Even the sentries outside on the walls seemed to be mindful of the sleeping occupants of Dunniwerth.

Her hands clenched on the edge of the sheet as she brought it up to her face.

She stared into the darkness, certain of only one thing. It had not been a dream. Her tears were proof enough. That, and the aching emptiness she felt inside.

 

The loch bordering Dunniwerth land was not large; Anne could see its dimensions clearly from her chamber window. The island in the middle of it was mostly overgrown, a place of trees and green shrubbery.

The island had always been forbidden to her. Up until this moment she’d never questioned such a dictate. Nor had she dreamed of disobeying it. This morning, however, she sat in the flat-bottom boat and pushed herself away from the small dock. It took her some time to figure out how to use the oars, but finally she did.

This is wrong, Anne. You should not do this. Father will be angry. The admonitions accompanied the journey, but they made no difference. She had to see the wise woman. She had to know.

She reached the island finally just as her palms, reddened and sore, began to hurt. Placing the oars in the bottom of the boat, she jumped onto the shore at a place that looked to be well trod. There was no dock as at Dunniwerth, only another small boat tied to a post embedded in the earth. She tied the rope of hers to the same stake and followed a path that led away from the shoreline.

A few moments later Anne came to a clearing. In the middle of it was a tidy cottage. The thatch was so thick upon the roof that it draped down the walls, shading the small structure before touching the ground and blending into the grass. It was as if the cottage were part of the earth itself. A meandering path set in a necklace of smooth stones led the way to the front door, now ajar.

The old wise woman was said to be privy to all manner of knowledge. She could reduce a boil simply by looking at it. Or ease an aching limb by the touch of her hand. Too, she was known for the mixtures that eased a winter’s cough and the bitter tea that soothed a bellyache. But most of all, she could see inside a person’s heart and divine the future. Anne had heard some girls whispering about having their fortunes told.

This pleasant-looking, mushroom-shaped cottage did not appear to be a place of mystery but one, rather, of laughter. From somewhere came the sound of singing, a tune so light that it urged her closer.

As Anne neared the door, the song ceased. Inside, a shadow turned, came toward the door, was bathed in a shaft of sunlight.

Hannah, the wise woman, was neither old nor frightening. Her face bore a type of sweetness not unlike that of Anne’s mother. Her smile was coaxing, gentle, her eyes the color of a summer sky. Her blond hair was wound into braids and sat upon her head like a crown. She’d adorned the coronet with tiny blue and white flowers. The dress she wore was a simple one, flowing to her ankles and topped with a spotless apron.

She stood quiet and still with her hands folded together at her waist, a tall, slender woman who bore Anne’s wondering inspection with a simple grace.

“Did your father send you?” Even her voice was different from what Anne had expected. It seemed crafted of small bits of melody.

Anne shook her head and dared a word. “No.” She looked away, then back at the woman, who stood motionless before her.

“Then why have you come? To have your future told?”

Anne could not frame the answer. It was something more important than the future that she wished to learn.

“Give me your hand, then,” Hannah said kindly.

Anne slowly extended her hand and placed it in the wise woman’s. Hannah looked down at the palm. Her smile never faltered as she studied it.

“You will have a long and prosperous life. You will be happy all your days.”

The words tumbled from Anne’s lips before she could catch them. “Am I a witch?”

The smile disappeared from Hannah’s face, and once again there was the impression of stillness.

“Why would you think that?”

“I see things,” Anne whispered. Visions that made her hurt, they were so real.

Hannah stepped aside, a wordless invitation, and Anne slowly entered the shadowy cottage. It was small and tidy, with a scent of spice in the air. A rack of hardening candles sat near the lone window. From somewhere came the chirp of a bird, and she finally located the sound coming from a wicker cage along the far wall. A sparrow sat at the bottom, his wing wrapped with a length of cloth.

“He’ll be fine in a week or two. He flew into my door. Didn’t you, little one? I think he was trying to impress a lady bird.”

Hannah reached out and placed her hand upon Anne’s head, the fingers warm against her scalp. The other hand tipped up Anne’s chin. Her blue eyes softened with some emotion Anne could not discern. It was not anger, nor was it pity. It looked not unlike her mother’s glance when she’d done something well, pride mixed with love.


“What sort of things do you see, Anne Sinclair?”

“How do you know my name?” Fear sat like a cold and solid thing in her stomach.

Hannah’s smile broadened. “You have your father’s eyes and the color of his hair.”

“Will you tell my parents that I’ve come here?” She stepped away from the wise woman, trying to hide her fear.

“If you do not wish me to, I shall not.”

“They would not understand.” Silence, while she met the woman’s gaze. “Please do not tell them. My mother would cry and my father think me evil.”

“Evil?” The word seemed to hang in the air between them, drifting there in the silence. Hannah’s hand felt cool as she reached out and cupped Anne’s cheek.

“I must be,” she said softly. To want to be at a place she had never seen, with a boy she did not know. But when the visions came, they seemed to take her from Dunniwerth, and make her wish with all her heart not to be here. To be, instead, with him. Wasn’t that evil?

“Then tell me, Anne. Tell me what you see and why you think yourself evil.”

Silence while Anne wondered how to frame the words. Then she realized it did not matter how she spoke them. The wise woman would either believe her or she wouldn’t.

Twice more she’d seen pictures of the boy, Stephen, in her mind. Just before sleep he came, until she could almost believe it was a dream.

“I see a boy,” she said, reaching into the wicker cage with one finger. The bird uttered a sharp little chirp of alarm, then subsided. He did not flee from her gentle touch upon his head, but instead seemed almost to lean into it. “A boy named Stephen.”

She turned and looked at Hannah. “I feel like I know him.” As if he was my very best friend.

Hannah went to a jar, filled two tumblers from it, then placed them on the table. Sitting on one chair, she smiled and gestured to the other.

“Come,” she said, “share some cider with me. It comes from Dunniwerth fruit.”

Anne pulled her fingers free of the cage, held them out as if they belonged to someone else. They still trembled, and she curled them close to her palms.

She sat opposite the wise woman, taking a piece of warm bread when the plate was held out to her.

“I am a witch, aren’t I?” she asked. The words were whispered, as if she could not bear to speak them aloud. She did not look at Hannah. If she did, the wise woman would see tears in her eyes, and a Sinclair did not weep in front of a stranger. “I cannot be a good one. I can’t see the future like you. I know no spells.” She traced a finger along the scarred wooden tabletop. “Is there no tea I could drink, no herbs I might take? Are there no words you could say over me to take this away?”

“I am no witch, Anne,” Hannah said, her voice kind.

Anne glanced up at her, blinking rapidly.

“Young women come to me to have their futures told, and I speak the words they want to hear. In truth, their destinies are their own. But I cannot tell the future and I have no potions.”

Hannah placed her hand on Anne’s. “I don’t think you’re a witch, Anne Sinclair. If you were a witch, there would be other signs. What have you done that harmed another?”

“I lost the brooch my mother gave me,” Anne confessed, staring down at the table.

“That is carelessness, not rancor,” Hannah said with a kind smile. “Who have you bedeviled?”

Anne thought of Ian and his taunts. If she were truly a witch, she might have silenced him. Turned him into a spider, just like the ones he liked to throw at her.

She shook her head. “But Ian says there are witch finders about,” Anne whispered.

“Not at Dunniwerth, Anne Sinclair.”

She nodded. That much was true.

Hannah reached out and tipped her chin up. She blinked, but then forced herself to meet the wise woman’s eyes. “You are not a witch, Anne. Do you believe me?”

She wasn’t completely sure that she did. But she’d been raised to respect her elders, to listen to their words and heed their instructions. So she nodded her head and made herself smile.








Chapter 1




Dunniwerth Castle, Scotland
 March, 1644

Anne tied the rope to the post erected for just such a purpose, then reached into the bottom of the boat for her basket.

She and Hannah had become friends in the fifteen years since a frightened child had gathered her courage and ignored myth, legend and the dictates of a father she adored.

As Anne had feared, her original journey across the loch had been discovered. Her father had, surprisingly, not prevented her visits to the wise woman. However, he had insisted that she learn to swim the loch, and be taught in the proper manner of rowing the small skiff.

Anne took her short cut through the trees, glancing at the odd circular building in the clearing as she did so. She’d discovered it on her third visit to the island. Once a year she and Hannah tended to this place, removing the weeds, straightening the stones that lay in front of the building. It seemed the proper thing to do. The small structure with its arched doorway and elaborately carved keystone looked to have once been a chapel. And the gravestones were sad markers that turned the clearing into a place of reverence.

Anne stepped through the opening in the scraggly bushes, past the large stone in the shape of a boot. Still further up a small incline, and she was there, the path to Hannah’s door more worn but just as inviting as it had been all those many years before.

“You are late,” Hannah said as she entered, her smile taking the sting from her words.

“You say that every time I come,” Anne said, placing her basket on the table. “Just as I refute it.”

“I am older than you. You are supposed to give me respect, not arguments.”

Anne smiled at her friend. This, too, was a constant complaint. “You would dislike it if I conceded every point to you, Hannah. You would then have no one with whom to debate.”

Hannah laughed, the gentle sound of it cascading through the cottage.

“You know me too well, Anne.”

Anne smiled, placed her basket on the table. “I have the flour you wished, Hannah, and a bit of honey from the cook. She says that she will take a few of your candles in trade.”

“Will she?” A raised eyebrow accompanied the remark.

“You know, of course, that she sells them,” Anne said, glancing at her friend. The years had been kind to Hannah. There were few white strands among her blond hair, and her face showed its lines only in the bright sunlight. At this moment, however, there was a furrow on her forehead. A precursor to irritation. She’d been the brunt of it too many times as a child not to know the sign.

Hannah nodded. “I’ve heard as much.”

“Why, then, do you not confront her?”

“There are some situations that are better left alone, Anne.”

“Because you never come to Dunniwerth?”

Hannah glanced at her. It was a subject rarely raised between them. Anne’s curiosity occasionally bubbled beneath good manners and the empathy she felt for the older woman. Even as a child she’d known that there were some topics that made Hannah uncomfortable. Today, however, the answer was important. Not solely because of a cook with trickery on her mind.

“Your loyalty to me is admirable, Anne. But it is a trifling matter.” Hannah turned away, busied herself with checking the rising of her dough.

Anne said nothing, only stared down at the surface of the table. The wood was scarred, and a few marks had been caused by her own youthful exuberance.

She walked to the lone window in the cottage, looked out over the clearing. It was a peaceful place, this glade. A friendly place to spend a life. Still, she could not help but wonder if it had been enough. But that was not a question she could ask. Instead, she spoke of other things, circling the true reason for this visit for a few moments.

“I saw him again last night,” she said. Her voice did not betray how deeply the vision had moved her. She stood still and waited, however, for Hannah’s words.

“Your Stephen?”

Anne nodded.

“It has been a while since the last time. I had hoped he would be gone for good.”

Anne glanced over her shoulder. Hannah was looking at her, the frown hinted at now fixed in place.

“I remember when you were a child and terrified of him. When did it change?”

“I was never terrified of Stephen, Hannah,” she said with a smile. “Only of what was happening to me.” She’d seen him often enough over the years, a friend who’d visited her in the moment just before sleep.

Anne stared out at the view before her. A clearing, a small knoll of land surrounded by large trees. The day was chilly, spring was on the horizon but not yet here. There had been fog upon the loch this morning. Some days it wreathed the small cottage in a cloudlike miasma. She held her hands tight at her waist.

It might have been easier to have been granted the ability to hear thoughts or predict the future. She might have turned her skills to warning people of their fate, to issuing cautions. A child birth could be predicted, a marriage foretold, a crop saved. But what she saw was of no use to anyone.

Her visions were like looking through a window just as she did now. Only this view was of Stephen living his life. She could not choose what scenes she might see. Nor had she any knowledge of when the window might open. At times she yearned to see him. But the visions came when they willed, not when she wished.

She’d been captivated by the small glimpses into a life so alien from her own. He lived in a castle so unlike Dunniwerth that it had enchanted her. Langlinais. Even the sound of it seemed exotic. She had watched him racing over the hills on his black stallion and seen him in quiet times when he sat and sketched the castle. She had even seen London through his eyes and felt his wonder at seeing the port so filled with ships.

Hannah spoke from behind her. “Pay attention to those men who pay court to you, Anne, not someone in your mind.”

The words were like small pinpricks. Little wounds that Anne ignored. They had been said too many times.

“Sentiments that echo my mother’s words, Hannah. Is this mania to get me wed because my birthday will be soon?”

“You are three and twenty. It is time.”

Anne nodded. Another statement she’d heard often in the last few months. Not one of the various suitors her parents had suggested to her was without charm. Each was possessed of some attribute, some quality that made him acceptable. None of them drank to excess. Each came from good family. They were all able to provide for her and any children who would be born to them. But they did not have eyes the shade of midnight. Or a face so strong and vital that she recalled it even in her dreams.

“Have you ever wanted something so much, Hannah, that you would have given everything you owned for it?”

“What would you wish for, Anne Sinclair, that you are not provided?”

To touch him.

Last night’s vision had been the strongest of all. Stephen had stood in a tunnel of darkness, shadows of gray and black swirling around him. His hand had been outstretched as if, after all these years, he could finally see her. He seemed to implore her. He spoke, but his words were snatched away by gusts of angry wind. She had stretched out her own hand until she thought their fingers might touch. But instead of coming closer, Anne felt as if she were moving farther and farther away from him. He then looked beyond her and she became frightened by the look in his eyes. She did not have the courage to turn and look at what was behind her. Disaster? Death itself? Anne only knew that she had stood between Stephen and this terrible thing. But whatever it had been, it frightened her and made her fear for him.

Instead of answering her, Anne asked her own question. “Have you never wanted to leave the island, Hannah?”

The silence in the small cottage had a sound all its own. Not unlike a bell whose peal deadened all other noise.

“I leave it often enough.”

“Once or twice a year. No more.”

“Why do you ask that of me, Anne?”

She turned, faced Hannah resolutely. “Because I want you to come with me.”

“Where?” Hannah came and stood beside Anne. The question was spoken, but the knowledge was already there on the older woman’s face. An odd destination, one of heart more than of place.

“You do not even know if he’s real,” she said incredulously.

“He is real, Hannah.”

“Because you wish him to be? The world would be a fine place if all our wishes would come true, Anne. But it does not happen.” Hannah’s face seemed to change. The anger vanished and in its place was a look of sadness before it, too, was gone.

“Have you not the sense God gave a gnat? A journey with no destination? Instead of being afraid you were a witch, you should have feared becoming a fool.”

“Would you have me remain here all the rest of my life, Hannah? Without knowing if he was real or not?”

“Yes,” Hannah said bluntly.

Anne smiled. “Give me a week, Hannah. That is all I ask. One week from my life. If I do not find him, then I’ll return to Dunniwerth and be the meek woman you wish of me.”

“You’ve never been meek a day of your life, Anne Sinclair,” Hannah said wryly. “The idea is madness, Anne.”

“No,” Anne said softly. “The madness would be in not heeding this feeling.” She turned away, faced the window again. “I can feel him, Hannah.” She placed her clenched fist in the middle of her chest. “As if the spirit of him lives in me as well as in his soul. Don’t tell me he’s not real. Or that this longing I feel is only a dream.”


He calls to me. Even now, as she stood in Hannah’s cottage, it was as if she could hear him. A voice without sound. Words without speech. A longing so strong that she could not deny it. It was instinct and craving and something even more earthy and elemental. How did she explain it? Perhaps she could not.

She could not tell anyone what she felt at this moment. Not even Hannah. Perhaps she didn’t know the right words. Or they’d never been crafted. She was afraid and confident. Confused and certain. Extremes. That’s how she measured this feeling.

She turned. “Come with me, Hannah.”

“Or else you will do this thing alone?”

“I am not that foolish, Hannah.”

“But you will convince someone else,” she said dryly. “Who will explain this idiocy to your parents?”

“What could I say, Hannah? That I’ve held this from them all my life? Their hurt would vie with their disbelief.”

“Where will you go? How would you find this man who does not exist?”

“He exists,” Anne said, closing her eyes as if she saw the route in her mind. “Three days ride due south. A road veers beside a deserted abbey, and there we need to head west.”

“A vision, Anne?”

She blinked open her eyes. “Directions, Hannah.”

By the look on her face, it was clear that she had startled the older woman. “There are not that many places named Langlinais. One of the peddlers I spoke to thinks he knows it.”

Hannah pursed her lips, frowned again. Then she nodded once, a sharp jab of chin. Concession, then, in a gesture.








Chapter 2




Anne thought that the only jarring note to their journey was the ease with which it was accomplished. Her parents had departed two days earlier for Edinburgh. It was a coincidence of timing due more to her father’s wish to sign the Solemn League and Covenant than to happenstance. But to Anne it was as unexpected as it was blessed. It made their own departure from Dunniwerth one performed without explanations.

They wound their way south from Dunniwerth. A strange procession comprised of herself, Hannah and Ian, the tormenter of her childhood now grown and one of her father’s most trusted soldiers. Douglas, a sweet young man of slow wits and amiable disposition, made the fourth.

Hannah lost no opportunity to voice her displeasure of this quest. Ian seconded each complaint. He’d refused to accompany her at first, had agreed to do so only afer she’d made it clear that she would continue her journey with or without him.

“Tell me why you’re set to go to England, at least,” he’d said.


She’d studied him for a long moment, wondering if he would understand something so fey as her visions, her dreams of Stephen. Or would he ridicule her just as he had when they were children? She’d said nothing, remaining silent even in the face of his obvious disapproval.

Anne felt suspended in time as the days passed, neither wishing to go back, but almost afraid to reach their destination.

What would she say to Stephen when she found him? I have seen you since you were a boy. Do you remember the time you raced over the meadow? Your horse threw you, and you lay there for the longest time. I was afraid you were dead. But then you began to laugh, arms and legs flung out on the grass, your face lifted to the sun.

A hundred memories. She’d become accustomed to his presence in her life. A nightly ritual. Washing her face and hands, kneeling for her prayers, scrambling in between the sheets and waiting until sleep came. At that moment before dreams, murmuring his name. A blessing or perhaps a summons. It did not often happen, but when the visions came, when she saw him, she smiled her way into her dreams.

She was a Sinclair, and Sinclairs were always brave. A family motto if not a clan’s. She would need her courage. Not only if she did find him, but more importantly if she did not.

You do not even know if he’s real. Hannah’s words. The only rebuttal? The image of Stephen laughing at something hidden from her. The sight of him standing so straight and tall atop the tower, staring into the distance as if he could see his future there and anticipated it. A hidden fist clenched as he endured his father’s harsh words. She’d watched as he sat intent upon his studies and other times when he’d laughed with abandon.

Could she have simply wanted him to be real so much that she had imagined him? No.

As an only child, sometimes she had been lonely. Her free hours had been spent in drawing and imagining. She was, upon occasion, even known to talk to Stephen as if he were a playmate she’d devised for herself. There were nights when she’d begged for another story from Gordon, who was talented in such things. She had sat there captivated by heroes and mystics, curses and prophecies.

She could not deny that she had been a child immersed, sometimes, in a world of her own creating. Even her sketches mirrored her love of fantasy.

But she had not imagined Stephen. Not a boy with midnight blue eyes and a dimple on his left cheek. Not a man with a tiny scar near his right eye.

If she had dreamed him, she would have made him less sober these last years. Given him a smile that came more often. She would have given him back the laughter he seemed to have lost in his childhood.

He was real. He had to be. And somehow she needed to find him.

It was not fancy that sent her on this journey. Nor boredom. She had been to Edinburgh twice, and the discomfort of the journey had not endeared travel to her. The feeling she experienced now was something she did not quite understand. It was as if she were being driven to do it and had no choice. The yearning within her was so strong that it felt elemental. As natural as birds flying south or the first flowers of spring popping up beneath the icy crust of earth. A quest that she could not help but perform.

Even Hannah had understood how important this journey was to her. She would have, if she had not found someone to accompany her, traveled on her own. An act of madness, perhaps.

Was she mad? Or simply in the thrall of something she didn’t understand? She would know the answer to that question when she found him. And if she didn’t.

 

There were fifty of them. All united under one goal, to move and protect the artillery that lumbered behind the Parliamentarian army commanded by General Thomas Penroth.

Their posts of guarding the six cannon had been awarded to them for the reason that they were exemplary soldiers. Not one of them had ever been disciplined. They obeyed orders to the letter. But more importantly, they believed in their cause. They were dedicated to the goal of removing the king from power.

The army was five days’ ride away, but the cannon traveled slower due both to their size and weight and the care that had to be taken with them. Several outriders had been posted to guard the roads both ahead of the artillery and behind it. Capture of the cannon royale could very well determine the outcome of the war, turn the tide in the Royalists’ favor.


One of his men rode up to David Newbury, the lieutenant in charge of the cannon. “There are riders approaching, sir.”

“How many?”

“Not a large group, sir. Two men and two women.”

“Too many to be spies, Samuel. Too few to be of any danger. Still, it’s rumored to be Royalist territory.”

“Should we intercept them, sir?”

“Do so,” he said, frowning.

“They may be nothing more than innocent travelers, sir.”

“I’m aware of that, Samuel,” he said, allowing the barest trace of irritation to color his voice.

 

It was Ian who saw them first. A party of about twenty men riding toward them from the base of the hill. They were soberly dressed in black garments covered with dust. Well-worn crows.

“I don’t like the odds,” Ian said, his face grim. He glanced at Anne and then at Hannah. “They may be friendly or not. If I give the word, I want you to ride as fast as you can for the other side of the hill. Try to find cover.”

“What will you do, Ian?” Anne asked, glancing at him quickly.

“I’ll be right behind you,” he said with a smile. “I’ve no wish to be a hero on English soil.”

It was not hard to guess Hannah’s thoughts from the look on her face. This is what I feared all along. Hannah, however, chose this moment to remain silent, a restraint for which Anne silently thanked her.


She only wished her friend rode with more competence. The past six days had not been easy on Hannah, but fulminating looks had been the only complaint she’d offered. She commanded her horse with tentativeness. If they were forced to flee, speed would be necessary, and that was only accomplished if a rider had control of his mount.

Anne glanced at the route Ian had indicated. There was a narrow track that cut across the hill, a crossing evidently used by farmers to drive cattle or sheep. The problem with taking that path was their ignorance as to what lay on the other side of the hill. Was it meadow or river or impassible terrain?

Such caution might not be necessary. The men who approached them might well be no more than travelers. But as they rode closer, the men at either end edged forward until the line of riders curved toward them. Not unlike a trap.

Anne moved her horse further from Ian, then reached down and gripped Hannah’s reins. The three of them exchanged a look. Douglas, behind and to the left, was in blissful ignorance of what was transpiring.

Ian sat silent until the riders came closer. A man, evidently their leader, separated himself from the group. His glance swept over them, dismissed Anne and Hannah. Anne had received such looks before from men who’d come to Dunniwerth and were ignorant of the fact that she was Robert Sinclair’s daughter. The same men, when introduced to her, fawned all over her in an effort to please. A lesson that had not gone unlearned. Rudeness was a weapon often used against the poor and the defenseless.

Anne gripped the reins tighter and clamped her teeth over words she ached to say. But she was no fool. She’d grown up with warriors. Even now, amidst smiles and bland words, Ian and the man who faced him vied for dominance. One did not get between two men taking each other’s measure. It was a subtle posturing, one she’d watched a thousand times before. At Dunniwerth, however, the prize had been a woman’s favor or a tankard of whiskey. Not the right to travel a road unimpeded.

“We’ve no political leanings,” Ian was saying. “We’re only simple travelers.”

“Scots,” the man said, the inflection in his voice giving the impression that he thought little of their nationality.

“Yes.”

“Your business?”

“Why would you wish to know? Are the roads guarded now?”

“For your purposes, yes.” The look on the other man’s face could only be called a smirk. It did nothing to mitigate the angry red flush on her clansman’s face.

“We are simple travelers,” Ian said again.

“An odd time to be taking a journey. In the midst of war.”

“Aye, that I would agree,” Ian said. The look he shot Anne was as fierce as those he’d given her as a child.

“Perhaps it might be possible to convince you to speak with more candor,” the man said, smiling.


“I’ve nothing to say.”

“Then you’ve nothing to fear. You will not object to coming with us, will you? My commander wishes to meet with you.”

“And if I decline?”

“It would not be prudent to do so.”

Ian glanced over at Anne. She straightened in the saddle. For long minutes she seemed to remain breathless, waiting. This journey, so fervently wished for, had not been undertaken without thought. She’d suspected they might encounter a robber, a traveler with ill intent, even an inn keeper who would try to cheat them. Perhaps even a few soldiers.

But she’d not thought to face an army.

Ian glanced at her and winked. A mere blink of an eye. It was enough to make her lean forward, press her heels into the sides of her sturdy little mare, and fly.

She loved to ride, had done so ever since she was a child of six and mounted on her first pony. This mad dash across the sloping ground was filled with its own exhilaration, but coupled with that was a pounding fear. Behind her she could hear shouts. A quick glance told her that Hannah was still astride. Her face was pale white, the grip on her saddle convulsive, but she still sat her horse.

They rounded the curve of the hill. From here Anne could see a river in the distance, the silvery gleam of it undulating like a snake through the bowl of valley below. The grassy slope gave way to shale and loose rock, which made passage difficult, if not dangerous. The sloping descent was going to be even more difficult for Hannah.

The angle of the hill was steep. In places she slid down a foot or two on the rocks before her horse gained its balance again. Anne slowed her speed, glanced behind her. Ian was still with the men, Douglas at his side. He broke free, the two of them closing the distance between them quickly, the black-garbed Parliamentarians not far behind.

Finally, the slope turned grassy, close cropped as if sheep grazed here. The sound of a gunshot was not unexpected. She prayed they were out of range. Pistols were good for close fighting but poor for distance. One of a hundred such bits of knowledge she’d learned from growing up the only child of the laird of Dunniwerth. She leaned over her horse’s neck and prayed they would escape.

 

Stephen Harrington, Earl of Langlinais, sat at his desk, his wounded left arm balanced carefully on its surface. He’d discovered that if he elevated his wrist, the pain was not so fierce.

He stared down at two letters he’d composed. The first was to the king, explaining his continued absence from the Royalist forces. Too many of his men had died, men of the Langlinais regiment. He’d brought them home to bury them. To honor the men he’d known since they had been boys together. His wording was too harsh. Almost demanding. He should rip it up and begin again. He doubted, however, that the meaning would be any less terse with a second attempt.

The second letter was as difficult to write. A summons to his side of a friend he’d not seen for a few years. Stephen needed his expertise, his skill.

His thoughts, however, were becoming increasingly muddled. St. Francis said that all men mean well, that the road to hell is made smooth with their good intentions. Where had that thought come from? The same place, no doubt, that a hundred such odd thoughts had originated in the past hours.

He rang the bell, and when it was answered by Betty, he managed a smile and a request, both lucid, he believed. He saw the light of relief shine in his housekeeper’s eyes as he gave her the letter. There, he had pleased one person. It was little enough of late.

Betty had been his second mother, sliding into that position when his own had died when he was a boy. She’d wiped his tears and kept his mother’s memory alive with stories of her. He’d gone to her for advice and had his ears boxed when he was impudent. When he’d become earl, he’d made her his housekeeper, the only elevation she would accept.

He had attended the funerals of each of his men this last week, had stood beside grieving widows and silent children as they had been laid to their rest. The words he’d spoken had been as difficult as he’d feared.

He had been present not only because they were his men, but because it was expected of him. He was a man of Langlinais, and for generations those who’d depended upon Langlinais Castle had looked to the earls for protection in life and benediction in death. And although the castle was no longer occupied, the bond between townsman and earl was still firmly in place.

When a flood had rendered Langlinais uninhabitable two hundred years earlier, a new home had been built. One that had been constructed to proclaim the family’s wealth. It sat perched on the highest knoll overlooking the river Terne.

Harrington Court’s three floors were impressive, as were all of its seventy rooms. The Tudor east wing had been added on by the earl who’d served Queen Elizabeth as advisor. An admirer of the classical movement had altered the west wing, adding pillars and cornices to the exterior of the house.

Most of the cavalry officers who formed the Langlinais regiment had come from Lange on Terne, the town surrounding Harrington Court. A few of them were experienced and seasoned, having seen service in Europe and Ireland. They were probably more skilled and certainly better equipped than most of the Royalist troops. They were hardened by training, inspired by loyalty, ready and eager to follow their lord, whatever side of this strife he chose to serve.

A loyalty he was grateful for, even as the burden of it weighed heavily on his shoulders.

He leaned back against the chair. His eyes felt watery, and his skin dry. No doubt a result of the festering wound.

He closed his eyes, traced the fingers of his right hand over one of the absurd lions’ heads that finished off the chair’s arms. When he was a boy, he could place his fingers inside the lion’s mouth. Now his fingers were too large even if he wished to duplicate a childish act. He did not.


Was that the gauge of wisdom, then? Our wishes or our deeds?

He smiled at himself. Another oddity of thought. Perhaps it was not so bad to be fevered. It left him with a depth of understanding he’d never had before, but then, that might be a delusion, too. He might be tossing in his bed now instead of sitting upright at his desk. He opened his eyes as if to test his location. Yes, he was here, just as he’d thought he was.

Laughter sounded odd in an otherwise silent room.

He reached out with his right hand and gripped the sketch he’d made. If nothing else, he could finish the details of the north wall while he waited. Complete the drawing to scale. But his fingers fumbled with the charcoal, and his attention was drawn to the window.

The afternoon was bright and sunny, a rare enough event in this wet spring. The view was of the east meadow, green and lush, shadowed here and there by a passing cloud. An alluring sight.

A movement to the right caught his attention. Two riders being chased by two more. No, the four of them being chased by a coven of crows. Parliamentarians? On his land? Men who chose to dress as soberly as himself. But not twenty of them, surely. He was tempted to dismiss the sight, turn away, and allow them passage over his meadow but for the plume of gray smoke. A pistol?

He stood, went to the door, braced himself against it, and called for Ned.

When he arrived, Stephen issued his orders. “Have Faeren saddled,” he said, “and summon the regiment to me.”

“My lord, should you be riding?”

He would have dismissed any other man’s concerns, but because it was Ned, he spared him a smile. It served both as an answer and a dismissal.

Ned simply nodded, his lips clamped over words he might have uttered. It amused Stephen that his old servant refrained from comment. There had been a time when Ned wouldn’t have been so restrained. Why was he now? Because Stephen was ill? Or because he was now earl?

He walked back to his chest where his pistols were stored. For more than a year they’d been constant companions, but he’d not thought to use them on his own land.

He wasn’t at his best, that he would agree. But it simply didn’t matter. What happened here was his concern. Distilled to its simplest form, it was his duty. A motto. A family’s creed. Duty, honor, loyalty.

In a matter of moments, he was mounted on Faeren and leading the charge across the meadow.

He led his men across the lowest point of the Terne river, up the embankment, and through the tip of the valley, where the meadow sharply rose again.

Stephen.

His name lingered on the air, a breath of sound, a whisper that sang in his ears. A trait of his fever, then. A sign that he was mortal, after all. The Earl of Langlinais, the leader of the Blessed Regiment, was not so blessed. Instead, he was hallucinating.


He spurred Faeren on over the undulating ground, heard the steady drumbeat of hooves as his men followed him. His face was stiff with tension.

Stephen.

He heard it again, a long, keening recitation of his name, the whistle of it tied, somehow, to a base part of him. An ancient, pagan place, one that recognized instinct and intuition and terror.

He felt a chill overcome him, something icy that seeped into his entire body, from mind to toes. He was more ill than he’d realized.

 

Just before they reached the river, Anne heard
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