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Chapter One


MASSACHUSETTS BAY COLONY 1692

Arianna O’Sullivan stared at the bleak, grey sky as she struggled against the confines of the Puritans’ unforgiving pillory. The bitter wind and rain worsened an already wretched day. Her drenched garments clung to her shivering body; water irritatingly streamed down her face from her long strands of scarlet hair, with no means to wipe them away.

Her shoulders ached and her wrists were raw where the swollen wood bit into her flesh. Being restrained always unnerved her. She’d come to despise this village and its suspicious people, but she knew what might occur if she allowed her anger to surface.

At least the rain dispersed the crowd; even the most curious onlookers sought shelter. However, Reverend Thomas Smythe, the man who’d issued her time in the pillory, watched warm and dry inside the nearby inn. She noticed the curtains move at the window. She was aware he enjoyed her misery. Closing her eyes, she whispered to herself, hoping to evade the cold, the pain and the fury brewing within her.
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Darius Wyndham fastened his overcoat and held tight to his felt hat. The previously sunny, pleasant day peculiarly changed. The coastal wind turned frigid and wholly unexpected rain fell. The weathered signpost for Wyndham Village loomed ahead. Despite the unfavorable weather, he wasn’t stopping, not after his previous dealings with the Puritans there.

It disturbed him the disagreeable practices he’d witnessed in England were occurring in the colonies, too. There’d been persecutions in Europe for centuries and occasionally it happened here. But now there was an alarming level of hysteria. Nearly every colonial jail was filled with women, some men, and even young children suspected of witchcraft. It began last winter in Salem but the madness soon took hold throughout the colony. Darius was shaken from his dismal thoughts when his horse came to an abrupt halt.

“What is it, King? Are you tired, boy, or simply unhappy with this turn in the weather?”

Weary himself, Darius nudged his steed on, but was startled when he heard a female voice. He looked around, but seeing no one, presumed it was only the wind. He’d hoped to make it to Patrick and Bessie’s farm. The thought of a hot meal, warm bed and an evening with friends lightened his heart.

He’d been unsettled lately and found himself questioning his return to Massachusetts Bay Colony. Away on a merchant ship, he’d felt beckoned home, but he’d been back a year and hadn’t found a relevant reason. In truth, he hadn’t felt impassioned about anything in a long while.

In Wickshire getting horseshoes last night, he’d even considered visiting a brothel. Maybe seeing his base needs met might partly appease his growing discontent. Instead, he spent the entire night drinking with sailors, then walked the shoreline and watched the sunrise.

Darius was roughly jolted when his usually calm horse reared wildly. He braced his knees and held tight to the reins as he heard the disconcerting voice again, but still saw no one. The drizzle worsened; the bitter wind howled. Now chilled, Darius pulled up his collar. Could fatigue make him imagine the voice? But King heard it, too. Now the stubborn animal refused to move forward, instead turned toward Wyndham Village.

“Clearly, you don’t know how difficult Puritans can be! The farm has a lovely barn for you.”

Darius was determined to push on when a gust of wind whipped off his hat. He cussed, dismounted, and then raced after it. As he bent to retrieve it, the skin on his neck prickled, for he heard the mysterious voice again, now clearer.

“You must take this fated path, Guardian. From this day forward it’ll never be you alone to consider. Yer souls are paired for eternity!”

The eerie prophetess spoke with a thick Irish accent. Darius’s mother had been Irish; this might have been comforting if the message hadn’t been so profound.

“Who are you? Why don’t you show yourself?”

The summoning words spoken, a female specter with fiery auburn hair appeared. Darius’s heart thudded as the rain pelleted down.

“I’m someone you’ll never know…here to ensure you follow your destiny. My dearest treasure will become yours. I entrust her to you. As her sovereign guardian you must protect her when you can, comfort her when you cannot, but love her always. Mark my words, you’ll not regret it, Darius Wyndham!”

“How do you know who I am?” he asked, but the entity vanished as quickly as she’d appeared. Darius shook his head expecting to awake from a bizarre dream.

“For the love of God, King,” he said climbing upon the horse again. “Am I losin’ my mind? Alas, the day grows late and the weather fiercer. It appears we’ve little choice but to spend the bloody night in Wyndham Village. Nothin’ but bad luck could be responsible for that. Destiny my eye!”
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Arianna stirred as men approached. One was the objectionable Reverend Smythe. She didn’t recognize the other, but felt inexplicably drawn to the man’s voice. The tone was authoritative, but strangely comforting and he didn’t speak like a Puritan. It was evident the men weren’t friends, but Arianna was surprised to discover she was the source of their disagreement. She opened her eyes just a sliver.

“The matter is of no concern to thee, Mr. Wyndham!”

“I disagree, Reverend Smythe. The first sight I met upon entering the village was this young woman in your barbaric pillory, clearly left here amid a miserable rainfall that now turns to snow. That’s a cruel punishment!”

Arianna commended him for standing up to Reverend Smythe; for few openly opposed him.

“Perhaps thou hast not heard of all the recent happenings?”

“If you’re asking if I’m aware of people being held in jails accused of witchcraft by their friends and neighbors for absurd, unwarranted reasons, aye, I’ve heard. I’ve also learned someone’s been hanged in Salem. This widespread lunacy surely won’t end well for many.”

“Why art thou here, Mr. Wyndham? I heard thee journeyed to England after thy wife…”

He didn’t allow Smythe to finish.

“I’ve returned to my land, but I’m not here to discuss me. I demand you release this woman!”

“Thou know’st nothing of this evildoer.”

“Aye, well unless you’ve proof she’s killed someone or is likely to, her actions couldn’t warrant this punishment. It’s bloody cold. Her garments are soaked; she’s sure to catch her death or die from the chill. My God, man, have you no decency?”

Smythe huffed indignantly. “Thou darest speak such blasphemy! I could see thee flogged!”

“Your threats don’t intimidate me. I’ll not back down like your terrified villagers, Smythe. Do you actually believe God condones your ill treatment of this woman or the others? If I didn’t think she’d be hurt, I’d smash your confounded pillory. Release her or I’ll dismantle it,” he said examining the structure.

“Mr. Wyndham, thou hast no authority here. Much has changed since thy father lived here.”

“That’s certainly true. My father wouldn’t abide jailing people…putting them through ludicrous methods to determine if they’re witches. What did this woman do to deserve such heartless treatment?”

“The devil’s within her. She’s beguiled most every man who’s drawn near her. She controls animals and the weather.”

Mr. Wyndham shook his head. “Have you actual proof of anything and truly no notion how preposterous that sounds?”

“The witch is clever. No one dares speak against her; women fear her and men are bewitched by her.”

“Why’s she in the pillory?”

“It’s proved more effective than floggings.”

“She’s been flogged as well?” That evidently infuriated Mr. Wyndham, for his voice rose. “You claim she controls the weather. If that were so, wouldn’t she’d stop this bitter wind and sleet as she stands in drenched garments?”

Smythe cast a nervous glance at Arianna.

“Thou art already bewitched. Didst thou look into her evil eyes?”

“Her eyes are closed, you daft fool; she’s likely near death. I’ve heard quite enough! Hand over the keys; I’ll not stand by while she expires.”

Reverend Smythe must have feared the large, powerful-looking, determined man. He passed him the keys and stepped away. The man unlocked the padlock and lifted the wooden bar, holding her neck and wrists. Cold, hungry and weak, without the post to steady her, Arianna collapsed. Smythe gasped when Mr. Wyndham caught her and lifted her into his arms.

“Don’t touch her. Never gaze into her eyes, for thou shalt fall under her spell!”

He ignored the reverend and walked toward the nearby inn, calling over his shoulder.

“What’s the woman’s name? Where’s her husband or family?”

“I have paid no attention to the witch’s given name. She has no husband or family bar the devil…” Reverend Smythe continued spewing absurdities. Arianna shivered uncontrollably as the man opened the door to the inn.

[image: *]*

The innkeeper and his wife backed against the wall.

“She can’t be here,” the innkeeper said.

“I need a room for the night,” Darius said, ignoring the man. “I have ample coin and will aptly reward you. We’ll require food and lodging.”

Next he addressed the innkeeper’s wife.

“Good mother, might I ask you to see this lass dryly attired, perhaps given warm broth and put to bed?”

The woman shook her head and the innkeeper spoke.

“What if she’s a witch? If we assist her we’ll be judged with her.”

“What, good sir, if she’s innocent? If you send her away, perhaps contribute to her death, could you live with that?”

With another glance at the young woman, the innkeeper and his wife nodded.

“Use the back stairs, but be quick. If word spreads we’re harboring a witch, we’ll be ruined or persecuted ourselves!”

“Thank you both. I’ll make certain Reverend Smythe knows I gave you no choice.”

As he carried her up the stairs, she awakened and Darius gazed into the eyes he’d been warned not to view…the most unusual, breathtakingly beautiful green eyes he’d ever beheld. If eyes were the mirror to the soul, he must be looking upon an angel. She seemed to radiate goodness and he felt an overpowering need to protect her.


Chapter Two


Awaking warm in a bed, Arianna sat up. The door ajar, she saw the silhouette of the man who’d brought her here. He glanced in.

“Go back to sleep, lass. I’ll not permit anyone to harm you.”

She nodded appreciatively and fell into a deep slumber. When next she stirred, sunlight peered through the window. The ache in her shoulders was gone although her wrists remained raw. She felt rested but her stomach rumbled. She was startled to see the innkeeper’s wife standing by the bed.

“Did you sleep well?”

“Aye. Thank you for your courtesy.”

“I’ve a gown that might do for you.”

“Why do you show me kindness? You know what the reverend thinks of me.”

“I don’t believe you’re a witch,” she whispered. “Mary Proctor said you didn’t harm her son or anyone.”

Arianna nodded.

“Your name is O’Sullivan?”

“Aye, I’m Arianna O’Sullivan.”

“I’d like you to accept these garments, Arianna. My daughter was surely near thine age when the fever took her.”

“I remember your daughter and her lovely smile. I was saddened to hear she’d passed.”

“She was a precious child,” the woman said. She began to weep and hastened away leaving the garments.

Arianna reluctantly left the bed. With water in the basin, soap and towels there too, she washed and donned the long shift, black gown and apron the considerate woman left. She attempted to ignore how the gown hugged her body. Reverend Smythe and his Puritan followers disapproved of any garment that revealed tempting sinful womanly endowments. She hoped the large collar partially concealed her breasts.

Finding a comb with the garments, she tamed her tangled curls, twisted and wrapped her hair under the white close-fitting coif she was expected to wear. Puritans considered it unseemly for a woman’s hair to be seen.

The smell of food wafted from below and Arianna was reminded of her renewed appetite. About to open the door, she backed away startled by quarreling. Reverend Smythe had clearly attempted to get inside and the kind stranger prevented it. She heard scuffling and the voices faded. Soon sturdy footfalls ascended the stairs followed by a rap upon the door. She opened it a crack to see the man who’d rescued her from the pillory.

Arianna was surprised at how tall he was. She was of average womanly height, but he towered over her. He boasted strong arms, broad shoulders and a muscular chest. His face was unquestionably handsome; his dark blond hair was a mass of loose curls pulled free from his surely once-neat plait. His eyes were strikingly blue.

He stepped in but left the door fully open no doubt to alleviate suspicion of impropriety. Unmarried men and women weren’t to be alone together, certainly not in a bedchamber.

“I’d like to speak with you. I’m Darius Wyndham. Mrs. Kent says your name is Arianna O’Sullivan? Is that so?” he asked.

“Why would I give a false name?” she replied.

“I wasn’t suggestin’ that, but simply making conversation, lass.”

“I fear I’ve become defensive,” Arianna said.

“I shouldn’t wonder with all Smythe’s put you through.”

His empathy put her at ease.

“You’re one of the Wyndhams of which this village bears the name?”

“Aye, my father founded the village some time ago,” he said. “Now, I trust you’re somewhat recovered from your ordeal? Your wrists were badly bruised.”

He reached for her arm. Unaccustomed to physical contact, she pulled away. His touch was gentle, but the sensation extraordinary. She’d once nearly been struck by lightning; her hair stood on end and her skin tingled. His touch was like that and she drew in her breath.

“Forgive me if I’ve hurt you. I could perhaps find snow; ice or snow on injuries can be soothing.”

“Are you a healer?” she asked.

He chuckled and she liked the sound of his laugh. “No, I’ve simply had enough bruises of my own to learn from experience.”

“I heal quickly, Mr. Wyndham. Thank you for your concern and for persuading Reverend Smythe to release me from the pillory.”

There was a spark of mischief in his alluring blue eyes. “Persuading mightn’t be precisely how it was done, but I accept your thanks. I regret you suffered with no one willing to assist you.”

“I don’t fault them. Punishment for aiding suspected witches is severe. I hope you won’t suffer because you freed me.”

“It wasn’t the first time I’ve disagreed with Reverend Smythe.”

Arianna felt his gaze. The undeniable attraction completely unsettled her. She’d never been attracted to a man and always ignored their attention or discouraged any advances.

She thought she’d been too distressed to remember much from yesterday, yet she could vividly recall him carrying her. She remembered his muscularity and the inexplicable familiarity of his appealing masculine scent as her head rested against him. She longed to feel his protective arms around her again and doubted mere gratitude would cause such yearning. Her heart beat faster as she looked at his engaging mouth wondering what it would be like if he kissed her. She recalled her mother’s words.

“You’ll feel a deeper love and passion than most, my darlin’ Arianna. It’s usually sudden and intense. Witches of our line always recognize their soul’s eternal match. There’ll be no sense opposin’ it. What is destined to be, will be, my girl.”

She’d been young then, not much older when her mother died, yet she remembered her words. Arianna hadn’t truly comprehended the message till now. As she stood beside this man increasingly aware of the powerful attraction, she understood. Her heart raced and her stomach fluttered. It occurred to her: she could fall in love with Darius Wyndham. If she remained in his company, she would fall in love with him.

That frightened her to the core. Well aware of the misfortune others often experienced when associated with her, Arianna didn’t want him to suffer. She was about to tell him she’d be setting off straightaway, when a woman brought a tray with delicious-smelling food. Arianna’s mouth watered; she couldn’t recall when she’d last eaten.

“Thank you. You may inform the Kents I’ll settle my account soon,” Darius said.

The woman smiled at him, curtsied, and then left.

“You must break fast with me. Mrs. Kent said you were too weak to eat last evening.”

It would seem ungracious to refuse. Arianna was hungry and uncertain when she’d eat again. He set the tray down and pulled out a chair for her. She nodded and finally sat. He propped a footstool against the open door, clearly reassuring her he had no dishonorable intentions.

The warm biscuits, smoked ham and cheese were delicious. Being mindful to eat in a ladylike manner was a feat, for she was ravenous. When the silence became awkward, he finally spoke.

“Do you have any family here?” he asked.

“I’ve no family to speak of…anywhere.”

He appeared deep in thought.

“Your family’s here in the colonies, Mr. Wyndham?”

“I have three brothers at a settlement a day’s ride from here, two married with children,” he said.

“Have you lived here long?” she asked.

“I was away for some time and was educated in England but I was born and lived most of my life here.”

Arianna had never met anyone born in the colonies. Like her, almost everyone was European. Mr. Wyndham sounded English, but sometimes she detected charming Irish tones. His next question effectually stirred her from her thoughts.

“Why aren’t you married?” he asked.

She pointedly stared at him. “Why would you presume I should be married or even that I’d want to be?”

He smiled at that. “If you had a husband to protect you, you mightn’t suffer so much.”

“Married women are also accused of witchcraft.”

“Aye, but widows and unmarried women often suffer more harshly. If you were my wife, I’d do everything I could to protect you.” He grinned then. “That wasn’t a marriage proposal, although I’m certain there’ve been many men who longed to wed you. You’re very beautiful.”

She attempted to ignore how his compliment pleased her but her cheeks grew warm and surely rosy.

“In England a man asked me to marry him, but I declined. I hope to have some say in whom I marry, if I should ever choose to do so.”

“I understand that.”

“I believe I heard Reverend Smythe mention your wife,” Arianna finally said.

He looked away and cleared his throat. “Aye, I was married. My wife…died.”

“Forgive me; I didn’t intend to pry.”

“It was some time ago.” He stood and pulled his hand through his hair. “You said you were in England, yet your name and accent suggest you’re Irish,” he said.

“I was born in Ireland, but lived half my life in England.”

“When did you come to the colonies?”

“It’s been a year,” she replied.

“As long as I’ve been back.” He now appeared deep in thought. “What month did you arrive?”

“September.”

“What day?” he asked.

“I never knew the precise date,” she said. “The crossing was unpleasant, for the sea was rough and there was sickness on the ship. I was simply relieved to reach land.”

“You weren’t on The Charles, the ship I sailed on,” he said.

“No, but that ship approached as those on our ship disembarked.”

“That’s odd we’d arrive the same day, then meet a year to the day later?” he said sitting down again.

“Coincidence, I suppose,” she said, though she doubted anything in her life happened by coincidence.

“You’ve lived with this scrutiny all that time?” he asked.

“I was in Salem. When the disturbing unpleasantness began there, I traveled to Andover, then Wyndham Village. Each location seems filled with suspicious, fearful people.”

“Aye, unfortunately that’s true. What made you come to the colonies if you’ve no family here?”

“I’d heard the New World held opportunity. I was to journey with a man…”

She stopped, uncertain how much to explain.

“You intended to make that lengthy journey with a man who was not your husband?”

“Does that affront your morality, Mr. Wyndham?” she said.

“It’s clearly not for me to judge. Let him who is without sin cast the first stone,” he quoted.

“Yet men are often afforded indulgence of their sins,” she said.

“Aye. It’s true, women are more harshly judged.”

“The man who was to accompany me was my aunt’s friend and a vicar.” Arianna wasn’t certain why she felt she must explain, but thought he seemed relieved. “He died just days before we were to sail.”

“It sounds like you haven’t had it easy,” he said.

He held his hand over his mouth, yawned and stretched. He shook his head; his eyelids drooping.

“You’re weary. I’ll go so you can rest,” she said as she stood. “Thank you for all you’ve done, Mr. Wyndham. I regret I’ve no means to repay your kindness much less the food and lodging.”

“I don’t expect payment,” he replied. “Where do you intend to go; where will stay?”

“I was staying with the Proctor family, working for my room and provisions. They won’t want me back after listening to Reverend Smythe and his son.”

“Exactly what do they believe…?”

Their conversation was interrupted when a man barged into the room.

“Yes, witch, inform the troublemaking Mr. Wyndham why the Proctors won’t welcome thy return.”

Johnathan Smythe stared at her, arrogantly awaiting her reply.

“I’ve truly no notion, but I’m sure you’ll be glad to relate whatever fabrication you’ve devised this time,” Arianna stated.


Chapter Three


Miss O’Sullivan clearly shared Darius’s distaste for Reverend Smythe’s son, Johnathan.

“She causes much unrest,” Smythe said. “Yesterday a docile horse became alarmed at her presence. It surely looked into her entrancing eyes and became quite mad. It’s a miracle the Proctor boy yet lives.”

“A boy was injured?” Darius asked.

“Nay, he said the witch calmed the animal and saved him. He, too, has been bewitched.”

“Let me get this straight. You and your father left Miss O’Sullivan in your pillory during a miserable storm because she saved a boy from a spooked horse?”

“She only saved him so we’d not suspect her.”

“That didn’t exactly go in her favor, did it? You do admit she saved the boy?”

“She has already cast her wicked charms upon thee. Even I have not escaped her unholy feminine bewitchment.”

Although he didn’t believe Smythe was bewitched, Darius could see he was besotted with Miss O’Sullivan. He stared openly yet appeared afraid to look into her eyes.

“My father saidst thou interfered yesterday and he suffered mistreatment at thy hands this morning.”

“I’ve not mistreated your father. I merely escorted him downstairs when he wouldn’t be dissuaded from disturbing Miss O’Sullivan.”

“Thou hast no claims on the witch and cannot interfere.”

“Since Miss O’Sullivan has no family, I intend to take her away from your objectionable village. Evidently you’ve no proof of actual wrongdoings.”

“Go back to living amongst the murdering heathens, Mr. Wyndham; perhaps breed a savage like thy father.”

Darius was furious at Smythe’s words, but refused to resort to violence, yet when Smythe stepped closer to Miss O’Sullivan, his temper flared.

“I’ll take her to the pillory to serve her time. Shouldst thou attempt to prevent it, I’ll have no choice but to see thee jailed.”

“Exactly how would you do that, Smythe?” Darius asked, but Miss O’Sullivan’s next words heightened his fury.

“Is that the only intention you have for me, Mr. Smythe?”

He seemed stunned she’d speak of it in his presence, but the man foolishly clasped her injured wrist.
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The pain was agonizing as Smythe squeezed her bruised arm. She winced, but he held tighter. Mr. Wyndham roughly grabbed Smythe’s arm.

“Be warned, Smythe, I won’t hesitate to break it if you don’t release Miss O’Sullivan straightaway.”

Smythe finally complied. Mr. Wyndham gently settled her upon a chair then seized the other man by the throat. In his anger, he seemed to effortlessly hold Smythe in midair as he ineffectively thrashed about and sputtered.

Arianna saw the fury on Mr. Wyndham’s previously gentle face.

“How does it feel, Smythe, to be manhandled by someone bigger and stronger? How dare you hurt the lass! It only proves you’re a bloody, despicable coward!” he snarled.

“Mr. Wyndham, you must stop.” She touched his shoulder. “It’ll only make it worse for me!”

He released the struggling man. With an expression of humiliation, Smythe darted from the room. Arianna saw that Mr. Wyndham fought to gain composure as he sat upon the bed. She went to him, reached out and brushed a curl from his eye with a familiarity she couldn’t begin to comprehend. He gently caught her hand and placed his lips to it. It all seemed oddly, yet comfortingly recognizable. That startled her and she moved away.

“You must sleep,” she said.

“Why; do you think I’m a wee bit irritable?” he jested.

She smiled in spite of what had occurred.

“Sit with me a little longer, Miss O’Sullivan.”

It was probably unwise, but she sat upon the chair.

“Johnathan Smythe’s been cruel and disrespectful to you?”

“He doesn’t usually enjoy the pain of others like his father, but…” She hesitated, for he appeared calmer, yet Mr. Wyndham seemed intent on hearing. “He’s inappropriate with young women, groping when no one sees. When women dare speak out, they suffer further. Reverend Smythe’s blind to his son’s perversities.”

Mr. Wyndham’s very blue eyes filled with disapproval. “You were one of these women?”

“Aye, he squeezed my breast, but only once because Johnathan Smythe’s afraid of me. I told him if he ever touched me again, I’d have the hounds of hell tear him to shreds.”

He stared at her. “I fully understand you wouldn’t want his lewd advances, but do you believe it was wise to threaten him with that when he wants to prove you’re a witch?” His worry was evident in his strained expression.

“It’s served my purpose. Although I despise the pillory, I’d rather suffer there endlessly than have him paw me. Death would surely be more welcome than being forced to be bedded by the likes of Johnathan Smythe.”

“Is he a violator of women?” Mr. Wyndham asked.

“He’s never alone with women long enough for that to occur. I’m thankful of that.”

“Just because Smythe hasn’t done so yet, doesn’t mean he won’t,” he ominously warned.
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Darius saw how impassioned she’d become, but strong-willed women were often forced to bow to men. Fear of being labeled a witch had further ensured female submissiveness. How could Darius keep the lass safe when he had no familial or marital connection and couldn’t force his company?

He found himself unable to take his eyes off her. Her green eyes mesmerized him. She had flawless fair skin with soft pink cheeks, a small straight nose. Her lips were rosy and generously full. He imagined kissing those lovely lips. It was peculiar, for he felt he remembered what it was to kiss her lips, which was wholly irrational when they’d only just met.

He willed himself not to lower his eyes to observe her appealing form. Her full breasts, small waist and curvaceous hips hadn’t gone unnoticed. He admitted the notion of how much he’d like to bed her had crossed his mind. She was beautiful and enticing; they were alone in a bedchamber and it had been a long time since he’d bedded anyone. He’d have to be dead not to want her.

Yet now he was ashamed of his surging male desires and didn’t want to be grouped with the likes of Johnathan Smythe. Still, an image flashed before him of them intimately joined. It was so real and visceral he shook his head to clear his lustful thoughts, then rubbed his eyes at how distinct it seemed, almost like a memory.

“You really must sleep,” she repeated.

She was correct, but he didn’t want to end this time with her. He also feared what would occur if he slept and she needed him. As if knowing his thoughts, she spoke.

“I’ll be well enough, Mr. Wyndham. I’ve survived this long.”

“But suffered the pillory and apparently floggings as well.”

“I’m not your concern, Mr. Wyndham. Now, I’ll leave you to your sleep.”

“I am concerned knowing you might be in peril. Would you agree to remain here with me?”

“Here?” she asked, her eyes widening as she looked at the bed and blushed.

“Not…here…precisely,” he stammered for he would have liked nothing more than to kiss her, carry her to that bed and… There it was again, the image of them unclothed, passionately joined. He even heard her sighs of pleasure. Now mightily aroused, he cleared his throat. “Would you promise to wait for me, perhaps in the kitchen?”

“I don’t make promises, Mr. Wyndham. Unfortunately, I’ve broken too many.”

“Just agree to wait in the kitchen, then I’ll see you safe from this village.”

“You’ve shown me much kindness, therefore I’ll repay you with solid advice. Forget we ever met and you’ll fare much better.”

“You’d be impossible to forget and I’m not afraid how I might fare being linked with you.”

“You don’t know my disturbing history, Mr. Wyndham. Tragedy follows me and I bring misfortune to others. I’d be sorry to see you hurt because of me. Now, I’ll bid you farewell.”

She surprised him by leaning forward to kiss his cheek. He turned and their lips touched. Her expressive green eyes flew open; she pulled away and picked up the tray. He stood beside her wanting to hold her.

“Leaving a man with a kiss isn’t wise if you want him to forget you.”

“I only intended a gesture of gratitude; it was you who kissed me,” she scolded, but he didn’t miss her radiant smile. It pleased him she didn’t completely oppose the kiss.

“I won’t sleep if you don’t agree to wait at the inn.”

“I’ll go visit my two friends. I assure you I’ll do everything I can to avoid the Smythes.”

She closed the door behind her. He sighed, increasingly aware how much he’d been affected by Arianna O’Sullivan. He couldn’t say he was bewitched, but he was utterly captivated. Was he meant to find her? Did that peculiar event yesterday truly lead him to her? It seemed too much of a coincidence and it was as though he’d known her before. If their souls were paired for eternity, it would explain why she seemed familiar although he’d never been a believer in destiny before.

The spirit woman said he was her guardian, but how would he protect her? He couldn’t make her leave with him or force his company. After two nights without sleep, he’d be no good to her if he couldn’t hold his head up. Lying upon the bed, his last waking thought was of the sweet scent upon the pillow and the lovely deep-red curls that rested here not long ago.


Chapter Four


Arianna set the tray down, attempting to avoid the curious stares and whispers of the kitchen servants. She peeked in the large meeting room, espying Reverend and Johnathan Smythe.

Arianna knew the longer she and Mr. Wyndham were connected, the more likely there would be danger for him. The inn was on the edge of town; she’d make it to the forest before the Smythes noticed. Opening the back door, Arianna was certain her heart would stop when someone touched her shoulder. She turned, relieved to see the innkeeper’s wife.

“You’ll need a warm cloak. Leave now, girl, while they don’t suspect.”

“Although your daughter’s life was tragically short, she was blessed to have such a kind mother.”

The woman’s smile was melancholy as she passed her the garment and closed the door. Arianna donned the cloak and raced to the forest everyone had been adamantly warned never to enter.

Once concealed, her thoughts again went to Darius Wyndham. He’d put himself at risk to see her protected. She considered his compassion, the gentleness of his touch, the sensation of his warm lips upon her own. She attempted to fight the bitter tears.

In a small clearing, she pulled the cap from her head, threw it to the ground, untied her waist-length hair and finally allowed her tears to fall. She’d never asked for these unnatural abilities. All she’d truly longed for was an ordinary life. Instead of perhaps falling in love with this courageous man, she was forced to push him away to protect him.

She called the breeze; it responded and caught her curls. She lifted her trembling arms, began spinning faster and faster. The trees rustled and bent with the force she created. Arianna sensed her fury carried away upon the wind. She longed to bring forth rain, thunder and lightning—a worthy storm. Even as a child, she’d used the elements of nature to release frustrations and temper.

Breathless and dizzy, Arianna sat upon a tree stump. She pulled the comb from her pocket. Combing out her abundant tresses, she recalled her mother brushing her hair. Thoughts of her made her heart ache. Although it had been years, she couldn’t dwell on the day her mother died without experiencing the same anguish.

Arianna’s maudlin mood was interrupted by one of her portentous visions. She clutched her throbbing temples and saw an image of her two friends. She was always concerned for them. If they were with her they might suffer by association, but when apart she couldn’t protect them.

In the vision they were frightened, huddled together in the dark. Elizabeth was weeping and Sarah’s eyes were tightly closed. Arianna telepathically discovered their location, picked up her cap and made her way back to Wyndham Village. She was too recognizable to return in daylight. If caught again, she’d be no help to her friends. She considered employing Mr. Wyndham’s assistance, but that would likely cause him discord. She stood hidden by the foliage, waiting for nightfall. She prayed her friends were consoling one another and hoped Mr. Wyndham would soon leave. Yet, that distressed her, too.

Why was she so taken by him? True, he was strong and brave putting himself at risk to defend her. He was uncommonly attractive. His eyes were a deep blue that drew her gaze. His tall, brawny frame and the confident way he carried himself caught her attention but she’d known attractive men before. What other quality did Darius Wyndham possess to cause such appeal? She couldn’t determine why she felt familiarity and a profound sense of affection, but perhaps arousal, too.

When she looked at him, it was almost primal. She wanted him to kiss her, but also to disrobe her…to bed her. That was completely unthinkable; she had no experience in physical intimacy and she’d only just met him. Yet, the brief kiss made her long for more.

She sensed a reluctance to speak of his late wife. Mr. Wyndham might have secrets of his own, for she’d witnessed his gentleness, but also seen his fury.

Arianna now stood watching the villagers scurrying about in their drab clothing. She observed their stern, frightened faces, their very countenances oppressed. She looked at the gloomy, grey buildings and the muddy streets. This location would stifle the joy from any soul. She’d wanted to leave for some time, but something held her. Was she meant to be here to meet Darius Wyndham?

Arianna was startled when the grass rustled. She took cover behind an immense sycamore tree, relieved to discover it wasn’t a frightening native or a wrathful Puritan, but a large grey wolf. When it approached, she reached out and pet his shaggy coat. His gold eyes met hers in understanding before it went back into the thicket.
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Arianna made her way through the village. Fearful of being accused of cavorting with the devil, no one dared to be out after dark. The moon was nearly full, but clouds partly concealed the moonlight. She found the building behind the Smythes’ home she’d seen in her vision. Peering through a crack between boards, she spotted her friends. The two sisters were younger than Arianna’s nineteen years; Sarah was seventeen and Elizabeth nearly sixteen. They appeared to be alone. As she suspected, the door was locked.

If Reverend Smythe was the one who held these young women they’d be in the jail. Although narrow-minded, he followed rules impeccably. It didn’t absolve him of his enjoyment of the suffering of others, but he wouldn’t keep the women here; therefore his unscrupulous son must be responsible.

It would be simpler to employ her magic to free her friends, but she never wanted them to learn of her abilities. She loosened a board and removed it. Elizabeth stifled a scream as Arianna placed her finger to her lips. She pulled on more planks, creating an opening, then gestured for them to join her. Elizabeth hurried to Arianna.

“You must climb out,” she urgently whispered.

“But, Arianna, Sarah won’t move and hasn’t even spoken since…”

Arianna needed to get them away should Johnathan Smythe return. She jumped in and went to Sarah, who didn’t respond. She lifted her chin to face her.

Arianna required no verbal explanation. Gazing into Sarah’s haunted eyes she saw a vision of Johnathan Smythe with Sarah. Her skirts were pulled up; he was atop her and paid no heed to her protests or cries of pain. Elizabeth watched terrified, perhaps believing she’d be next.

Arianna was furious and heartsick. Sarah winced but allowed Arianna to help her walk. She boosted Elizabeth first and with her assistance they helped Sarah through. Arianna jumped out and felt panicked when she sensed Johnathan Smythe nearby.

She pushed Elizabeth forward and took Sarah’s arm. They’d been warned about these woods. The forest was rife with wild animals, including bears and wolves. Children and adults alike had become lost there. Reverend Smythe had everyone terrified of those he referred to as murderous, heathen savages occupying the land surrounding the Massachusetts Bay Colony settlements. Arianna had never actually seen a native, but their loud drums unnerved her.

The Puritans, intolerant of the natives, wouldn’t go near the woods. Arianna had been there during the day, but not at night. Now, she believed they had little choice; Sarah and Elizabeth must be hidden.

“I don’t want to go into the trees!” Elizabeth whimpered.

“I’m fearful, too,” Arianna said, “but I hope he won’t follow. We’ll stay near the forest’s edge and we’ll be together.”

Arianna bristled when she heard an unwelcome voice.

“Art thou deciding what evil spells to cast upon our villagers?”

Arianna turned to see Johnathan Smythe. If she hadn’t despised him before, she loathed him now. Her eyes burned with hatred; she squeezed her fists, trying to calm her tempestuousness and her powers.

“What wast thou doing near my father’s home? Planning something unholy, I have no doubt!”

“I’ll be returning my friends to where they’ve been living.”

Reverend Smythe had always been suspicious of Arianna. Tied in the unpleasant ducking stool, she’d been terrifyingly held underwater a few times. She’d been placed in the pillory even more often. Smythe had her publicly flogged twice. She’d once been stripped naked and suffered a humiliating examination to determine if she bore a devil’s mark. But he hadn’t hurt Sarah and Elizabeth. Arianna was glad to draw attention to herself if it meant they’d be overlooked.

The Phillips sisters feared Johnathan Smythe’s inappropriate fondling, but this was the first time he’d been violent. Arianna regretted underestimating him. She’d known he was smitten with her, but clearly his anger, jealousy and humiliation over what happened with Mr. Wyndham, had been directed toward Sarah.

“Why art thou here when you could be fornicating with thy new lover?”

“If you refer to Mr. Wyndham, we’re barely acquaintances.”

“Ye spent time alone in a bedchamber,” he accused, sounding undeniably jealous.

“With the door open we shared a meal, then I left and haven’t seen him since.”

“He was displeased when he couldn’t find thee and blamed my father.”

Sarah’s trembling made Arianna aware she must distance her from Smythe straightaway. She pushed the girls toward the woods, believing he’d be too cowardly to follow.

“Thou must be made accountable for thy witchery.”

She grew impatient with this recently proven dangerous man. Searching the shadows, Arianna espied the wolf she’s seen earlier. She telepathically called to him.

“Permit us to leave Wyndham Village and your father won’t be told about your vile misdeed.”

“My father wouldn’t believe a witch.”

He turned sharply as the wolf growled and approached with teeth bared. Elizabeth latched on to her sister and Sarah’s eyes widened. Smythe foolishly lunged toward Sarah. She screamed, the wolf snarled, ran at him, knocked him to the ground and attacked. Smythe’s tortured shrieks echoed through the night. Now Reverend Smythe would surely be awakened.

Arianna shoved the girls toward the woods. They thrashed through the brush; hanging branches snagged their garments. Elizabeth tripped. Arianna helped her up and was fairly dragging Sarah now.

A distance away, Arianna snapped her fingers, calling off the wolf. In her mind’s eye she saw the animal release the wounded man. She envisioned Johnathan Smythe’s bloody, mangled arm as his father found him.


Chapter Five


They backtracked and found an empty cabin. The weather-worn door creaked open and Arianna pushed away the cobwebs. She led Sarah to the bed, shook the dusty bedcovers and instructed Elizabeth to sit with her sister. Arianna located firewood, started a fire and fetched water from the nearby stream. Come morning she’d search for herbs.

She and Elizabeth drank boiled water to fend off the chill, but Sarah would barely take a sip. Arianna found cloths and wiped Sarah’s face. Elizabeth gazed worriedly at her sister, but lying beside her, she fell asleep. Arianna took the opportunity to speak to Sarah.

“With warm water and cloths, I’ll need to attend to your injuries, Sarah.”

Sarah shook her head.

“My mother was a healer and midwife; I often assisted. I also worked as a healer in England; I’ve attended similar circumstances. I’ll be quick, Sarah.”

Sarah closed her eyes but nodded. Arianna lifted her garments, wiped the blood and cleansed Sarah’s torn flesh. She flinched even with her gentleness and Arianna’s hatred of Johnathan Smythe grew exponentially. She rearranged Sarah’s garments making note to locate healing herbs, and then she held Sarah’s hand till she appeared to be asleep.

Arianna tidied the cabin in a futile effort to take her mind off Sarah’s violation but her loathing of Johnathan Smythe made her blood boil. Sarah was one of the gentlest people she knew. The sisters had lost their parents; now this unforgivable indecency had been done. Arianna wholly admitted she hoped Smythe was dead.

Arianna shared a bond with the sisters, for they’d sailed together from England. She recalled their enthusiasm when they met. Their parents hoped the colonies would bring prosperity. When they learned Arianna was journeying alone, the Phillipses treated her like their daughter. Arianna looked nothing like the Phillips girls with her abundant scarlet curls. They both had fine straight blonde hair.

Sarah, the quieter sister, was pleased to find a friend. The more audacious, Elizabeth, declared she now had two sisters and they became close. At sea only three weeks, Mrs. Phillips fell ill. Many others were sick, too. Food was scarce in England; most were failing before they sailed. The ship wasn’t large and with people in close proximity, the illness spread rapidly. Soon they could barely swallow as their fevers raged. Mr. Phillips stayed by his wife’s side, praying. Arianna distracted the girls, telling stories and teaching them games.

Sarah and Elizabeth confided their hope of marrying young settlers, bearing children, and creating families. Elizabeth firmly avowed her husband would be wealthy. Arianna’s dreams seldom included a husband or children for she felt she couldn’t stand the worry of putting her loved ones in danger.

Mrs. Phillips succumbed in ten days. Her daughters were inconsolable as her shrouded body was dropped into the sea. Arianna sensed Mr. Phillips wanted to plunge in after his wife. When Sarah became gravely ill soon after, Arianna diligently tended to her, attempting magical healing. Thankfully, Sarah recovered but Arianna wasn’t surprised when their father didn’t live to see land.

Arianna witnessed his spirit parting his body, aware he expected her to look out for his daughters. They’d been reasonably safe but with the dark suspicion of witchcraft, no one was truly safe any longer. Now, she’d failed Mr. Phillips. Maintaining distance hadn’t helped. Alone, the girls had been easy prey for Johnathan Smythe’s perversity. An immense lump formed in her throat.

“You mustn’t fault yourself, Arianna,” Sarah said though Arianna had believed her asleep. “You’ve always tried to protect us.”

“Do you wish to speak of it, Sarah?”

She shook her head and guilt tore at Arianna. She lay beside Sarah and consolingly held her. Sarah clutched her hand till they fell asleep.
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Arianna awoke with a headache, which often indicated something untoward. Sarah and Elizabeth remained asleep. They all needed food. Opening the door, Arianna saw thick mist in the air and the wolf stood nearby. While she located herbs and berries, the animal reappeared with a plump rabbit and dropped it at her feet.

“Thank you, Wolf,” she praised him.

The smell of meat cooking woke the sisters. Arianna created a tea with herbs and berries. They ate, but Sarah remained worrisomely pale. Arianna collected herbs known to ease a woman’s suffering after violation or vigorous coupling; Sarah simply allowed Arianna to attend to her.

The ache in her head steadily worsened. Clearly someone Arianna cared for was in peril. The day her mother died her head felt it might burst with pain. Sarah and Elizabeth weren’t in immediate danger, therefore it must be Mr. Wyndham. She was hesitant to further link their fates, but she was indebted to him.

“Promise me you’ll remain here,” Arianna said.

“Where will you go?” Elizabeth asked.

“To Wyndham Village.”

“What if you’re placed in the pillory again or taken to the jail and don’t return?” Elizabeth asked.

“Then I’ll find someone to see you safe.”

“Don’t question it, Elizabeth,” Sarah quietly said.
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In locating Mr. Wyndham, Arianna despaired. Secured to the whipping post, his hands were tied above his head; his knees lagged. His shirt draped his hips; his broad shoulders and back bore evidence of flogging. He’d been beaten, too; both eyes were bruised, one nearly swollen shut. To restrain a man with such obvious physical strength, Reverend Smythe couldn’t have accomplished it alone. The weasel-like town magistrate, Vernon Cooke, sometimes hired men in exchange for their wives not being under scrutiny of witchcraft. He and Reverend Smythe stood near the whipping post.

She was furious knowing this was done because Mr. Wyndham helped her. As she drew nearer, the wind howled, angry clouds filled the darkening sky and waves crashed wildly. The storm mirrored her vexation. How could she see Mr. Wyndham freed without employing her powers? Arianna determinedly approached.

“Untie him straightaway!”

Reverend Smythe only smiled a smug smile and spoke to Cooke.

“I told thee she’d return.”

“Release Mr. Wyndham and permit me to tend to his wounds!” Arianna ordered.

They didn’t reply, but didn’t prevent her from nearing Mr. Wyndham. She reached up and placed her hand to his discolored cheek.

“Mr. Wyndham, are you able to speak? Are you in great pain?”

He opened his less swollen eye, even attempted a grin. “Aye, well I’ve been better, lass, but I’ve been a good deal worse, too. My day’s improved with seein’ you.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“I don’t recall seeing the crop in your hands.”

“If you hadn’t assisted me…”

“Don’t trouble yourself. I’ve taken far worse beatings and not for as noble a cause as protectin’ a lovely lass.”

His kind words only compounded her guilt.

“Besides, this isn’t all to do with takin’ you from the pillory. They believe I know somethin’ of Johnathan Smythe’s mishap. He’s apparently been attacked by an animal…likely a wolf. If it’d been a bear he’d likely be dead. His father claims it was a hellhound. I’m thinkin’ it wasn’t wise to threaten him with hellhounds.”

Arianna muttered unintelligibly, pushing away unruly strands of hair.

“You’ve the loveliest hair I’ve ever seen.”

“Why are you so calm…grinning, merrily complimenting me?”

“I can either laugh or weep. Since you’re weepin’, I’ll stick to bein’ cheerful.”

Arianna hadn’t realized she was crying. She prided herself in remaining stoic, certainly didn’t want Reverend Smythe to see. She wiped her tears as the wind increased.

“Did you bring this lovely weather, lass?” he chided her.

“Why do you sound very Irish now?”

“I’ve been told I sound like my mother’s side when I’m drunk or otherwise indisposed.” He grinned.

“If you were drunk, at least you’d feel less pain.”

She looked at his muscular back. It clearly wasn’t the first time he’d suffered punishment; there were several long scars. She went to the common well, returned with a dipper and placed cool water to his lips. Tearing a strip from her shift, she wet it and wiped away the blood.

Mr. Wyndham gazed at her. Their eyes met, but she looked away and placed the cool rag to his swollen eye. She was hesitant but put her hand on his face and called her magic. When the swelling lessened, he stared at her.

“How did you ease the painful swelling?”

“I’m a healer.”

“I’ve known other healers, none capable of healing by touch.”

“How many witches have you known, Mr. Wyndham?” she whispered not sure why she’d so easily admit that to him.

His eyes widened, but he didn’t reply.

“The witch returned as thee predicted,” Vernon Cooke said.

“She wouldn’t forget him. Witches are evil temptresses. If they’ve lain together, it would ensure his protection.”

Arianna pretended not to hear. Darius hadn’t taken his eyes off her after she’d healed him.

“I can’t attend to your back yet,” she quietly said.

“Take them to the witch-house cellar, but keep them apart.”

“Allow Mr. Wyndham to return home; he’s done nothing wrong!” Arianna said. “Take me back to the pillory.”

“He interfered and helped thee escape.”

“I simply walked into the forest; he knew nothing of it.”

Three burly men Arianna didn’t recognize, approached. By Darius’s displeased expression, they’d beaten him. His body tensed and Arianna leaned nearer.

“You mustn’t resist. We’ll find another way.”

“How do you propose to do so if we’re jailed?” he whispered, but there wasn’t time to speak. Two men roughly untied Darius, straightened his shirt, then bound his hands as lightning flashed, followed by resounding thunder. Cooke stared at Arianna appearing fearful.

“You believe I brought the thunder and the lightning?” Arianna said pointing to the sky as several more jagged streaks of erratic lightning erupted and thunder boomed. Darius caught her eye.

“By God, lass, don’t make this worse,” he whispered.

“Tie her hands straightaway!” Smythe ordered.

One man hesitantly approached and tightly bound her hands. Arianna willed herself not to have lightning strike him. Smythe stared straight ahead as they walked to the witch-house while Cooke glanced at the sky then to Arianna. She stepped closer to the fearful man. He jumped away in alarm, lost his balance and fell into a puddle. She barely resisted the urge to laugh.

She’d been jailed in this house once, but hadn’t been aware of the dungeon-like cellar. She was pushed inside, thrown to the ground and the door was closed. She listened as another door opened and closed. The earth was damp with crawling insects and an unpleasant smell. She shivered, thankful for the cloak.


Chapter Six


Arianna fell asleep but didn’t know for how long. She hadn’t heard a sound from the next chamber for some time. She tried to envision Darius. She instinctively knew his injuries would become purulent if left untreated in the filth of this place.

He was a hearty, fit man who’d obviously endured brutal beatings before. As with many times in her life, Arianna questioned the reason for her abilities. With her hands bound, she couldn’t call upon magic to assist her, but must discover a way.
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Arianna found Darius sitting with his eyes closed, but he bolted to his feet when she touched his arm.

“It’s only a dream,” she said.

“How are you here and unbound? They wouldn’t have released you.”

“I’m capable of moving about in my dreams. I dreamt of you to attend to your wounds.”

“I’m awake, I’m sure of it,” he said touching her hand.

“It is a dream.”

“If that’s true, why are we here and why are you only standing beside me?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why aren’t you in my arms or my bed?”

Her mouth fell open, stunned by his forwardness.

“If this is a dream you probably won’t recall me sayin’ that.”

She stammered. “I-I admit, I don’t understand why you’re able to see or hear me when it’s my dream, but I intend to escape. If you remain in a locked chamber, they can’t incriminate you.”

“How will you escape if this is only a dream?”

“I can collect items from my dreams. I’ll go to Smythe’s home, take his keys and unlock the door. When I awake, I’ll escape…or so I hope.”

“You surely know you sound daft?”

“My magic isn’t limited to healing.”

“Cleary!” he said looking at her unbound hands.

She pulled down his shirt, trying to ignore the way her heart quickened. Placing her hands on his back, a glow radiated from her fingertips ably healing his wounds. She readjusted his shirt.

“Make certain no one sees your healed wounds or they’ll suspect you of witchcraft.”

“Untie these ropes,” Darius urged.

“You must remain unable to assist me.”

“How do you know you can do this unbelievable feat?”

“Mr. Wyndham, we’ve no time to talk. After I escape, promise you’ll not search for me.”

“I can’t do that, for I’ve broken my share of promises, too.”

“I must ask a favor.” She ignored his comment. “My two young friends are in a cottage in the woods north of here. You offered to take me away; take them instead.”

“I’ll take all of you. Get the keys if you’re truly able and free me.”

“With any luck Smythe will free you and you’ll never see me again.”

“I’d consider it most unlucky to never see you again, lass.”

Startled when the door began to open, Arianna quickly disappeared.
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Arianna tiptoed through the Smythe home hoping Reverend Smythe was asleep. He shouldn’t be able to see her, yet Darius had seen and spoken to her. Peering in a room she saw a bedridden Johnathan Smythe, his father at his side. She despaired, seeing the keys on Reverend Smythe’s belt. She’d need to get Cooke’s keys instead. She turned and nearly bumped into Darius.

“How are you here?” she quietly whispered. Smythe wouldn’t likely see her because of her magic, but he would see Darius.

“I convinced Cooke to free me, told him you planned to take Reverend Smythe’s keys and that I’d be quicker to stop you. He released me and I came straight here.”

“That was incredibly foolish. Leave straightaway before Smythe hears you,” she whispered but then she awoke back in the witch-house cellar prison just as Cooke opened the door.

“You’re here.”

“Of course I’m here. Where else would I be?” she asked.

“I heard thee planned to steal keys and escape.”

“How would I possibly do that?” she asked.

“Mr. Wyndham told me thee’d attempt it by unnatural means. For his freedom, he’s spoken against thee.”

“Clearly Mr. Wyndham was gravely mistaken.”

“With his incriminating statement you shall face a witch trial.”

“That wasn’t what we agreed upon,” Darius breathlessly said. He must have run back from Smythe’s home. He looked in as the lantern shone on Arianna. She glared at him.

“You said if I spoke against her, I’d be freed, she’d serve a day in the pillory, then you’d release her to me.”

“Reverend Smythe would never agree to that.”

Cooke appeared proud he’d deceived Darius.

“You’re the magistrate; he’s only a reverend,” Darius said. “You shouldn’t permit him to rule this village.”

Just then Reverend Smythe approached. “What’s the meaning of this? I thought I heard his voice in my home. Why is he free?”

“Mr. Wyndham has spoken against the witch. She can finally be persecuted.”

Smythe looked at Arianna unsurely. “I doubt he’d do so.”

“I won’t, but I’d like to take Miss O’Sullivan to my settlement.”

“If thou witnessed her unholy witchery, she must be punished,” Reverend Smythe said, “and if thou hast spoken falsehoods then thou must be punished, Mr. Wyndham.”

“You’ve made this ever so much better,” Arianna sarcastically whispered. “Permit Mr. Wyndham to leave and I’ll go without protest,” she bargained.

“Permit Miss O’Sullivan to leave with me,” he said again.

“The witch cannot be allowed to spread her evil. Thou wilt not be willing to leave her behind when under her wicked spell. Thou shalt be persecuted with her.”

“That’s absurd! He isn’t under my spell, but your own son is.”

“Thou speakest untruths!” Smythe accused.

“No, your son Johnathan is fully under my spell. Allow Mr. Wyndham to leave and take Sarah and Elizabeth Phillips with him. In return, I’ll go to your son and remove the spell.”

“I would never allow thee near him in his dire condition.”

“Then let him perish. In truth, I’d dance upon his grave for his indecencies toward women.”

All three men stared at her at those damning words.

“But…if it will save Mr. Wyndham and my two friends, I’ll remove my spell.”

Smythe seemed to be considering it.

“Decide quickly for if he dies whilst bewitched, he’ll burn in the fires of hell.”

“Miss O’Sullivan!” Darius said with reproach, but she knew Smythe was wavering.

“Keep her bound and take her to my son,” Smythe said.

“I’ll not touch her!” Vernon Cooke said.

“Let me lead her to your son,” Darius suggested. “If she needs me to take her friends to safety, she’ll not harm me even if her furious expression might suggest otherwise.”

“Shouldst thou consider assisting her in escaping, know this. I’m aware of the location of thy settlement. I might search for witches there.”

“Now you’re threatening my family and friends, Smythe? Have you no decency? I assure you, we won’t try to escape,” Darius said taking Arianna’s arm.

When they reached Johnathan Smythe, Arianna could smell the repulsive septicity of his afflicted arm.

“Sarah and Elizabeth will surely be afraid of you. Convince them I sent you. Take this,” she whispered, motioning for him to remove the pendant around her neck.

“I’ll not take it off! You need that for protection,” Darius stated.

“How would you know that?” she suspiciously replied.

He gave a noncommittal shrug. “Why would your friends fear me?”

“You’re tall and strong, and you are…a man.” She hoped he’d understand when she glanced at Johnathan Smythe with abhorrence. Darius’s expression revealed his disgust and he drew near her.

“He’s done more than inappropriate groping?” he whispered.

“Much more.” She nodded, now close to tears, longing to be comforted in his arms.

“Perhaps you should let him die.”

“I’m wholly tempted, but if saving him is imperative to seeing you take my friends away, so be it.”

“They’ll make you stand trial for witchcraft.”

“I’ll try to discourage that.”

“Enough speaking; keep away from her. Be gone with thee,” Reverend Smythe said.

“Aye, be gone with thee!” Arianna said pushing on Darius’s broad chest with her bound hands. He gently touched her cheek and she wouldn’t meet his eyes.

“Unleash my son from thy wicked spell now.”

“Not until Mr. Wyndham leaves. Go now,” Arianna pleaded.

Though clearly reluctant, he stepped out the door.

Arianna inhaled deeply and went to Johnathan Smythe’s side. She uttered words to make them believe a spell was removed, when she would have preferred to cast a dark spell upon him.

“It’s done,” she said.

“He doesn’t waken,” Smythe said.

“I agreed to remove the spell, but that won’t ensure he lives.”

“I should have thee hanged now.”

“To save his life, his arm must be removed. If not done straightaway the purulence will spread. By tomorrow’s sunset, he’ll be dead.”

“Dost thou curse him with such a wretched fate?”

“I merely speak the truth. As a healer, I’ve seen it before.”

“Even if he’s saved, thou wilt still face a witch trial and undoubtedly death.”

Arianna believed they’d be relentless in trying to incriminate her. If she escaped, Reverend Smythe would vengefully believe she’d caused his son’s misfortune and look for her. Smythe admitted knowing where Darius Wyndham lived. If he intended to take Sarah and Elizabeth to his settlement, they’d all be at risk again.

“If I’m found guilty of witchcraft, promise to have me hanged, not burned, and I’ll agree to save your son.”

Reverend Smythe finally nodded.

“Thou hast my solemn word as God Almighty is my witness!”

“Then I’ll need a sharp ax, a torch, several large cloths, and these ropes cut,” she said.
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Darius was confident Smythe wouldn’t have Arianna put to death without a trial. Even if convicted, there’d surely be the usual four days between sentencing and execution.

Darius would find the women, take them somewhere safe, and get back to save Arianna. He wondered if Johnathan Smythe had violated both young women. Darius wanted to strangle what life might be left in the vile man. To think Arianna needed to save the bastard’s life to ensure his and her friends’ wellbeing, also angered him.

Grateful to find King still boarded within the inn’s stable, Darius knew he must quickly find Arianna’s young friends; he’d assured her he’d do so. He prayed she’d be safe until he returned, and then hastily saddled King and galloped off.
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“You’ll have to hold him down,” Arianna said.

“He’s unconscious,” one man replied.

“He still feels pain,” Arianna stated. “When his arm’s hacked off, it’ll be considerably worse.”

Reverend Smythe stared at her acrimoniously.

“Someone else can do the wielding; it will take a worthy blow. We’ll need the torch to seal the wound immediately after.”

When Reverend Smythe retrieved the torch, he passed it too near her and she hastily jumped back. Smythe smiled at discovering her intense fear of fire.

“It must be severed below the elbow,” she explained.

Another man took the ax. With one strong blow the amputation was done. Blood sprayed and the mutilated arm fell to the floor. Johnathan Smythe awoke screaming in pain, then terror in seeing what remained of his arm. The men fought to hold him.

“Place the torch here now,” Arianna ordered but Reverend Smythe stood stupefied by the horror of his son’s plight.

She grabbed the torch and held it to the spurting stump. The smell was putrid. One man vomited; the others struggled to keep him still. The bleeding stopped. Arianna spoke to Reverend Smythe.

“He’ll need rest. Willow bark tea will help with the pain. I’ll list herbs to be boiled into a paste. Place it upon the wound thrice daily, bind it with cloths and it will heal.”

As she tied the rags on Johnathan Smythe’s arm, she angrily whispered in his ear.

“If you touch a woman again, my spells will ensure your other arm gone, and if you even think of violating another woman, I’ll sever your cock and bollocks if I have to come back from the dead to see it done.”

He gasped and trembled. When Reverend Smythe held the torch near her, she backed away and he smugly smiled.

“We needn’t bind her. Carry torches and lead the witch to the courthouse now.”
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“Miss O’Sullivan sent me,” Darius softly said.

The young women peeked out the door but remained inside.

“She asked me to take you away from the bloody Puritans.”

The younger sister stepped out seemingly unafraid, but the older pulled her back.

“She’s detained, but the sooner I see you safe, the quicker I can get back to help her.”

“Where will you take us?” the elder asked.

“My friends’ farm isn’t a long ride.”

“How will three of us ride on your horse?” the younger questioned.

“He’s a bonny strong horse. The two of you combined wouldn’t be the weight of one sturdy man.”

“I’m Elizabeth,” she said. “This is my sister, Sarah.”

“I’m Darius Wyndham.”

Elizabeth smiled, appearing eager to leave with him. Her sister was more cautious.

“We’ll do as you ask, Mr. Wyndham, for I trust Arianna. If she believes you’re honorable, it must be so,” Sarah quietly said.

He gestured for them to come to him. Lifting the younger on first, he intended to set Sarah behind her sister, but seeing blood on the back of her gown, he placed her in front. He wanted to go back and make Johnathan Smythe pay dearly, but instead, he inhaled and got on the horse behind Elizabeth.

“I’ll see you safe and Bessie will care for you; she mothers everyone.”

“I’d like to be mothered,” Sarah whispered as they set off.


Chapter Seven


The courthouse steadily filled with villagers though it was early morning. Reverend Smythe clearly reveled in the stir a witch trial created.

“If thou wilt admit to employing witchcraft, there’ll be no need to perform the usual unpleasant tests,” Reverend Smythe said.

“You promise I’ll not be burned?” Arianna confirmed.

“I give thee my word,” Reverend Smythe agreed.

“The noose is being readied now,” Cooke said.

“I admit I’ve bewitched your son, but the spell’s now removed,” Arianna stated.

“Take her to Gallows Hill,” Reverend Smythe ordered.
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Surrounded by men carrying torches, Arianna was led away. A procession of villagers followed. The noose dangled ominously from the tree and Arianna tried to remain calm. She’d witnessed hangings before. Some hanged, died quickly, their necks surely snapped. Those strangled took considerably longer to die, but they always twitched disturbingly. It displeased Arianna to know people would watch that, but better by far than burning. Arianna’s mother had been tied to a stake and lit a fire with a crowd of people madly cheering. The memory still haunted her.

Arianna trembled when the noose was placed around her neck and tightened. She prayed Darius had taken Sarah and Elizabeth far away. Her heart raced, her knees were weak, her mouth so dry she could barely swallow. A few people eagerly watched; most were silent, knowing this could soon be their fate. The Proctor family, with whom she’d recently stayed, seemed sorrowful. Their small son buried his face in his mother’s apron.

“Dost thou have anything to say before thou leavest this earthly plane?” Reverend Smythe asked.

Arianna shook her head, just wanting it done. The noose was tied to a tree. She stood on a wagon, horse and driver ready. She was consoled knowing she wouldn’t die by flame…and no one close to her would suffer again because of her.

She heard a galloping horse. Everyone looked as a loud voice bellowed. “You need to stop this hanging at once!”

Arianna wanted to rejoice knowing Darius was trying to save her, but it only meant he’d be in danger. Where were Sarah and Elizabeth if he was here?

She glanced at him but closed her eyes when she saw the fear in his eyes.

“This witch has admitted her guilt. Thou canst not make us believe she isn’t a witch.”

“Of course she’s a witch, a bloody powerful witch!”

Arianna opened her eyes, not expecting that.

“Why dost thou attempt to prevent her death?”

“Do you know what my ancestors in England were noted for?” Darius asked.

“I care not,” Smythe said.

“But, I can assist you.”

“In seeing her dead?” Cooke asked.

“No, definitely not. Have you heard of Wellington Mendenhall?” Darius said.

Arianna’s skin prickled for she’d certainly heard of him.

“The Mendenhalls are notable witchfinders,” Reverend Smythe declared.

“Aye,” Darius said, “Wellington Mendenhall, an infamous witch-hunter, was my great-grandfather.”

“What relevance doth that have to this evildoer’s fate?”

“Do you know what the spirit of a witch can do to those who order or contribute to her death?”

Smythe’s sharp chin rose, his beady eyes narrowed, but he seemed less certain.

“The more powerful the witch, the worse the terrifying hauntings will be. They allow their victims no peace. If they don’t go completely mad, they eventually end their own lives.”

“That is a mortal sin.”

“That’s perhaps true, but have you ever suffered a haunting by the spirit of a witch?”

“Spirits cannot return.”

“Are you willing to take the chance?”

“What’s to be done then?” Reverend Smythe finally asked. “She cannot be allowed to spread malevolence.”

“I’ll take her with me. As a descendant of a witch-hunter I innately know how to control her.”

“No one controls evil; perhaps she should die by fire, her soul cleansed by flame.”

Arianna glared at Darius in hearing that.

“Let me prove it to you,” Darius said as he dismounted. “Take that torch and attempt to touch her.”

Arianna glared again, but Smythe did as instructed and held the torch toward Arianna. It was pulled from the man’s hands though she hadn’t commanded her powers. Everyone gasped; some people fled.

“Now you try,” Darius said to Cooke.

He did. This time the torch flew into the crowd, causing more people to shriek and run.

“All thou hast done is prove she’s a witch. We already know that!” Smythe impatiently said, but his eyes revealed disbelief.

“Hold that horse firm,” Darius said to the driver. Taking a torch, he walked toward Arianna. She felt her own eyes widen for she held her hands up again, but to no avail. She was terrified as the flames neared her skin.

“It’s only trickery; they’re in on it together and it’s why she confessed so easily,” Reverend Smythe said.

“It’s no trick,” Darius replied. “She can’t prevent me from harming her.”

“Because thou art the descendant of a witch-hunter?” Cooke asked.

“No, because she’s fallen in love with me,” Darius said. “A great powerful Irish witch once cast a spell ensuring she and her descendants couldn’t harm the one they loved with their witchcraft. Miss O’Sullivan wears the Celtic triquetra pendant of that line of witches.”

“That’s a lot of bunkum,” the driver said. “Touch her with the flames and maybe we’ll believe you.”

Smythe nodded his agreement with a wicked smile. Darius met her eyes; she saw the apology but he continued. Arianna held out her hand, tried to back away, but the noose held her. Darius finally placed the torch to her outstretched hand. She screamed in agony. When he moved away, she clasped her burned hand.

“That proves nothing. If she’s willing to die, she’d suffer pain,” Cooke said.

“I have witnessed her deep fear of fire. If she could have prevented it, she would have,” Smythe said.

“What dost thou intend to do with her?” Cooke asked.

“Take her as my wife,” Darius said.

There was another chorus of horrified gasps from what remained of the crowd.

“I’d rather die!” Arianna said, staring at her blistered hand.

“Of course you would,” Darius said. “As a vengeful spirit you’d have power, but not if you’re married to me. The union would seal our fates, making certain I can control you. I have a substantial farm. Long grueling work is necessary. You’d toil from dawn to dusk in my fields and garden, tend the animals, cook, clean my large cabin, chop wood and muck out the stables. You’ll warm my bed and see to my frequent desires.”

“Thou wouldst lie with a witch?” Smythe seemed appalled.

“A beautiful, sensual, powerless witch! I could do whatever I wanted to her.” That clearly appealed to Smythe’s sadistic nature.

“Drive this wagon away now!” Arianna ordered.

“Don’t do it!” Darius said holding his hand toward the driver. “In her fury she’ll haunt you and me, as well as Smythe and Cooke. My farm’s a hard day’s ride from here. I give you my word, she’ll never return to Wyndham Village when under my control.”

“Ye must be wed immediately,” Reverend Smythe said.

“I’m prepared to marry her now.”

“I’d rather burn in hell!” Arianna glared at Darius. Truly enraged now, the sky lit up with lightning and boomed with thunder.

“Reverend Smythe, go ahead, marry us,” Darius said.

“I won’t agree to it,” Arianna replied.

“She surely wouldn’t be the first woman who didn’t agree to a union. Declare us wed and I’ll take her away.”

“Was your late wife forced to wed you as well?” Arianna asked.

She saw a flash of pain in his eyes at that, but he wouldn’t be deterred.

“Say the words. Declare us legally wed.”

“Mr. Wyndham, you disapproved of my plans to journey with a man. Sure you’d be interested to know the woman you’re intent on marrying spent years employed in a brothel!” Arianna loudly declared.

Smythe and his followers’ eyes looked like they might bulge from their heads at her shameful confession. She wasn’t certain if being a whore might be more sinful than being a witch in their eyes.

“I don’t believe you,” Darius said.

“Believe what you will. As a sailor, you must know Mile End Road in London. You’ve likely heard of Lady Claudia’s Golden Door?”

By the spark of recognition on his face, he had.

“I suspect many in London might know that. It doesn’t prove you were employed there.”

“The brothel door was gold, but the pleasure parlors upstairs weren’t only curtained, but boasted lockable doors.”

“Knowing that also doesn’t prove you worked there.”

“I could offer more sordid details, but Reverend Smythe clearly wouldn’t want me to divulge those in the presence of godly people. A vicar intended to take me away, compelled to save my soul from damnation.”

“It doesn’t deter me,” Darius said, but she saw he was stunned.

“So be it; marry a whore!”

“That, too, would have its benefits,” he dryly said.

“What if your union produces evil offspring?” Reverend Smythe asked.

“That won’t be a consideration. When I was a sailor, I suffered a condition: the morbid swelling of neck and bollocks, which has left me unable to father children,” Darius said.

There was silence while Smythe considered that.

“Say the words to see us married,” Darius urged.

“I declare you wed,” Reverend Smythe finally said.

“That can’t be a binding union?” Arianna argued.

“I’ll sign a decree declaring it binding,” Smythe said.

He pulled a scroll from his pocket as though planned and it burst into flames. Reverend Smythe dropped and stamped upon it.

“Sign another but keep it with your church records,” Darius said.

“Thou could not prevent her from burning the decree, clearly thou canst not control her,” Cooke said.

“When the marriage is consummated, she won’t be able to disobey me.”

“You are utterly full of horse shite!” Arianna shouted.

“See the consummation done now,” Cooke said.

“You want me to bed her while you watch?” Darius asked stepping forward. “I prefer to bed my women privately, but…”

“I’ll make this horse bolt,” Arianna warned, the noose still around her neck.

“She’s eager to die so she’ll have more power.”

“I’d rather die than be bedded by a descendant of a Mendenhall!”

“Taketh her behind that tree; lie with her now,” Cooke ordered.

Even Darius seemed disbelieving.

“Someone must bear witness,” Smythe declared.

Darius loosened and removed the noose though she resisted.

“Thou saidst she couldn’t fight thee,” Cooke said.

“I said she can’t use her witchcraft against me. She can probably fight like a wildcat, but I’m not averse to an impassioned woman,” he said swatting her backside. He carried her over his shoulder to the other side of the tree as she hit and kicked.

“I’d like to see her controlled before she wounds me and if I’m being truthful, I’m damn eager to have her.”

“You’re a wicked man,” Arianna hissed. “To think I believed you were kind and honorable.”

“I need someone to attest to this,” Darius said pulling the apron from her gown.

“I’ll watch it done!” an enforcer said. “But bind her hands. She mightn’t harm you with witchcraft, but she could hurt us.”

Darius tied her hands, though she fought. The tree trunk was broad, concealing them from the others. When Darius tore open her gown, she screamed. He roughly pushed her to the ground and she could see the man watching was startled by his boorishness.

“I shall despise you for the rest of time.”

“I don’t need your approval,” he said lying atop her. He lifted her skirts; then tugged at his breeches. With him above her with his broad, muscular frame, the man standing nearby surely couldn’t actually see.

“Christ, if you’d calm down we’ll both come out of this with fewer wounds,” he said lying against her and she squirmed beneath him. He pinched her leg and she screamed. “That hurts; you damn barbarian,” she said still fighting and breathlessly began to pant.

“You must have done this before though perhaps not exactly like this.”

He didn’t pretend his arousal for she felt his firmness as he moved above her, but a layer of fabric remained between her sex and his. He moved with far more exuberance, loudly moaned, and then winked at her.

“Are you certain you wish for them to believe it was done so quickly?” she taunted.

He grinned. “Saving your neck is more important than proving my virility just now.”

She scowled.

“At least having admitted you’re not a virgin, they won’t search for maiden blood.”

She punched at him until he rolled away which clearly gave the man standing there a view of everything she possessed. Darius turned away as he secured his breeches. She attempted to right her skirts as best she could, being bound. Darius offered his hand to help her stand. She knocked it away, therefore he lifted her to her feet as if she were a feather.

“You should appear as though I can control you or this won’t go well for either of us. Sarah and Elizabeth are at my friends’ home. I assured them we’d return by nightfall,” he whispered. “I’d prefer not to have to tell them you were hanged.”

He unsheathed his knife and sliced through the ropes on her wrists. He removed his overcoat and placed it around her torn garments, then led her to the others wearing a victorious smile.

“Didst thou see it done?”

“He definitely had his way with her,” the other man said.

“Due to consummation, the marriage cannot be undone.”

Darius was about to lift her upon the horse, when Smythe motioned to the other men.

“Thou may take her, Mr. Wyndham, but first she must be marked.”

“I don’t want my wife to bear a witch’s mark!” Darius said and Arianna could see he was fearful. “I told you I can control her.”

“Thou canst not remain with her morning till night.”

“I’ll keep her tethered when I’m not,” he argued, but Smythe motioned to the others.

The three men who’d beaten him surrounded him and two others walked toward Arianna. She easily threw them to the ground without touching them.

“Control her, Mr. Wyndham, or we’ll continue with the hanging,” Smythe said. “I’d sooner take my chances with her spirit than die by her evil witchery.”

Darius appeared regretful, but as an iron was placed in a fire, he lowered his head. Though he struggled admirably, he was kept immobile.

“Hold her so this can be done,” Smythe said to Darius.

Arianna saw the devious smile on Smythe’s face.

“Why in bloody hell would I do that?” Darius asked.

“It will prove thou art willing to control her even if thou must cause her pain.”

When released, Darius took her in his arms. The burn on her hand felt like it was on fire and she couldn’t prevent the men from coming toward her with Darius holding her.

“Place the brand on her face so garments cannot cover it,” Smythe said.

“When they draw nearer, I’ll let you go. You must run to my horse,” Darius said in her ear.

“Hold her head still,” the man with the iron said.

The branding iron was so close Arianna heard it sizzling. As it drew nearer, Darius jerked her away, but the men must have anticipated that and clutched him tightly. The iron missed her face, but caught her neck by her collarbone. If she thought the flame on her hand burned, this was far worse. It continued to sear her tender skin; she heard the scorching sound, smelled her own flesh burning and screamed in agony.

Enraged, Darius broke loose, swatted the iron from the man’s hand, punched one man hard in the nose, the next in the jaw. Both fell to the ground unconscious with his evident strength. Arianna tripped another who hit his head on a raised tree root. Darius whistled and his large brown steed came trotting. Lifting Arianna, he tossed her upon the horse and leapt on behind.

As several men started after them, Darius called out, “I control her powers, therefore I’ll see her direct them at you.”

She stared at the tree and the seemingly sound branch holding the noose fell from the trunk and landed on the man who’d wielded the branding iron. Darius pulled a musket from his saddle.

“We’ll go to my land and remain there. No harm will come to any of you if you stay away from us.”

As they rode out of the village, no one followed them, but they met three men on horseback riding toward them.

“Darius, what in hell is happening?” one man asked. “Grandmother MacDonald insisted you were in trouble.”

“I suppose I was, but we seem safe for now. You must meet my new wife,” he said. “Miss O’Sullivan, Samuel, Ethan and Michael, my three brothers.”


Chapter Eight


Her burned hand and the brand on her neck were unbearable. Arianna tried to endure the excruciating pain, but woefully whimpered. Darius stopped near a stream. Tearing a strip from his shirt, he dipped it in the water and attempted to put it on her neck, but she pulled away.

“Michael, would you see to her wounds?” he asked. “I suspect the lass would be more willin’ to allow you to touch her.”

“That should prove interesting if she’s truly your wife,” the brother called Ethan said.

Michael took the cloth and also pulled a vial from his saddle pouch and Arianna recognized the scent. She nodded.

“You’re a healer?” she asked.

“I learned from my mother,” he said.

Arianna observed the four brothers; none looked or even sounded alike. Samuel sounded entirely Irish, yet Ethan would pass for an English nobleman. Darius sometimes sounded like both. Michael was most unlike the others in appearance and his manner of speaking.

“I have a different mother,” Michael said perhaps noting her uncertainty. “She’s of the Massachusetts tribe.”

Arianna was dumbstruck. He was nothing like the people Reverend Smythe described. Michael had kind eyes, gentle hands and wore clothing like his brothers. Smythe said natives were hostile, murderous and went about half-naked.

“If you’ve lived with the Puritans, you’re likely surprised I’m not scalping you?” he taunted.

“I’ve heard some natives are affable.”

“Some are; some would definitely scalp you with that unusual hair color.”

Her eyes widened, but he only grinned.

“We should move on to Patrick and Bessie’s; the lass’s friends are there,” Darius said.

“You’re really married?” Ethan asked.

Darius nodded and Arianna scowled.

“I’m guessin’ there wasn’t a romantic courtship,” Samuel said. Arianna liked his cheerful voice.

“They were going to hang her as a witch,” Darius explained.

“Ever the chivalrous one, Darius. You thought marrying her was the only solution?” Ethan asked.

“I didn’t think tryin’ to kill them with my one musket, dying myself and the lass bein’ hanged anyway was a better option,” Darius replied.

“Do you even know her name?” Ethan asked.

“Of course I do,” Darius said.

“You refer to her as lass and Miss O’Sullivan and not her given name. She’s your wife, after all,” Ethan replied.

“She’s called Arianna,” Darius said.

“I told Kat I’d try to be home tonight; better we move on,” Samuel said.

Darius attempted to help her up, but again, Arianna stubbornly refused his assistance.

“Maybe your new wife would rather ride with me?” Ethan said.

“She’d rather ride with Satan,” Arianna whispered as Darius lifted her on his horse.
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“I’d like you to go ahead,” Darius said to his brothers after they’d ridden awhile.

“Planning to get to know your new bride?” Ethan asked.

“The lass…Miss…Arianna and I need to speak.”

“Let’s give them time to speak,” Ethan chided.

“With those harsh burns I doubt your wife even feels like speaking, much less anything else,” Michael said.

“Believe me, I won’t be doin’ anything bar speakin’ to her,” Darius said.

“Then we’re of like minds,” Arianna said, but felt wounded at his certainty.

When his brothers rode away, Darius stood not far from where Arianna sat against a tree. She lay down with her face on the grass, breathing the cool richness of the earth, for it soothed her.

“You must accept my apology, Miss O’Sullivan.”

“Must I?” she bitterly said. “And that’s not my name.”

He looked at her uncertainly. “You said you wouldn’t give a false name.”

“Apparently, I’m now Mrs. Wyndham!”

“I admit, I didn’t know how to save you. I never intended to see you harmed with the torch and I swear I didn’t know they’d planned a branding.”

“I believe you,” she begrudgingly said but wouldn’t look at him. “Your helpfulness could have ended with me burned at the stake and you alongside me.”

“I didn’t have time to think,” he said. “I apologize for…the other, as well.”

“I suppose I should be thankful you didn’t actually violate me,” she said, but gazing up at him, she thought it unlikely he’d need to violate anyone. With one look at his undeniably handsome face and praiseworthy body, women surely fell into his arms and his bed.

“I tore your garments to make it believable, but didn’t mean for you to suffer indecency. I’m not a brute, lass.”

“Just call me Arianna. If we’re married we may as well use our given names, if that ceremony is legal?”

“I expect it is. Smythe is a reverend.”

She shook her head and stood. “You’ll be made to suffer,” she whispered.

“For causing the burns?”

“For marrying me. Everyone who spends time with me eventually suffers.”

“You must explain,” he said.

“My mother, my aunt, the vicar, Sarah and Elizabeth’s parents, the sickness on the ship, Sarah’s misfortune, and there’ve been other instances.”

“Do you take credit for all hardships or only of those close to you?”

“I don’t believe I cause worldwide suffering,” she said.

“So plagues and famines aren’t your doing?”

“You’re not taking this seriously.”

“Clearly, it’s a very serious subject. Did you cause the misfortune I’ve faced in my life thus far?”

“I didn’t even know you so I doubt I caused any previous unpleasantness.”

“My mother was thrown from a horse, broke her back and experienced terrible pain till she died. My father and my best friend, Daniel, were killed on the same day my sister was taken. Later, my wife and unborn child died. I haven’t led a noticeably charmed life till now. No one does.”

“You clearly don’t believe me, but I assure you, your misfortunes will grow tenfold with me in your life.”

“Do you believe yourself cursed or do you simply curse others?”

“I don’t think it’s a curse but likely because of the powers I possess.”

“Do you believe in destiny, Miss…lass…Arianna?”

She looked directly in his eyes now. “More than I’d care to admit.”

“I was sent to find you,” he said.

“Sent? By whom? Your notorious witch-hunter great-grandfather?” she haughtily replied.

“I’ve been told he was a cruel man responsible for the death of hundreds of innocent people. His son, my grandfather, apparently fell in love with a woman believed to be a witch and he helped her escape. The legacy stopped there. He even changed his surname so he wouldn’t be associated with the Mendenhalls who continue the horrid witch-hunts.”

“Then who sent you to me?”

“I believe it was your mother,” he explained. “She said her dearest possession would become mine.”

“Mama died years ago.”

“I think she was a spirit.”

“You see spirits often then?”

“No, this was the first one.”

“How do you know you’d even recognize a spirit?”

“It might have been the hazy features, the quivering voice and the fact she appeared and then disappeared,” he said with some sarcasm.

“What did she look like?” Arianna asked; now he had her attention.

“She had auburn hair. She said I couldn’t run from my fate; that I was your guardian and our souls were paired for eternity.”

“That does sounds like something Mama would say.”

“She believes we should be together.”

“She, of all people, should know it’s not wise to be with me.”

There was a sound behind them. Darius retrieved his musket, but Arianna shook her head.

“It’s only my wolf.”

“You have a wolf?” He sounded surprised.

“You’ve seen me employ my magic. You know I’m a witch, believe my mother’s spirit led you to me, but find it odd I’ve tamed a wolf?”

He smiled at that. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised in anything to do with you, Arianna.”

The manner in which he said her name warmed her in ways she couldn’t explain and in places she’d never experienced before. Their eyes met and he grinned. That smile profoundly touched her. Even in her misery, it made her want him to hold her, which completely unsettled her. She frowned.

“We should be on our way. It’ll be dark soon.”

She nodded. He lifted her on the horse and got on behind her. She decided conversation might distract her from her pain.

“Did your father marry Michael’s mother?”

“Not in a Christian ceremony, for my mother was alive then.”

“But your mother knew?”

“She knew. Michael’s mother, Chenoa, was given to my father as a peace offering between her people and my father’s settlers.”

“Did your mother agree to it?”

Arianna felt the sigh from deep within him.

“She had four young children; her life was here. She didn’t have many choices, I suppose.”

“Women seldom do,” she replied.

“You haven’t told me you forgive me, Arianna. I don’t regret marrying you, only that you didn’t have a say in it.”

“I know you only did so to save my life,” she said.

“If you wish to have the marriage undone, I’ll find another clergyman and admit the marriage wasn’t actually consummated. But in truth, I’d like to remain married. I hope you’ll not only forgive me, but also that I might win your favor and one day your love.”

“You’re obviously an optimistic man, Darius Wyndham. I’d always hoped if I ever married, I’d marry for love.”

“I’d wager love is seldom the reason for marrying.”

“Did you marry for love the first time?”

“We were promised to one other. My father saved her father’s life. In appreciation he promised his three daughters to my father’s three sons.”

“Did all three wed his daughters?”

“No, only Ethan and me. Samuel and Kathleen wed in secret. She carried their first bairn when they announced their marriage.”

“That’s why he appears happier than Ethan.”

“Samuel and Kathleen are in love and very happy.”

“Were you happy, Darius, with your wife, even if the wedding was arranged?”

“Happy wouldn’t be how I’d describe my marriage with Liza,” he admitted.

“I’m sorry. Did she die in childbed?”

“You do ask a lot of questions,” Darius said.

“I’d like to know something of my husband,” she said. “You told me you lost your wife and unborn child. Many women die in childbed.”

“She died when she carried the bairn, but I’d really rather not speak of it.”

Arianna nodded and was eventually lulled asleep by the movement of the horse and Darius’s protective arms around her. When she awoke, she quickly sat forward for she was comfortably leaning against him.

“I’m happy you were able to sleep. We’ll have Michael see to your burns again.”

“Michael knows much about healing.”

“We were all taught some. It’s necessary with few physicians here, but Michael’s mother’s a notable healer.”

“You like her?” Arianna said.

“I do like Chenoa. I’m sure her presence and Michael’s birth caused my mother sorrow, yet she didn’t even dislike them…although I don’t believe it was ever the same after Father was with Chenoa. He didn’t really have a choice either, if he wanted peace. It would have been considered an insult not accepting her and it was expected they produce a child.”

“I suppose it isn’t only women who have unplanned events thrown in their paths,” she said.

“You must tell me how you came to be in a brothel,” Darius said. “If that’s true and wasn’t only a ploy to dissuade me from marrying you?”

“It’s true. Lady Claudia gave me food and a roof over my head.”

“At what cost?” he asked. “It mustn’t have been easy for you?”

“It really wasn’t so terrible. Clearly you’ve frequented a brothel?”

“It can’t be marginally comparable—wanting to be there on occasion and living there for years, no doubt forced to be with a good number of men?”

“I don’t care to discuss that either.”

“I suppose not. Do your young friends know?”

She shook her head. “I’d rather no one learns of it.”

“I won’t speak of it again,” he said. “I’ll just dwell on you bein’ a witch.”

“You won’t soon forget that, with this mark. Thankfully, it’s not on my face; high collars will hopefully cover it. I wouldn’t want others to ridicule or fear me.”

“That’ll be our secret as well. But I’ll not fear you.”

“Because you can control me,” she said with some distaste. “Of course you won’t really be able to control me; you’re surely only immune to my magic,” she said.

“I find it intriguing you’re a magical witch…as my wife, now you’re my wee witch!” he said.

“You’re an amusing man, Darius Wyndham.”

“I didn’t think I’d ever hear you say that,” he said. “Not after how you looked at me back in the village.”

“When you were lying atop me and pretending we were fornicating?”

“Being married, we wouldn’t have been fornicating,” he jokingly replied.

“When you were lying atop me and pretending to shoot betwixt wind and water then?”

She turned to see him blushing but he smiled, likely pleased she was no longer berating him.

“You have a dimple,” she observed.

“I suppose I do,” he said.

“That’s a bit of a contradiction for a man so brawny and ruggedly handsome to have a darlin’ wee dimple,” she taunted as she touched his cheek and he smiled again.

“I expect I deserve all the tormenting you might give me,” he said as he gently touched her hand and she winced. He looked at her palm.

“By Christ, I didn’t know it blistered so badly and it’s far bigger than I thought.”

He pulled back her hair to look at the brand.

“What’s it like?” she asked.

“It’s a W. It’s raised and deep red. I’m so very sorry, Arianna.”

She felt his arms tighten around her and despite all that had occurred this day, she welcomed his warmth and protection.

“We’re here,” he said as they rode into a farmyard.


Chapter Nine


Darius barely lifted her off his horse, when Elizabeth came rushing out and put her arms around her.

“Arianna. We were worried about you.”

“I’m well enough,” Arianna said. “How’s Sarah?”

“She’s doing better. Bessie and Patrick made us feel at home. Their son is somewhat petulant, constantly following me around, but I’m grateful we have a place to stay.”

“As am I,” Arianna said.

Elizabeth surprised Arianna by enthusiastically embracing Darius as well. He looked at Arianna, clearly uncertain, but he held the young woman for a moment and patted her back. A man and woman came to greet them, accompanied by Sarah and Darius’s brothers. A tall, gangly young man followed.

“This is Bessie, and Patrick, and their son, wee Patrick,” Darius said to Arianna.

“I’d like everyone to stop callin’ me that,” he said in a squeaky voice.

“Aye, you’re hardly wee any longer. Young Patrick then,” Darius said. “This is Arianna…my wife.”

The woman smiled, reached up and touched Darius’s cheek, then embraced Arianna. She had a round bosom, rosy cheeks, greying hair and merry blue eyes.

“I’m happy for you, Darius; ’bout time, it is! Haven’t you found the loveliest lass. Sure she must be Irish. Look at her hair, her enchantin’ eyes and her skin’s like a fresh snowfall.”

Bessie O’Rorke chattered on without pause. Her husband was slighter, shorter and far quieter. When she finally stopped speaking, probably to catch her breath, he extended his hand.

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Wyndham.”

“Please call me Arianna. It’s nice to meet all of you,” she said.

“You’re truly married?” Elizabeth asked.

Arianna nodded and Elizabeth stared unabashedly at Darius, observing him from hat to boots. Sarah came to her; Arianna hugged her and whispered, “How are you, my friend?”

“I’m feeling better,” Sarah said. Arianna believed being with this family would be good for her.

Arianna noticed Patrick was limping and had two whittled branches tied to either side of his ankle.

“What have you done, Patrick?” Darius asked.

“Tripped over the blasted milkin’ stool, tryin’ to avoid a temperamental cow. Sure, it’s nothin’.”

“It’s hardly nothing,” Samuel said. “Michael says your ankle’s broken.”

“It’ll mend in good time.”

“Your daughter would be tellin’ you to rest,” Samuel said.

“Your wife would be tellin’ you to get home to her and the bairns,” Patrick fondly replied.

“Samuel’s married to Patrick and Bessie’s daughter, Kathleen,” Darius explained.

“She’s a bonny lass, too, and blessedly carries her fourth child,” Bessie said. “But, let’s go inside; I’ve supper ready. We dug potatoes; picked beans and apples with Sarah and Elizabeth’s help. Patrick and my boy killed two fine, fat chickens.”

Samuel and Darius assisted Patrick as he hobbled in. “I’ll make you a crutch in the morning,” Darius said.

“I can see to your maladies before supper,” Michael whispered to Arianna.

“It can wait,” Arianna quietly replied.

“Has your wife been hurt?” Bessie, who clearly missed nothing, asked.

Darius looked back, his eyes regretful.

“A run-in with the Smythes,” Darius said.

“Those Puritans came to the colonies after suffering persecution in England. Now they’re a hateful lot. They chased the Quakers away and are intolerant of the people who first lived on this land.”

She looked at Michael as she spoke.

“It’s not only the Puritans guilty of that,” Michael replied.

“There’s truth in those words,” Patrick said as they entered the cabin.

“Sit,” Bessie ordered. Darius pulled a chair out for Arianna and sat down beside her. Elizabeth quickly selected the other chair by him.

“Would you like me to take the coat?” Bessie asked Arianna, who still wore Darius’s overcoat.

“I’m fine, thank you.”

Everyone was seated. Michael sat beside Sarah and she meekly nodded to him. Wee Patrick sat across from Arianna. She felt his eyes upon her.

“Darius and Arianna will tell us how they met and of their wedding. I’d have liked to attend,” Bessie said.

Darius and Arianna’s eyes met as he placed his arm on the back of her chair.

“That explanation might be better left for another day,” Darius said.

“Nonsense, you’ll tell us all about it, but pass the food. Michael’s kindly said he’ll stay to assist with Patrick’s leg and the chores, but Samuel and Ethan are leavin’ when supper’s done. Better we get to it.”

“I’m wantin’ to get back to Kat. The bairns are a handful when she’s ripe with child,” Samuel said.

“Our Kathleen does produce large babes,” Bessie said. “When are you and your wife goin’ to have another, Ethan?”

“We’d have to share a bed to see that done,” Ethan caustically said, already pouring himself a second cup of ale.

Arianna presumed Ethan’s marriage truly wasn’t a happy one. The food was delicious, but Arianna had little appetite. She longed to place her burning hand in cool water but felt too weak to stand. Seeing young Patrick staring at the brand, she lowered her head.

“What’s happened to your neck, dear?” Bessie asked.

“Reverend Smythe ordered Arianna branded,” Darius explained. “In truth, she was fortunate to escape with her life.”

“Someone should place Smythe and all the bloody Puritans on a ship and send the intolerant bastards straight back to England,” Bessie said.

“I doubt they’d want them back,” Patrick dryly said.

“I doubt anyone would want them!” Elizabeth stated.

“I’ll see what I have for your burn, dear,” Bessie said.

“Finish eating,” Arianna said, not wanting Bessie to fuss.

“Aye, later then. I’m certain Michael has remedies, too.”

They ate in silence for a time when Bessie spoke in reproach. “Son, quit starin’ now.”

Arianna looked to see young Patrick still looking at her.

“I didn’t raise a rude boy who’d stare so openly at a woman!”

“How could I not? She’s beautiful!” His voice squeaked and croaked again. Arianna didn’t miss Elizabeth glowering at young Patrick and then at her.

“Arianna is very beautiful,” Darius agreed with a smile.

Arianna put her head down again.

“Patrick, speak to your son before I cuff his ears!”

“Son, that’ll be enough.”

“I’m tryin’ to decide what color her eyes are,” the young man said.

His father glanced quickly at Arianna and cleared his throat, noticeably uncomfortable. “I’d say Darius’s wife’s eyes are green, Son.”

“But, Da, they aren’t just green. Moss, mold and stagnant water are green.”

“Wee Patrick, I’ll thank you to leave the table!” Bessie ordered.

“But I’m not done eatin’,” he croakily argued.

“Yer not eatin’ sittin’ there gawkin’.”

“I once visited Ireland, young Patrick,” Darius stated. “I heard it said there’s forty shades of green there, but I’d wager none are as enchantingly beautiful as Arianna’s eyes.”

Arianna blushed. He surprised her when he affectionately caressed her hair and looked like he might kiss her. Their eyes met and held.

After supper, Samuel and Ethan left with words of caution and mounds of Bessie’s food. Arianna remained seated, now feeling dizzy.

“Tell of us of the weddin’,” Bessie said.

Darius came up with a diluted account, which actually sounded romantic, then put his arm around her shoulder but quickly pulled it back.

“My God, Arianna, you’re burnin’ up!”

She’d felt hot in the overcoat, but the kitchen was warm, the fire blazing beside her. Michael and Bessie went to her.

“Take her to the bed in the spare room,” Bessie said.

Darius lifted her in his arms, following Bessie. With the movement, she felt increasingly unwell and dizzier.

“I think I might spew!” Arianna said.

Bessie came running with a basin and Darius didn’t shy away, but held her hair back as she vomited.
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Arianna was uncertain how much time had passed. She was aware of hands placing remedies on her burns. Darius was by her side, often cooling her brow or holding her unafflicted hand, but she was so hot her mind was mostly too muddled to form clear thoughts. Conversations echoed from a distance.

“The fever won’t ebb,” Michael said. “I’ve used every herb known to assist burns.”

“Do you believe she won’t recover?” Darius morosely asked.

“The fever’s worrisome. I admit I don’t know what more to do, Darius,” Michael said.

“Arianna told me she healed quickly.”

“Burns can quickly fester, but if you want my opinion, I think she resists healing,” Michael said. “Do you know why she’d choose not to fight?”

“Aye, maybe… Arianna told me she brings tragedy to those close to her. She might believe it’s best to…give up.”

“Then you’ll have to convince her not to,” Michael said.

“Could you allow us some time alone?” Darius asked.

Darius leaned in close and kissed her cheek. His lips were cool against her hot skin and she weakly moaned.

“You must fight, Arianna. I’m not afraid to be with you; I want to be with you. I know we’ve only just met, but it’s the oddest thing, for I feel as though I’ve known you much longer. I don’t want to lose you.

“I promise I’ll do whatever I can to make you happy. If that’s havin’ our marriage undone, I’ll see to it. But in truth, I’d rather spend my life showin’ you I can be a good husband.

“Life can be difficult here, even dangerous, but I think we could be happy together. I’ve no aversion to your abilities. Sure we could all do with a bit of magic, my wee witch!” he whispered.

His words touched her. She longed to look at him, but if she gazed into his deep blue eyes, she’d want to stay. Arianna thought of all the people she believed suffered by being associated with her.

Bessie and Patrick would surely give Sarah and Elizabeth a home. Maybe Darius and Sarah would be married; he seemed a good man. If she just didn’t wake up, wouldn’t they all be better off?

She was suddenly without pain and no longer too hot. She felt like she was floating and it was delightful.

“Don’t ye dare give up, my girl.” Arianna heard her mother’s voice and sensed her presence. “You believe you’ve caused tragedy, but you don’t recognize how often your magic assists you and others. The older sister would certainly have died if you hadn’t healed her, likely both if you hadn’t protected them. You’re so strong, my beautiful girl; fight for life with this man. He’s your sovereign guardian, your soul match and your destiny, Arianna.”

Arianna felt herself drifting away from her mother, but she wanted to stay.

“Mama!” she called.

“We’ll be together again one day, Arianna, and I’ll be with you in spirit always. Fight, my girl. Take strength from him. What is destined to be, will be. Don’t forget the honey.”
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Arianna was uncomfortably hot again and thirsty; her neck and hand burned. It was so much better before. Had she been near death? She opened her eyes though it hurt. His head down, Darius mumbled softly.

“You wouldn’t really need to toil from dawn to dusk. We could work together. Though I’m a pitiful cook, I could help with the garden and the cleaning. We don’t have to share a bed if you’re opposed, though I admit the winter nights are cold and the thought of you in my bed is very appealin’.”

He stopped speaking. He clearly struggled with how to convince her to stay. The worry in Darius’s tone made Arianna realize she wanted to be with him. She didn’t understand it, but was well aware she was falling in love with him.

“What of mucking the stables?” she croaked as she weakly squeezed his large hand.

His head shot up and he clutched her hand tighter.

“Have you come back to me, my wee witch?”

“Well that depends; you haven’t told me if I’ll need to muck the stables.” She attempted a smile.

“Never…you don’t need to go near the stables.”

“I’m jesting, Darius. I adore horses.”

“You’ll agree to stay married, then?” He touched her brow with a gentleness one might not expect from such a physically powerful man.

“We have much to discuss, Darius.”

“Aye,” he said.

“How can we decide to be together for life when we barely know one another?” she asked.

“But I feel we’re deeply connected, Arianna. Tell me you don’t sense it, too?”

“I admit, I do.” She nodded. “But being wed to a witch won’t be easy. You may come to regret it or resent me.”

“I’m not put off, Arianna,” he replied. “You won’t dissuade me no matter what you might say.”

“Sure we’ll need to speak of many other topics, but not this day. If you’re truly not afraid of my magic, then aye, I’d like to remain married to you, Darius Wyndham, but first you must locate some honey.”

“Honey, you desire honey?” he asked.

“No, my mother’s spirit told me to use honey on my burns.”

He kissed her cheek, went to the door and shouted, “Bessie, we need honey straightaway!”


Chapter Ten


The honey soon healed her burns. They’d been with the O’Rorkes a fortnight now. Arianna already felt they were family and Sarah and Elizabeth were thriving. She saw the tender looks between Sarah and Michael and knew romance was blossoming. Arianna mostly tried to ignore how enamored Elizabeth was with Darius.

They assisted with harvesting the sweet corn and plentiful apples. Arianna liked getting to know the O’Rorkes. September had been lovely and warm. The trees were splashed with color and the beauty added to Arianna’s contentedness. She hardly dared to believe they might all be safe. The smell of autumn comforted her and she delighted in being here with Darius. They spent this time getting to know one another.

After the daily work was done and supper completed, they’d gone on evening walks down the long lane lined with maples and sycamores. Sometimes with others—and Elizabeth especially liked to accompany them—but Bessie often ensured Arianna and Darius were alone. One evening Darius picked a pink wildflower and placed it in her hair.

“I adore pink,” she said. “However, Lady Claudia said pink clashes outrageously with my hair.”

“She was mistaken, Arianna. I’ve never seen hair as beautiful as yours. You’d look radiant in any color.”

[image: *]*

Beyond the occasional kiss on her cheek, Darius would take her hand and caress her hair, but she remained in the spare room and Darius and Michael slept in the barn. She’d seen Bessie looking at Darius curiously when he headed there the previous evening. Bessie was a kindhearted, amusing woman, but she spoke her mind without fail and perhaps to a fault. Today Bessie and Arianna conversed while folding bedsheets.

“I know you’ll be leavin’ for Darius’s settlement soon, but we’d like the girls to remain. They seem to depend on you, but you’re too young to be responsible for them and they need a family.”

“We could be a family,” Arianna replied. “Darius and me, Sarah and Elizabeth.”

“Aye, but marriage isn’t easy at first. You need to get a feel for one another and more than just in bed.”

Arianna’s cheeks must have colored for she felt the flush from her neck to her face.

“Sarah and Elizabeth need parents.”

“I agree,” Arianna said.

“We’re less than half a day’s ride from Darius’s settlement. We often visit Kathleen, Samuel and the bairns. We’ll go when her babe arrives so you’d see the girls again.”

Arianna thought it would be beneficial for Sarah and Elizabeth.

“Of our eight children, only two remain. Havin’ the girls here’s made us seem more a family again. I’ve not mentioned it to them; I wanted to speak to you first.”

“Thank you, Bessie. I think your family would be good for them.”

Arianna looked across the farmyard to see Darius easily interacting with the menfolk. She saw his ready grin with the charming dimple and his captivating eyes, his well-built body. She smiled to herself.

“I see you care for Darius very much,” Bessie observed.

“I do,” she admitted. “I didn’t expect it, but I do care for him very much.”

“Yet you’re married and don’t share a bed?”

“I’ve just recovered.”

“You’ve been well for a time. So what’s stoppin’ you? It’s not that there isn’t a spark. I see the way the two of you look at one another. He can barely keep his hands from ye…always touchin’ yer hair. I’d wager he’s wantin’ more.”

She blushed again. “Sure, we’d rather be alone the first time,” she replied.

“Will it be your first time?” Bessie asked.

Arianna nodded. “Aye, but Darius believes otherwise.”

Bessie looked confused. “I’m sure it’ll all work out.”
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That evening they sat eating ears of delicious sweet corn smothered in butter, when Bessie made an announcement.

“We’ll be settin’ off in the mornin’ to spend time with my sister and her family.”

“Will we?” Patrick asked, his eyebrow arched, clearly unaware of her plans.

“Aye. I’m after seein’ her. Darius and Arianna will be leavin’ soon, but we’ll have them tend the animals a day or two. You’ll come with us, too, Michael. I’d like assistance gatherin’ herbs for my winter supply.”

Michael nodded and smiled at Sarah. Arianna could see they wouldn’t want to be parted.

“I’m not that fond of your sister to spend two days there,” Patrick said with a grimace.

“It’ll do ye good to rest yer leg. You’ll go fishin’ with my sister’s husband. Sarah and Elizabeth will meet my niece and nephews.”

“It’s all decided then?” Patrick said.

“It is.” Bessie nodded.
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Arianna and Bessie stood in the kitchen washing up. Through the window Arianna saw Sarah, Elizabeth and young Patrick loading the wagon while Patrick looked most unhappy resting on the wagon. Darius and Michael hitched the horses.

“Our bed’s largest and freshly made up,” Bessie said. “The wooden tub’s by the fire so ye can bathe. I’ve left soap with a lovely scent.”

“Thank you, Bessie,” Arianna said.

“You should tell him, lass. I’m not sayin’ Darius would be inclined to be rough, but in their eagerness, men do forget themselves. If he’s not expecting it’s your first time he mightn’t give you the same consideration.”

“You needn’t be concerned, Bessie.” By now Arianna’s cheeks were flaming hot.

“You said yer mother’s passed so I’ll have this conversation in her stead. The first time, there’s often discomfort, but don’t let it put you off. Relax, let nature take its course and you’ll be just fine. Women practically fall over each other wantin’ to spend time with him, so I suspect Darius knows how to make it pleasin’ for a woman.”

Arianna was now far more uncertain listening to Bessie’s surely well-intended advice.

“You should be setting off, Bessie. I hope your time with your sister will be pleasant.”

“I’m certain your time here will be considerably more so,” she said as she left.

Arianna stood at the door waving when Elizabeth jumped off the wagon and came back.

“I don’t want to go with them. I’d rather stay with you and Darius,” Elizabeth said.

“You should go, Elizabeth,” Arianna said.

Bessie hurried back. “What are you doin’, lass? Get back on that wagon straightaway, for Darius and Arianna need time alone.”

“Why?” Elizabeth asked crossing her arms defiantly.

“You’re nearly sixteen, lass; you must know why a newly married couple might wish to be alone.”

Elizabeth’s cheeks turned rosy. Arianna didn’t miss her displeased expression, but she reluctantly obeyed Bessie.

“I think the lass might be a wee bit smitten with your husband. He does have that effect on women. Darius is takin’ a dip in the pond; he’d not fit in that narrow tub. I’ve told him to allow you time to bathe.”

“Bessie, would you like the others to go on without you so you might oversee every detail of our time together?” Arianna jested.

“Oh, pfft,” Bessie said and actually blushed.

Arianna waved good-bye to them, closed the door, took a few deep breaths and went to fill the tub.

[image: *]*

She soaked in the glorious hot water, inhaling the lovely rose scent as she soaped her skin then lingered near the fire, drying and brushing her lengthy hair. Still Darius hadn’t returned.

She entered the bedchamber and smiled. Bessie, was a no-nonsense woman but clearly also a romantic. The fire blazed in the hearth and several tall candles lit the room. Late-season flowers were in a vase and the entire chamber was warm and inviting. A soft green shift lay upon the bed. The bedsheets were turned down waiting for them. Arianna took another deep breath.

She still had doubts. Her heart was his, but if she lay with him, there’d be no going back. She knew he cared for her, sensed he wanted her and yet he hadn’t made advances beyond the odd gentle kiss. Although she hadn’t experienced desire before, she knew she wanted him. When he was near, her skin grew warm and her breath quickened.

She heard the cabin door open and close. Her heart beat faster.

“Arianna,” he said from beyond the door. “I was wonderin’ if you’d like to go for a walk. It’s a fine mornin’ for a walk.”

“A walk?” she whispered, surprised and admittedly disappointed that was his request. “Aye, I’ll be there straightaway.”

“I’ll wait for you outside then,” he said.

[image: *]*

Arianna liked Darius’s large, strong hand holding hers and it pleased her they were able to make conversation easily. She looked up at his handsome face and attractive form. His shirt fell open and she could see his muscular neck and chest. It excited her. His dark blond hair was curlier when damp and he hadn’t pulled it back. Instead it fell to his shoulders appealingly. She wanted to touch his hair, his chest…all of him.

She was beginning to think he was avoiding being intimate with her. He’d said he wanted to spend his life with her even though he believed she’d been employed in a brothel, but maybe he was having second thoughts. She should admit the truth. It hadn’t been a complete lie but now she was unsure how to tell him.

Arianna stared up into the lovely autumn sky, the dark blue against the fluffy white clouds.

“Look, a ship,” she said.

He appeared unsure and she pointed to the sky.

“Didn’t you play the game when you were a child, finding shapes in the clouds?”

“Aye, but I hadn’t thought of it for a long time.”

“There’s a horse…and a castle, and oh…a dragon,” she said with enthusiasm.

“A dragon?”

“Look, just there,” she said pointing as she leaned against him.

“Aye, I see it. And there’s a goddess or maybe an angel,” he said.

She smiled, thinking he was playing along with her, but then saw him staring at her. She blushed again.

“I’ve truly never seen anyone as beautiful as you, Arianna, and I’m not just sayin’ so because I desire you so badly.”

“You do desire me?” she asked.

“By God, of course I do. I can barely contain my need for you.”

“I wasn’t certain. You did request a walk rather than…”

“I didn’t want you to think I was like the others…just another lusting man. As your husband, I need you to think better of me.”

“Darius, we should speak of that.”

He gently placed his fingers to her lips.

“My lovely Arianna. That isn’t necessary. This is a new beginning for you and me.”

“But I should tell you…”

As he looked into her eyes, she finally saw his desire. He touched her face, then took her in his arms. His hands on her back slowly moved downward as he kissed her. She’d certainly never been kissed like this. His tongue was in her mouth, moving, exploring, but she liked it and kissed him back. She now felt light-headed and weak-kneed. He moaned as he held her tighter and his hands rested on her backside. His firmness against her confirmed his need and she moved closer, but then he pulled away leaving her confused.

“I swore I wouldn’t be with you till you told me you’d forgiven me for everything that happened in Wyndham Village, but Christ I want you, Arianna. You’re so beautiful; I need you very badly.”

“You’re forgiven, Darius,” she said staring into his eyes. “Everything you did was to save me. I want you, too!”

He smiled. His blue eyes smoldered as he lifted her into his arms and carried her inside.


Chapter Eleven


They removed their boots near the door. He took her hand and led her to the bedchamber. She trembled as he untied her gown’s laces, attempting to show restraint but he was nearly mad with desire. He tried not to think of the others who’d disrobed her, looked upon her, touched her…been with her. He removed her gown and his heart raced wildly.

Darius thought she appeared nervous…odd for someone with experience. But she’d never been married. Maybe, like him, he wanted this first time together to be perfect.

He pulled his shirt over his head while she removed her stockings. He rid himself of his breeches and stockings before untying the ribbons on her lovely pale green shift. He slipped it over her shoulders and it sensually fell to the floor. Even knowing how uncommonly lovely she was and often anticipating the sight of her unclothed, he was awed by her stunning beauty. It added to his already torturous need; he ached to have her. Had she bewitched him?

She was extraordinary, perfectly formed with creamy white, unblemished skin, appealing full breasts and firm nipples, small waist and round curvaceous hips…the tuft of hair the same color as her lovely scarlet tresses—for he’d pondered that many a time—and long shapely legs. Even her feet were pretty. His eyes drank in all of her and he willed himself to be gentle…as a husband should be.

She stared into his eyes, but didn’t once glance at his body. He took her in his arms and when their skin met, it set him further afire. He longed to have her touch him, but she seemed hesitant. Maybe she thought he’d prefer she seem virginal. He reached out to gently caress her skin, even softer than he’d imagined. He longed to take her straightaway, to finally have her. It took all his will to remain patient.
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Arianna didn’t understand why she was so jittery. She’d heard the women at the brothel speak of every aspect of physical intimacy. In truth, she’d often heard far more than she was comfortable with.

She truly wanted to be with Darius but was modest and more demure than she expected. As he caressed her breasts, her nipples peaked so suddenly, she gasped and shivered. When he put his mouth to her breast, she cried out, for there was an unfamiliar sensation in her belly that continued between her thighs. She wove her fingers into his hair as he suckled and teased her nipple with his tongue. She was disappointed when he stopped, but relieved when he claimed her other nipple. She held his head tightly to her as her arousal intensified.

When he moved to kiss her lips again, she touched his broad, muscular chest, the hard contours of his stomach. Finally emboldened to graze his firm manhood, she was certain her eyes grew wide. She’d seen a few drunken naked men in the brothel wandering the corridors, but clearly not in this state. The harlots often spoke of male arousal, but still, Arianna hadn’t been prepared for the enormity or rigidity.

He moaned when she fondled him and her natural curiosity helped. She finally glanced downward and dared to consider what would happen next. How in bloody hell could there not be discomfort? She’d also heard much discussion regarding penetration. Some of the women at the brothel had been raped their first time; some had cared for the man who claimed their virginity so their opinions of first experiences were markedly different. She longed to tell Darius the truth, but thought it might distract him now.

Darius’s kisses on her neck, shoulders and breasts made her tingle and the sensation between her thighs intensified. When he knelt before her, his hands firmly grasping her backside, and his kisses trailed her belly and lower, she shook her head.

“No, Darius. Not that.”

He looked at her curiously, clearly uncertain why she’d stop him, but he heeded her and stood. He lifted her in his arms and placed her upon the bed, lay beside her and kissed her fervently again. This time he lightly grazed the sensitive skin inside her knee and upward, gently parted her thighs. When his hand rested between them, though unspoken, he clearly requested her consent and she nodded.

He smiled as he touched her where no one had before. The sensation was immediately pleasurable. As he entered and withdrew his fingers, first shallow, then deeper, she gasped and moved, instinctively pressing against his hand. When he kissed her again, another torrid kiss, she returned the kiss with matched passion, nearly breathless with need.

“You mustn’t doubt I want you, Darius,” she whispered. He lay atop her; his manhood skimmed between her thighs as she stared into his eyes.
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Darius had been with enough women to know to his touch she’d seemed ready. Her sighs and engaging hips made him believe she was eager. She’d told him she wanted him, but now he was mystified, for she was clearly in discomfort. Had she been brutalized by a man, damaged maybe? Was that what she’d been trying to tell him? Yet, combined with her earlier timidity it finally occurred to him, there’d only be one reason why his penetration met this much resistance. He stared into her enchanting green eyes, caught the innocence he’d previously missed and began to move away.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered. “I’m glad you’ll be the first.”

She placed her hands on his lower back and eagerly pulled him to her as she arched her hips to meet him, tensed, then winced. He nearly moved away again, but she shook her head once more.

“Proceed with seeing us joined in more than name, Darius!” she demanded.
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Her hair was damp at the neck but she eagerly moved with him, relieved it seemed instinctive. She closed her eyes as pain became pleasure and her body responded. She trembled. Every part of her from scalp to toes pulsed with intense waves of incomprehensible and unexpected delectation. She gasped several times, could barely catch her breath, then loudly cried out. He smiled a sultry smile at that, then surprised her when he moved from her and lay on his back.

“I want to look at you when we’re joined,” he huskily said as he lifted her so her sex sheathed his manhood and she was atop him. He moved beneath her and she finally understood what it meant to ride a man. His lightly calloused hands grasped her breasts and his fingers caressed her erect nipples. She ardently moved above him, which clearly pleased him, for his eyes exuded sensuality with his heightening arousal.

He moved faster and closed his eyes. Holding tight to her hips he thrust deeper, more exuberantly, then moaned deeply. His gratification pleased her and Arianna was surprised when another ripple of pleasure spread throughout her body and wholly overtook her. When the sensation abated, she held her hair back, leaned over to kiss him, then moved to lie beside him feeling breathless, warm and delightfully content. He cradled her in his arms and looked searchingly into her eyes.

“Well, my wee witch, you clearly have some explainin’ to do.”
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“I hope that wasn’t unpleasant. If I’d known…Christ, I don’t know what I’d have done differently.”

“It was far from unpleasant, Darius.”

“I’m pleased, and happy you reached your crest. I’m not certain that’s common the first time.”

She blushed, now shy with him speaking of it.

“Was there no truth at all about you staying at that brothel? You seemed to know telling details.”

“I did live there, but was employed only as a cook and a healer. Lady Claudia tried to make certain I wasn’t seen by the men.”

“My God, you would have been in constant demand if anyone laid eyes upon you.”

“I was warned to keep to the kitchen, use the back stairs when taking remedies to the women. I had to wear loose clothing and mostly keep my hair covered.”

“I wish you’d told me, Arianna.”

“You were pleasantly surprised though?”

“It’s surely the hope of most men to be the first man with their wife. Male pride does long for that, I suppose.”

“I’m pleased it wasn’t so important you wouldn’t have been with me.”

“There would have been very little that could have kept me from being with you, my wee witch. You’re a beautiful, sensuous woman,” he said kissing her throat.

“You’re an impressive man—so strong,” she said as she touched the taut muscles from his shoulders to his forearms. “So powerful.” She caressed his chest and stomach. “So large and firm.” She grasped his manhood and he became immediately harder.

“You’re bold for one new to physical love,” he said. “I don’t think that’s typical.”

“Do you wish for me to be typical, Husband?” she asked.

“You could never be typical, my wee witch,” he said.

She smiled and sensually brushed her body against his, liking the sensation of her nipples against his chest and the consciousness of the humming need between her thighs.

“You’d like me to love you again?” he asked with a smile.

“Aye, straightaway,” she said.

Soon they were in the throes of passion again.
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“Are you tender?” he whispered, gently caressing her thigh.

“A little, certainly not enough to deter being with you.”

“You’re a frisky lass, aren’t you?” he said. “Am I to take it you’re somewhat pleased by the bedding?”

“No,” she replied.

“You did seem to wish to repeat it a good many times. Were you only makin’ certain you didn’t actually like it then?” He grinned.

“I’m not merely somewhat pleased. I honestly had no notion it would be so pleasurable.”

“And you lived in a brothel?” he said, apparently amused.

“The women there were disturbingly vocal, but I thought they feigned pleasure to ensure the men believed they were worthy lovers. I didn’t know it was truly so pleasing.”

“I’m very glad you think so,” he said as he touched her breast again.

“Is it always the same?” she asked. “With other women, is it the same?”

He stared at her before speaking. “I won’t lie; there’s always pleasure. The continued existence of mankind wasn’t left to chance. Carnal gratification certainly ensures people, men in particular, don’t often refrain from physical joining. But no, it’s not always the same, Arianna. There’s different degrees of satisfaction, often more when you care for the woman, and with you, it’s not typical.”

She looked at him, but didn’t reply.

“You think I only say that because it’s what you want to hear?”

She shrugged. “I’ve been warned much of what men say within a bed should be disregarded.”

“What we share is extraordinary, Arianna. I assure you.”

“It is for me,” she said as he caressed her again and made her tingle.

“Will it always be like this?” she asked as he entered her and she wrapped her legs around his back. He smiled again, probably at her eagerness.

“We’ll make certain of it,” he huskily replied.
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The next morning, she bathed again then watched Darius from the window as he came from the pond. She grinned as he opened the door. Unclothed, she didn’t attempt to cover herself though they were in the kitchen. He whistled and smiled appraisingly.

“Lucky it wasn’t wee Patrick comin’ through the door when you’re standing here wearin’ nothin’ but a smile.”

He took her in his arms and she melted against him.

“If he couldn’t think of the correct color for your eyes, I’m thinkin’ he wouldn’t come up with an accurate color for these either,” he said as he touched her nipples and they grew firm at his touch. “Lovely delicate rose, maybe,” he said caressing, then suckled her nipples till she cried out, desperate for him to take her.

He carried her to the bed, kissed her shoulders, her breasts, her belly and lower. When his lips grazed the hair above her womanhood, she pushed at him, discouraging him again.

“Arianna, why do you resist? I’d never hurt you.”

She shook her head. He lay beside her, took her in his arms and stared into her eyes.

“Tell me why you’re opposed? It’s not uncommon for men to desire this. I want to pleasure you this way. I’m enthralled by your delicate womanly scent and want to taste you. Why are you averse to it?”

“I don’t wish to speak of it,” she replied.

“Then permit me to pleasure you.” He placed taunting kisses down her body.

“You’re rather persistent,” she said thrilling to his touch.

“I can be,” he said making her long for more. When she felt his mouth and tongue upon her, she tensed, but inhaled. Dubiousness soon gave way to delight. She tightly entwined her fingers in his hair, now hoping he’d never stop. She cried out as she reached her intense crest.

“That wasn’t so disagreeable, was it?” he whispered seductively as he entered her, making her incapable of speaking. She arched her hips to meet his. His thrusts grew more fervent before his movements slowed and she felt his warmth within her.

“Certainly not disagreeable,” she finally replied. “It was…indescribable.”

He grinned. “I thought I might be able to change your mind.”

She smiled contentedly, resting against his arm. He twirled his fingers in one of her lengthy scarlet curls as she touched his chest. “I should have warned you, the last man who attempted that, ended up dead, with kitchen knives protruding from his back.”

“You must explain,” he said, his eyes large.

“I was working in the brothel’s kitchen. An acquaintance of Lady Claudia’s came in. He’d once been in the kitchen with her and seen me. He was apparently wealthy and offered to pay a considerable amount to be with me, but she refused. That particular night he was drunk; barged in insisting he’d pay whatever coin I desired, buy me anything I’d like…if I’d just let him sample a taste of my honey.”

“Christ! No wonder you weren’t in favor of it.”

“I said there wasn’t enough coin in the world that would ever allow him to do that.”

“He wasn’t deterred?”

She shook her head. “He pushed me so roughly back, tried to lift my skirts. I fought, but he very strong. I didn’t want to use my powers for women were readily being burned at the stake, but when I’m frightened or angry my abilities seem uncontrollable. He suddenly fell forward on top of me, his eyes wide open. When I managed to push him off, half a dozen knives were in his back; there was so much blood.”

“My God! What did you do?”

“Jean-Claude helped me. He told Lady Claudia he’d found the man attacking me and stabbed him.”

“Who’s Jean-Claude?”

“A very good friend who often instinctively knew when I needed help. He wanted to be more than friends. If ever I might’ve considered that, it would have been with him. He was kind, handsome, had sparkling dark eyes and an appealing French accent.”

“I think I might be a little jealous of this Jean-Claude but I’m relieved he assisted you.”

“He asked me to marry him and go back to France. When I told him I loved him only as a friend, he went alone. I missed him after he left.”

“I admit, I’m pleased he was only a friend,” Darius said as he sleepily kissed her shoulder.
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They slept in each other’s arms the rest of the day. Arianna sighed when they awoke to the sound of a wagon approaching.

“I’m regretful we must leave this bed,” Darius said.

“Bessie would be pleased to know we spent so much time here.”

“What did you do with the bedsheets with the evidence of your loss of innocence, Arianna?” he asked.

“I used magic when you were tending the animals. Blood is a stubborn stain.”

He took her hand and looked deeply in her eyes, though they heard the cabin door open.

“I’m very privileged to be the first. I thank you for allowing me that honor.”

She smiled at his seriousness.

“I believe it was meant to be…that I waited for you, Darius, and I’m very glad I did,” she said widening her eyes and kissing him. “But now, we’d best don our garments before Bessie comes to hear details.”

“She and Patrick apparently have a healthy physical relationship. Samuel and Kathleen walked in on them out there in the kitchen. Kathleen had to shoo the children out so they’d not get an eyeful.”

“I hope that happens for us as well,” she said.

“That we’re caught in the middle of it in the kitchen?” he joked.

“That the passion remains after we’ve been together a lifetime.”

“We’ll make certain of it, my wee witch.”


Chapter Twelve


With farewells and a promise of seeing one another soon, Darius and Arianna set off early morning. Michael stayed to help Patrick until his leg healed, and Sarah seemed pleased. Elizabeth was disappointed they were leaving, but Arianna thought she’d miss Darius most.

Sometimes conversing, sometimes sharing a comfortable silence, they rode atop of Darius’s horse. Arianna felt content for the first time since she was a child. She leaned back against Darius’s broad, always-warm chest. He held her tighter, kissed the top of her head, evidently equally blissful.

She observed the beauty around them. She’d never been this far inland and the trees were a splendor of color: oranges, golds and brilliant reds. The autumn scent was exhilarating.

“It’s very beautiful here,” she said.

“It is,” he replied.

“Is there a river on your land?”

That question seemed to unnerve him, but he finally replied, “Most settlements are established near a river.”

“I know we won’t be by the sea, but I do like to swim and I find the sound of water soothing.”

“I suppose you’ll miss being by the sea. There’s a lake and a pond nearby, a river not far away, and if you like the sound of water, a stream runs behind the cabin.”

“I’m glad,” she said glancing down at his musket positioned near the saddle. “I’d like you to tell me of the people native to this land. What the Puritans believe is surely based on ignorance or fear.”

“That’s often how opinions are formed regarding those different than ourselves. The tribes have been here hundreds, maybe thousands of years. As hunters and gathers many are a peaceful people who live off the land, leading a nomadic life.

“Michael’s mother’s people are the Massachusetts. There are many other tribes as well, some amicable, even helpful, others undeniably hostile. There’s been conflict and battles fought between different tribes and between the natives and the settlers. People have been killed on both sides, sometimes in retaliation for violence. But, in truth, most are more accepting than I’d have been.”

“You must explain,” she said.

“Europeans invaded their land, hunted their game, often to excess, disturbed their sacred locations, brought new weapons and sicknesses. The native people had no resistance to the European diseases. Entire villages died. Some tribes were completely wiped out or have few members left.

“When they resisted change or fought, they were thought of as violent savages, but they’re often only fierce in defending their loved ones and their way of life. They have a strong faith in their Great Spirit. Like any people there are good and bad. Most believe the land belongs to no one, that it’s here for us to borrow what we need, but we should respect and honor it.”

“You’re very empathetic to their plight,” she said. “Thank you for setting me straight.”

“That’s not to say there aren’t some tribes that are particularly difficult and especially cruel, but that’s true of any people. I’ve certainly known Englishmen who are deviously inclined. The warring and hostility between the tribes here is also like people anywhere.”

“Like the English and the French and their long-standing history of wars?” she said.

“Aye, precisely,” he replied but then squeezed her hand. “I don’t want to frighten you, Arianna, but there’s something I must tell you. A few years back the men in our own settlement were involved in a battle when natives not from the area attacked. My father, two of Patrick and Bessie’s sons, Daniel and Seamus, and several men were killed.”

“I didn’t know that’s how your father and your best friend, Daniel, died,” Arianna said.

“I didn’t want you to form a negative opinion. Most natives aren’t hostile or unreasonable, certainly not savage not like Reverend Smythe would have people believe. The majority are intelligent, proud, honorable people.

“We need to live together without infringing on their way of life too gravely. But, I also need to tell you, my sister Amy was taken by natives the day they attacked our settlement. We searched for her for months, but never found a trace.”

“When you said she was taken, I thought you meant she died. That’s terribly frightening. How can you not fear them?”

“Stealing women is often also part of warring, and definitely not limited to natives.”

Arianna was deep in thought. “I do have powers that would make me less helpless.”

“That’s true and a wolf who follows us even now. The natives would fear or respect you if wild animals are drawn to you, for they take much stock in animals. But now, we should stop and eat the lunch Bessie sent with us.”

“Stop here and likely be attacked?” Arianna said.

“If we were going to be attacked by natives, they could do it at any time,” he chuckled. “We can’t let it prevent us from eating.”

“That isn’t amusing, Darius. If you were attempting to make me unafraid, you’ve failed.”

“You can drop branches or throw torches with your magic; you’d have an unusual advantage.”

She knew he was attempting to lessen her fears. He held her closer, pulled back her hair and kissed her neck, caressed her throat, then placed his hand beneath her shift to cup her breast.

“They might be watching,” she only mildly protested.

“Natives could be watching anytime, but we’re in a meadow far enough away they couldn’t see. Besides, this wouldn’t be considered hostile behavior.”

“No, definitely not hostile,” she sighed as he teased her hardened nipple.

He reached for the bottom of her gown, pulling it up, his hand lingeringly grazing her ankle, calf, knee and thigh.

“Close your eyes and lie against me,” he whispered. “Aye, just so.”

As his fingers tantalized her womanhood, she turned to meet his thorough kiss and before long, she clutched his forearm tightly, quivering at his expert touch. She reached behind and placed her hand inside his breeches; he sucked in his breath.

“Would my touch bring your release as swiftly?”

“I have no doubt,” he huskily said. “But I’d rather love you, Arianna.”

He slowed the horse. When they’d dismounted, Darius tied him to a tree.

“Are you certain it’s safe, here?” she whispered.

“Safer than leaving me in this state,” he said. His smoldering glance eased her uncertainty. Placing his overcoat on the ground, they lay down and heatedly coupled.

Later, he stared into her eyes.

“Arianna, do you have some control over me? Have you bewitched me?”

“No more than you’ve bewitched me, Darius.”

“But I’ve never felt this with a woman. Even when I’ve just had you, I want you again. I don’t want you to think I’m an insatiable brute who’d make his woman endure endless bedding. But…with you, I can’t seem to get enough. You flood my senses and my thoughts.”

“Do I appear as though I think you’re an insatiable brute?” she said assertively pushing against his chest so he was on his back. He smiled as she eagerly mounted him. “You may love me any time and as often as you wish.”

Later, still joined, she leaned over to kiss him and he cupped her face in his hands, looked deeply into her eyes.

“I love you, Arianna.” Her heart fluttered, for he’d never mentioned love. “I’ve fallen madly, hopelessly in love with you. I don’t even pretend to understand this overwhelming feeling or how it happened so fast, but I need you to know I’m in love with you.”

“I love you, too, Darius.”

“Please don’t say so simply because I did. I want you to mean it if…or when you say it.”

“I wouldn’t speak such profound words if I didn’t mean them with all my heart, Darius. I do love you. I believe I fell in love with you when I first looked into your eyes, or saw this delightful dimple,” she said as she caressed it. “Besides, you proved I loved you when I couldn’t harm you with my powers back in Wyndham.”

“I wasn’t certain of that,” he said as she moved and they straightened their garments. “I’d heard the story told, but didn’t know if it was true.”

“Apparently an ancestor of mine did create a magical spell that ensured she and none of her descendants could harm their true love with their powers. Her name was Alainn O’Brien. She was said to be a powerful witch, but I don’t know much about her.” Arianna touched her amulet, the pendant apparently worn by Alainn and all her line.

“Perhaps we’ll learn more of her one day, but now, I suppose we should eat the lunch Bessie sent and be on our way so to be home before evening,” he said.
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They arrived at the settlement late afternoon. Arianna counted eleven cabins scattered within a wide area cleared of trees. Each home boasted a large garden laden with a variety of vegetables including potatoes, squash, beans and corn stalks with brown tassels revealing ears nearly ready to harvest. There were various sized pumpkins, some green, but many ripening to a deep orange on winding vines covering a wide expanse.

There were garments flapping in the breeze on clotheslines and smoke billowed from most chimneys. The smell of bread baking was comforting. She heard dogs barking and the happy laughter of children playing; both made her smile.

However, still a distance away, nagging doubt began to invade her thoughts.

“Wait, Darius,” she said and he slowed his horse. She turned and looked up at him. “I can’t go through with this. You’ve made the decision to be with me despite knowing the probable risk of hardship. But the other people here could suffer, too.”

He dismounted and lifted her from the horse, looking deeply into her eyes.

“My lovely Arianna. We’ve already discussed this. No one here has been free of loss or tragedy.”

“What I bring might be worse.”

“Christ, you’re trembling, my wee witch. You’re really disturbed by this?”

She nodded. He took her in his arms and she clung tightly.

“Where would you like to go then, Arianna? I love my family, but I want a life with you. I left before not knowing if I’d return. I have enough coin to journey to Ireland if you wish, for you speak of it with fondness. My grandfather owns manor houses in England if you’d like to go back?”

She shook her head. “No, as much as I adore living near the sea, I despised crossing the ocean. I had terrible visions of drowning in the cold, dark water and feared the ship would be lost at sea.”

“Was your ship lost at sea?” She saw he fought to conceal a smirk.

“You mock me!” Arianna said pulling from his arms, her temper rising.

“No, my lovely wee witch.” He gathered her to him. “I don’t mean to mock you. I simply want to lighten your fears and point out that clearly some of your visions or fears are unfounded.”

“But often they are proven true,” she whispered.

“What other options have we then?”

She shrugged uncertainly and shook her head.

“We can’t go back to the coastal villages with the Puritans so bloody intent on persecuting witches,” Darius said.

“Nor would I want to,” she agreed.

“We could go further west, but it’s mostly untamed and the natives there are less likely to accept our presence.”

“I don’t want to be the reason you leave your home or family,” Arianna forlornly said, putting her hands before her in exasperation.

“Just come see my family,” Darius urged. “Kathleen’s surely excited to finally meet you. Maybe you and I findin’ each other has turned our luck.”

She sighed and couldn’t help smiling at his contagious optimism.


Chapter Thirteen


Darius took her hand as he walked his horse. She was still deep in thought when he chuckled. She looked to see three small smiling faces staring out a window. Two boys and a girl soon burst from the cabin squealing toward them with childish liveliness. Two large black canines bounded out, too.

“Uncle Darius, we’re very happy to see you,” the girl said.

“We thought you’d gone away like before,” the older boy added.

“We mithed you,” the younger, lisped.

“I missed all of you, too,” Darius said.

Darius’s grin was bright as he picked each one up in turn and Arianna saw the evident love and affection. He tousled their hair and listened to their eager chatter, intermittently petting the dogs also rallying for his attention. He turned to Arianna.

“Sammy, Katie and Ben, this is my wife, your auntie Arianna.”

They all stared. Ben held his chubby wee arms to her. Smiling, she lifted him up and he touched her hair.

“I’m pleased to meet you,” Arianna said.

“We’re pleased to meet you, too,” Katie said.

Sammy nodded shyly and Arianna turned when she heard a sound.

“Darius, you’re back,” a tall blonde-haired woman said as she came down the steps with some difficulty for she was heavy with child.

He went to her and took her in his arms. Arianna could see the fondness the two shared.

“Kathleen, it’s good to see you,” he said, kissing her cheek.

“I’m glad you’re back.” She tousled Darius’s hair as he had the children.

“Your babe has grown in the weeks I’ve been gone,” he said patting her belly. She nodded with a weary smile.

“This is Arianna,” Darius happily said. “Arianna, Kathleen.”

“I’m glad to finally meet you,” Kathleen said.

“And I you,” Arianna said.

“I’m pleased Darius won’t be alone any longer.”

“You make it sound like I’ve been a hermit or a monk,” he jested.

“Hardly a monk,” she said playfully striking his upper arm. “But it’s time you found the right match. Samuel’s voiced his approval, Arianna…and he does have good taste!” Her smile was as warm as the embrace she pulled Arianna into. “It’ll be grand to have a sister-in-law.”

“I understood Ethan’s married. You must already have a sister-in-law?” Arianna said.

“With wee ears near we won’t discuss that bloody point of contention. As Samuel says, for Ethan and the wee girl’s sake, we must be civil, but it’s a feat, I admit.” Kathleen made a comical expression that put Arianna at ease.

“Come in, supper’s nearly ready. Samuel’s choppin’ wood; he’ll be back soon. He fed your horses and started the fires in your cabin. I gave it a quick once-over, changed the bedding in the two larger bedchambers. Arianna, won’t want to be cookin’ or cleanin’ after your journey. As newlyweds, sure you’ll have other things on your mind.”

There was no doubt Kathleen was Bessie’s daughter. Her smile, her twinkling blue eyes, her way of easily welcoming you, and speaking openly of physical love.

“You’re great with child and can’t cook for all of us. It was too much to tend to Darius’s cabin. You must be weary.”

“I don’t have time to be weary with these three bairns and I’m with child, not ailin’.”

“But you do tend to overdo it. You must allow others to help you sometimes,” Darius said smiling at Kathleen.

“I intend to. I might occasionally send the bairns to you and Arianna so I can have a wee rest.”

“Certainly, anytime,” Arianna agreed.

“Today then?” Kathleen said with a straight face, then burst out laughing. “I’ll give you some time alone.”

Samuel approached just then.

“I’m glad you made it back,” Samuel said nodding to Darius, then embracing Arianna. “Darius sent word you were poorly. I’m happy you’re feelin’ better.”

“Aye, I’m well, thank you,” she replied.

“You’re lookin’ well, too, Darius,” Samuel said and there was an exchange between the two brothers Arianna missed.

“I’m feelin’ more than well, if you must know,” Darius said with a smirk. Arianna felt her cheeks color realizing Samuel thought Darius looked well pleased.

Samuel embraced Kathleen and they shared a passionate kiss.

“Oh, yer a fine man, Samuel Wyndham. We’ll end up with a dozen bairns, for ye do light my fire.”

“They’re always like this,” Darius said to Arianna.

“I should say so and why wouldn’t we be?” Kathleen said. “We never know how long we have here. My mother bore eight children and six of them lie in the ground. We’ve seen kin and friends gone in an instant so I intend to be damn sure to make the most of my time here, wholly livin’ and doin’ the things I like best.” She grinned at her husband.

“For now, we may need to eat,” Samuel said, but Arianna thought he’d be happy to carry on.

“Ma, can we show our new auntie the kittens?” Katie asked.

“Aye, but mind their sharp claws.”

“I should assist with preparing the meal,” Arianna said.

“If you’ll keep my bairns occupied, that’ll greatly assist me.”

“I’ll come help you,” Samuel said and Kathleen nodded.

“Do you two need my help?” Darius asked with a smirk.

“Stay with your wife and keep an eye on the bairns, will you? Samuel’s help is all I need.” She winked at Darius.

They walked into the cabin and closed the door.

“They’re still mad for one another,” Darius whispered.

The children excitedly ran ahead. Ben squirmed to be put down and Darius grasped Arianna’s hand, grinned happily, and they followed the children.

“Was it true what you said back in Wyndham Village?” she asked.

“You must be a bit more specific.”

“Are you truly not able to father children?”

He shrugged. “It’s possible. I did have the condition that causes men to be unable.”

“Aye, mumps, I know of it. A physician my mother worked for spoke of it sometimes leaving men infertile, but not always even if it does affect the nether regions.”

He grimaced at that. “It certainly affected my nether regions! My bollocks looked like turnips; I feared they’d burst.”

“It sounds most unpleasant. I’ve seen it before.”

“Men’s bollocks the size of turnips?” He grinned.

“I’ve seen jowls the size of turnips.”

“That wasn’t pleasant, but preferential to the swelling down below.”

“I’ve become quite fond of your swelling down below.” She lifted her eyebrow and they laughed together.

“That swelling’s more easily remedied,” he said. The children were looking so he cleared his throat. “Well, a little later.”

“I’m not certain me bearing a child is wise anyway when these powers are passed down from mother to child.”

“I’d like to create a child with you, my wee witch,” he whispered in her ear. The tingling sensation made her want him to attempt it this instant, but the children called.

“They’re wild, Auntie,” Sammy said.

“They scratch like fiends,” Katie added.

“Your auntie has tamed a wolf so she’ll likely tame wee kittens,” Darius said.

“A wolf?” Sammy asked, but all three seemed in awe.

There was hissing and spitting from under a shed and the two large dogs raced toward the sound. Arianna held up her palm. Without a word spoken, they simply backed away and lay down nearby.

Arianna whispered, “Come to me, kittens, we’ll keep you warm, and you, Mama, rest easy for we mean your babes no harm.”

“That’s a rhyme,” Katie said.

“Aye, you can often wish for something in a rhyme.”

Soon five small balls of fur teetered out, followed by their mother, now calm and affectionate.

“Was that a spell, my wee witch?” he whispered as the children played with the felines. Darius sat and pulled Arianna onto his lap. She put her arms around his neck. As their eyes held, they kissed.

“Just a simple spell. I do miss creating spells and working magic.”

“Have you put a spell on me?” he whispered into her neck and she shivered.

“Not yet.” She widened her eyes and he laughed.

“I’m glad you’re happy, Uncle Darius,” Katie said. “You’re happy with Auntie Arianna, like Ma and Da are happy, and Grandma and Grandda.”

“Thank you, Katie. We are happy.”

“Uncle Ethan and Aunt Charlotte aren’t happy!” Sammy said.

“Ma says she’s a horrid, disgraceful, mean-spirited bitch, but we mustn’t say so to her face,” Katie said.

Arianna tried not to smile.

“Poor Rachel, to have such a ma,” Sammy said.

Darius tensed at that and when Arianna looked at him, he turned away.

“I’m certain supper must be ready,” Darius said as they heard Kathleen calling.
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Samuel, Kathleen and their children quickly made Arianna feel part of their family. They easily chatted and laughed as though they’d known each other longer. Darius doted on the children and they obviously adored him. At one time all three were on his lap as he told them a story of a whale he’d seen at sea. Arianna loved listening to him, too.

Samuel sat with his arm around Kathleen and their mutual love warmed Arianna’s heart. As they ate treats Bessie had sent, Arianna felt peaceful. But, as with any time she dared to be happy, she worried what would happen to mar that joy. Darius must have sensed her uncertainty.

“Are ye weary, my wee…woman,” he corrected. He’d become too familiar with using his fond endearment. The way it rolled off his tongue with such affection, for the first time, Arianna liked being called a witch.

“Should we be gettin’ you home?”

Darius’s Irish accent was more prominent sitting drinking ale with Samuel. He and Kathleen had delightfully thick Irish lilts.

“I’d very much like you to show me your cabin, but first I’ll do the washing up,” Arianna said.

“Ordinarily I wouldn’t think of it, but I’ll gladly accept,” Kathleen said. “My feet have been swellin’ by evenin’. Samuel, my love, would you see our bairns to their beds?”

He kissed her. “Of course, my darlin’ Kat.”

“I’ll help Samuel, and maybe tell the bairns another story,” Darius said and the children shrieked excitedly.

“I’ll wash up while you sit,” Arianna said pulling out a chair for Kathleen to place her feet on.

“Lord God, saints and angels, you’ve surely married an angel, Darius!” Kathleen said.

The children embraced their mother and hugged Arianna as well. She was touched by their acceptance. The men took them to the loft as Arianna tidied and washed up. The two women spoke as though they’d always been friends.

“You’re a godsend, Arianna. Amy and I were close and I miss her so. I feel I’ll have that with you.”

“I’ve no siblings, but always thought having a sister would be a blessing,” Arianna said.

Kathleen moaned and put her hands to the small of her back.

“Go lie down, Kathleen,” Arianna said pointing to the bed in the corner.

“Lie down? I feel bad enough you doin’ all the work.”

“You cooked the meal and cleaned Darius’s cabin. Do you want your baby boy to come early?”

“You have the gift?” Kathleen asked.

“I do,” Arianna admitted.

“I thought so, and no, I’d rather this bairn wait. I admit they’re easier to care for here.” She pointed to her round belly.

“Stay off your feet when you’re able. I’ll help with the children when I can but now, I’ll rub your feet.”

Kathleen finally agreed and went to the bed. Arianna sat beside her and pulled off Kathleen’s stockings.

“Now lie back, relax and enjoy this!” Arianna said.

“That might be similar to what Samuel said to get me in this state,” she said chortling loudly and holding her stomach.

Arianna laughed, then rubbed her feet and legs as Kathleen oohed and aahed.

“Samuel could do this.”

“That wouldn’t be wise,” Kathleen said.

“Why not?”

“That man can’t touch me without me wantin’ him. It’s been so since I was barely old enough for those thoughts. He and Ethan were soon to be off to England for schooling like Darius. I knew Samuel would meet Emma, the woman he was promised to. It broke my heart, for we were in love.

“We’d shared a few kisses, but I was just fifteen, when I assailed him with passionate kisses, tore at his garments like there was no tomorrow and we made love near this very cabin. Samuel told his father he didn’t care about school or anything if he didn’t have me. James Wyndham wasn’t thrilled, but permitted us to be married. Soon after, I discovered I carried Sammy.”

“You were young to be a mother.”

“Aye, I’m only twenty-two now, and I’ve three bairns and another soon enough. I’ve not regretted one day with my Samuel. He wouldn’t have been content married to Emma. It certainly didn’t turn out well for Ethan. Sure no one could be happy with that connivin’ wench. I shouldn’t paint such a lovely picture of Charlotte, but you’ll find out soon enough.

“Darius and Liza certainly weren’t a match made in heaven either. Some can be happy in an arranged marriage, but I think it’s rare.”

“Tell me about Liza,” Arianna quietly said.

Kathleen wore a far-off look. “Poor Liza. She wasn’t spawn of the devil like Charlotte, nor haughty as the other sister, Emma, who thinks the sun shines out her arse. Emma’s husband, George, is an arrogant bastard, too. A good pair they are, but don’t mention George to Darius. He has a mighty hatred for the man.”

“Do they live in the colonies?”

“Aye, Emma and George moved from England. He’s some captain or the like and he’s apparently to oversee a fort. I’m hopin’ it’s nowhere near here. George is unlikeable, but somethin’ happened when he and Darius sailed together. I think of Darius as a brother since he was so close to my brother Daniel. I can speak to him about most anythin’ but I won’t mention George Alcott.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Arianna said. “What of Liza?”

“She was quiet, morbidly sad to be truthful. She didn’t want to leave England, was frightened of wild animals, terrified of the natives. After the raid when many were killed, she was considerably worse and mostly stayed in the cabin. Then Liza became dreadfully ill when she carried their child. She seemed afraid of men although Darius was always kind to her. He’ll be a grand husband to you. It’s plain he cares for you.”

“Speakin’ of me, are you?” Darius asked as he and Samuel poked their heads around the bed curtains.

“Aye, I filled Arianna in on a few secrets,” Kathleen jested. Darius smiled but Arianna noticed his unease.

“Kathleen, I love you like a sister, but…”

“Sure Arianna knows you’ve had your share of women. You’re tall and strong, not hard to look at. With that smile and those enchantin’ blue eyes women are happy to…”

“Do you think maybe this conversation could wait till the second time you meet my wife?” Darius interrupted.

“Women like my very handsome Samuel, too, but one warning look from me and they wisely stay away. I’d suggest you develop a look, Arianna.”

“I’m not certain I’ll require a look,” Arianna said waggling her finger at Darius.

“I’m takin’ my wife home now and I tell you plain, we’ll be more than lookin’.”

“I should hope so! It’ll take you some time to complete the tradition of couplin’ in every room of your home!” Kathleen laughed and Samuel grinned. Darius lifted Arianna into his arms.

“It was lovely to meet you; thank you for supper,” Arianna said as Darius whisked her out and thoroughly kissed her as soon as they closed the door.

“My God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered in her ear. “Let’s go home, my wee witch!”

Home, she liked the sound of that, for she couldn’t recall the last time she thought of any place as home.


Chapter Fourteen


They passed a few more cabins, all made of heavy timber construction, one or two levels, but mostly humble. They rode for a time seeing no other cabins. When Arianna heard the sound of a running stream, they rounded a bluff of willows and Arianna saw several buildings. Horses poked their heads out of a stable surely as big as some of the cabins they’d passed. The animals whinnied excitedly in seeing Darius. King trotted inside and happily nudged a mare.

“Queen?” Arianna asked.

Darius grinned. “Aye. I’m predictable, I suppose.”

“I didn’t know there’d be so many buildings,” she said.

“Darius dismounted and lifted her off. He removed King’s saddle and bridle, brushed him and filled his trough with hay, then fed the others, too.

“Princess, Duke, and Duchess,” he said pointing. She petted them all then laid her head against a black horse she was immediately drawn to.

“I thought you’d like her. She’s called Spirit. She was wild, just showed up here. I suppose there’s a few things we haven’t discussed about this place,” he said.

Through the doorway, Arianna saw a barn, a henhouse, some enclosed pens and another large building but when she looked beyond, her breath caught in her throat.

“You didn’t tell me of this!” she stated as they left the stable.

“The cabin?” he asked.

“I’d hardly refer to it as a cabin,” she said. “If it was made of stone, I’d call it a castle.”

“I’ve added to my family’s original cabin. I probably didn’t tell you I’m a carpenter.”

“You didn’t,” she said. He led her to the large building and slid open the doors. Inside were numerous items created of wood, from cradles to coffins and everything else one might need in between.

“My workshop,” he said. “There’s a lot of trees here. When I’m unsettled, it helps to keep my hands busy. That’s what happened with the cabin. After my mother died and then Father and Daniel, when we got back from searchin’ for Amy, I just kept building. When Liza carried our child, I hoped there’d be others so I added another extension.”

He closed the doors and they walked hand in hand to the cabin. “I suppose it is rather large.”

“Rather,” she said. “No wonder you wanted a wife to help you.”

“Millie, a neighbor woman, cleaned for a while…but we don’t actually need to use the entire cabin. I could close off the upstairs chambers.”

“I’m jesting, Darius. I’m not afraid of hard work and I’m certain your cabin is lovely.”

“Our cabin,” he said.

Arianna stared at the huge log cabin. It was two and a half stories high with many large windows and a wonderful wrap-around covered veranda. They walked up the steps and Darius took a key and opened the door.

“You lock the doors?” she asked, surprised.

“A few clever bears discovered how to open doors,” he said.

“Bears?” she fearfully said. She’d never encountered a bear.

“A time or two a curious native or weary stranger has been found inside. Locking doors ensures no surprises.”

He opened the door, lifted her in his arms and carried her inside.

She’d known it would be large, but when she glanced around, she was in awe. It wasn’t only enormous; it was unexpectedly magnificent. The immense field-stone hearth took up an entire wall; embers glowed welcomingly. The grand staircase split in two leading to the second and third levels.

Darius set her down. Staring up at the tall ceiling, she nearly lost her balance but he caught her in his arms. She felt suddenly out of place. Their marriage had been unplanned but remaining married had probably been foolish. Her stomach churned and uncertainty plagued her mind.

“You must say somethin’, my wee witch,” he finally said.

“Are you uncommonly wealthy?” she asked.

“Would that disturb you?”

“A little,” she admitted. “It would make me feel unfit being paired with you.”

“It’s my grandfather’s wealth. He sends his grandsons coin from his many lucrative businesses. It’s said the witch he saved from the stake decades ago blessed him with wealth.”

“Samuel’s cabin is modest in comparison.”

“Samuel isn’t a carpenter, for he runs the mill and he saves much of his coin to ensure the bairns are cared for. I’ve offered to build them a larger cabin or add an extension, but Kathleen prefers the coziness of their cabin for now.”

He looked into her eyes and she bit her lip.

“All the coin in the world doesn’t ensure happiness, Arianna. You have no notion how you’ve already enriched my life in the short time we’ve been together.”

She smiled and he held her close, easing her fretfulness.

“Your cabin’s remarkable, Darius. I’ve never seen such a grand home.”

“It truly wasn’t my intention to make it grand. As I said, I only wanted to keep busy.”

Arianna went to the staircase and ran her fingers over the smooth wooden banister, examining his praiseworthy craftsmanship.

“Oak?”

He nodded.

“You possess a rare talent.”

“Do you want to see the kitchen first or the bedchambers?” he asked, perhaps uncomfortable with her praise. “There’s a large bedchamber here and another even bigger upstairs. Kathleen said she’s made up both beds. I’ll let you choose which will be ours.”

Arianna’s eyes went to a door on the main level, for a female spirit appeared. She had dark hair, large eyes and was clearly with child. Arianna knew it was Darius’s first wife, Liza. She stood by the door, not blocking it as an angry, restless spirit might, but clearly informing Arianna that was her chamber.

“I’m eager to see the kitchen and I’d prefer the upstairs chamber for us,” Arianna quickly replied.

Darius looked at her, probably questioning her certainty.

“How could I not want to grace this amazing staircase as often as possible?”

He grinned and went to her. She touched his dimpled cheek, now covered with sensually appealing stubble.

“There’s a bathing vessel up and down, too. It’s a bit more challenging to carry water to the one upstairs.”

“I’m certain we won’t need to carry water.” She glanced at the fire poker, raised her hand and lifted it without going near.

He grinned. “We’ll be happy here, Arianna. I know it.”

“Because I can move objects without touching them?”

“Because I’m so in love with you,” he said.

Arianna smiled as he took her in his arms, then closed her eyes to prevent seeing the sorrowful spirit. When she opened them she saw her walk through the wall.
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The upper bedchamber was huge. There were two hearths, two immense wardrobes, a settee, a table with two chairs, a window seat and two bedside tables. The bed was considerably larger than any she’d ever seen. The four bedposts were intricately carved with detailed designs, some Celtic, which pleased her.

“I like a large bed and most aren’t long enough for me,” he explained. “Same with the bath.”

“It’s incredibly large,” she admitted as she stared at the elongated basin in the corner near one of the hearths.

“Two hearths?” she asked.

“Winters are cold here and it’s a massive room.”

There were four windows with shutters drawn, but two others boasted lovely leaded glass panes, which were uncommon. She looked out to see the sunset bathing the entire chamber in a magical pink glow. She glanced at the other side of the room to see its equal.

“Aye, you can see the sun rise just as clearly,” he said.

“I adore sunrises and sunsets,” she whispered. She looked out at the picturesque crystal-clear lake, saw the winding stream and imagined the water lulling her to sleep. She sighed and closed her eyes, and tears rolled down her cheeks.

“What is it, Arianna? Is it overwhelming? There’s an empty cabin nearby if you’d prefer? Sure I’d be willin’ to stay there till I can build another more to your liking. I just want you to be happy, my wee witch…for us to be happy.”

She realized he was serious and wholly committed to her. He held her, wiped her tears, then softly kissed her eyelids. She smiled at his considerate nature.

“Of course I want to stay with you in your beautiful home, but don’t you see, Darius? I’m afraid it’s all too perfect. I expect to wake up locked in the pillory, maybe hiding from witchfinders or in the brothel, always making certain men don’t see me.

“This beautiful cabin and lovely location with no worry of where I’ll sleep or when I’ll eat. Your wonderful family, your acceptance of my abilities and most importantly…your love. I’m not sure I should permit myself to believe it’s true.”

“It’s true, Arianna. I admit havin’ you as my wife, seems to be too good to be true, as well. I have my own doubts it could be so perfect. But we deserve happiness, don’t you think, my lovely wee witch?”

“Aye,” she admitted and their lips met.

“Let’s bathe together,” he said. “The stream’s below the window. You can show me more of your magic.”

“Aren’t you concerned someone might see?”

“Our cabin’s well distanced from the others and surrounded by trees. It must be difficult keeping your abilities hidden. Here in our cabin, you needn’t ever conceal your magic.”

She couldn’t imagine simply employing her magic at will. She’d almost always hidden it or been discouraged from revealing her abilities. Darius opened the shutters. Arianna glanced at the buckets and the stream. With a few motions, she saw them filled and sailing up where he aptly caught them.

“I’m goin’ to like bein’ married to a witch!” he said with a grin. “Now if we can find a way to heat the bath more quickly.”

She placed her fingers in the water and whispered. His eyes grew wider as the water bubbled and he happily poured it in the tub.
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After making love in the bath and later in their exceptionally comfortable bed, Arianna lay in his arms, her head on his chest, listening to his strong, steady heartbeat.

“Aren’t you weary, Arianna?” His voice startled her, for she’d thought he was asleep.

“I’m reveling in this, being loved and protected in your arms. I suppose I really am afraid to go to sleep, in case I should wake up to find it’s not real.”

“I’m sorry you’ve faced such adversity you’re hesitant to believe you can be safe and happy.” His arms tightened round her and she touched his broad chest.

“I was happy as a child in Ireland. Mama and I lived alone in a little cottage by the sea. That’s also the last time I remember feeling safe,” she wearily said.

“Sleep, my lovely Arianna. If you wake up frightened, I promise I’ll be right here to chase away your fears. Just close your eyes,” he softly said, kissing her head and caressing her hair. “I love you,” he whispered, and she contentedly sighed.
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Arianna smiled as their eyes met when he entered the kitchen back from tending the horses. He came to her and they shared a deep, all-encompassing kiss.

“You slept well again,” he said.

“I slept straight through for the second night and awoke in your arms. I don’t recall ever sleeping so peacefully.”

“I’m glad,” he said as he looked into her eyes and she caught the now recognizable desire.

“You may come to regret tellin’ me I can love you whenever I want,” he said as he promptly lifted her upon the long, wooden table, leaned against her and kissed her again.

“Never!” She put her arms around his neck. “But you must tell me what it would be referred to when it doesn’t occur within a bed,” she said as his hands roved her body and he looked uncertain. “It’s often referred to as being bedded. Would this be called being tabled?” she asked and he chuckled.

“Perhaps.”

“If you want warm food, the lovin’ might have to wait.”

“I’ll be satisfied with cold food, if I can love my very warm wife,” he said. “Samuel or Kathleen must have left the food, for stores here were low. I admit, I’m not much of a cook and Kathleen always expected I’d eat with them, which was so much better than eatin’ alone.”

“When I went down to the cellar’s cold chamber yesterday, I found the salted pork, eggs, butter, flour and sugar. Together with the abundant apple trees out back and the vegetables in the garden, I’m admittedly excited with all the meals I can create.”

“You’ve been explorin’?” he said as he leaned closer and kissed her neck.

“Aye,” she said. “Yesterday we did spend most of the day in our bed.”

“We did,” he said, moaning with his lips on her skin. “And what did you think?”

“Of the exploring or spending time in our bed?” she asked.

“Either,” he said as he unfastened her gown’s laces.

“I can’t think just now,” she admitted as he kissed her cleavage, pulled up her gown and she hurriedly untied his breeches.
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He moved his chair closer to hers as they sat together eating and talking.

“Mama would say you’re wearin’ a shite-eatin’ grin!” she said as she laughed.

“How could I not? I’ve never felt this happy, Arianna,” he said as he took her hand in his. “I have a woman I love deeply, who also loves me. We can speak together with ease. She’s beautiful, kind, affectionate, amusing, appears to like spending time in our bed with me, and to top it off, I discover she’s a damn fine cook. How could I not be feelin’ exceedingly lucky?”

“I feel very lucky, too. With ample food, a lovely home and my husband willing to protect me even knowing I’m a witch, besides being uncommonly handsome and unquestionably virile. I’m blissful, Darius.”

“I never expected to find love,” he said. “When I was younger I was smitten with a woman, maybe even believed I loved her. But, like me, she was promised to another. Through the years, I admit I’ve been with my share of women, but I’ve never loved anyone with a trace of what I feel for you.”

“Then I’m honored,” Arianna said. “I love you, too, Darius. You’re aware I’ve not been with another nor have I wanted to before you.”

“Not even Jean-Claude?”

“Since you’re being candid, I’ll admit he kissed me a couple of times. Women seemed wildly attracted to him, but his kisses certainly didn’t make me want him to bed me. Not as one look from you can do.”

He touched her hair near her cheek and gently caressed the brand on her neck. There was always regret in his eyes when he did so.

“I need to keep that covered, for every time you look at it, I see your guilt. I’m alive only because of you. I have a home and happy life because of you. Remember that.”

“I found a ribbon for you,” he said. He went to the next room and came back with a pretty pink ribbon.

“It was Amy’s. There are others, too. I’m sure she’d like you to have them.”

She saw the emotion in his eyes when he spoke of his sister, but guilt and regret as well.

“Amy hasn’t come to me as a spirit,” Arianna said.

“Do you think she would, even if she didn’t die here?”

“Spirits often return to their home. Although she might be with Daniel since they were betrothed.”

“You do see spirits?”

“Aye,” she said, unsure if she should tell him Liza’s spirit remained in the cabin.

“I believe I’ve seen your father by the apple trees and your mother staring out at the lake.”

“Father planted most of those trees and Ma loved the lake,” Darius said as he stood up and turned away, which she’d come to understand meant he didn’t want to speak further on a subject. But Arianna wanted to console him.

“Your mother’s ever smiling. I haven’t spoken to her yet, for I usually wait to see if spirits speak with me. If you’d like me to ask or tell them something, I will.”

“Maybe one day,” he said.

It often took people time to accept their loved ones’ spirits were near, no matter how comforting it might be.

“We were speaking of cooking,” she changed the subject.

“Did you learn to cook at the brothel for you create delicious meals with few items?” He sat down again, clearly relieved she’d stopped speaking of spirits.

“I learned from Mama, and I do like to cook.”

“Another stroke of luck for me,” he said. “Do you somehow place magic in your cooking or…when we’re making love?” he asked, apparently most serious.

“I suppose it isn’t always possible to separate me from my magic, but it isn’t with intent. Do you purposely exude sensuality, Darius Wyndham, or does the steaminess simply smolder from you naturally?”

He blushed hard at that and she giggled.

“You enjoy being able to unsettle me, don’t you?”

“I find it amusing that I can.”

He didn’t reply but only smiled and they quietly ate.

“I’d like to go to the stream and lakeshore to collect herbs for creating remedies before winter when plants aren’t available.”

“You’ll need a chamber then. If you’ve looked through the cabin you’ll know there’s three on the main floor, and two upstairs, besides our own. The top-level is one large room mostly filled with Amy’s and Ma’s things. Each of the chambers has a hearth. Choose whichever one you fancy.”

“The small one next to your wife’s chambers will do nicely for creating my remedies.”

“You’re my wife, Arianna,” he assured her. “I’d ask how you know which were Liza’s chambers and why you refer to them as only hers, but I suspect your abilities tell you more than I might be comfortable with you knowing.”

“I sense you didn’t share her chambers…often.”

“No,” he said, stood again and cleared his throat. “I’ll see to gettin’ some more chickens from Grandmother MacDonald soon.”

“You have a grandmother here?” she asked but recalled his brothers mentioning a grandmother the day she met them.

“She’s not actually my grandmother, certainly not grandmotherly. She’s an old woman most think of as a witch. I’ve known her my whole life so she’s maybe only a little frightening to me,” he said with a laugh. “She raises fine chickens.”

“I’d like to meet her,” Arianna said.

“Aye. You’ll meet her and the others. I suspect the women here will all want to get to know you. They take turns holdin’ a ladies’ get-together every couple of months, although Kathleen often complains bitterly about them. It’ll be up to you if want to attend. You’ll not be made to do anything you don’t want.”

“Thank you,” she appreciatively said.

“Samuel and I’ll need to go to Wickshire soon to purchase some hogs and sheep, maybe a milking cow or two. We’ll be gone a couple of days, but you could stay with Kathleen if you’d rather not be alone.”

She wanted to perhaps tell him she wouldn’t be alone, for the spirit of his first wife was even now standing in the doorway, but she didn’t.

“I don’t mind staying alone.”

“I don’t like goin’ away when we’ve just arrived, but soon Samuel won’t want to leave Kathleen as her time draws near.”

She nodded her agreement.

“Now, I should ready the barn for the animals. There’s surely bottles in the cellar for your remedies. Take what you need; whatever you find is yours,” he said. “You’re welcome to look through Amy’s and Ma’s things. As I said, I believe Amy would like you have them and Ma…well I suppose you can ask her?” he said with an uncertain expression.

As she gazed at him she felt her love growing. In truth, she thought her heart might burst with joy.

“I’ll see you later then,” she said as he started for the door, but then came back and kissed her again.

“Have I told you how beautiful you are?” he said touching her bound hair.

“Not today, Mr. Wyndham,” she replied.

“That’ll never do. You are very beautiful, Mrs. Wyndham. Have I told you how much I love you, then?”

“That you did tell me,” she whispered as he untied her hair and the curls fell down her back. “I love you, too.”

“Have I told you every time I look at you, I love and want you more?”

“No, but we’re truly well matched, for I feel the same, Darius.”

“By God, I want to love you again. I can’t keep my hands off you. What power do you have over me, Arianna?” His eyes were serious now.

“It’s only love,” she whispered and they kissed again.

“We could spend the day in our bed again. It is our honeymoon after all,” he said.

“If you must ready the barn, sure we can wait till tonight.”

“I’ll look forward to it all day then. Stay near the edge of the woods, Arianna. The forest’s thick with many dangers, even for a witch,” he whispered and his breath on her ear made her tremble with desire. She nearly urged him to stay.

“Aye,” she said.

He stepped outside but then looked back at her.

“Am I imagining things or are the colors richer…more vibrant? The grass, the trees and the flowers,” he said.

“People sometimes say everything’s more beautiful when you’re in love,” she suggested.

“Perhaps, but it’s as if everything sparkles and glows. It’s most unusual. I noticed it a bit at Patrick and Bessie’s but it’s more evident here.”

Arianna smiled knowingly and he looked at her in question.

“I’ve drawn you into my magic,” she said. “When I’m happy that’s how my magic makes everything appear. I didn’t know I could make someone else see it.”

“I like being drawn into your magic,” he said, taking her in his arms again.

“I like drawing you in,” she replied, pressing her breasts against him and squeezing his firm, impressive arse.

“Are we still speakin’ of magic?” he huskily asked.

“Perhaps not.”

“By Christ, let’s just go back to our bed.” He lifted her into his arms and carried her inside.


Chapter Fifteen


Arianna located several bottles, found a basket for collecting plants and set off. She inhaled the brisk autumn air and reveled in the natural beauty and serenity of this location. While the sun shone near the forest’s edge, she went there first.

She was fighting with a particularly stubborn lobelia root when a shadow blocked the sun. She turned to look up at a tall, stunningly beautiful woman. She had bronze skin, high cheekbones and waist-length, pitch-black hair. One side was braided with a feather in it. Her legs were long and shapely and she wore a light brown deer-hide knee-length tunic and boots. The woman, carrying a bow and knife, stared hard at Arianna but didn’t speak.

“I’m Arianna.” Her voice trembled a little as she extended her hand.

The woman nodded with a serious expression but didn’t accept her hand. She stared at Arianna’s hair, then turned and went back into the forest.

“Aren’t you a friendly sort?” Arianna whispered.

She continued what she was doing and was startled when the woman approached again. She passed her a handful of plants and Arianna smiled.

“Thank you,” she said.

She grumbled unpleasantly then spoke in a language Arianna didn’t understand. She remained looking at Arianna and the awkward silence grew.

“I’m Darius Wyndham’s wife,” she said.

“I know who you are.” She surprised Arianna by speaking in English but in a decidedly unfriendly tone.

Arianna gathered her plants, but left the ones the woman had given her and began walking away.

“Take them,” she said. “Burn the wild sage.”

Arianna decided not to be rude despite the fact she seemed very unwelcoming. She turned to see her holding them out to her again.

“Burn sage to keep away evil.”

“I’m well aware of the benefits of burning sage for protection,” Arianna replied.

“Evil will follow you,” the woman said.

“Thank you for the warning,” Arianna said. She began walking away again and the woman spoke in her own language.

“Clearly you can speak English and your rudeness is most annoying.”

The beautiful woman’s lips curved slightly at that. “You’re Hair of Blood-fire.”

“How very complimentary,” Arianna replied.

“Hair of Blood-fire will bring the darkness,” she said and Arianna stared at her.

“No wonder you aren’t eager to see me if that’s what you believe,” she said more to herself. “What’s your name?”

“You needn’t know. Just protect him and the others, your kind and mine.”

Disturbed by her unsettling words, Arianna started toward the cabin, her mind a flurry of unpleasant thoughts. She hurried inside, wanting to weep, only to find another woman standing there in the kitchen. She wore an expression less friendly than the native woman. She was petite and pretty, with light brown eyes and dark hair fashioned elegantly.

“Who are you and why are you here?” Arianna asked, taken off guard by her presence.

“I’m here to get some items that belong to me.”

“You come and go as you please in Darius’s home?” Arianna asked.

“I’ll secure my sister’s possessions before you claim them. I can’t believe Darius foolishly married a stranger who could be a thief or murderer.”

“You must be Charlotte?” Arianna said, her hackles rising.

She nodded and cast a look of unmistakable perceived superiority. “I’ll get what I’ve come for.”

Liza’s spirit stood by her chambers, now clearly blocking the entrance. Wearing a displeased expression, the specter shook her head.

“Why haven’t you already taken your sister’s belongings?”

“Darius hasn’t touched anything in Liza’s room.”

“How do you know that? Do you come here often?”

“I’ve been here a few times,” she said, her eyes suggestive and her smile unpleasant.

“I’m not sure Liza would want you to take her things,” Arianna said.

“She sure as hell wouldn’t want some vagrant Irish woman to have them. I don’t know what Darius was thinking. Clearly he wasn’t, not with his head.”

“You’ll need to speak with Darius regarding Liza’s belongings. Now, I’d like you to go.”

“I’ll always consider this my sister’s home. I attended her when she was ill. I don’t suppose Darius told you how she died?” Charlotte said.

Arianna was filled with unease and not sure she wanted to hear.

“I doubt he’d mention some believe he may have pushed Liza in the river.”

“That’s a horrid thing to say!” Arianna said. “Darius is an honorable, chivalrous man. He’d never harm a woman.”

“Do you really believe you know him? I heard he rescued you from the Puritans, likely so he’d have someone to clean this absurdly large cabin and cook for him so he doesn’t need to take his meals at Kathleen’s home and listen to her noisy, obnoxious little hellions.

“He wanted you in his bed, too, I’ll warrant for he’s never long without a woman. That hardly makes him chivalrous, and certainly doesn’t ensure he didn’t want to be rid of my poor, despairing sister and the child that would surely have been as sickly and pitiful as her.”

“Get out of here at once!” Arianna ordered pointing to the door, attempting to keep her powers from harming the spiteful woman. Although the sanctimonious smile upon her pinched face made Arianna long to hurt her.

When pots and pans hanging on the kitchen wall began to clatter and move, then fly toward and narrowly miss Charlotte, Arianna was stunned for she hadn’t used her magic. She noticed Liza’s spirit smiling as she stared at Charlotte’s frightened expression. The spirit had obviously nearly harmed her own sister.

“Ethan said people believed you’re a witch. Perhaps I’ll inform the Puritans you tried to hurt me. They could punish you when Darius isn’t there to save you.”

“Perhaps you should be more concerned for your own safety and determine whether anyone would be willing to save you. From what I’ve heard, it’s unlikely,” Arianna retorted.

“You threaten and insult me as well as try to harm me. You’ll see how unwise it is to cross me, you bloody Irish wench! Believe me, I can make your life wretched!”

Arianna held the door open and glowered at Charlotte. The woman huffed aloud, but finally left and Arianna slammed the door behind her.

Now Arianna’s tears fell unrestrainedly. A beautiful native woman, whom she was nearly certain cared for Darius, thought Arianna would bring ill luck and darkness to Darius and the settlement. Arianna had a heartless sister-in-law who was not only spiteful, but likely dangerous, and the spirit of her husband’s dead wife was evidently able to harm her if she wished.

Arianna had worried everything seemed too perfect; clearly she’d been correct. She couldn’t believe Darius would harm anyone, certainly not his wife who carried his child. True, he avoided talking about it, but if she’d died suspiciously, who could blame him?

Startled by voices, Arianna looked out the window and saw Darius and Charlotte clearly arguing. She couldn’t hear what was being said, but Arianna admitted it looked like a lover’s quarrel. Liza’s spirit stared at them with a contemptuous expression.

Arianna sighed, and hastened to their bedchamber. Staring out the window at the river, she was overcome with a disturbing vision, but was finally pulled from the vivid image on hearing Darius calling. When she didn’t reply, he went back outside.

“He doesn’t like a silent woman,” Liza’s spirit said, appearing at the door.

“Are you insinuating Darius might harm me?”

Liza shook her head. “No, he’s protective of women and he obviously cares for you.”

“Did you fall in the river, Liza? Did you do it with intent or did someone push you? I’ve experienced a vision of your lifeless body in the water. Apparently your vindictive sister spoke some truth amongst her unsettling lies.”

“I truly can’t remember,” the spirit admitted. “I recall standing on the river’s edge; the rushing water made me dizzy. I was weary of feeling ill and remember thinking it might be better if I died. Better for my husband; better for the child than having a mother terrified of everything. Charlotte said the baby might be born with a nervous, fretful disposition like me. I feared that might be true, but that’s all I recall.”

“You appear angrier with your sister than Darius. I doubt you believe he harmed you.”

“I’ve seen him enraged a time or two, but never at me—although most men wouldn’t have abided the state of our marriage. He’s a good man. I don’t believe Darius would have harmed me even if I hadn’t carried his child.”

“And your sister?”

“I’d like to say she wouldn’t, but I’m not confident and if that’s so, you might be in danger as well.”
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“You’re quiet, Arianna,” Darius said, “and you’ve barely touched your food. Has something upset you?”

She nodded, set down her fork and looked intently at him. She didn’t want to confront this, but knew she must.

“We need to speak of something you’ll probably not care to discuss. When we do…I fear things might change between us.”

He appeared distressed at that. His eyebrows knit in a frown, but he nodded. “Best we don’t prolong it then.”

“I want to know about you and Liza and how she died,” Arianna said.

His shoulders sagged slightly. He took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled.

“You told me Liza died when she carried your child; I presumed it was because of the pregnancy.”

“I didn’t intentionally deceive you, but I suppose I preferred you to believe that. She’d been ill for some time with the morbid stomach and a sadness even deeper than usual for Liza. She took to her bed for months.”

“Yet she met a violent death?” Arianna asked.

“I’m not certain it was violent, but it was tragic. I found her body caught amongst fallen trees near the river’s bend. I don’t know if she purposely did it or fell in. I try not to consider someone might have pushed her. I wouldn’t have believed she had the strength or desire to walk to the river.”

“I’m sorry, Darius. It must have been very difficult for you.”

He nodded. “Although our marriage wasn’t happy, I would never have wanted Liza harmed in any way and I hoped the bairn might actually bring us closer. I was sorrowful and finding her like that…” His voice broke. “How did you learn of it?”

“I experienced a vision, but also had an unpleasant encounter with her sister. I found her inside the cabin when I returned from collecting herbs. She seemed…rather at home.”

He eyed her curiously. “She spent time here when Liza was failing, but I’ve never made Charlotte believe she’s welcome now.”

Arianna placed her elbows on the table, entwined her fingers and rested her chin on them.

“You’re keeping something from me, Darius. I’d prefer you tell me the whole truth.”

He stood and pulled his hand through his thick curls, then turned away. When he looked back, his eyes were tormented.

“You’re correct. If I tell you, things might be different… You’ll think less of me.”

“Secrets will only come between us,” she said, swallowing hard, uncertain she wanted to know the truths he’d reveal.

He sat back down and placed his hands on his muscular thighs, possibly to steady himself, for he was obviously apprehensive.

“Liza and I shared no affection and only married to please our fathers. On our wedding night when I tried to hold her, she became almost frantic. I thought she was nervous about the bedding or the upcoming journey to the colonies. Yet after we arrived here, she seemed no more eager. We’d been wed for months and never consummated the marriage.

“She slept on the edge of the bed, clearly worried I might touch her. I attempted to kiss her once; she wasn’t just unwilling, but afraid. I tried to talk about it, but she refused. I began sleeping elsewhere; I couldn’t force physical intimacy simply because we were wed. In my eyes that would have been rape.”

“That was honorable of you Darius. Most men would have insisted. That must have been unpleasant…for both of you,” Arianna said.

He shrugged. “It certainly wasn’t what I thought marriage would be. We’d been wed likely half a year when out of the blue, she shocked the hell out of me, saying she wanted a child. She’d never spoken of children, but in truth, we rarely spoke.

“The night she decided it was time, she finally revealed she’d been violated. I asked her to name him; she refused. She admitted she loathed the thought of a man’s touch, but said she’d endure the ordeal to bear a child. She closed her eyes, visibly shuddered and told me to see it done.”

“How dreadful for both of you,” Arianna tearfully said.

“I wasn’t eager to repeat it, but when she asked again, I did. I thought I’d show her not all men were cruel, but she wanted no affection, only what was required. When she told me she was with child, even that didn’t bring her joy and before long she had a wretched stomach, couldn’t keep food down.

“She became weaker, more despondent. Charlotte and Kathleen attended to her but even Chenoa’s remedies did nothing. I couldn’t believe anyone could live consuming such meager amounts of food and spewing so violently, yet it carried on for months and her belly grew.”

Arianna wasn’t sure she wanted him to go on, but he inhaled and looked away as he continued.

“I kept busy building the cabin and stayed away otherwise, believing Liza didn’t want me near. Kathleen and Charlotte continued caring for her and cooked the meals. One evening Charlotte asked to speak to me regarding Liza and…we did more than speak,” he admitted, staring at the floor. “She embraced me. I believed she wanted comfort but when she became passionate, I didn’t resist.” He shook his head remorsefully.

“Men do have powerful desires and everyone craves affection and human touch,” Arianna said. “A good many who frequented the brothel were married men who didn’t receive what they needed in their marriage beds.”

“Charlotte wasn’t only my wife’s sister…but also my brother’s wife!” Darius said, clearly still disgusted with himself.

“Obviously, it was wrong to be with her, but I see guilt still plagues you because of the indiscretion.”

“Aye, it was reprehensible and I don’t know why I let it happen. Only weeks later, Liza died. I wondered if maybe she’d seen Charlotte and me together, if that led her to take her life or if it even mattered when she didn’t want me.”

“Were you and Charlotte together only once?”

“No,” he admitted. “I despised myself each time, but I didn’t turn her away.”

“But she came to you?”

“That doesn’t make me less guilty or answerable,” Darius said. “Charlotte wanted it to continue after Liza died, but guilty and heartsick for Liza and our bairn, I refused. The day after we buried Liza, I left and stayed away three years.”

“Thank you for telling me the truth, Darius; I’m relieved I heard it from you,” Arianna admitted.

“There’s more,” he said looking away, yet again. “It’s possible…Christ, it’s maybe even probable, Charlotte’s child is mine.”

“What makes you believe so?” Arianna asked.

“When I returned, Charlotte told me she’d been with both Ethan and me around the time she conceived, but she believes Rachel’s mine. When you see her, you’ll understand, although I know there can be strong resemblances within families. Maybe she’s only my niece; I don’t feel more for her more than Samuel’s bairns. Do you think I’d sense a connection if I’d fathered Rachel?”

“I don’t know that you would, Darius,” she said.

She stood. He stepped toward her, but she put her hand up to discourage his embrace and walked to the door. “I need time to allow all this to resonate.”

“Aye, I expect you do,” he said, sounding concerned.

About to go out, Arianna jumped when someone knocked. She certainly hoped it wasn’t Charlotte. Opening the door, she was relieved to see Samuel. He held Ben in his arms; his other children with him, too.

“I was wonderin’ if I could leave the bairns with you for the afternoon? Kat’s needin’ some peace.”

“Of course. Is she ailing?” Arianna said.

“She’ll surely be well enough with some quietude. If you’re certain I can leave the children; is this not a good time?”

He likely noted their serious expressions.

“Your children are always welcome,” Arianna said. “Let them stay for supper, too, so Kathleen can rest longer.”

“Can Rachel play here with us, Auntie?” Katie asked pointing behind Samuel. A curly blonde-haired girl stepped out and looked up at Arianna with her very blue eyes and one adorable dimple and Arianna’s heart constricted.

“Certainly. It’s nice to meet you, Rachel,” Arianna managed. “Come in, everyone. I have some apple treats.”

The four children hurried inside and Samuel waved and smiled appreciatively. Arianna closed the door and turned to see Darius staring at her uncertainly.

“I’m sorry,” he mouthed.

“Would you fetch the apple drink I made yesterday?”

“Aye, I’ll do that,” Darius said.


Chapter Sixteen


Emotionally exhausted, Arianna readied herself for bed, then slumped to the settee in their bedchamber. The children stayed late and Darius was now returning them to their homes. The afternoon and evening spent feeding and minding four active children left little time to dwell on their earlier discussion, which was perhaps best.

She heard Darius’s trudging footsteps on the stairs. He stood in the doorway and warily glanced at her.

“Am I welcome here?” he asked.

“It’s your bedchamber, too.”

“That’s not what I asked, Arianna. If you like, I’ll sleep elsewhere.”

She shook her head. “Come sit with me.”

He appeared dubious, but stepped inside.

“We do need to talk,” she said.

“I thought maybe we’d done enough talkin’ earlier.”

“There’s many things we don’t know about each other. Before we share a bed…even to sleep, we must clear the air.”

“You’re wise for being young,” he said. He wearily sat opposite her, untied his plait and shook it loose.

She turned away, for the undeniable attraction made her want to share primal, torrid coupling to take her mind off all she’d learned today.

“I’m nineteen,” she said. “I don’t even know your age.”

“I’m twenty-seven,” he replied.

Both silent again, Arianna searched for something benign to discuss.

“Tell me of your time at sea.”

He shrugged. “After Liza’s death, I stayed with my grandfather in England but being idle left too much time to think. I signed up and sailed on a naval ship. After some unpleasantness between one of the officers and myself, I joined the crew of a merchant ship.”

“Do you want to speak of the unpleasant circumstances?”

“Not today, if it’s all the same to you.”

She nodded. “You also went to England to be educated.”

“Aye, I was schooled at Oxford. My grandfather insisted his grandsons receive formal education and my parents wanted us to have options. Ethan and Michael went for a couple of years; Samuel got married instead. I stayed for five years.”

“That’s when you met Liza?”

He nodded. As Arianna’s thoughts went to Charlotte, she became infuriated. It was bad enough she’d treated her as though Arianna was markedly inferior. To know she hungered for Darius, and they’d shared intimacies, was extremely difficult. But to intuitively realize she’d borne his child, when that might be something she and Darius could never experience together, greatly displeased Arianna. She took a deep breath, trying not to dwell on it.

“Did your mother teach you to read and do spells?” Darius asked, apparently noticing her unsettled expression.

“Mama wasn’t keen on magic, certainly not witchcraft with spells. I learned spell-casting from my aunt. Mama taught me to read and write. When we moved to England, she worked for Dr. Langley who had an extensive library. I was enraptured, for when my chores were finished I was permitted to read as much as I liked.”

“Dr. Stephen Langley?” Darius asked.

“Aye.”

“He taught me Latin at Oxford.”

“I went there a few times to deliver his midday meal.”

“To Oxford? I wouldn’t have thought a girl would be permitted.”

“I wore breeches and tucked my hair under a cap. I was younger and could pass as a boy.”

He inadvertently glanced at her full breasts. “You’d not pass for a boy now by any stretch,” he said looking away. “Maybe we saw each other and didn’t know it.”

Arianna cocked her head trying to remember.

“What is it, Arianna?”

Unusual words suddenly came to her and she said them aloud.

“Four encounters come and go, but the fifth, the witch’s heart will know…and destined love will finally grow…a place of learning, a place of sin and a place where worship’s done within, and at the end of a voyage in a land beyond the great sea, the last missed opportunity. When saved by her guardian by those who oppress, the witch and her soul match will be celestially blessed.”

Arianna was whispering now. “We must have met four times before that day in Wyndham Village.”

“I’d have known if I’d seen you, Arianna. Your beauty would be impossible to miss.”

She closed her eyes trying to recall, then opened them and smiled.

“I did see you at Oxford. You were involved in a heated conversation with a man with dark brown hair. Your back was to me otherwise I would have remembered your handsome face.”

“I recall that day. Dr. Langley sent away his errand boy before the disagreement became physical. George Alcott and I never got on and time has only fueled that loathing.”

“Emma’s husband?”

“Aye.”

“Apparently we also met in a place of sin,” she said. “Perhaps our paths crossed in the brothel.”

“I was there a time or two,” he admitted.

She closed her eyes and heard boisterous singing.

“Do you sing?” she asked.

“Not well.” He grimaced.

“I remember peering out the kitchen door at sailors singing drunkenly in Gaelic; Lady Claudia shooed me away. Again, your back was to me, but I remember your wavy, blond hair. It was much longer then.”

“It was longer, aye. I didn’t see your hair; I would have remembered such lovely tresses.”

“Jean-Claude took me to supper that night; he thought I seemed maudlin. He was intuitive that way. When I listened to you laughing and singing I remember feeling envious.”

“You wanted to share merriment with drunken sailors?” he asked.

“I liked your laugh and was drawn to you even then.”

“When would we have been together in a church?” He obviously believed her now.

“Did you attend church in England?”

“Seldom,” he admitted. “I went once needing a quiet place to think. I knew Liza and I weren’t a good match. I hoped in a church I’d find peace in the situation or courage to tell my father I didn’t want to marry her. I envied Samuel and Ethan, for the women they were to wed seemed less opposed to marriage and moving to the colonies.”

“I was likely in the church then, too. I believe it was the day my mother died.”

“Truly?” he empathetically asked.

She nodded. “My aunt despised churches but sat with me trying to comfort me. Churches consoled Mama, but she wasn’t permitted to be buried within the grounds of a churchyard.”

“Why not?” Darius asked.

“Because she was burned at the stake as a witch,” Arianna whispered.

“Christ, Arianna! I’m sorry. I had no notion you’d endured such tragedy!”

“I don’t often speak of it. Jean-Claude’s the only other person I’ve told. It was torturous, for I watched Mama die.”

He knelt beside her and held her hand.

“I was thirteen and used my powers, but Mama took the blame. A witchfinder had her put to death and I was forced to watch. My aunt held me while Bartholomew Mendenhall and his older son cruelly laughed. I longed to run away, for it was unimaginably difficult to see Mama in pain. Now I retain that horrific, vivid image when I think of her.”

“By God, Arianna. I want to hold you, my wee…” He didn’t finish.

“Please don’t stop referring to me by your loving endearment, Darius,” she said, now weeping. “It’s the first time in my life I’ve felt it’s special and not a wicked thing to be a witch.”

“You’re very special,” he said caressing her cheek now wet with tears.

“I don’t blame you for your indiscretions with Charlotte, Darius. I won’t judge. I believe you’re usually an honorable man and if your marriage had been one with love or affection, it probably wouldn’t have happened. Your own guilt has punished you enough. I’d like you to forgive yourself.”

“I don’t see that happening,” he said. “It will ever be my cross to bear.”

“Do you want to know if Rachel’s your child?”

“If you know, I suppose I must.” He held his breath waiting.

“Even beyond the striking likeness, I sensed she’s your daughter as soon as I looked into her eyes, plus she has the same golden glow.”

“Glow?” he asked.

“It’s referred to as an aura. I’ve seen them since I can remember. Some say it’s the reflection of one’s soul. I have no doubt Rachel’s your daughter.”

Darius squeezed her hand, then stood. He turned and cleared his throat.

“Ethan’s a good father and loves Rachel. I’d never disrupt that, for she adores him as well.”

Arianna saw the lines deepen on his forehead and his eyes filled with further guilt.

“I’ll not pretend I’m even marginally happy about this, Darius, especially when a child is something you and I might never share. I’m only saying what’s done is done. We can’t change the past. I understand, you’re a healthy man with needs and Charlotte wanted you. Liza had grave injustices done to her that made her unable to be your wife in that regard. I definitely wouldn’t be so understanding if I’d been your wife then, but as my husband I hope you’re never tempted to stray.”

“I know how wrong it was, Arianna. I live with that every day and I promise I’ll always be true to you!”

“Evidently you’ve been accustomed to a variety of women. But I’ll tell you plain, I insist upon faithfulness. If you stray from our marriage bed, I won’t remain your wife. When in a temper I often can’t control my powers. I suspect your infidelity would evoke my temper in ways I wouldn’t like to consider.”

“Arianna, I’ll be ever faithful,” he said dropping to his knee and taking her hand. “With you, I feel loved and desired and I’m honestly grateful. We didn’t speak the words when we were wed, but I wholly promise I’ll love, honor, cherish and be faithful to you as long as I live.”

“I will love, honor, cherish and be faithful to you as long as I live,” Arianna repeated.

“Still afraid of making a promise?” he said.

“The last promise I made was to Mama in never using my magic and I couldn’t keep it.”

“I understand. Now, can we finally go to bed?”

She shook her head. “Not just yet. Now you must tell me of a tall, beautiful native woman and why she obviously dislikes me even beyond believing I’ll bring darkness.”

“Where did you see her?”

“By the stream.”

“Here at the settlement?” He sounded disbelieving.

“Not far from the cabin.”

“She never comes onto our land. She despises our kind and makes a point of staying far away…especially from me.”

“Yet, she was here and clearly you know who she is.”

“Aye, she’s Chenoa’s youngest sister, Olathe.” He tellingly looked away.

“You were smitten with her?”

Darius stared at Arianna, likely wondering why he was being made to address all this.

“She was the woman you once loved?”

“I thought I did. She wanted nothing to do with me when we met as children. Chenoa taught me their language and I tried to win Olathe’s affection. She was always angry, annoyed or completely ignored me. It was a challenge to make her like me. The more she pushed me away, the more I wanted her. It was a long time ago.”

“Why do you have a wrist adornment identical to the one she wears?”

He glanced down at his wrist. “She made it for me before I first went to England.”

“That doesn’t sound like someone who despised you, Darius.”

“She was to be married and I was betrothed to Liza, but even if we’d wanted to be together, it wouldn’t have worked. She dislikes our way of life and I’d never have been accepted by her people when she was promised to another.”

“You wanted to be with her though?”

“At one time. But what I feel for you is so much more, Arianna. It’s the love of a man not a boy.”

“She was the first woman you lay with?”

“Christ! Do you simply intuitively know this,” he asked, clearly unsettled.

“It won’t be easy married to a witch, Darius. I have powerful intuition and portentous visions. But I see your affection for her even now.”

He gave a shoulder shrug. “I suppose I’ll always care for her, but what we shared was fleeting. Both sixteen, she stunned me when she came to me on the eve of her wedding. We spent one night together, then she was wed and within the month I left for England.”

“I’m sorry you couldn’t be together, Darius. Is she still married?”

“No.” He stood again, this time staring out the window. “Though I didn’t learn this till much later…she bore my son. Her husband deserted her when he learned the child wasn’t his. Apparently the bairn had light brown hair and blue eyes. When disease hit their village, Olathe’s child died. I knew nothing about any of it till I came back here with Liza as my wife.”

“Darius, you’ve known much loss. Why didn’t you make a life with Olathe when you returned a year ago?”

“Neither of us want that any longer. Chenoa fears Olathe’s mind is afflicted since she lost the child. I’ve seldom seen or spoken to her.”

“I’m sorry, Darius. You’ve fathered three children, two lost and one you can’t claim. No wonder Olathe appeared unfriendly toward me if she cares for you and thinks I’ll bring further tragedy.”

“Are you angry about this?” Darius asked.

She shook her head. “It happened long ago. I’m sad, not angry. I seldom permit myself to become angry, for it’s unfavorable for everyone.”

“You’re remarkably understanding, Arianna,” he said.

“Life is short, my love. Yesterday’s anger robs today’s happiness. Now take me to our bed and hold me. I’m too weary for loving tonight.”

“I’ll gladly hold you, my wee witch; I expected to be sleeping elsewhere tonight.”

“I hope we’ll never be displeased enough to sleep apart, Darius.”

“That’s my hope, too.”

He lay behind her, his arm around her waist.

“I was wrong,” she whispered, turning to face him.

“You don’t want me to sleep beside you?” he apprehensively asked.

“No, I can’t bear to have your warm, firm body beside me without making love.”

“Sure, I’m the luckiest man alive,” he said as their lips met.


Chapter Seventeen


They sat quietly eating supper the night before Darius was to leave for Wickshire, both dreading being parted. Arianna was distracted when Liza’s spirit appeared, looking frightened. They heard horses and Darius went to the window.

“English soldiers,” he said.

When a voice called from outside, Darius’s face contorted in fury but Arianna also noticed fear.

“By Christ, I hoped to never hear that bastard’s voice again. Stay inside, Arianna. Go to our bedchamber and hide within the wardrobe.”

Arianna looked at him with uncertainty.

“Who’s out there?”

“George Alcott,” he said with loathing. “If I don’t return, when you sense it’s safe, go to Samuel’s cabin.”

“Darius, if you’ll be in danger, you can’t go out there alone!”

“Alcott abhors me as much as I do him. If he can get to me through you, he will. It’s best he doesn’t even know of you, Arianna.”

“Don’t go out there,” she warned.

“He’ll surely come in if he has to break the door down. From previous experience, I know he’ll be armed with musket and sword and won’t think twice of using them.”

The voice from outside confirmed Darius’s fears.

“I see smoke from your chimney and smell food, Wyndham. Show yourself or I’ll come to you.” The Englishman sounded arrogant and demanding.

“I don’t think it’s wise to go out there, Darius.”

“I couldn’t always be accused of being wise,” Darius said stepping out, his own musket in hand.

Liza looked even more terrified. She shivered and stayed close to Arianna as though she might protect her, which was rather ironic. Arianna stood by the door and listened to what was occurring on the other side.
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“I thought you’d see reason,” Alcott said.

Darius glared at the loathsome man. “You’re not welcome near my home or on my land!” Darius firmly replied. “I’m no longer under your command and won’t be forced to abide your authority.”

“You never abided my authority, Wyndham, and I beg to differ; I’m a loyal subject of King William III and an officer of the English army. As such I can do as I like in this colony. To disobey me would not only be unlawful, but also treasonous.”

“I’m certain the navy was pleased to be done with you.” Darius couldn’t help goading the man even knowing it would infuriate him.

“You were responsible for forcing me to leave the navy and for the great injury done to me.”

“It was also me who saved your sorry life. I’ve regretted it every bloody day since.”

“Wyndham, you still foolishly speak your mind. Now every man here has heard you threaten me and admit to wishing me dead. Being newly married evidently hasn’t made you less given to temper.”

Darius didn’t reply; he’d hoped Alcott knew nothing of that.

“I had a conversation with a Reverend Smythe about a young Irish woman, once a whore and proven to be a witch. He said you married her.”

Darius despised every word Alcott said, but tried to keep calm.

“If anyone was proven to be a witch, do you truly believe the tyrannical Puritans wouldn’t hold them in their damn jails?”

“I’ve seen how convincing you can be. It’s often the female persuasion blinded by your charm, but I’ve no doubt you told Smythe some enticing tale that made him believe. I did assure the reverend I’d stop by to make certain your new wife isn’t wreaking havoc.”

“Does anything appear untoward?” Darius asked.

Alcott looked around. “It seems peaceful enough but it wasn’t out of my way to stop by. We’re journeying to the fort not far away. We might make camp or stay here. Your home appears more luxurious than most.”

“I told you, you’re not welcome, Alcott. Make camp if you choose, but not on my land.”

“Me, my soldiers and the others with me can stay where we choose. I could spend the night with your new wife and you could do little to prevent it.”

Darius aimed his musket directly at Alcott. In turn, several of the men pointed their weapons at him.

“Your men could kill me,” Darius said, “but you’d be dead first. I’ve never hidden how I feel about you. I’m not certain seeing you dead wouldn’t be worth it.”

“That’s hardly hospitable.” Alcott laughed as he spoke. “I see I’ve hit a nerve. But I should be the one who bears animosity; it’s me who isn’t whole because of you.”

Darius stared at Alcott’s leg. The high boot covered what must be a wooden peg.

“If you intend to make camp, you should do so before dark,” Darius said. “There are many dangers here.”

“Are you threatening me again?”

“I’m warning you of perils: fast-moving river rapids, wild animals, natives who’ve had unpleasant experiences with strangers or soldiers. I’d suggest you leave before sunset.”

“First, introduce me to your new wife. Show me she’s still here so I can have a messenger relate the information to Smythe. If he doesn’t hear back from me he intends to send a witchfinder. Apparently Smythe’s employed one of the notorious Mendenhalls.”

Darius would do nearly anything to ensure Alcott never laid eyes upon Arianna, but he also knew he could cause trouble if he gave Smythe and his bloody witchfinder any reason to come investigate.

“Give me a little time,” Darius said.

Alcott nodded with a smug grin. Darius stepped inside and jumped when Arianna touched his arm.

“You were supposed to be upstairs,” he whispered.

“I needed to hear what was being said,” she admitted and he pulled her into his arms as his heart thumped loudly.

“Don a cloak, Arianna; tie back your hair and place the hood up. If you could disguise yourself as an old hag, I’d be glad of it.”

“My magic doesn’t allow me to change appearance,” she said.

Darius didn’t miss the fear in her eyes as she obediently put on a cloak and pulled the hood over her hair.

“Besides his soldiers, he has a few rogue warriors from different tribes. One is a known troublemaker from Chenoa’s tribe. Alcott attracts disharmony and creates mayhem wherever he goes.”

Darius took her arm and led her out; she lowered her head submissively.

“Does my wife appear as though she’d cause discord? She knows a beneficial situation. With a home, plentiful food and no suspicious Puritans scrutinizing her, why would she do anything to threaten that?”

“Look at me, woman!” Alcott ordered and Arianna compliantly looked up. “Remove your hood.”

Arianna glanced at Darius and he nodded. Alcott dismounted with some difficulty and limped toward them. Darius tensed.

“My word; she is a pretty one! Quite uncommonly beautiful; I understand why you couldn’t see her hanged. It would have been a travesty for such beauty to be wasted.”

He reached out to touch her hair, but Darius knocked his hand away.

“You’ve seen my wife; now depart my land straightaway.”

“I might request time alone with her.”

“You’d be bloody well denied such an inappropriate request.”

“I’d like to see a little more of her,” Alcott said, his eyes falling to the clasp of her cloak.

“As I’ve said, I’d like to see you dead,” Darius stated not certain Alcott wouldn’t make a move just to force his hand. “We don’t always get what we want.”

“You apparently have something you want now,” Alcott said as he stared intensely at Arianna. “You once had something I wanted.”

Darius held tight to his musket. He could kill Alcott, but he’d be killed, too. Left at the other men’s mercy, Arianna would be forced to use her powers. If she killed them, how would it be explained? If not, she’d likely die, but that might not be all she’d suffer.

“Would you really want to spend time with a woman believed to be a witch?” Arianna asked and Darius wanted to hush her.

“It doesn’t seem to have done Wyndham any harm,” Alcott replied.

“But he controls me.”

“I assure you, I’d like to try to control you,” Alcott seductively said and she shivered. Darius held the musket so tightly his knuckles were white.

There was a loud sound from inside the cabin and Alcott turned.

“Who’s in there?”

“The restless spirit of my husband’s first wife,” Arianna said. “She appears to object to your presence as much as my husband.”

“Liza?” Alcott seemed taken back.

“You knew her then?”

The door suddenly opened although no one stood there. It loudly slammed shut, opened and closed several times and Alcott paled.

“What trickery is this?”

“You should suffer my lot as the second wife living with her displeased spirit. Perhaps if you come inside she’ll present herself to you, also.”

The unnerved look on Alcott’s face might have been satisfying if Darius hadn’t been holding his breath hoping he’d leave.

“I suppose we should make camp before dark,” Alcott replied.

“The meadow beyond the river is on Ethan’s land. As your brother-in-law, he’s apt to allow you to camp there.”

Alcott glared at Darius, then stared at Arianna before hobbling back to his horse. With even more difficulty he mounted, touched his hat and nodded to Arianna.

“I’m certain we’ll see each other again,” Alcott said, gesturing for the others to follow.

Darius stood with his arm tightly around Arianna until Alcott and his men were just specks in the distance. When they went inside he wiped his brow and exhaled deeply.

“I’m not sure you should’ve used your witchcraft, Arianna, even if Alcott’s terrified expression was gratifying,” Darius said. “You put the fear of the devil in him.”

“It wasn’t me who slammed the door,” Arianna said. “It truly was Liza’s spirit.”

Darius was stunned but Arianna only smiled and put her arms around him. “But Liza doesn’t despise me,” Arianna said. “She actually wishes you and me happiness.”

“Christ, I don’t know that I’ll ever become entirely accustomed to this, but maybe if a dozen displeased spirits were intent on haunting Alcott, I’d feel better. Sure we haven’t seen the last of him. Now Alcott believes you see spirits. I worry about that and how he looked at you!”
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Darius came back from confirming Alcott and his men were camped across the river. He refilled his ale and Arianna poured some herself.

“I thought you didn’t drink ale,” he said.

“I don’t usually, but I need a drink. That man did disturb me.”

“He disturbs most people and can infuriate me like no other.”

“His aura’s dark and my amulet glowed when he was near. That’s supposed to indicate evil.”

“If ever there’s an evil man, it’s him,” Darius said.

“Will you tell me what happened to make you despise him?” Arianna asked.

He inhaled deeply and shook his head. “Some things are simply best never known,” Darius replied.

She didn’t push. He appeared deep in thought and stared at her before he spoke again.

“I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to tell you what led to the violent quarrel.” He glanced at her, grimaced, then looked away. “But, I’ll tell you what happened after. We were fightin’ on the ship. I had no weapon, but Alcott, the bloody coward, drew his sword and stabbed my shoulder. I struck him so hard he fell into the sea. The blood attracted sharks.

“I knew I’d likely be killed for treason if I let him die. He was my superior and I threw the first punch. I dove in and saved the bastard, but he lost his leg to a shark.”

She pulled back Darius’s shirt to view the scar on his shoulder, though she hadn’t known it was caused by a sword, then looked at the jagged arched scar on his forearm.

“A shark?” Arianna asked and he nodded. “It’s a wonder you weren’t killed.”

“In truth, I was so furious I didn’t even feel it,” he admitted.

She consolingly kissed him, then made a face drinking the ale. “It’s terribly bitter.”

“The ciders and cordials may be more to your liking.”

“People with magic are apparently not advised to drink much.”

“What happens if they do?” Darius asked. She was amused at his uncertain expression.

“I suppose we’ll see,” she said, drinking more.

“Is Liza still here?” he asked.

“No, she stays mostly in her bedchamber.”

“As she did in life,” he sadly said. “If you see her, will you tell her I’m regretful for any hurt I caused and for what happened to her? I’d like her to know though our marriage was flawed, I wanted our child.”

“She knows, Darius. Spirits are often intuitive.”

He seemed relieved.

“It was a boy child,” Arianna said. “I’m certain you wondered.”

“Aye,” he nodded, looking woeful.

“Darius, you punish yourself for what happened with Charlotte, but Liza blames herself, too,” Arianna said.

She sat on his lap and put her arms around his neck. He stared into her eyes, put his mouth on hers and slowly kissed her.

“I know what effects alcohol has on those with magic,” Arianna said. “The wild desire to couple.”

“I don’t need ale for that,” Darius whispered and kissed her far more thoroughly.


Chapter Eighteen


“Darius, you mustn’t postpone your journey any longer. You’ve ensured Alcott and those with him are long gone. It’s been three days with no sign of them.”

“I wouldn’t put it past him to return when I’m away. I saw how he looked at you.”

“Then take me with you.”

“Not when the Puritans are set on their infernal persecutions.”

“There’s something you’re not telling me, Darius.”

He shook his head. “I really can’t keep anything from you.”

She shrugged. “You’ll eventually stop trying.”

“I didn’t want you to know, Arianna. Things have gotten much worse. There’s been several women hanged in Salem. A man’s been crushed to death and the jails are filled; many more await trials.

“Smythe’s bloody witch-hunter apparently prefers the horrid method of burning those believed to be witches. He’s pushing for that. Word is, he has a particular distaste for red-haired women. His name is Charles Mendenhall, a distant cousin of mine. I met him once. He’s a deplorable man.”

Arianna’s knees went weak. She slumped to the nearest chair and felt her face drain of color.

“I didn’t want to frighten you, my wee witch. I’d like to shield you from this horror, especially after you told me about your mother. Perhaps I’ll just stay put. Maybe we could do without the livestock.”

“You said you purchase animals so you and your family don’t always need to hunt wild game when it must be shared between the settlers and the natives.”

“Aye, we’ve coin to purchase domesticated animals, so we don’t always hunt.”

“Just go Darius. I’ll be safe here.”

He didn’t look wholly convinced.

“I still haven’t taken you to meet Grandmother MacDonald. We’ll go today and I’ll leave in the mornin’.”
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This part of the forest was dark and gloomy. Arianna rode Spirit and Darius was on King who pulled a cart with cages for chickens.

“Grandmother MacDonald truly lives out here all alone? I enjoy trees, but this is quite off-putting.”

“I think that’s what she likes about it. Her husband and children have passed on; some moved away.”

“Isn’t she lonely?”

“If she was I think she’d be more pleasant when people visit. She speaks her mind and isn’t fond of men. She likes the cider I take to her so she’s less abrasive with me, I suppose.”

“Maybe it’s because she’s a woman and you’re a handsome, charming man.”

“You’re a wee bit biased. Besides, she’s ancient and I’m not certain she likes anyone.”

“You are afraid of her.” Arianna smirked.

“You might not be soundin’ so brave after you meet her.”

“Why do you continue to visit? Sure you could find chickens elsewhere.”

“She and my mother were friends, well as close to friends as Grandmother had. She came to our cabin with pain remedies when Ma was injured.”

“You feel indebted?”

“I suppose.”

“You’re a kind man, Darius Wyndham.”

He seemed deep in thought. “Grandmother also predicts the future. Maybe that’s why people fear her, besides her unpleasant demeanor.”

“Did she predict your future?”

He didn’t reply.

“You must tell me what she saw.”

“It’s not important.”

“Clearly it is…or you think I wouldn’t like her prediction.”

“She said I’d marry three times and father children with four women.”

“Perhaps you’ll marry again,” she said though the thought grieved her. “You might have already fathered children with four women. There’s three you’re aware of. You’ve admitted being with other women and at a brothel. Sure it wasn’t only to drink ale and sing songs. Most don’t care to know, but bairns are born in brothels.”

She could tell that disturbed him.

“This is her cottage,” Darius said, undoubtedly glad to change the subject.

He tethered the horses as Arianna stared at the unexpectedly lovely garden surrounding the stone cottage. There were varieties of flowers Arianna had never seen and beautiful wildflowers blooming that normally wouldn’t now. She presumed this old woman had magic.

“Who’s there?” a gravelly voice called.

“With your intuitive abilities, don’t you know?” Darius jested.

“Och, you’ve a smart mouth, Young Wyndham,” she said. “I did wonder when you’d be stopping by. I’ve felt your wife’s magic since she arrived.”

Arianna and Darius exchanged surprised looks.

“Well come closer then.”

Darius took Arianna’s hand and they walked the path dividing the fragrant garden. Arianna jumped when a small bent woman stepped from behind tall sunflowers. Her face was lined with age, her snow-white unbound hair nearly to her waist. She had gnarled hands and dirty fingernails. She squinted at them.

“Young Wyndham, take the shovel and fill in that grave,” she ordered in a voice that remained authoritative.

“Grave?” he asked.

“The last person who stopped by and disturbed my peace,” she said cackling amusedly. “A wee bird fell from a tree. Kept him alive for a time, but couldn’t save him. Tried to dig the hole, but these bent hands don’t work in this rocky soil.”

Arianna wondered how the flowers grew if the soil was rocky.

“By Christ,” Darius said as he stepped where the woman pointed. “It’s not a bird.”

“Oh, is it not? Hmmm, oh aye, that one’s a cat, is it?”

“No, it’s a person.”

“Aye, they’re even harder to bury with the hole needing to be bigger.”

“How did he die?” Darius asked.

“He came wanting a remedy for an ailment that couldn’t be cured. People do that, you ken?”

“Aye, I’ve heard some seek your healing.”

“Couldn’t you bury him in a graveyard?” Arianna dared to ask.

“Do I look fit enough to cart bodies about with ease?”

“Bodies? How many are buried here?”

“You have magical perception, Tine. You tell me; I’ve lost count.”

“I’m not certain; there’s more than a few,” Arianna said sensing the spirits.

“There’s the ones I couldn’t save, those who wanted to go…and the ones who just needed to be gone.”

“I’m not certain I’d be tellin’ everyone that, Grandmother,” Darius said.

“Young Wyndham, how many lives have you taken?”

“More than I’d like, but always in protecting myself or others,” Darius said.

“Those who came with intent to harm me or steal my remedies were rewarded with my poisons.”

Arianna realized why people feared this old woman.

“Don’t you pretend you haven’t taken lives, Tine.”

“My wife’s name is Arianna,” Darius said.

“Aye, I well remember Arianna, though I call her Tine, even if she’s never been fond of the name.”

Arianna and Darius glanced at each other.

“How many lives have you taken, Tine? There’s the man I see with the knives in his back. Deserved it, he did. Should have sliced off his bollocks first.”

Darius and Arianna stared hard at each other for Grandmother accurately described how she’d killed the man at the brothel.

“There’s the two whores who drowned the newborn twins. It was no coincidence the footbridge collapsed drowning them in the Thames.”

“I would have found homes for the babes; I always had before. But, I’ve never taken a husband’s life,” Arianna said, sensing the old woman’s secret.

“You’ve only just wed; I don’t suspect you’ve had reason to want to kill Young Wyndham…not yet. No one suspected I killed my husband,” the ancient woman said.

“Too much foxglove doesn’t assist a heart condition, but stops the heart entirely.”

The old woman cackled even louder as she stepped nearer to Arianna.

“That isn’t amusing,” Arianna said.

“Och, but it is. Finally there’s someone with magic here again. Something within my husband’s mind twisted with age and he liked to look at girls not yet women. I made sure he didn’t do more than look, is all.”

“I didn’t kill anyone with intent,” Arianna said. “It was my powers; I seemed to have no control.”

“But you wanted them dead. Better you get your magic under control, Tine. Now, would you like to come inside or have you only come for the chickens?”

“And to bring you cider,” Arianna said.

“Will you have a drink with me or does it make you amorous straightaway?” She laughed again and walked up the stone steps with some difficulty. Arianna reached for her arm but the woman shook her head.

“I can manage, but I’m glad you don’t fear me. You’ve found a woman with life in her Young Wyndham…with fire in her soul and passion in her heart. Not that you had a choice before wanting to honor James Wyndham’s wishes. Isn’t it fortunate Tine’s neck wasn’t snapped by the Puritans’ noose? Not this time.”

Arianna stared at the old woman and her peculiar statements.

Darius continued covering the graves of the bird, the cat and the man.

“You and I’ll have a conversation, Tine. I’ll even permit your husband to join us for I do like the look of him. No one’s too ancient to appreciate the look of a man such as him. Och, to have the ability to take the years away, I might like to spend some time alone with him.”

Arianna looked back at Darius and saw his face was red and she smirked.

“I expect the women buried in that ground might still find my husband appealing,” Arianna retorted.

“Och, I’ve missed you, Tine. It seems forever since I’ve seen you this time.”

Arianna thought the woman must suffer senility and have her confused with someone else.

“Now come see my collection of remedies and you can tell me a little more about that man of yours. I’ll bet he doesn’t know I was the first woman to see his dobber,” Grandmother said. Arianna hoped he hadn’t heard. “Brought him into the world, I did; informed his mother she’d delivered a fine strong boy. It can be viewed as a blessing or a curse to be touched by a witch at birth. I suspect there’s been times he’s thought himself cursed, but lately, I think he’s feeling blessed.”

“As am I,” Arianna said.

It was dark inside the cottage, the windows mostly shuttered. There was clutter all around…herbs, bottles and remedies scattered about. The old woman lit a candle and led Arianna to shelves lined with more bottles and jars with some questionable contents.

“Tell me what potion will assist with forgetfulness, the damned impediment of the aged.”

“How old are you, Grandmother?”

“I don’t sit counting the passing years and I do get confused with the other times. I reckon I’m past ninety.”

“How long have you been in the colonies?”

“Must be seventy years.”

“Do you have bairns?”

“Four dead; two living. I think they’re living; they journeyed to Scotland. Haven’t heard from them since. Don’t even know if I have grandbairns.”

Arianna closed her eyes and concentrated.

“Aye, there’s four girls and six boys; each have bairns of their own.”

“Odd we often can’t see those closest to us, what’s happening now or what will happen later,” Grandmother said. “But, I suppose that’s best.”

She patted Arianna’s arm and Arianna jumped at the spark when she touched her.

“Och, the powerful magical connection. I haven’t felt that in some time. Irish magic is often the most powerful…born of the faeries, I suspect.”

“Born of Alainn who was apparently of the line of Aine, or so I’ve heard,” Arianna said.

“Aye, a Celtic goddess and a faery line. There’s little wonder you have such potent magic. She’ll be needing your assistance sometime in the future.”

“Who will?”

“Alainn.”

“I’ve heard she was my ancestor, but she lived some time ago. Will her spirit come to me?”

“Her magic isn’t limited by time.”

“I don’t understand,” Arianna said.

“She can move through time. As can you.”

“How would that be possible?” Arianna asked.

“How is any magic possible, Tine?”

“Intuitively knowing things, having visions, creating spells, even moving objects or controlling animals and weather—that’s quite different than being able to journey through time.”

“It’s all a matter of perspective,” the old woman said as the room abruptly filled with glowing light and any number of unusual flowers and plants suddenly bloomed.

Arianna smiled at the magic, reached for a potion and passed it to the woman.

“That’s the only one on this shelf not filled with a deadly poison. I’d forgotten how unusually perceptive you are, Tine.”

Arianna stared at the old woman.

“I’m not addle-minded, Tine. You’ll remember when you’re meant to.”

Darius knocked at the door and the room darkened again as Grandmother opened it.

“Come in, Young Wyndham.”

“How many chickens can you spare?” he asked as he stood in the doorway.

“Take them all,” she replied.

“You don’t want them any longer?”

“You and your wife won’t see me starve. Tine’s a fine cook and wintering the chickens has become tedious.”

“We’ll see them cared for and you fed,” Arianna agreed.

“Now find the remedies for fertility and virility.”

“We certainly don’t need anything for virility.” Arianna smiled at Darius.

“Then best you not drink too frequently or you’ll tire the man and weaken his seed.”

Once more his face flushed.

“You do want to ensure you’re the fourth woman to carry his child?”

Arianna nodded. Clearly uncomfortable with the conversation, Darius went for the chickens and Arianna left the peculiar old woman, promising to return soon.


Chapter Nineteen


Darius and Samuel’s journey to Wickshire was postponed again when the settlement was overtaken by a bout of an unpleasant stomach malady. Kathleen was hit especially hard with severe vomiting, then the children became ill.

Soon several women and children, but only a few men had it. Arianna remained well and was introduced to many of the settlers in a manner no one would have preferred. She administered remedies, but also cleaned spew and emptied chamber pails.

“I seem to have no symptoms,” Samuel said.

“Nor do I,” Darius said.

“That’s fortunate,” Arianna said. “I’ll need you and Samuel to go in search of wild ginger.”

“I’m not certain I know that plant,” Darius said.

“It’s helpful for settling stomachs, but only a little can be ingested for it can be poisonous.”

“You can’t feed my pregnant wife and bairns poison,” Samuel said.

“I wouldn’t. I’ll give them a tiny amount. I fear if the spewing isn’t stopped Kathleen and Ben will be grievously affected.”

“Do what you can, Arianna,” Samuel said.

“The wild ginger has heart-shaped leaves,” Arianna said, then put her hands on Darius’s head and his eyes widened, but he nodded. She’d placed an image in his mind. He and Samuel set off and Arianna sat with Kathleen, worried for her with the horrid retching when she was with child.

When the men returned with the correct plant, Arianna boiled it with honey until it was candied. The sweetness appealed to the children and Kathleen. Within the day their stomachs settled and they were able to keep broth down.

Darius and Samuel took some of the candied ginger to the others afflicted with Arianna’s strict warning to only eat a little. The body of a diseased stag was found upstream and discovered to be the cause of the sickness. Those with cabins nearby were affected. Because most men drank straight ale and cider, not diluted like the women and children, they hadn’t been ill.

“It’s very fortunate no one died,” Arianna said.

“If you hadn’t been here, Arianna, my family might not be,” Samuel said as he embraced her tightly. “Thank you.”

Walking back to their cabin, Darius squeezed her hand.

“If I was destined to find you in Wyndham Village that day, it was clearly much bigger than just you and me and our love. Because you were here it ensured you saved lives.”

“I believe the others would have recovered, but I sense Ben and Kathleen wouldn’t have lived.”

“You saved three lives at the very least and you’ve changed my life so much—more than I could ever say.” Darius held her close.

“You saved my life, too,” she said reveling in his protective arms around her.

“Tell me how you placed the image in my mind.”

“I wasn’t certain I could, but if I can pull you into my magic and my dreams, I thought it may be possible.”

“Anything you see within your mind, you could make me see?” he asked.

“Perhaps,” she said. “But that’s a bit disconcerting. You may see my unpleasant dreams or memories and if my magic dims, you’d know.”

“What would make your magic dim?”

“Pain, worries, fears, unhappiness, and I couldn’t hide them from you.”

“Then I’ll make certain you’re happy,” he said.

“Don’t make it your quest. It’s enough you’re supposed to be my guardian and keep me safe. But for now, I must show you something,” Arianna said.

“In my mind?” he asked.

“No, in the woods.”

“I thought I’d warned you not to go into the woods,” he said with reproach.

“Darius, witches need to be near water and nature, but apparently I have Druid lineage as well. Druids long to be near trees. Being within a protective grove calms me and controls my magic. I’ve found a place where the veil is thin. There’s several in Ireland, and I’m excited to find one so near our cabin.”

“Where the veil is thin?” he asked, clearly uncertain.

“Aye, the veil between other worlds and where magic abounds.”

She took his hand and led him to a clearing in the forest. The full moon shone above, making it appear undeniably enchanted. She pointed and he followed where she was indicating. “I can see the cabin from here and I’ll have Wolf with me. I must be able to ground myself within nature to control my magic.”

He nodded. “I’m not wholly in favor, Arianna, for there are dangers in the woods. If it’s only just here and the wolf accompanies you, I won’t attempt to dissuade you, but you must be cautious.”

“I will. I’ll need to come here when the moon is full and during the four Gaelic celebrations.”

“You couldn’t be here alone at night; I’ll come with you,” he said.

“You might not approve of all my magic.”

“Is it dark magic, Arianna?”

“That’s a matter of perspective. The magic and spells my aunt delved in would have greatly affronted my mother, but Mama turned from magic in hope of protecting us.”

“You’ve spoken little of your aunt,” he said.

“She was a bit unsettling, especially toward the end, but she did teach me powerful spells.”

Darius looked uncertain.

“I need to thank the goddess, for assisting me in my healing. I must bathe the earth with necessary gifts.”

“Aren’t you weary, my wee witch? You’ve barely slept for three nights.”

“I’ll sleep soon, but for now I need you, Husband. Let’s ensure this location is even more magical. Come lie with me; our love and passion will ensure this location is exceedingly hallowed.”

“Anywhere, my lovely wee witch,” he replied, yet hesitated. She helped him pull his shirt over his head. His worthy chest glistened in the moonlight and excited her. She stepped back and removed her stockings, boots, gown and shift.

“Christ, you look sensual,” he said.

She used her magic to see him fully unclothed.

“I need to perform a ritual, Darius. Do you have your knife?”

“I always have my knife,” he replied, sounding more unsure.

“I require a little of your blood and mine.”

He stepped away.

“Darius, would I seriously injure you?”

“How do you intend to draw blood if not by injury?” he asked.

“Never mind. I’ll use only my blood. It’s for a protection spell, but Christian beliefs often disallow the acceptance of pagan rituals.”

“I’m not opposed to other beliefs, but what gods demand blood?” he asked.

“Certainly no blood has been spilled in the name of Christianity!” she sarcastically said.

“I didn’t realize you were opposed to Christianity.”

“I was raised with Christian beliefs, but unrelenting fire and brimstone frightened me. I prefer to believe in the magic of the goddess…the maiden, mother and crone nurturing the earth with light and pure uplifting spirituality.

“The Puritans’ persecutions and seeing my mother burned at the stake by those claiming to do so on behalf of their wrathful God has left me more disillusioned. Blood strengthens a protection spell and a man’s seed and a woman’s wetness ensure magical connection when offered where the veil is thin.”

“So it isn’t only my blood you require?”

“I see this unsettles you, Darius. I’ll offer what I can on my own, another time. For now, let’s go to our bed.”

“You think I’m prudish?” he asked.

“I didn’t say that. You told me I’d never be required to do what I don’t want and neither will you.”

“What could you do on your own?” he asked.

“Clearly I can slice my own skin for the blood, but womanly fluids are needed as well.”

He stared at her like she’d grown another head.

“How would you create that on your own?”

“How do men bring forth their own seed?”

He stared at her, opened his mouth, then closed it.

“Apparently men often pleasure themselves to ensure their release and women sometimes, too. I’ve never done so, but it doesn’t mean I can’t.” She felt her cheeks color as she bent to retrieve her garments, but he took her arm.

“Christ,” he said. “Do you know how hard that makes me envisioning that?”

“I thought it disturbed you?” she said.

“Apparently not all of me.”

She saw he was mightily erect. He pulled the knife from his overcoat, unsheathed it and passed it to her, but she shook her head.

“I won’t, Darius. I sense your hesitance.”

“Just slice my skin and be done with it. As you can see, I’m mad with desire. Even talk of blood and rituals hasn’t affected that.”

He held out his hand but she shook her head.

“Don’t tell me you need the blood from elsewhere?” he asked, looking downward.

“Would I dare put a knife anywhere near your manhood?”

“Where then?”

She placed the tip of the knife to the sword’s scar on his shoulder. He was clearly uncertain, but nodded. She cut deep enough for blood to flow but he didn’t flinch. Then she passed it to him.

“I’m not slicing your lovely shoulder,” he said. She offered her scarred palm and he cut her skin as well. She placed her palm to his shoulder and softly whispered creating a light breeze and misty rain. Their mingled blood streamed in ribbons to the ground. She smiled and torridly kissed him.

“You want me to love you on the wet ground?” he asked.

“Your seed must fall upon the soil.”

He shook his head. “Arianna, if my seed isn’t in me, I’d like it within you,” he insisted.

“We’ll make love then and our combined fluids can bathe the earth.”

He still seemed uncertain, but joined her when she lay upon the warm, damp grass.

“Now like the athame placed in the chalice, the mortar in pestle, the sword within the scabbard, the joining of male and female, I need you inside me. Love me, Darius, for it will raise powerful energy and create magical protection.”

When he entered her, she gasped at his intensity. He thrust forcefully, his worthy maleness filling her, and her womanhood contracted firmly around him.

“Rituals can be gratifying,” she said.

He kissed her passionately and they coupled in a primal manner. He stared at her afterward as they breathlessly held one another.

“No one but you and I will be able to enter this circle now. Just once, our mingled blood and fluids were needed. We’ll also never experience this degree of pleasure with any other now.”

“I’ve already told you, I’ve never felt such pleasure with any other. This seems dark witchcraft, Arianna,” he said moving from her and locating his garments. She remained lying on the ground ensuring their fluids joined the blood.

“Truly, you think spilling blood and secretions is dark? How many times have you spilled blood in violence or anger or willingly spilled your seed in any number of women, some who meant nothing to you?” she said as she moved and found her own garments. “Now, I’d prefer time alone.”

“You’re sore at me for not liking the thought of leaving my blood and seed upon the ground?”

“There’s bound to be some things about witchcraft you’ll not approve of, Darius. I must remain to complete the ritual but your negativity won’t benefit this so I’d like you to leave.”

“Now that you have what you need?”

She didn’t reply but knew they were both displeased. He left her to finish the ritual.


Chapter Twenty


Darius’s horse and wagon were ready, yet he prolonged their farewell.

“The sooner you leave, the sooner you’ll come back to me,” Arianna whispered though her arms were tightly wrapped around his neck.

“Last night you seemed so angry, I thought you wanted me gone,” he said.

“You’ve never actually seen me angry, Darius.”

“What might I bring you back from Wickshire markets?” he asked, caressing her hair.

“I only want you back with me.”

“You must want something?”

“Perhaps cinnamon and nutmeg; spices add flavor to foods.”

“I’ll look for spices. What of something for you? Perhaps a pink gown to match the ribbon?”

“A gown from a shop would be absurdly lavish, Darius. I have three everyday gowns and one for special occasions. Most women only have one of each and I haven’t even looked through Amy’s garments.”

“I’d like you to have a pink gown.”

“It would clash with my hair,” she reminded him.

“I love your hair,” he said placing his face in her abundant curls. “You have such sweet-smellin’ hair.”

“That reminds me, I made this for you.” She passed him an item from her pocket. He looked at the scarlet tresses she’d cut, braided together and tied with the pink ribbon.

“Take it with you to ensure a safe journey.”

He placed the lock of hair to his nose. “Thank you, my wee witch.”

She nodded. “You should leave, my love. Samuel will think you’ve changed your mind.”

“Aye, I’ll go then,” he said, though he held her tighter and kissed her, this time more passionately. “Do you suppose I’ve time to love you before I go?”

“If you love me again you won’t be fit to travel. We were up half the night.”

“Aye, when I dwelled on the sight of you lyin’ naked in that grass in the moonlight, it wildly aroused me,” he said, kissing her ear and she gasped.

“You’ll be weakening your seed, Young Wyndham,” she said attempting to sound like Grandmother. He laughed.

“I do want you, Arianna,” he said.

Raising her nightgown over her hips, his touch made her shiver. She eagerly untied his breeches and he lifted her to him. She moaned as he claimed her against the wagon. She crested with him soon after.

“Clearly, your virility is not in question, Husband,” she whispered, “but your punctuality will be if you don’t meet Samuel straightaway.”

“I’m going, my wee witch.”

She caressed his dimple. “Two days,” she said.

“Three at most,” he replied. They sighed and straightened their garments. He touched the endearment she’d made for him and she tied it inside his shirt.

“I’ve charmed it with a protection spell.”

“What was required for that spell?” he asked.

“A little of my blood and magic.”

“Thank you, Arianna. Now, I’d best set off.”

King snorted and nudged him.

“Apparently my horse doesn’t share my difficulty in parting.”

“Because Queen isn’t wanting him near her just now,” Arianna replied.

“Aye, she’ll foal late summer. I hope we might be blessed next summer, too.”

“The ritual last night may have assisted with fertility of the land…and me,” she said.

“We’ll work on makin’ it happen when I return.”

He finally put his boot in the stirrup, swung his muscular leg over the horse and sat in the saddle. He looked down. She was certain they’d both be agreeable to coupling again.

“Christ, you must have placed a spell on me, for I want you still,” he said, confirming her thoughts. “How will I endure this time without you, my wee witch?”

“We’ll be very eager when we’re reunited,” she suggested.

He leaned over and she stood on her tiptoes to kiss again.

“Would the two of you finish the lengthy farewells?” Samuel said, approaching on horseback. Arianna quickly pulled the shawl around her.

“Think back when you and Kathleen were first married with no bairns,” Darius said.

“We were like rabbits,” Samuel jested.

“I’ll get back as soon as I’m able, Arianna,” Darius said with a warm smile.

“I’ll check in on Kathleen and the children.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Samuel replied.

Darius looked at Arianna as though he might dismount again.

“Don’t you dare, Darius Wyndham!” she ordered. “You’ll be riding after dark if you don’t leave straightaway.”

“I love you…and I’ll see you soon. Keep the doors locked,” Darius warned as they finally rode away.
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The first day and night went by without event, though the cabin seemed even bigger and eerily quiet without Darius. Liza kept to herself, apparently as she did in life.

Their immense bed was unbearably lonely sleeping alone. The bed warmer with embers inside placed under the bedcovers before sleep was no match for Darius’s always warm body beside her or his arms holding her as she slept.

Arianna kept busy hoping the days went by quicker. She cooked a huge quantity of hearty chicken soup, baked bread and desserts, cleaned the cabin, weeded the garden, washed clothes and bedding and hung them on the line. She tended the horses and the chickens and worked on her remedies and potions. She took Wolf with her to see Grandmother but when she didn’t answer, Arianna left the jar of chicken soup on her doorstep.

Passing the lake on the way back, Arianna stopped, took off her boots and stockings and waded along the lakeshore. She reveled in the serenity of the location and was certain she heard tiny whispers along the water. Water sprites perhaps. She hadn’t heard then since she was back in Ireland, the last time she’d been this content.

She espied Ethan with Rachel upon his shoulders. He was often sullen but clearly not with the child. They laughed together and he beamed when he looked up at her. Rachel was excited to see Arianna, and Ethan lifted the girl down and she raced toward her.

“Could I wade in the water with my new auntie?” Rachel asked in a distinct English accent.

“The water’s a bit chilly, Rachel,” Arianna stated.

“Your mother would have my hide if I let you catch cold,” Ethan said.

“Might we come to your home for more sweet apple treats?”

“You’re always welcome, Rachel,” Arianna said smiling at the child and Ethan.

“One day, but we’d best get home. Supper’s likely ready.”

Rachel seemed disappointed, but when Ethan lifted her on his shoulders again, she happily squealed.

“Do you promise, Father?”

“Aye, it’s a promise,” he said. Rachel called out farewells, her blonde curls bouncing.

Arianna ate supper with Kathleen and the children. Her chicken soup and Kathleen’s biscuits made a nice meal. Arianna’s love for them grew each time she saw them. She stayed late, helping get the children to bed and being praised for telling stories nearly as good as Uncle Darius’s. She visited with Kathleen, enjoying womanly talk with the children asleep and the men away.

When she rode Spirit into the stable, she took the lantern Kathleen sent and hung it on the peg. She removed the saddle, fed Spirit and the other horses. She’d just retrieved the lantern when she heard a sound behind her. She quickly pivoted, relieved to see Ethan.

“Darius said to check on you.” Arianna noticed he slurred. “I brought cranberry cordial.” He held up a bottle. “Let’s have a drink.”

“Perhaps when Darius returns.”

“If you prefer,” he said. “Let me walk you to the cabin at least.”

“I have the lantern.”

He nodded, but still accompanied her. When they got there, she politely nodded and went to the door.

“Have one drink with me?”

Arianna noted he sounded unhappy. Kathleen said Charlotte was cold and unkind to Ethan. She felt sorrowful for him, for he seemed a good father.

“Just a taste, then.”

“I’ll come in.”

“No, wait here,” she firmly stated.

Returning with two cups, she sat on the step and he passed her the cordial. She smelled it and took a sip.

“It has a nice flavor, but it’s strong.”

“The more you drink, the smoother it is. It can take you unaware with drunkenness.”

“I don’t drink much,” she replied.

He sat beside her and she moved over. By the lantern light, she saw him staring at her.

“You do have the loveliest eyes and your hair’s absolutely beautiful.” He reached out to touch her hair. She abruptly stood, spilling the cordial.

“I’ll be going in straight to bed.”

“You haven’t finished your drink.”

“I’ve had enough.”

“Stay a little longer.”

“Go home to your wife, Ethan.”

“You told me I was welcome anytime,” he said with unmistakable suggestiveness.

“I said your daughter was welcome anytime,” she corrected, backing up the steps.

“You looked at me when you said it and you smiled.”

“Go home,” she repeated but he followed her.

She went in, closed the door, pulled the bolt across and breathed a deep sigh before she went to the other door making certain it was locked. Ethan’s forwardness unnerved her. She’d only meant to be friendly and couldn’t believe he’d think it was an invitation for his advances.

She donned one of Darius’s shirts; his familiar scent comforted her. Holding his pillow close, she envisioned his arms around her and hoped she’d sleep.
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Arianna awoke and sat straight up, certain she heard footsteps on the stairs. Their bedchamber didn’t have a lock. She leapt out of bed, looked out the window at the steep, sloped roof. She couldn’t get down without being hurt.

“Who’s there?” she called, trying to use her powers to determine but when fearful, her magic was often unreliable. Hearing someone stumble, she placed a shawl around her and looked out the door. Ethan was part way up the stairs and obviously drunk. He grinned on seeing her.

“Why are you here?” she called.

“You made a point of saying you were going to bed. Clearly you want me to join you.”

“Not by any bloody stretch; now take your drunken arse home straightaway!” Arianna fumed.

She scowled when he didn’t listen. She didn’t want him to make it to the top or fall to the bottom. She went down the other staircase, headed to the door, when she heard the thump, thump, thump as Ethan did, indeed, fall. In good conscience she’d need to see if he was hurt. He slowly stood, staggered and shook his head.

“Ethan, you must leave. You’re filled with drink, not thinking straight even before the knock on your head.”

“I admit I’m drunk, but I’ve wanted you from the time I laid eyes on you.”

He walked closer and she reached for the fire poker.

“You wouldn’t actually hit me.”

“I will if you don’t leave!”

He looked her up and down. She shivered, for although drunk, he was well built and surely robust.

“I know when a woman spurs me on.” His tongue sounded thick. “I mightn’t have had as many women eager to be with me as my older brother, but I’ve had my share.”

“I’d never be unfaithful to Darius.”

Ethan stepped closer backing her near the hot embers in the hearth. He easily seized the poker, tossed it aside and grabbed her. She tried to pull away, but even drunk, he was stronger.

“If you touch me, Darius will be livid!”

“He’d agree you led me on.”

“He’d believe me,” Arianna argued.

“Believe a woman he’s known a short time over his brother, are you certain?” he asked, tearing the shawl off and pulling her to him. She turned from his kiss, attempting to push him away.

“He’ll kill you,” Arianna said, further repulsed, for his breath reeked of drink.

“Maybe he’ll think this is owed to me since he had my wife.”

Ethan tore her garment and roughly pushed her against Darius’s weighty desk.

“In fairness, I suppose I’d need to leave you with child.”

If her powers took over, Arianna believed she’d kill Ethan to prevent this. She hoped to discourage him, but by the way he stared at her breasts, she was deluding herself.

“There’s a vast difference between you forcing yourself on me and your wife seducing your brother.”

“She’s petite and he’s powerful as they come. She didn’t force him.”

“I don’t want this!” Arianna screamed. “The caring father I observed today wouldn’t rape a woman. Your little daughter adores you.”

“I’m not her father.”

“You are to her; you must prove you’re the man that sweet child believes you to be.”

His eyes flickered with uncertainty. He finally released Arianna, stepped back and shamefully hung his head. About to breathe a relieved sigh, Ethan was suddenly thrown toward the immense hearth. Arianna held out her hands and stopped him just before his head hit the stones. Ethan now appeared frozen, still as a statue.


Chapter Twenty-One


Arianna was startled to see a very tall man wearing a floor-length black cloak and carrying an immense broadsword. He had long black, wavy hair. His intense dark eyes were angry as he stared at Ethan. She thought she should recognize him. Clearly he had supernatural powers used on Ethan from halfway across the room. He also didn’t seem surprised by her magic.

He came to her, retrieved the shawl and covered her. She couldn’t stop trembling. Despite his undeniably foreboding appearance, intuitively, Arianna didn’t fear him. She took several long breaths and he glanced at the bruises already evident on her arms. His eyes became stormier.

“Did he violate you?” the man asked in a commanding voice.

“No,” she assured him.

“You saved his life, but he should die for this!”

She glanced at Ethan, eyes still wide open dangerously close to the hearth.

“He’s filled with drink and not thinking clearly.”

“That doesn’t excuse this. He should pay.”

Arianna tried to determine when she might have seen this man.

“You knew my mother,” she said.

“How could you remember? You were very young.”

“Who are you?” Arianna asked.

He hadn’t replied, but she was further stunned when another man appeared. He had unusually short dark brown hair, warm brown eyes and a crooked grin.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” he said to the man in black.

“I doubt you are either,” the stern-looking man replied.

“True, but typically I only cause trouble, not war and chaos,” the smaller man said.

“Who are you and why are you both here in my home?” Arianna asked.

“I came to prevent you from being violated,” the fiercer man said.

“I’m here to make certain he doesn’t drastically change history,” the more affable man said.

“Who are you?” Arianna repeated.

“I’m Tristan,” the man with the mischievous grin and mirthful eyes said. “He’s Cythrawl.” He pointed to the intense man.

They both seemed to await her reaction.

“Should I know you?” Arianna asked.

Neither answered her query, but Tristan spoke.

“Aine and the others are going to be pissed off if they find out we’ve been here and talked to you,” Tristan said.

“Aine?” Arianna said.

“Aine, the Celtic goddess,” Tristan answered.

“I’ve heard of Aine. She’s apparently my ancestor or so legend tells,” Arianna said.

“Aye, you have her powerful magic.”

“She does get some abilities from her father,” Cythrawl said.

“We need to go before they discover you left the realm of the gods and I created a portal,” Tristan said.

“In time,” Cythrawl said.

“A portal in time?” Arianna asked.

“That’s true, but I meant, I’d be leaving in time,” Cythrawl said. “First, I must endeavor to discover why an uncommonly powerful witch defends a man who viciously attempted to harm her.” He glanced at the bruises again.

“He’s my husband’s brother,” Arianna said.

“That’s taking loyalty a bit far, don’t you think?” Tristan asked. “Although family celebrations might be awkward if you torched his brother!”

“You speak peculiarly; are you addle-minded?” Arianna asked Tristan.

“I’ve been accused of that before.” Tristan grinned again.

“Why did you permit him to harm you?” Cythrawl gestured disgustedly toward Ethan.

“I’d convinced him to leave. He was seeing reason when you nearly killed him!” she accusingly replied.

“I don’t trust him,” Cythrawl said. “What would you like me to do with him?”

“I’d answer that very, very carefully,” Tristan warned, “for Cythrawl would gladly behead him.”

“I certainly don’t want Ethan beheaded,” Arianna said gazing at the huge broadsword.

“Emasculated then?” Cythrawl asked.

“You can’t hurt him; just take him out of my sight.”

“That’s the only punishment you want?” Tristan said. “I heard you were some badass fire witch with powers like Alainn but less controlled.”

“Badass? Fire witch? Wait, you know Alainn?” Arianna asked now further stunned. “You’re from another time then?”

“I can’t tell you anything more. We’re not supposed to be here. It wouldn’t be the first time I was in deep shite for traveling through time without the go-ahead.”

“You must tell me more,” Arianna said.

“Sorry, we need to skedaddle. You’ll learn more when the time’s correct,” Tristan said putting his hand on Cythrawl’s arm. The intense man looked at him like he could wither him with a glance.

“I’m not appeased by that pitifully vague excuse,” Arianna said. “I want to know now.”

“Be patient and calm your fiery temper,” Tristan said.

“You’ve said that to me before,” she accused.

“You’re not supposed to remember, although because you’re Alainn’s descendant and a firstborn daughter of a firstborn daughter of a firstborn daughter and one of the four transcendent witches, your powers are supposedly similar to hers. Of course you have some wicked-crazy abilities from your father as well.”

“Did I not say that?” Cythrawl dryly stated.

“My father was an Irish farmer who died before I was born,” Arianna said.

Tristan glanced at Cythrawl who stared even more intently at her.

“Okay, we’ll go with that,” Tristan said.

Cythrawl glared at Tristan again and his aura darkened.

“My father wasn’t an Irish farmer?” Arianna asked.

“Never mind. I’d really be in the doghouse if I let that cat out of the bag.”

“Why do you speak such absurdity about animals?”

“I’m from the future,” Tristan said.

“Dogs have houses in the future?” Arianna asked.

“You don’t doubt I’m from the future and that’s the only question you have?” Tristan asked.

Arianna shook her head at the unusual conversation.

“What is a transcendent witch?” Arianna asked.

“Oxford or Webster would likely say otherworldly, incomparable, or supernaturally accomplished, but it’s so much more than that. You and the three others’ magic is beyond the realm of most imaginations…and together…well, it hasn’t happened yet, but one day, it surely will and no one knows how that’ll go.”

“Oxford? Webster? Are they witches, too? I need to know more,” Arianna pleaded but Tristan shook his head.

“I really need to leave. You can stay if you want, Cythrawl. You’re less likely to suffer because of it.”

“Indubitably, I’m only liable to be banished for centuries!” Cythrawl sarcastically sneered.

“You can’t leave yet,” Arianna said as she grabbed Tristan’s arm. A loud spark was heard and Tristan looked around him.

“Shite! I’m going to be in so much bloody trouble when they hear that.”

“Who would hear it? Are you afraid of me, Tristan O’Malley?”

“How do you know my surname?” He wore a bewildered expression.

“What do you know of Alainn and of traveling through time? Who are the other transcendent witches? What powers do they have? When will we meet?” She blurted out a barrage of questions.

“I’ll be in so much trouble.” Tristan began pacing. “I’ll never get appointed to full guardian.”

“I find you very vexing,” Arianna said.

“I actually thought you’d be more vexed. I remember you were unable to control your hellfire, that you were beautiful, but freakin’ scary.”

“You think she’s not beautiful?” Cythrawl asked.

“Oh, that’s not a loaded question at all! If I say she is, you’ll hurt me and if I say she isn’t, she’s liable to…or maybe vice versa. How could anyone think she’s not unbelievably, indescribably beautiful?”

“Every word you say confuses or irks me,” Arianna said.

“You haven’t threatened me with an ax as Alainn did when we first met.”

“I suspect if we spent much time together weapons would be drawn,” Arianna said but smiled for he amused her and she oddly remembered he often made her smile. “Why did you come here if it will cause discord?” she asked.

“I felt the ripple of someone moving through time. Cythrawl doesn’t care what reproach he’ll face.”

“Are you a whimpering coward, Tristan O’Malley?” she asked.

“He is a very much a whimpering coward!” Cythrawl said.

“Are you always a malcontent curmudgeon?” Arianna asked Cythrawl.

“What she said!” Tristan laughed and Cythrawl glared at him.

“It’s wholly unfair Aine believes she should have more say in this witch’s fate than me,” Cythrawl said to Tristan.

“Isn’t Aine my kin?” Arianna asked and Tristan shook his head at Cythrawl who looked discomposed. “Are you guardians?”

Cythrawl snorted. “I’m not a mere guardian.”

“I’m a prophetic traveler and searcher; one day I’ll be a guardian,” Tristan replied. “I haven’t been assigned a witch yet…likely never will when they find out about this.”

“Who are they?” Arianna confusedly asked.

“Aine, Dagda, Alainn, Danny-Boy. They’ll all be pissed off so take your pick.”

“Why do you continue to speak of piss, and how could I pick? I know Aine and Dagda are Celtic gods. Alainn’s apparently my grandmother several times removed. I don’t know this boy you speak of.”

“You’ve heard of Aine and Dagda, but not me?” Cythrawl asked.

“Are you a god?” Arianna asked. She touched his hand and a far louder spark was emitted. The hearth fire roared and turned a deep purple.

“Shite!” Tristan said. “There’s no way they won’t feel this level of magic even in the future or a far-off realm. Now we’ll be disallowed from coming back here for some time.”

Arianna looked at Cythrawl curiously. “Are you a fire witch, too?”

“I am not a witch!” Cythrawl said looking increasingly perturbed. “I’m a god of fire and chaos, sometimes war.”

“If you thrive on chaos why wouldn’t you delight in Ethan harming me?” Arianna asked.

“Because I bring about chaos, doesn’t mean I wish terror for all, and certainly not tragedy for you. I only want chaos that’s beneficial and war that’s necessary.” His deep voice boomed.

“We need to leave before we change something in the past and alter the future. The whole butterfly effect is real,” Tristan said.

“Butterfly?” she asked.

“Never mind,” Tristan said. “You’ll know soon enough.”

“Beware of the demons in the darkness,” Cythrawl said. “Avoid them until you’re powerful enough to meet them; then do what’s necessary.”

Arianna thought it was odd this god of chaos seemed concerned for her.

“What should be done with this reprehensible man?” Cythrawl asked of Ethan.

“I’ll take that bastard lowlife away before Cythrawl decides to take his head,” Tristan suggested.

“He should be killed for attempting to harm the fire witch.”

“That’s a bit ironic considering how many people you’ve harmed,” Tristan said. “On that note, I’ll go while the gettin’ is good!” Tristan said.

“I barely understand a word you say,” Arianna said.

“That’s probably best,” Cythrawl said touching her shoulder and the bright purple glow appeared again.

“I know you’re confused, but you’ll understand one day,” Tristan said. “Now, Cythrawl, you leave first. I don’t trust you won’t kill him.”

Cythrawl nodded, then looked at Arianna with something similar to a smile. “You’ll need to embrace the darkness within you in order to protect yourself…when you’re strong enough.”

“Or angry enough,” Tristan added.

Arianna shivered.

Cythrawl turned away. His long dark hair and cloak cascading behind him, he effortlessly walked through a portal that simply opened before him.

“He looks a bit like a vampire.”

“A vampire?” Arianna perplexedly asked.

“Never mind. I’m not allowed to tell you anything about the future, so you can make your own decisions and prove your powers,” Tristan whispered. “The gods always need to test a transcendent witch’s magical abilities. They must know she’s ready to journey to the future and one day take part in the battle between good entities and evil forces led by a dark lord called Odhran.

“But I will warn you, if soldiers try to take you to a fort near here, don’t go! That never ends well for you, your husband or a lot of other people.”

Arianna shook her head wholly confused, but waved her hand to waken Ethan. He appeared disoriented and stared from Tristan to Arianna.

“Oh, that’s how it is? You already have a lover. George Alcott said he heard you were once a whore.”

Tristan looked like he wanted to harm Ethan for his insult, but Arianna shook her head.

“It’s a damn good thing Cythrawl left or your husband’s brother would definitely be missing his head.”

“Ethan, I never want to see you again without your daughter or my husband present.”

Ethan looked at Tristan then Arianna again. “I’ll keep your secret if you don’t tell Darius I was here. But Captain Alcott apparently has his eye on you. When he wants something, he gets it or destroys it.”

Tristan nodded to Arianna, then roughly pushed Ethan toward the door.

“Come on, you Neanderthal bastard, get out of here before you’re turned to ash, not that I’d be bothered.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


Arianna couldn’t fall back asleep. Before dawn she soaked in the bath wondering what she’d tell Darius about the bruising. In the looking glass she saw bruises on her backside, too.

Wolf lay by the door as though he were a dog accustomed to being indoors. She’d let him inside and admittedly felt safer. She didn’t believe Ethan would return, but he must have a key. She couldn’t stop dwelling on what he’d attempted, what he’d said about George Alcott, and the peculiar experience with the two odd men. It had been so unbelievably absurd, she wondered if she’d dreamt it. Yet, she had the bruises to prove Ethan had been here; therefore, the rest was surely real, too.

She’d barely dressed and lit the kitchen fire when she heard knocking. She glanced out the window feeling most inhospitable. A slight blonde woman stood on the stoop. Arianna hadn’t met her although Darius introduced her to most neighbors and she’d met others during the stomach malady.

When she opened the door, the woman appeared flustered seeing Arianna. Her wispy hair was disheveled, her eyes swollen and red.

“Is Darius here?”

“He’s in Wickshire.”

The woman sniffled. When the wolf came to the door, she shrieked and backed away.

“You have a wolf?”

“Do you intend to harm me?” Arianna asked.

“Me? I doubt I could harm anyone.”

“Then Wolf won’t hurt you. Would you like to leave a message for Darius?”

The woman lowered her eyes. Arianna realized she had feelings for Darius although if she had to guess, she must be a decade older.

“He sometimes puts my sons in line. They’re boisterous and seldom mind me.”

“You have no husband?”

“He was killed in the raid along with Darius’s father and many others.”

“I’m sorry.” She offered her hand. “I’m Arianna.”

“Aye, Darius’s wife?” the woman forlornly said.

“And you are?” Arianna asked.

“Pardon me, Mrs. Wyndham, I’m Millicent Murphy…Millie to my friends.”

“Nice to meet you, Millicent,” Arianna said uncertain she meant it but didn’t want to appear rude. This was the woman who’d cleaned Darius’s cabin. Clearly she’d done, or longed to do, more than cleaning.

“When Darius returns if you’d tell him I stopped by, he might speak with my sons?”

“Could I help?” Arianna replied.

The woman appeared amused. “With my six sons? Sure, you’re younger than me by half. I mean no disrespect, but they’d eat you up, Mrs. Wyndham. Some are older than you.”

“I don’t think age has relevance,” Arianna said.

The woman shook her head. “Darius wouldn’t forgive me if harm came to you because of my sons.”

“You think they’d hurt me? What types of young men are they?”

“Mostly undisciplined. I’ve been raising them alone for years. How would you handle them?”

She nodded to the wolf and the woman’s eyes grew round.

“I wouldn’t want them hurt, Mrs. Wyndham. Their behavior’s atrocious, but I’m to blame.”

“Call me Arianna, and did you kill your husband?”

“Of course not. I told you how he was killed.”

“Then some of what’s happened wasn’t your fault.”

“That’s true,” Millicent said.

“I assure you, I won’t hurt your lads. Go rest awhile; I’ll see to your sons.”

[image: *]*

Arianna didn’t need Millicent’s directions; but followed the sound of loud male voices. She knocked but couldn’t be heard over the ruckus. She pushed the door open to see young men being roughly tossed about. Bellows of laughter rang out amid shouts of displeasure. There were several broken chairs. A table missing a leg stood propped against a dilapidated cupboard. Shards of shattered dishes were scattered across the floor along with broken jugs of ale.

Putting her fingers in her mouth, Arianna whistled loudly. That got their attention with varied reactions. Some stared, some grinned and the older two staggered toward her, unabashedly looking her up and down.

“Who’re you, pretty lady?” the tallest said.

“Are you daft, Kaleb? Who’s been described as having the form of a goddess, the face of an angel and beautiful long red hair? She’s clearly Darius’s wife.”

“I know who she is, Kevin, you imbecile.”

“I’m Arianna.”

“I’m Kevin.” He approached, leaned against the wall and very conspicuously stared at her breasts.

“So your brother said.”

“I’m Kaleb,” the other stated. They stood on opposite sides of her like two tall sentinels, bar the ogling.

“I gathered that,” Arianna replied. “And you’re Konner, Kieran, Keegan and Kyle.” She looked at each when stating their names.

“How do you know that?” the youngest, Kyle, perhaps fourteen, asked.

“Ma or Darius must have told her,” Kieran guessed.

“But no one here gets our names right,” Keegan said.

“Christ, Ma doesn’t get our names right half the time,” Konner said, offering his hand to help his younger brother.

“Language, Konner,” Kevin said.

“You use far worse language.”

“Not in the presence of a lovely lady.” Kevin bowed, attempted to kiss her hand, and she pulled away.

“You cuss around Ma,” Kyle offered.

“Shut your mouth, Kyle, ya wee nuisance.”

“Aye, shut your mouth. Kevin’s attemptin’ to charm Mrs. Wyndham,” Kaleb said.

“So are you, Kaleb,” Keegan said.

“You shut yer mouth, too!” Kaleb said shoving Keegan.

“I’d thank you all to shut your mouths,” Arianna ordered.

When Keegan was pushed, he fell against another brother and he another and soon pandemonium broke out again. Fists were flying as fast and furious as the cuss words; more furniture was broken.

Wolf growled; even another whistle didn’t stop them. Arianna impatiently raised her hands, magically lifted the Murphy boys and promptly dropped them on their arses. She walked in with Wolf and slammed the door behind her without touching it.

[image: *]*

Darius couldn’t wait to get back to Arianna. They should be home late afternoon.

“You’re thinking of Arianna?” Samuel’s voice startled him.

“Aye, my thoughts are seldom far from her.”

“Finally someone knows how I feel about Kat.”

“You’re lucky you found each other so early.”

“You’re tellin’ me you regret the many women you’ve bedded?” Samuel asked.

“I have regrets, aye.”

“Ethan thinks I’ve missed out not being with other women.”

“Ethan’s only envious of how happy you and Kathleen are.”

“How could anyone be happy married to Charlotte?” Samuel glanced at Darius. “She tried to…be with me, too.”

“That’s one of the reasons Kathleen despises her?” Darius asked.

“Aye.”

“I’m glad you resisted, Samuel; it’s been my bane ever since. Do you think Ethan knows?”

“He’s never spoken of it,” Samuel replied. “I wouldn’t know if you hadn’t confided in me.”

They were distracted by the sound of horses and turned to see a group of five soldiers. Darius tensed and looked to see if Alcott was with them; thankfully he wasn’t.

“Stop at once!” one soldier said.

Darius and Samuel heeded, waiting for them to approach.

“We require some livestock.”

“It’s needed for our families,” Samuel stated.

“Captain Alcott’s ordered us to take whatever’s required to feed the soldiers at the fort. He assures anyone who gives us trouble will be guilty of treason.”

“You’re intendin’ to pay us?” Samuel asked.

“As subjects of the king you’re expected to provide items or services for officers of the crown.”

Darius observed the five men. Three carried muskets and each had a sword. Samuel balked at the unfairness of the request. He was one of the most levelheaded men Darius knew, but unquestionably protective of his family. Samuel also hadn’t had experience with Alcott.

“Take them!” Darius said. “But only four sheep, two hogs and one cow. We need the rest as my brother said.”

Samuel didn’t argue. The officer appeared to be in disbelief. He’d been with Alcott at the settlement and likely believed Darius wouldn’t be accommodating, perhaps hoped for a violent confrontation. He nodded to other soldiers. They took the hogs from the cart, untied the cow and herded the sheep.

“Captain Alcott says he’d like your chickens, too, but he’ll get those himself,” the man said.

“How does Alcott know I have chickens?” Darius felt his body go rigid.

“He’s enjoyed watching your wife feeding the horses and chickens.” The man smirked and Darius’s hand went to his musket.

“Darius!” Samuel shook his head.

“Be on your way then,” Darius said.

The man grinned smugly and turned west.

“That bloody bastard!” Darius said wanting to gallop to the settlement, but he couldn’t leave Samuel with the animals when there were sometimes bandits about.
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While Samuel took the animals to the barn, Darius left King untethered and rushed in the cabin, silently scolding Arianna for leaving it unlocked.

“Arianna!” he called, hearing a sound from Liza’s bedchamber. Arianna had been avoiding that room but the door was open. He burst through and then stopped in his tracks.

“Charlotte,” he said, as she stood in the bath.

“Darius!” She reached for a towel but slipped. Darius lunged. If she hit her head on the hearth, she’d not fare well. His boot slipped on water and he came crashing down with Charlotte atop him.
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“How the hell did you do that?” Kevin asked.

“I thought it was only a rumor she’s a witch,” Kaleb said.

“Clearly it’s true if she can toss us around without touching us,” Keegan said.

“Do you see the wolf?” Kyle asked, looking at the blood on his hand.

“Kyle, we’re drunk, not blind,” Kieran said.

“The wolf’s licking his lips at seeing your blood, Kyle. He’s liable to tear your arm off,” Kevin said.

“It’s unlikely,” Arianna said. “He’s only done it once that I know of.”

She walked toward Kyle but he backed away.

“I’ll need to bind your wound,” she stated.

“You made him fall,” Kevin accused.

“Aye, but the lot of you were behaving like wild animals, or willful, raucous children breaking furniture and dishes. You’ll clean this cabin, repair the furniture, and prepare a meal before this day is done.”

“How are you going to make us?” Kevin asked. He stood and crossed his arms defiantly.

“Truly, you need to ask?” Arianna sighed.

“You’d better listen, Kevin. She’s powerful and even I’m way bigger than her,” Kyle said. Arianna tied the cloth around his injured hand and stared at the tall, broad-shouldered young men.

“It should heal well enough,” Arianna said. “Now, find a broom, mop and hammer and get busy cleaning up your mess.”

“You can’t just come here and give orders,” Kevin said.

“Clearly, someone has to. Kevin, I’d like to step outside and have words with you.”

“I’d like to step outside and have you,” he said raising his eyebrows to impress his brothers.

“Wolf,” she said signaling for the animal to go to Kevin.

“You wouldn’t dare!” Kevin scowled.

The wolf snarled.

“Bollocks,” Arianna ordered.

“As if he’d actually know what you’re sayin’!” Kevin said, but when the wolf grabbed hold of the front of his breeches, he gasped.

“He can release or bite down; it matters not to me. However, I assured your mother I wouldn’t hurt you and she may want grandchildren one day. I’m already weary of dealin’ with you and I’ve just met you. No wonder your poor mother appears at wits’ end.”

“If you want the truth, she’s been maudlin since she found out Darius was wed,” Keegan said.

“Thank you for your candor, Keegan. But by your admirable behavior and the look of your cabin, it appears you’re all caring young men who offer your mother loads of assistance.”

Some wore downcast expressions; others were clearly displeased she’d voiced her opinion.

“You don’t know anythin’ about us!” Kevin said.

“True, but I don’t need to know you to see you disrespect your mother and your home. She’s surely doing the best she can. I’m not sayin’ you’ve had it easy, but you could pitch in instead of creating discord. You’re all strong, able men. Don’t any of you help her?”

“We hunt game, chop wood, till the field and the garden,” Kevin said. “The rest we leave to Ma, I suppose.”

“Cookin’ and cleanin’ are women’s work,” Kaleb said.

“Is acting like irresponsible arses men’s work?”

Kaleb glared. A few snickered, and one or two cussed.

“We three eldest were workin’ for Ethan at his stills some days. He was in a foul mood this mornin’ and let us go,” Kevin said.

“For stealin’ his supply,” Kyle accused.

“You’re thieves as well?” Arianna said though she well knew what had caused Ethan’s mood.

“We only took the undesirable bits drained from the top.”

“Tell Ethan, Darius’s wife wishes him to hire you back.”

“Why would that make a difference?” Kevin asked.

“Just do it, but first tend to the cabin. Make your mother proud; show her you’re dependable men. As the eldest, Kevin, you must set an example.”

“If you’re nearly done with the bloody lecture would you call off your damn wolf?”

Arianna tried not to smirk. She’d almost forgotten Wolf maintained a grip on Kevin’s breeches.

“Release,” Arianna said and the wolf obeyed.

“If you can use your magic or witchcraft or whatever it is, couldn’t you assist us with cleanin’ and cookin’?” Kaleb asked.

“I don’t use magic for my own cleaning and cooking. What lesson would that teach you?”

“That we should have married you first.” Kevin smirked.

She only smiled and directed them to the chores.
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Arianna headed for home pleased with the Murphy boys’ accomplishments. Their mother had been delighted and her happy tears clearly made her sons proud.

As Arianna neared her cabin, the back door was ajar and she wondered if she should go inside. She tiptoed in noticing Liza’s bedchamber open. Charlotte was likely taking Liza’s possessions. Peering in, she saw Charlotte, but unclothed lying in Darius’s arms. She gasped and as they glanced at her, Arianna simply disappeared.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Arianna was astonished, for she now stood on the covered porch. Previously, she’d only moved from one location to another in her dreams. She thought of Darius and Charlotte. There must be a reasonable explanation, but Charlotte was naked in his arms and didn’t appear displeased.

She should speak with him, but the longer she dwelled upon it, the more upset Arianna became. She’d go to her forest sanctuary to calm herself. As she started down the steps, she grew dizzy. When she opened her eyes her consciousness was somehow transported away.

Arianna heard whispers and smiled in recognizing the enchanting sounds of faeries.

“What is this place?” Arianna asked.

“It’s a faery realm.”

“How did I get here?”

“With your magic.”

“Why am I here?”

“Because you didn’t wish to be where you were,” a particularly beautiful faery with fluttering wings, whispered.

“If I could wish myself away from where I was, I’d have been here most of my life.”

“Your awakening is near and your powers increasing.”

“What’s an awakening?”

“When a witch reaches her potential and discovers the full extent of her magic.”

“What causes an awakening?” Arianna asked.

“A witch’s powers increase with the first female bleeding that marks fertility and then grow substantially at the end of innocence.”

“Because I’ve lain with a man my powers have grown?” she incredulously asked.

“That’s true, but it also brings profound challenges.”

“That sounds ominous,” Arianna said.

“Powerful magic alerts others to your abilities and your location.”

“You’re speaking of the dark entities I sometimes sense?”

The faeries nodded again.

“If you’re protected by your guardians and kept grounded by earth, air and water, you’ll repel or defeat them.”

“How do I get back?” Arianna asked.

“You must know; you possess far more dynamic magic than we do,” she replied.

“More magic than faeries? I doubt that!”

“You’re a witch with the origin of faeries from the line of Aine, the Celtic goddess, and Alainn, the first of the powerful transcendent witches.”

“Clearly my mother was of the same line and she died a horrific death by flame.”

The faeries, intrinsically afraid of fire, cringed.

“But Eirann turned from her powers, believing it would protect you.”

“She also wasn’t a firstborn daughter of a firstborn daughter of a firstborn daughter.”

“You mustn’t turn from magic.”

“Potent magic comes from your father as well.”

The faeries looked as though they knew a profound secret. Arianna suddenly felt disoriented again and her head hurt. She awoke lying on the steps in Darius’s arms.

“Arianna, my God! You slipped and struck your head. I thought I’d lost you and the last memory I’d have of you was the anger in your eyes. You must allow me to explain.”

Arianna saw Charlotte now wrapped in a towel.

“Nothing happened, Arianna. Surely you know that,” Darius said but Arianna didn’t miss how Charlotte gazed at Darius.

“I didn’t suppose you’d bed her.”

He looked relieved.

“Certainly not in in Liza’s chambers. If you could see her disapproving expression, it might be her you’d like to convince.”

“You see spirits?” Charlotte asked in wide-eyed amazement. “I also saw you disappear. It’s clearly not rumor, but truth—you’re a witch!”

“Why were you in our home?” Arianna asked without answering the question. “I told you, you’re not welcome.”

“I saw you leave earlier and wanted to use Liza’s bath.”

“How did you get inside when the doors were locked?”

“Did you come through the tunnel?” Darius asked.

“Tunnel?” Arianna questioned.

“Aye, there’s tunnels beneath the cabins to hide in should natives attack,” Darius said.

Arianna wondered why Darius wouldn’t have told her about them but Charlotte distracted her.

“I have a key,” Charlotte said in a sultry voice.

Arianna looked at Darius suspiciously.

“She must have kept the key from when she used to come care for Liza.”

“Would you go attire yourself straightaway?” Arianna said.

“You can’t tell me what to do,” Charlotte replied. “I’ll see the Smythes of Wyndham Village and their new witch-hunter made aware of the unholy abilities you possess.”

“Unholy? You’re presently coveting thy neighbor’s husband,” Arianna flippantly said.

“Your bleating tongue won’t be appreciated by the witchfinder.”

“Charlotte, don your garments now!” Darius firmly said.

She seemed displeased but went to the cabin.

“Are you well, Arianna?” Darius asked.

“I’ll be well enough,” she said wincing as she touched the bump on her head.

“You have bruises,” Darius said as he helped her to her feet.

“From the fall,” she lied.

“They look like marks caused by fingers,” he said.

“Charlotte might have such marks with how tightly you were holding her,” Arianna said knowing that would quieten him.

Charlotte returned, thankfully attired, but stared at Darius as no married woman should look upon a man who wasn’t her husband.

Darius held his hand out. “I’d like the key back.”

Charlotte passed it to him, but Arianna didn’t miss how her hand lingered on his.

“You’re so bloody obvious, you might as well beg my husband to bed you.”

Darius was clearly uncomfortable and Charlotte stared at her with loathing.

“Don’t pretend you’re innocent,” Charlotte said. “There are secrets you hide, too.”

“You need to leave before you’re regretful,” Arianna said.

“You’re threatening me, now?” Charlotte replied.

Arianna’s temper flared as she stepped closer to the irksome woman. The thunder rumbled above and Arianna felt her hands growing uncomfortably hot.

Darius moved between the two infuriated women.

“Charlotte, you’re not welcome here.”

“If there’s no attraction, why is your wife so vexed?” Charlotte asked. “Doesn’t she trust you? Has she learned all your secrets?”

He didn’t reply and Charlotte finally started off, but called back. “I do appreciate you seeing me safe from injury today.” She smiled sweetly at Darius.

“I do appreciate you seeing me safe from injury!” Arianna mimicked in an English accent while glowering at Darius.

“I thought you knew nothin’ happened,” Darius said following her into the cabin. “This certainly wasn’t how I imagined our reunion.”

“I’m most displeased with your vexatious sister-in-law, but I’m certain you could console me, Husband. I feel somewhat faint and surely must be taken to bed.”

“Aye, my wee witch; I can do that.”

“First you’ll need to stable King. I’ll meet you in our bedchamber,” she said untying her bodice’s laces.

He came to her, pulled her into his arms and roughly kissed her.

“You’re a damn vixen! I’ll have you here and now.”

“Oh no,” she said pushing at his muscular chest. “This won’t be a swift encounter. Charlotte won’t be the only warm, wet woman in your arms today, but she will be the one left ungratified.”

She grasped his firm arousal through his breeches. “Tend to your horse, then come tend to your wife,” she taunted starting up the stairs, seductively removing her garments and dropping each one over the balustrade. When she got to the top entirely unclothed, she glanced toward the bedchamber.

“Christ,” he said and she smiled at the look on his face as he hastened out the door.
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“You can’t want me to love you again!” Darius said staring at her. “There are only so many times a man can perform, Arianna, and I’ve surpassed what I thought possible. If you’re attemptin’ to punish me it’s a rather odd way of doin’ it. I’m likin’ it more than you might imagine though I mightn’t have the strength to move for days.”

“I’ll tend to the animals and you can stay Right. Here. In. This. Bed!” She widened her eyes, smiled, pretending to take another drink of cider.

“You’re not drinking more.” He reached across her to take the bottle and she suckled his neck and chest. “Arianna, it’s made you wildly insatiable.”

She burst out laughing at his expression. “It’s been empty for some time. I missed you when were away, my love.”

“I’ve missed you, too, my wee witch, very much. But…”

“But you couldn’t possibly love me again?” she said making swirling motions with her fingernails on his stomach.

“You do know that sounds like a challenge?” He grinned even as he groaned.

“You’re commendably virile. You don’t believe you could be made ready for the challenge,” she said now tracing his firm chest and rippled stomach with her tongue. She moved lower and he moaned. When she took him in her mouth, he gasped, then grasped her hair, his arousal fully renewed. As she pleasured him, he groaned deeper. When she sensed his release near, she mounted him and smiled victoriously. With her hands in her hair she ardently rode above him. He wore an expression Arianna couldn’t determine.

His weariness evidently forgotten he lifted her and tossed her upon the bed. Staring into her eyes, he took her rougher than ever before.

“You hid that ability from me,” he said, each thrust deeper.

“I like to surprise you,” she said clutching his back, moaning and crying out as waves of ecstasy washed over her again. He moved above her for some time, moaned again, then fell beside her.

She smiled but saw his serious expression.

“You admitted you’d kissed your friend, Jean-Claude, but I must ask. Did the two of you…do other things?”

“Other things?”

“There’s no tactful way of asking. You’ve never pleasured me like before. If you were hidin’ that from me, I can think of only one reason.”

“You’re wondering if I favored Jean-Claude with my mouth on his cock?”

“Christ, Arianna!”

“You want to know if I slowly ran my tongue over the tip, along the long, firm shaft, placed my mouth over the swollen cap, withdrawing and advancing more deeply, all the while lightly fondling the bollocks, till intense release was achieved?”

“You need to stop speaking like that at once!” he jealously said as he sat up.

“You apparently believe I’m proficient in orally pleasuring you. Clearly you measure my ability by the number of women and God knows how many whores who’ve gratified you in that manner. That’s mostly acceptable because you’re a bloody man.”

“You sound like that’s the worst thing anyone could be.”

“You’re very perceptive, Husband!”

“No woman would naturally possess such an ability.”

“You needn’t be concerned of it happening again or of weakening your seed, unless you intend to go back to Millicent, Charlotte or Olathe or whoever else you might have had and that’s just the women I’m aware of here.”

“I wasn’t with Millie. I admit, we kissed, made it as far as the bedchamber, but I didn’t bed her even though she was most insistent.”

“You think that makes up for your other indiscretions?”

“I thought you didn’t hold my past indiscretions against me?” Darius said.

“If you intend to be jealous or possessive, I won’t be quick to offer understanding. I heard much from the women at the brothel as they sat in the kitchen speaking of carnal desire, but it was often contradictory. Apparently most men want their wives to be proper, yet the reason many married men came to them was because their wives wouldn’t pleasure them with their mouths. The harlots needed to become efficient in that.

“I listened intently for I thought if I ever married I’d ensure my husband never strayed. But now, you can do whatever you like, Darius Wyndham. Go to hell…or the beds of a hundred whores for all I care.”

She stood and pulled on her shift in a fury.

“Arianna, I’m sorry you’re displeased. Forgive me. I was foolish and inconsiderate. Tell me what I might do to make amends.”

She saw the honesty in his eyes, but the fear as well. His marriage to Liza had been a sorrowful calamity at best. She knew he wanted better for them. She inhaled deeply, trying to calm her tumultuousness. He pulled on his breeches, but didn’t draw nearer.

“I’d like to employ my magic so all men live the life of a woman, even for a while. We’re to be attractive, but not beautiful lest other men look, able to carry on a conversation but not be forward, not imbecilic but not too intelligent, expected to comply to being bedded upon request, but often discouraged to admit we find pleasure during the joining.

“If we’re strong-willed or opinionated we can be sent to the gallows or the stake even on a spiteful person’s whim and nearly anything we do can be deemed a sin, a crime or witchcraft!” She exhaled loudly. He looked regretful.

“I’m sorry, Arianna. I never meant to hurt you. You’re correct: men are often a deplorable lot. I suppose I don’t know how to be a good husband any more than most, although if it were only dependent on how much I loved you, I’d see you happy always.”

She looked into his handsome face and smiled through her tears. He hesitantly held his arms out. She went to him, buried her face in his chest, enveloped in the protectiveness of his tight embrace.

“I don’t suppose it’s always easy to be a man either?”

“There are rigid expectations for men, too, but it’s a world largely run by men who offer no respect for women. I’ll attempt to be more considerate and understanding.”

“I’ve never thought you were inconsiderate, Darius, and you’re understanding…usually.”

“I’ve never approved of jealousy or possessiveness in a man or a woman but I admit I’m jealous, Arianna…not because I don’t trust you, but I see how men look at you. You’re the most beautiful, enticing woman I’ve ever seen. Everything about you is extraordinary.”

“Sometimes I feel their stares, but women are also drawn to you. You’re an uncommonly appealing man.”

“Women aren’t larger, stronger and often with fewer scruples.”

“That doesn’t sound exactly complimentary,” she said. “I’ve known several unscrupulous women. My aunt for one—and another in your arms only yesterday.”

“Aye, Charlotte’s troublesome. I was only meanin’ women are at a disadvantage in brawn and men’s desires are powerful and often disturbing. I do worry for you, Arianna, and now…George Alcott and his men have been watching you. If ever there was a man with no scruples, it’s him,” Darius said.

“I didn’t sense them. How do you know he’s been watching me?”

“Samuel and I encountered some of his men.”

“What can we do?” Arianna asked.

“I’m sure you’ll not be in favor of havin’ me by your side always, but I’d prefer you not go about alone for a while, my wee witch.”

“I do understand your concern. The Murphy boys evidently have idle time and require coin, perhaps they can help around here and accompany me sometimes.”

“Most don’t choose to be in their company, but I agree, that might be beneficial. You’ve met the Murphy boys, then?”

“And their mother,” Arianna added.

“I must show you what I have for you,” he said, clearly no longer wanting to discuss Millicent.

He returned, his arms loaded with packages.

“Darius, I told you I didn’t need gifts,” she scolded.

“This isn’t about need. I’ll buy my lovely wife gifts as I wish.”

She only smiled at the packages wrapped in several shades of pink fabric and ribbons.

“I couldn’t locate a pink gown, but Anna Schmidt’s a seamstress and could make one. Open them,” he urged.

She untied the ribbon on the medium-sized parcel first. It was a feminine pink shift adorned in lace.

“It’s lovely, Darius,” she said.

The next parcel held several spices and some tea.

“I haven’t had tea since I was in England and I do miss it.”

“I like it, too,” he said.

She opened the largest package. It was a magnificent emerald-green cloak in an extraordinarily rich fabric with a brocaded design on the wide sleeves and hood, and a belted sash.

“Your other cloak is threadbare and doesn’t fit properly. This’ll be stunning with your hair.”

“It’s beautiful, Darius. I’ve never owned such an exquisite garment,” she said touching the fine material.

“Try it on.”

She did and glanced at the looking glass. “It’s exceptionally grand.”

“It’s the beautiful woman wearing it that makes it exceptional.”

Arianna tried not to frown, but he saw.

“Aren’t you fond of it? Liking plants and trees; I thought you might favor green.”

“I adore green, Darius. The cloak is wonderful, but I don’t require opulent gifts and don’t want you to think they’re important to me.”

“Arianna, you’re my wife. I have the coin; why shouldn’t I endow you with gifts when you’ve never been shown such reception?”

“You’re very thoughtful,” she said.

“You look like a faery princess from an enchanted forest.”

“It is remarkable,” she said placing her arms around his neck. “Thank you, Darius.”

He held her tightly.

“You still have another,” he said finally opening the necklace with a silver chain and large emerald. Placing it on her, he fastened the clasp.

“It’s beautiful, Darius, but I can’t purchase gifts for you.”

“You gave me this,” he said as he pointing to the braided hair and ribbon adornment she made for him. “The most precious gift is your love and company. Besides, you did give me an unexpected gift earlier today.”

He smirked and she blushed.

“I hope next time it won’t be followed by an unpleasant disagreement,” she said.

“I promise it won’t, my wee witch. Maybe you could tell me some other things you learned at the brothel, for hearing you speak of it was most arousing.”

She picked up a ribbon and tossed it at him and he playfully lifted her in his arms and kissed her.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Arianna went no further than the stream or the garden when alone. Darius enlisted the Murphy boys in helping him in many tasks including accompanying her about. Today the two eldest escorted her to see Grandmother, promising to return later. She found it amusing that men feared the crone.

“You’re unsettled, Tine,” Grandmother said.

“I dislike knowing soldiers are patrolling the settlement. Like much of my life, I must keep hidden away.”

“You fear your powers will present themselves because of your anger?”

“I’m not angry, simply annoyed. I’m happy with Darius and my joys outweigh the petulance.”

“But you fear the man with the wooden leg?”

She nodded. “Alcott could make it difficult for us. I worry for Darius; there’s much animosity between them.”

“Have you had unsettling dreams?”

Arianna stared at the old woman and the oddest sensation came over her.

“Have you asked me that before?”

“Aye, another time, Tine.”

“Why do you call me that?”

“It means fire.”

“I’m aware it’s Gaelic for fire.”

“Maybe it’s because of your fiery personality and not your hot temper. You’re noticeably guarded in revealing your temper. The name, Tine, is given only in fondness.”

Arianna simply smiled.

“Did you learn anything from the two men who visited you when Young Wyndham was away? I suppose there were three. Your husband’s brother likely only confirmed men can be lascivious bastards, although I suspect that was partly to do with his conniving wife. She’ll cause you trouble, as will the young lass.”

Arianna hadn’t mentioned the incident, but like many subjects, the old woman seemed to intuitively know.

“Charlotte could cause trouble,” Arianna agreed, “but what young lass do you mean?”

“The friend who’s not a friend and likely to be the color of your new cloak when she sees Young Wyndham’s given you gifts. There’s also the native woman who tries to prevent warring between the settlers and her people.”

“From my one meeting with her I thought she’d be in favor of that.”

“Olathe has much validity in despising our kind, but she wouldn’t want bloodshed. She’s a guardian of the land.”

“How do you know all this?”

“You’re aware of it, too, Tine. Of course it turns out differently each time we live.”

“You’re saying we’ve lived past lives?”

Grandmother pushed her long hair behind her ear.

“We’ve lived this life over and over. Events are repeated, but with different outcomes.”

“I don’t understand,” Arianna said.

“You choose not to remember, but with good reason. Some events, no one would wish to remember.”

“That sounds ominous and seems impossible, but it would explain why Darius seemed familiar to me that first day…his voice, his scent, why he felt the need to protect me from the beginning…and why we fell in love so quickly.”

The old woman nodded.

“Why would we live the same life over again?” Arianna asked. “Not that I’m not opposed to many lives with Darius.”

“I suspect you’ll do so until you learn what you must to ensure a more favorable outcome and so you stay alive long enough to make it to the future to meet with the other three transcendent witches. You’ll learn more when you have the dreams, although they’re always deeply disturbing to you.

“Cythrawl and Tristan coming to you has shaken things up, traveling without celestial blessing.”

“You know Tristan and Cythrawl then?” Arianna asked.

“They both tend to create a good deal of chaos for you, but always in hope of protecting you.”

“Cythrawl’s truly a god?”

Grandmother nodded again. “Born of a Fomorian father and a Tuatha Dé Danann mother, he’s always been unsettling. He brings chaos but does try to protect those he cares for. Although he can’t if he’s imprisoned for centuries or banished for his wrongdoings…which unfortunately, is often. He’s one of your guardians. Witches almost always need more than one, usually a human and a god. I suspect you’ll need many.”

“And Tristan?” Arianna asked.

“He’s exasperating, but amusing and means well. He has trouble with authority, sometimes causes more harm than good, though his intentions are pure. Else he wouldn’t have risked moving through time unadvised. He has frequent accurate premonitions.”

“Do you know what my future holds?”

“What is destined to be, will be.”

“Mama used to say that.”

“Aye, she did.”

“You knew her?”

“I’ve known all your ancestors, Tine, but it’s difficult to keep it straight in this endless time loop we’re caught in.”

“We were once on a ship together,” Arianna suddenly remembered.

“Och, that life turned out bloody awful, you ken. You and me drowned at the bottom of the Atlantic along with everyone else on board.”

“It wasn’t an unfounded fear, then,” Arianna whispered.

“Most of your fears aren’t unfounded, Tine, just difficult memories of tragedy in other times we’ve lived. Now, I’ve strained my addled mind and failing body too much this day. I must rest,” Grandmother said.

Arianna looked at the half-made potion, the ingredients sprawled across the table. The woman simply walked to her bed. Asleep and snoring loudly, before her head touched the pillow, Arianna retrieved a worn quilt and covered the old woman. She wakened long enough to pat her hand affectionately.

Arianna finished making the potion, cleared the items, tidied up a little but mostly left everything as it was so Grandmother wouldn’t be confused. Arianna found comfort being with Grandmother even if she questioned her exactitude more than she’d like.

Arianna waited for the Murphy boys, wishing she’d simply ridden here alone. How could they protect her if she was pursued by Alcott anyway? She wanted to appease Darius; he worried much for her. The Murphy boys were entertaining, and now respectful and protective of her. She found it amusing everyone referred to them as boys when most were grown men.

While standing in Grandmother’s garden, Arianna spotted feverfew plant at the edge of the forest. She’d been diligently looking for it. Now, she dug down getting the entire root to transplant it near their cabin, when Olathe approached her.

“You shouldn’t be here alone in the forest.”

“You sound like Darius. I’m not actually in the forest and not alone; you’re here.”

“You’ll be pursued by the wendigo.”

“The wendigo?” Arianna asked, placing the feverfew inside her pouch.

“It’s a horrid beast of malevolent intent. Your kind might think of him as the devil. You should go back with the old woman.”

“I’m not a bloody child,” Arianna impatiently replied.

“I told you you’d bring evil,” Olathe said as she left.

Intending to obediently wait near Grandmother’s cottage, Arianna caught movement. She couldn’t mistake the red garment. It was a redcoat, an English soldier.

She crouched, relieved her green cloak blended in. She heard voices and saw several soldiers. She ventured a bit nearer trying to determine if one was Alcott. Her heart pounded when she spotted him. The few native men who’d been with Alcott that first day outside their cabin also joined them.

Arianna was distressed when she espied an eerie darkness behind Alcott, like a black cloud. At first she believed his already dark aura had grown, but she was overcome with terror when a grotesque and nearly unimaginably frightening creature appeared behind Alcott. It was male, formidably large and imposing. He had curled horns and black eyes, absurdly long claws. She couldn’t see his feet, but had no doubt they were cloven hooves. This was surely a devil or demon. He exuded malevolence.

Was this what Olathe had termed the wendigo? Arianna’s skin crawled and she felt she might spew. Her amulet glowed brightly and burned her skin. Previously, it had become warm, emitted a soft glow, as when she’d seen Alcott, but never like this. Mama always said it was to alert her to evil.

Arianna placed her hand round the pendant, for it became even hotter; she thought someone might see the radiance. The demon looked in her direction. She knelt with her cloak’s hood covering her scarlet tresses, barely daring to take a breath and hoping he wouldn’t sense her. But she heard them approaching.

She closed her eyes, prayed earnestly and became disoriented. Everything around her was blurry; she was dizzy, her stomach uneasy. She glanced back at Grandmother’s cottage, now wholly confused, for it was no longer there.

There were fewer trees and loud sounds she didn’t recognize, scents on the air that affronted her nose. She looked up and saw a peculiar item flying high in the sky. She didn’t understand, but simply wanted to be in Darius’s arms. She closed her eyes tightly and wished herself back to him. The unusual sounds and smells disappeared.

She stood, warily looking where Alcott and the horrific beast had been. They were no longer there. Had she imagined it all? Was her mind becoming addled? Her feet scarcely touched the ground as she ran, relieved when she spotted Kevin and Kaleb.

“Damn, Arianna. You could’ve made the horses rear, jumping out like that,” Kaleb said. “Why were you in the forest?”

“Take me home,” Arianna said.

“We left your horse back at Darius’s stable. We were on our way to retrieve it and go for you,” Kevin replied.

“I’ll ride with you.” She scrambled up behind Kevin and put her arms around him.

“What has you so fearful, Arianna?” Kaleb asked.

“You wouldn’t believe me.”

“Whatever it is, I’m not opposed,” Kevin jested, looking at her arms wrapped about him and her face buried against his back.

“Her husband might be,” Kaleb said.

“What would frighten a witch with powerful magic; what did you see?” Kevin asked.

“I think it was a demon,” she finally said.

“By God, let’s get you home,” Kevin said.
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“Thank you for seeing Arianna safe,” Darius said prying her hands from Kevin and lifting her from the horse. “Christ, you’re trembling, Arianna? What’s happened?”

“Arianna said she saw a demon.”

“A demon?” Darius asked in disbelief.

“Aye, with Alcott,” Arianna said.

“That bloody man’s a demon himself. Where did you see them?”

“In the forest by Grandmother’s house.”

“Were you with her?” Darius asked, but they shook their heads.

“I thought we’d agreed you’re not to be alone.”

“I found plants I needed, then spoke with Olathe, but I saw a redcoat and Alcott, some of his soldiers and the beast-like demon. I was terrified when they started coming for me. I became dizzy, saw and heard odd sights, sounds, and smells…and Grandmother’s cottage disappeared.”

He stared at her clearly confused.

“You and Grandmother didn’t happen to sample potions made of questionable herbs…or mushrooms maybe?”

“We did not!” Arianna said, offended.

“Did you see any of this?” Darius asked Kevin and Kaleb.

They shook their heads.

“They weren’t with me and mightn’t have been capable of seeing the demon or the cottage disappearing anyway.”

“Are you certain it wasn’t a dream, Arianna?”

“I know the difference between a dream and reality,” she said.

She stared at Darius with displeasure, then went to the cabin. Much of what she’d said did sound completely absurd. She hadn’t even told him she believed she might have traveled to another time. She couldn’t push away the strong sense there was trouble brewing.
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Because of her unease, Arianna quietly paid tribute during Samhain. She carved no turnips to keep away restless spirits, wore no mask, lit no bonfires. She went to her sanctuary in the forest; Darius stayed outside the circle. She supposed the blood and fertility ritual still unsettled him. She hadn’t told Darius she was born on Samhain. Maybe one day he’d be more open to traditional Gaelic celebrations.

Arianna sat in her haven where the veil was always thin, but the night of Samhain the veil was thin everywhere between this and the spirit world. She saw several spirits and bright entities hovering above, but nothing dark approached.

Darius smiled when she stepped from within her stone circle and took her hand. They went home and made love, which was always her most desired way of celebrating anything.


Chapter Twenty-Five


“The birth seemed easy having you here, Arianna,” Kathleen said holding her baby boy.

“It’s surely because it’s your fourth birth, but I was honored to be here,” Arianna replied looking at the fair-haired bairn.

“I’m sheep’s liver, am I?” Bessie said beaming at her daughter and new grandson.

“I’m very happy you’re here, Ma.”

“He’s a fine wee boy,” Bessie said. “All yer bairns were bonny from the start.”

“Aye,” Kathleen said lovingly placing him to her breast.

“Should I find Samuel?” Arianna asked, gathering the blood-soaked rags.

“Soon,” Kathleen said.

“Have ye somethin’ on yer mind, Daughter?”

“I need you here, Ma…you and Da and wee Patrick. I want you to see your grandchildren grow and for them to know you better. I know it’s difficult with the memories of your losses, with Daniel and Seamus and your bairns here in the graveyard, but it’s hard for me, too. I want you here.”

“You’ll need me here with all these bairns. If I’m here, you’ll have more.”

Kathleen looked confused.

“If the bairns are with me and your da sometimes, what do you suppose you and Samuel might be gettin’ up to?”

Kathleen smirked. “True enough, but talk to Da. Darius and Samuel could build a cabin. They’ve started one for Michael and Sarah.”

“There’s no need,” Bessie said.

“You don’t think he’d move back?” Kathleen’s lip quivered.

“My lass; I was waitin’ to tell you. Our belongings are out on our wagon. We’re stayin’; we thought we’d surprise you. When we got here you were already laborin’ with your bairn.”

Kathleen burst into happy tears and they embraced.

“Our neighbor’s son’s soon to be wed. Out of the blue, he came to us with an offer for our farm and cabin we couldn’t refuse.”

Arianna smiled to herself. She’d been working on seeing that happen by way of her spells.

“With Sarah and Michael being married soon and plannin’ to live here, we couldn’t see Elizabeth parted from her sister. We also want to be near you and our grandbairns and Samuel.”

Bessie smiled at Arianna. “I’m sure you miss your mother and likely more when you have bairns. No wee one on the way yet?” Bessie asked.

“Ma, I told you not to ask,” Kathleen scolded. “Not everyone conceives straightaway.”

“I’ve been prayin’ hard you’ll soon have bairns. Losin’ his unborn babe did aggrieve Darius. I’d like to have a church to do the prayin’. If Darius can create homes so easily, I’m sure he’d build a church as well.”

“The men would pitch in. There hasn’t been a church here for some time,” Kathleen said.

“Since the last church was burned to the ground along with our home and many others, and several men and our boys killed by the damn savages!”

“Ma, you can’t call them that.”

“I can call them whatever I want.”

“But Ma, you know natives certainly aren’t all savages any more than our kind are all heartless murderers, who’ve killed entire native villages…women and children included.”

“I know, Kathleen.”

“I’ll go find Samuel,” Arianna suggested.

“Odd he’s not nearly breakin’ down the door like the other times.”

“I told Darius to take him and the children to the lakeshore,” Arianna said.

“Aye, it’s time for giving thanks for the harvest, yet it’s warm enough to walk about without cloaks,” Kathleen said.

“Where’s the meal bein’ held?” Bessie asked.

“Arianna and Darius are hosting Thanksgiving. They’ve a great room large enough for everyone should the weather turn.”

“Darius has invited everyone,” Arianna said.

“I’ll help if I can, lass.”

“I appreciate that, Bessie.”

There was a loud rap at the door.

“How’s my Kat doin’? For I’m nearly goin’ mad,” Samuel said.

As if to answer, the baby boy wailed loudly.

“We’re well, my love. Come see your son and bring the bairns.”

Samuel came in, went to his wife and kissed her.

“You did well, Kat; he’s a fine wee boy.”

“We did well, Samuel. Look, he has your eyes.”

“And your hair, Kat,” he said.

Darius stepped in with the children.

“Be gentle near your ma and the babe,” Samuel said.

“Uncle Darius,” Kathleen said. “Come meet wee Daniel.”

“That’s a grand name,” Darius said. “He’s a strong-lookin’ wee man.”

Darius took Arianna in his arms; they smiled watching the happy family.

“I better go start preparing for Thanksgiving,” Arianna stated.

“I’ll help,” Elizabeth said now standing at the door staring hard at Darius.

“We’ll be staying with Darius and Arianna till the cabins are constructed,” Sarah said to Elizabeth. “We’ll both help, but first, you must come look at the baby.”

Arianna sensed the tension between the sisters who didn’t often squabble.

“Come to our cabin whenever you’d like,” Arianna said.

“We will,” Elizabeth said gazing at Darius again. Sarah scolded her by way of a glare and took her sister’s arm.

“We’ll see you soon,” Sarah said.
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Darius held Arianna as they rode upon King. It reminded her of the journey here over two months earlier. Now they usually rode separately.

“You’re quiet, my wee witch.”

“Just thinking about the bairn.”

He placed his head on hers. When they arrived at the stable he lifted her down. She noticed his serious expression.

“Darius, what is it? Have you spotted Alcott or his soldiers?”

“No, the men here have been taking turns skirting the borders of the settlement, but we’ve not seen hide nor hair of them, thank God.”

“What is it then?”

“I don’t know how to broach this,” he admitted.

“I’d hope you and I can speak of anything,” she said.

He nodded but still appeared hesitant. “I know you’d like a bairn. I see it when you’re with the children. I saw it when you were lookin’ at the new babe.”

“If it’s meant to be, it’ll happen.”

“Don’t you suppose it should’ve happened by now? It isn’t for lack of tryin’,” he said with his sensual smile that made her want to try even now.

“It can take time to conceive. Besides, we’ve been consistently weakening your seed.” She smiled.

“But if it doesn’t happen. If I can’t…I don’t want you to miss bein’ a mother.”

“What are you saying, Darius?”

“I won’t pretend to like the notion. I don’t want to dwell on it, but…if it’s only to see you with child.”

Arianna stared long at him.

“You’re suggesting I be with another man to see me carry a child?”

His jaw tightened, but he nodded. “Aye, I don’t want you to be denied motherhood because of me.”

“You were displeased to think I might have orally pleasured a man long before we met. Now you’re suggesting another man bed me?”

“Only to see you with child. We’d raise the bairn as ours; no one else need know.”

“Clearly one other would know,” Arianna said shaking her head. “Have you selected the man then?”

“Ethan, maybe?”

“Ethan!” she said, far too loudly. “Because he should maybe have a go at me since you had his wife?” she sniped.

“Christ no, that’s not it, Arianna. He’s my brother; he looks a little like me.”

“He looks nothing like you and I’d rather share Davey McKee’s bed.”

Darius grimaced. “Sure he’s sixty with barely any teeth.”

“I don’t suppose he’d need teeth to see it done!”

“Perhaps Samuel then? Kathleen might agree…although maybe not.”

“I think of Samuel as a brother and Kathleen wouldn’t like it even a little bit.”

Darius sighed heavily. “You could have any damn man here. Name a few and I’ll consider it.”

“How kind of you! What of the Murphy boys then?”

“What?”

“We’re after keepin’ them busy. They’re tall and blond if you want someone with similar appearance to you. They might be persuaded, if you threw in a jug of ale for their efforts. Kyle and Keegan are too young, but the other four are old enough…strong, strapping men. I could be with all of them to be certain it takes. Kevin and Kaleb are likely experienced. Kieran and Konner probably aren’t but…it might be interesting schooling young men in intimacy.”

She’d remained completely serious, but seeing the stricken look on Darius’s face, she mischievously smirked and touched his dimple.

“You were only jestin’?” He let out his breath.

“I won’t ever want anyone but you, Darius. If we produce children we’ll be blessed, but if not…we’re already blessed in being together.”

“I love you, Arianna, more than I could say.”

“I love you and I do want you in a fierce way, Husband,” she said untying his breeches.

“Here in the stable, now?”

“Aye, but it’ll have to be quick. We have guests staying with us and liable to arrive soon.”

He kissed her, smiled his irresistible smile and raised her skirts.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Darius beamed at Arianna and held her hand. Their cabin was abuzz with the chatter of several conversations, the sounds of dishes being passed around and forks and spoons clattering against plates. Their great room was warm with the glowing hearth fire, the camaraderie of family and friends and the glorious scents of delicious, bountiful food.

Everyone in the settlement was here. Chenoa was with Michael and Arianna immediately adored the round-faced, gentle woman with the broad smile and kind eyes. Sarah sat beside Michael, their love apparent. At present Elizabeth was staring at Darius but she appeared interested in all men. Kathleen’s babe was asleep in Liza’s chambers. Charlotte and Ethan were here though Arianna attempted not to look at either.

Arianna was pulled from her thoughts hearing a familiar croaky voice. She smiled at the reaction of everyone seeing Grandmother MacDonald arrive. Arianna rose to greet her. Darius had offered to fetch her with the wagon, but she’d said if she was inclined to be in the presence of that many people, which she most certainly wouldn’t, she’d get there on her own.

“You must sit next to me,” Arianna said hoping to make the old woman feel welcome. Darius found a chair for her. Grandmother hadn’t tied back her hair, but she’d brushed it and even washed her hands.

“Why did you decide to come?” Arianna asked.

“I couldn’t miss the excitement.”

“It’s lovely to have everyone together but I wouldn’t say it’s particularly exciting.”

“The excitement has yet to begin.”

“Could you give me a hint?” Arianna asked.

“You’re going to need more chairs,” Grandmother replied.

She’d barely said the words when someone pounded on the kitchen door. Darius glanced at Arianna and she shrugged. He went to see and returned with two men.

“Dougal?” Grandmother asked.

“I’m Angus. This is my brother, Duncan. Dougal’s our father. We wanted to meet you, though Father said you might well be dead.”

“Not just yet,” Grandmother said.

“You’ve done well to find the place. Come have a seat. I’m certain your grandmother’s delighted to see you,” Darius said.

Arianna smirked, not certain the woman was ever delighted about anything.

They’d barely gotten settled after Arianna found more plates and food was passed to the men, when another knock was heard.

“I did tell you,” Grandmother said as Darius went to the door again. This time when he came back, Arianna wasn’t sure he was altogether pleased. However, Arianna leapt off her chair so fast, she nearly toppled it over. She squealed and ran to meet the shining brown eyes of the tall, dark-haired man.

“Jean-Claude!”

He lifted her into his arms and swung her around, then planted a lengthy kiss on her lips. He spoke endearments in French and Arianna wasn’t certain whether Darius or Elizabeth’s eyes were wider.

“You’ve met my husband, Darius?” Arianna finally said.

Jean-Claude smiled his engaging smile and nodded. “Oui, mon Sullie.”

He’d called her that from when first they met since her last name was O’Sullivan and he liked to refer to her as his.

“Your husband introduced himself and most hospitably invited me and my companions to supper,” Jean-Claude said.

“Your companions?” Arianna asked looking beyond him.

“My fiancée Monique and Vicar Edwards.”

“I’m pleased to meet you,” Arianna said smiling at the lovely black-haired woman and the man with them. He seemed oddly familiar.

“I’d heard your settlement was in need of a vicar. I met this helpful young man who permitted me to travel with them. I’m grateful; I wouldn’t have managed on my own.”

“How did you find this place?” Arianna asked Jean-Claude who’d not yet released her hand.

“I could always find you, mon Sullie.”

“That was when we lived in the same city. There was an ocean between us this time.”

“I’ve been in Boston a few weeks and heard you were here.”

“I’ve missed that accent,” Arianna admitted. Darius looked like he didn’t appreciate her candor but found another table. Everyone appeared interested in the handsome Frenchman. Arianna thought he’d be charming them all soon. Perhaps not Darius, although he was being cordial. The fact the suave Frenchman had a fiancée surely didn’t hurt.

Seated and eating once more, Grandmother crooked her very gnarled finger at Darius. He looked uncertain but leaned closer.

“You must control your temper, Young Wyndham.”

“My temper? I’ve controlled it quite well. In truth, Jean-Claude seems an amicable man.”

“It’s not the Frenchman who’ll rile you,” Grandmother said glancing toward the door.

There was no knocking this time. The door was flung wide open and Darius quickly stood. When three men with red coats stepped in, followed by George Alcott and a woman who looked enough like Charlotte and Liza for Arianna to know it was Alcott’s wife, Emma, Arianna held her breath.

“I’ve invited my sister and her husband,” Charlotte said. “I suppose I forgot to tell you.”

Arianna grasped Darius’s hand and held tight knowing by his expression he wanted to turn Alcott away.

“You might have mentioned it,” Darius said glowering at Charlotte, then Alcott.

“Remain calm, my love,” Arianna whispered. “If we’re civil, perhaps they’ll soon leave.”

It was a toss-up who wore the snootiest expression: Alcott or his wife.

“My sister, Emma, and Captain George Alcott who presides over the nearby fort,” Charlotte introduced.

The men stood in respect, even the Murphy boys.

“Should I simply stand here indefinitely still in possession of my cloak?” Emma impatiently asked.

Arianna started toward her, but Darius shook his head.

“I’ll hang it for you,” Darius said.

“Not at the kitchen door with the others that smell of God knows how many varieties of animal dung and food odors that would permeate the fine fabric.”

“I could hang it here where the woodsmoke would permeate it, I suppose,” Darius said scowling at the ostentatious woman, though Arianna noticed even she looked at Darius appraisingly.

Bessie and Kathleen exchanged a look of disapproval.

“I’ll place it on the bed,” Arianna said.

“Are you a servant?”

“She’s my wife, Arianna.”

“Oh, yes, the vagrant Irishwoman!” Her nostrils flared snobbishly. Arianna might have found it amusing, if she hadn’t seen Darius’s perturbed expression.

“My wife was never a vagrant. I’ll thank you not to speak to her with such misplaced superiority.”

Alcott finally spoke. “I’ll thank you not to take that tone with my wife.”

“It’s our home. It wasn’t my wife or me who offered an invitation to either of you. Consider yourself lucky I don’t sent you back out the door.”

“We’ve had this discussion, Wyndham. You’ll see me fed and treated hospitably or soon regret it.”

“Please sit down, everyone. The children mustn’t sense animosity on this day of celebration,” Arianna quietly said and felt Alcott’s eyes on her.

“Perhaps the bairns could go outdoors for a time,” Kathleen suggested.

Some of the older children took the younger bairns out.

Arianna noticed Alcott limping worse than before. His face was sickly pale. Clearly in considerable pain, she doubted he’d admit it.

“This is my physician, John Whitby,” Alcott said. “My men will need food, too. I presumed they’d eat in the kitchen, but I see you permit anyone at your table.” He stared at Michael and Chenoa distastefully.

“Unlike you, my family and friends were invited!” Darius said.

The acridity in Darius’s tone startled Arianna as his eyes went to the musket by the door.
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It took all Darius’s self-control not to charge the man, propel him out the door on his arse, wooden leg or not. But Arianna was correct, it would cause discord. He’d face harsh consequences, if he wasn’t shot on the spot. He’d need to be conciliatory, bite his tongue and have the loathsome man and his unlikeable wife sup with them.

Darius enlisted the Murphy boys in locating extra chairs from his workshop. Arianna filled their plates with generous helpings; it was easier than passing it down the long line of people. Alcott nodded approvingly when Arianna set his food before him.

“That’s far too much for me. Is this venison?” Emma discourteously said. “Who prepared it? It wasn’t the savages was it?”

“Eat what you’d like and the food you’re familiar with,” Charlotte said. Even she sounded perturbed with her peevish sister.

Darius didn’t miss Alcott ogling Arianna as though he undressed her with his eyes. Alcott’s wife noticed as well.

“George may need something cold to drink.” Emma scowled at Arianna.

“Or something cold poured over his head,” Kathleen mouthed.

“Did you wish to speak, Mrs. Wyndham?” Alcott asked.

“No,” Arianna replied.

“Not you. The Mrs. Wyndham with the brood of children, more every time I see her.”

“You’ve seen me twice,” Kathleen said. “And blessedly lucky I am for that.”

Darius saw the warning look Samuel and Patrick gave Kathleen.

“If I did wish to speak, you can wager much it wouldn’t be to you,” Kathleen defiantly added. Alcott narrowed his eyes with unhidden disapproval.

“Do you often have savages at your table?” Alcott asked.

Darius knew he purposely attempted to rile him.

“I’d believe there’s only one savage at this table, although I don’t know your men or your physician.”

“When do you plan to begin building the church?” Vicar Edwards asked, clearly hoping to dispel the palpable tension.

“Perhaps it could be started today?” Jean-Claude said. “With so many men, it would surely take no time.”

“There’s only been discussions regarding building a church. There are people of various denominations here,” Darius said.

“I offer worship and consolation to all faiths.”

“How did you hear we might need a vicar?” Darius asked.

“There was word in Wickshire.”

Darius hadn’t spoken of it, but maybe Samuel had.

“I’d like to ask my wife’s opinion and the settlers should vote on it.”

“You’re accommodating, Wyndham. Though why a woman would have any say eludes me.”

“I think we need more ale!” Ethan said. “Kevin and Kaleb, take your brothers and young Patrick and bring more casks.”

“I’ll go with them,” Elizabeth said.

“You’ll stay here,” Sarah warned, clutching her.

“You’re not my mother!” Elizabeth pulled away.

“I’ll go,” Darius said. “We’ll take the cart. Would you like a bit of air, Arianna? Come with me.”

She smiled at him and stood.

“She’s like an obedient puppy in how readily she wants to please you. She reminds me of another, once nearly stitched to your side, Wyndham.”

Darius felt his blood about to boil when Michael stood.

“I’ll go with them,” Michael said likely wanting to be distanced from Alcott.

“He looks strong. They’re good for something after all.”

“You’ll not speak to my brother like that!” Darius ordered.

Michael’s complete dislike of Alcott was evident by his stern, unyielding stare.

“Are you disrespecting me?” Alcott said to Michael.

“I don’t approve being anywhere near them,” Emma said. “You’re lucky he isn’t scalping you!”

“The English punishment of drawing and quartering and disembowelment is ever so much more civilized!” Darius said, wanting to punch Alcott soundly in his objectionable mouth and tell his contentious wife what he thought of her. He saw Arianna looking at him worriedly. He clenched his fists so hard he shook. He’d been glad the children hadn’t heard this, but now they burst through the door chasing one another.

“Kathleen, control your bloody little hooligans,” Charlotte said. “They always get Rachel excitable. Look at her tangled hair and messy frock.”

“Charlotte, your daughter wears a smile when she’s allowed to be a child and not a smaller version of you!” Kathleen sneered.

The children continued running and Arianna shrieked, “Mind the fire!”

Darius saw Rachel chasing Ben. When Rachel tripped against him, they both fell toward the hearth. Darius reached for Ben who was closest to him. Arianna grabbed Rachel, but neither could prevent Sammy, running close behind, from falling into the fire. Several women screamed but Darius was stunned to see everyone was suddenly unnaturally still, as though frozen. Even the fire stopped mid-flame.

“What’s happened, Arianna?” he asked for only the two of them remained moving.

“I’m keeping time at a standstill, but I’m not sure how long I can hold it. People will notice if too much is changed when time resumes.”

Arianna dropped Rachel safely nearby and reached for Sammy whose face was nearly in the flames. His coat sleeve was on fire but she pulled him to her. Evidently, she couldn’t hold time any longer for everyone began moving again and Sammy screamed in pain. Arianna held him to her. The bottom of her gown caught fire and Darius hastily pulled the tablecloth from the table and half the dishes with it. He wrapped it round Arianna and Sammy and patted out the flames. Arianna was nearly in tears, but her legs weren’t burned.

“Carry Sammy to my healing chamber,” she said, trembling. She still held tight to Sammy; Darius lifted and carried them both. Samuel and Kathleen followed.

“Let me through; I’m a physician,” Whitby said.

The paunch-bellied man with a bulbous nose and long chin, sounded as arrogant as the man who employed him.

“Step aside. I’ll see to the boy. Burns must be attended with care. We’ll need butter straightaway,” he ordered.

“I’ve an herbal remedy that better soothes pain,” Arianna said as Darius set her to her feet and placed the crying child on the table.

“I’m institutionally educated with much experience. Are you going to entrust your child to this…this healer?” he said with disgust.

“Aye,” Samuel and Kathleen said in unison.

“So be it! I shouldn’t be surprised. Those who allow heathens at their table are surely ignorant,” the physician muttered.

Michael came in then and the obnoxious, portly man scurried away. Arianna observed the situation and stared at Darius. She waved her hand, once more stilling time.

“Sammy’s garment is burned into his skin. I’ll need to use magic, but it can’t be obvious.”

Darius nodded and she poured the entire bottle on the garment, gently peeled it off, then reached for another remedy. She released time and Sammy, who’d been crying loudly, quit when the potion touched his skin.

“Would someone get honey from the kitchen?” Arianna asked.

Michael left at once.

“Honey, Auntie?” Sammy sniffled.

“Aye, it helped with my burn.” She showed him the scar on her palm.

“Will mine stay pink?”

“No, yours will heal completely. Just look away, Sammy.” Arianna gestured for Darius to block the others’ view. She touched her hands to the burn. Magic glowed from her fingertips. “Yours will be gone soon enough, sweet bairn.”

“Why can’t you do that for the scar on your neck?” Sammy asked.

“I wanted your auntie to have that W so everyone would know she was a Wyndham and my wife,” Darius explained.

“Auntie’s a woman, not a sheep or a cow. You might have given her a ring, Uncle Darius,” Sammy said, wrinkling his small nose.

“Aye, I’ve yet to do that,” Darius said.

“I don’t need a ring, my love,” she said as he bent to kiss her.

Darius tensed when Alcott came into the room.

“I mightn’t be able to order you from our home, but I can forbid you from being in this chamber. You’ve no purpose here.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven


“My physician disapproves of your methods, but when the boy quit wailing, I knew you’d stopped the pain. What did you give him?” Alcott asked.

“A remedy specific for burns,” Arianna said. “It wouldn’t help your pain.”

“If you couldn’t find a way to ease my pain, I’m sure you could make me forget it.” The implication was obvious.

“You’re a forward, inappropriate bastard!” Samuel said. “I’ll thank you to leave. Darius is correct. You don’t need to be here upsettin’ everyone.”

“I thought you might be the even-tempered brother,” Alcott said.

“My brothers are all more even-tempered than me,” Darius replied, stepping toward Alcott.

“I’ll take Sammy out,” Kathleen said obviously believing a heated confrontation would ensue.

“Michael will no doubt put the honey on Sammy’s burn,” Arianna suggested. Kathleen nodded and left with the boy.

“If your wife refuses to assist me, that too could be considered treasonous,” Alcott said.

“Oh for Christ’s sake!” Darius blared. “It’s part of your leg that’s missing not your damn bollocks! You hide behind your name, rank, and bloody threats of treason. You’ve no idea how I wish your leg remained so I could fight you fair and square…man to man.”

“Aye, you might like that,” Alcott said suggestively and Darius stepped closer.

“Maybe it wouldn’t be considered treason, but surely witchcraft,” Alcott said.

“What are you saying?” Darius said.

“I saw that child fall into the fire. Your wife was quick to pull him out, but he was burned. Now he’s happy as a pig in shit with little evidence he was hurt. You can’t tell me there wasn’t some witchery done. Weren’t you supposed to control her?”

“Why would I restrict my wife’s healing?” Darius asked.

“Reverend Smythe might let it pass, but Charles Mendenhall, his eager witch-hunter, would be quick to see her suffer the witch testing. You’ve probably heard of all the hangings in Salem. Mendenhall won’t want to be outdone. His previous method of disposing of witches was by fire.”

Arianna paled and clutched Darius’s hand.

“There’s been talk of putting an end to those trials and hangings,” Samuel said. “Darius discussed it with Governor Phips in Wickshire.”

Darius hadn’t told Arianna. He didn’t want her to realize how fearful he was for her and certainly didn’t want Alcott to know he was hoping to assist in ending the persecutions. With his abhorrence of him, he might oppose it simply because Darius wanted it.

“The governor has yet to outlaw the witch trials. Besides, do you truly think a governor’s order can stop those who wish to thwart witchcraft? There are plenty of backwoods in this colony. If your wife refuses to ease my pain, I suppose I could have the witchfinder sent here. Or…I might escort her to my fort where she can tend to my…condition.”

“Permit me to see to his leg, Darius,” Arianna whispered.

“I must speak with my wife alone,” Darius stated.

“Thank you, Arianna. Again, we owe you much,” Samuel said.

“You’re my family,” Arianna said. “I’d do anything for you.”

“We’ll give Wyndham and his wife some time. I’m sure he’ll see it my way,” Alcott said.

His arrogance made Darius want to snap his bloody neck, but he simply inhaled, waiting for everyone to leave them…then he stared at Arianna.

“We’ve no choice,” Arianna said.

“Christ, I know. I despise the thought of him anywhere near you. If I could kill the bastard and not think you’d suffer for it, I wouldn’t hesitate.”

“Then they’d kill you and your death would make me suffer much more,” she said.

“If I can’t protect you, what do you think that would do to me?” he asked as he pulled her to him.

“You went to speak to the governor?”

“I wanted him to know many oppose these persecutions. I told him he must do something to stop the madness.”

“Did he listen?”

“When I suggested if it was his wife being accused of witchcraft, he’d be quick to put an end to it, he listened. When I said I might ensure she was under suspicion; that got his attention.”

“Did he take that suggestion well?”

“He had me removed from his chambers but I’m sure it made him think. But today, we need to contend with Alcott.”

“He might not permit you to remain here,” Arianna suggested.

“He might as well run me through with his sword then because you’ll not be left alone with him.”

“Surely he’ll permit someone to remain here.”

“Could you give him a slow poison maybe?”

“If I harm him in any way or worsen his condition, it won’t bode well for us.”

“Aye. Do what you must, my wee witch; help the bastard if you can, and hopefully he’ll leave us alone.”

Darius doubted that would happen no matter what the day’s outcome might be.
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Two soldiers stood by the door. Alcott’s physician, along with Michael, whom she’d requested, and Ethan were in the chamber with Arianna and Alcott. She couldn’t very well oppose Ethan’s presence.

“You’ll need to remove your boot and the appendage,” Arianna said.

Alcott looked at her peculiarly.

“I wouldn’t want any woman, much less one so beautiful, to see the horrific atrocity. I only need something for pain.”

“You’re already taking laudanum. I can smell it and if I can’t view the wound, how am I to assist you?”

“Even whiskey-laced laudanum and ale combined don’t alleviate the pain. You must give me something more.”

“That combination might take away your heartbeat,” she said.

He only glowered at her.

“Is the wound open, inflamed or purulent?” she asked.

Whitby lifted his nose in the air and refused to speak.

“It’s inflamed from chafing,” Alcott said.

“May I look at the wooden appendage?” Arianna asked.

“Turn around then,” he said.

She complied and Alcott painfully groaned. Arianna turned back and Alcott had covered the stump. His previously wan face was ruddy in evident humiliation. He passed her the peg.

“I think it should curve more where it meets your leg, but I can’t determine accurately without seeing it,” Arianna said. “It must be smoother, too. You’ll need to leave the appendage off a few days. Allow sunlight on the chaffing. I’ll give you a remedy to apply and one to ingest. When it’s healed, place moss between your leg and the wood.”

“I couldn’t sit idle for days. I have men to command and more important duties.”

“More important than keeping what remains of your leg or staying alive?”

“Sunlight and moss!” the physician scoffed unpleasantly. “That’s what you offer?”

“Natural remedies are often best,” Arianna defended. “I’ll give you this but I caution you; take only small sips morning and night. If you continue to take the laudanum, this remedy and drink ale, you’ll die.”

“That would suit your husband well.”

“I don’t suspect only my husband would rejoice in that.”

“You’re not afraid of me, Mrs. Wyndham! That’s a rarity in a man, much less a woman.” Alcott’s lecherous smile gave her unpleasant goose bumps. “However, there’s a fine line between fearlessness and insolence as your husband once learned.”

“Do you wish to discuss my husband or would you like me to assist you?” she asked.

“Please…assist me, Mrs. Wyndham,” he shamelessly said.

“Have your wife apply this remedy morning and night.”

“My wife?” he said, clearly appalled. “She’s never seen this grotesque dismemberment!”

“Perhaps my husband might fashion another appendage or smooth this one.”

“I’m not certain who’d be more opposed to that,” Alcott said.

“If it will see you soon gone, you can wager much that he’ll do it,” Arianna replied.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


“Of course you must stay with us,” Arianna said to Jean-Claude.

Bessie, Patrick and young Patrick left to overnight with Kathleen and Samuel. Now Elizabeth, Sarah and Michael sat on one settee, Jean-Claude, Monique, and Vicar Edwards on another, Darius and Arianna on chairs near the fire.

“We wouldn’t wish to inconvenience you,” Jean-Claude said.

“It would be no inconvenience; we’ve plenty of room.”

“Oui, I see that mon Sullie; you have a magnificent home, but are you certain your husband would wish for us to stay?”

“It’s a long ride to Boston and you shouldn’t be traveling after dark,” Darius said. “Aye, stay with us.”

“Besides we haven’t had time to visit,” Arianna protested.

“I think you should stay for some time,” Elizabeth said batting her eyelashes at Jean-Claude.

“We might put you to work,” Darius said. “We have two cabins to complete and now a church, as well. We could use the extra hands. My wife would surely like to catch up, reminisce with you, and get to know Monique. Arianna’s mentioned you a lot.”

“Jean-Claude speaks of you incessantly, Arianna,” Monique said. “I used to be très jealous of this woman who occupied his thoughts. He crossed an ocean to find you. Do you truly believe he’d leave after seeing you for but a few hours?”

Jean-Claude glanced at Monique with a look that suggested he may have preferred she keep that to herself. Darius didn’t appear entirely pleased either.

Still, he was gracious.

“We have room for all of you to stay,” Darius said.

“I’d be happy to remain indefinitely with you,” Elizabeth said. She looked at Darius as she had Jean-Claude.

“You’ll remain with Patrick and Bessie or move in with Michael and me when we’re married,” Sarah said.

“That would be pleasant also,” she said now appraising Michael.

“I can lend a hand if needed. I’ve assisted with the construction of buildings before,” Jean-Claude said.

Arianna grinned, for those buildings had been brothels. To think he’d be constructing a church was ironic.

“I’ll help as well. I do hope you’ll have me stay on as vicar,” Vicar Edwards said.

“What made you come to the colonies and to a small settlement?” Darius asked.

“I was intrigued by the colonies and as I said, I heard your settlement was perhaps looking for someone to offer worship.”

“Have we met?” Arianna asked as she closely observed him. “You seem familiar to me.”

“I’m certain I’d remember seeing you.”

Darius glanced at him in question.

“Your wife has vibrant-colored hair. I’d surely remember meeting her.”

Darius nodded, but Arianna believed he might have suspicions regarding the vicar. She thought she may have some of her own.

“We should decide on sleeping arrangements,” Arianna said.

“Jean-Claude and I require only one chamber,” Monique said touching his thigh, then glancing at the vicar.

“I’m a guest, hopefully one day a friend. I’m not here to judge or lecture. I’ll leave that to the Puritans or my future sermons,” he said with a grin.

“I’m surprised you’d journey here with the Puritans’ intolerance,” Darius said. “And, Jean-Claude, you’re settling in Boston, which is largely composed of Puritans.”

“Aye, but Boston steadily grows. It’s evidently reached seven thousand people. With more Europeans relocating, ships arriving with sailors looking for women, even the Puritans can’t deny the need of my establishments.”

“Establishments?” Darius asked.

“Tavern-brothels,” Jean-Claude said. “I’m to operate brothels. One to begin with, but more will be needed. I thought you knew.”

Darius shook his head. “You’re traveling together?” he said as he looked at Jean-Claude and the vicar.

“Mary Magdalene was a woman of such persuasion. It’s believed to be the oldest profession,” Vicar Edwards said.

“You’re in agreement with this?” Elizabeth asked Monique.

“Jean-Claude’s a wise businessman. Only women who wish to be there will be in his employ. He offers them protection, ample food, safe shelter, a physician when necessary. I’m proud of him!”

“That’s accepting of you,” Darius said.

“You’re a very accepting man yourself, Mr. Wyndham, since my fiancé and your wife did meet in just such an establishment,” Monique said.

Arianna noticed the astonished expressions. She preferred no one knew of her time at the brothel.

“Mon Sullie was always my favorite, most requested fille!” Jean-Claude winked and smiled.

Sarah and Elizabeth looked like their eyes might fall out. The vicar nervously cleared his throat.

“Arianna wasn’t employed as you might presume,” Darius explained. “She cooked and provided remedies.”

Elizabeth nodded smugly and clearly didn’t believe him. She stared at Arianna till Arianna changed the subject.

“Jean-Claude and Monique may have the lower bedchamber; it’s large with a bath. The privy’s outdoors, but there are chamber pots in each room. Reverend Edwards, you’ll have the chamber by the kitchen. Sarah and Elizabeth will sleep in the larger upstairs chamber and Michael the other.”

“You don’t share a chamber? I understood the two of you are to be wed,” Monique asked Michael and Sarah.

“We won’t till we’re married,” Sarah said, her cheeks rosy.

Monique looked as though she couldn’t comprehend.

“When will you be wed?” Vicar Edwards asked.

“When the church is built and our cabin’s ready,” Michael said smiling at Sarah.

“Best we retire soon so we can begin early,” the vicar replied.

Arianna showed them to their respective chambers. Walking up the stairs she encountered Liza’s spirit.

“You permit strangers in my chambers?”

“Only for a little while, Liza. Jean-Claude isn’t a stranger to me, but a dear friend.”

“Very well,” she curtly said before disappearing.

Continuing to her own chambers, Arianna heard Sarah and Elizabeth arguing. She knocked and Sarah tearfully opened the door.

“Arianna, perhaps you’ll talk sense into her.”

Elizabeth scowled. “Now, you’ll both needle me.”

“What has you at odds?”

“She thinks I shouldn’t have thoughts of men,” Elizabeth groused.

“If it were only thoughts you were having, I wouldn’t be so concerned,” Sarah said.

“You’re having more than thoughts?” Arianna asked. “It’s natural to develop blossoming interest, but you’re barely sixteen, Elizabeth.”

“Some women my age are wed with children.”

“You’ll have children without being wed if you continue,” Sarah said.

“You’ve truly been with a man?” Arianna asked, hoping to conceal her surprise.

“I found her and young Patrick in the barn in the middle of…it. I’ve no doubt my sister initiated the intimacy.”

“He was more than eager!” Elizabeth replied.

Arianna felt her eyes widen.

“If Patrick and Bessie learn of it they’re liable to turn you out,” Sarah said.

“They likely wouldn’t be pleased, but more liable to punish Patrick,” Arianna said. “Yet young men’s desires are often acted upon without thought.”

“Michael and I haven’t been together and we love one another.”

“That’s your loss, Sarah, and I’m nothing like you,” Elizabeth said.

“Is it only Patrick you’ve been with?” Arianna asked.

“Aren’t you nosy?” Elizabeth said. “Since you’re asking, I’ve also been with Henry McKee, Kevin and Kaleb Murphy and another I won’t mention, for he’s married.”

“Elizabeth, you’ve only been at the settlement three days!” Arianna couldn’t hide her disapproval, which seemed to please Elizabeth.

“I’m meeting Kevin later tonight.”

“You most certainly are not!” Sarah said.

“Do you really think that you—sweet, gentle Sarah—could stop me?” Elizabeth snapped.

“What if these meetings create a child?” Arianna asked.

“I’ve heard a sturdy twig rids a woman of an undesired baby,” Elizabeth said with disturbing indifference.

“How have you changed so, Elizabeth?” Sarah began to weep.

“What did being proper do for Mother…or for you? She died and was unceremoniously tossed in the bloody ocean, and you were cruelly violated. I intend to seek pleasure when and where I can.”

“There are outcomes worse than an undesired child though it often brings shame to the woman,” Arianna said. “The method you suggest for ridding yourself of an unborn bairn can leave you unable to ever bear children, if you don’t die from blood loss or purulence straightaway. There are also horrid diseases contracted from being with many men.”

“You’ve fared well enough, Arianna. You can’t tell me someone as beautiful as you with your perfect body and voluptuous breasts, which men simply can’t tear their gaze from, could live in a brothel only serving food and remedies. You were likely with numerous men, probably ended several pregnancies. Now you have a handsome, sensual, wealthy husband, this grand home, fancy garments and that extravagant necklace! You haven’t done badly for a whore!”

Sarah gasped and slapped Elizabeth hard across the face. Elizabeth stepped back, clearly stunned. She put her hand to her face, a raised handprint already forming.

“Perhaps not so sweet after all,” Elizabeth said with vehemence.

“We’re beholden to Arianna for much and you owe her respect. It’s because of her we have a home and family. It’s because of Arianna and Darius we aren’t at the mercy of the Smythes or hanged.”

“Thank you, so much for all you’ve done,” Elizabeth said in an ingenuine voice. “If I were Sarah, I wouldn’t thank you. You left us surely knowing Johnathan Smythe would harm us. I wish you’d watched Sarah raped.”

Arianna felt the sting of those words, for she was already riddled with guilt.

“I’m ever regretful for that,” Arianna said.

“It wasn’t your fault, Arianna,” Sarah assured her.

“Now if you’d step away, I wouldn’t want to leave Kevin waiting…unlike clumsy, inexperienced Patrick, Kevin knows how to please a woman.”

Arianna was stunned by Elizabeth’s boldness.

“Michael or Darius will prevent you from leaving,” Sarah said.

“I’m sure if I get down on my knees and…beg, they’ll be agreeable.”

Her implication was blatantly clear and Arianna shook her head.

“The contagions contracted from multiple experiences with men can also erupt within the mouth. They’re more difficult to conceal and spread quickly.”

“In a brothel you’d need to know all ways of pleasing a man. Did you pleasure Captain Alcott or simply allow him to have you? By the way he looked at you, it’s unlikely he’d have left without diddling you.”

“Elizabeth Davina Phillips, you’re appalling!” Sarah gasped. “Arianna wasn’t ever alone with him.”

“Some people like to watch. Maybe that’s how Michael gets his pleasure since he’s getting none from you…or maybe he had her, too.”

Weeping, Sarah wrung her hands. Arianna inhaled deeply, staring at Elizabeth. “How did you learn so much of intimate topics?”

“Bessie’s niece explained what happens with a man and woman, and her nephews were both happy to introduce me to such pleasures behind their stables. I liked it straightaway.”

Sarah’s eyes were sorrowful as Elizabeth determinedly brushed past them and Sarah appeared at her wits’ end.

“She won’t be permitted to leave,” Arianna said, hearing the protectiveness in Darius’s voice as he escorted Elizabeth back.

“You’ll not go out after dark, not here under my roof,” Darius insisted.

“How do you intend to stop me?” Elizabeth asked looking at the window.

“You’d break your legs if not your neck if you jump. I’ll sit outside this bloody door if I must,” Darius argued.

“I’d rather invite you in,” Elizabeth seductively said.

“I have a different solution.” Arianna nodded to Wolf who stood at the door and snarled on demand. “He sometimes sleeps outside our bedchamber, but he’ll stay here instead.”

“Come to my room, Sarah,” Michael said, peering inside. “I’ll sleep on the settee.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine


“It was a rather interesting day,” Darius said as he held Arianna in their bed.

“From start to finish,” she agreed.

“We should be relieved someone didn’t die.”

“The day isn’t over,” she replied.

Through the wall, she heard Elizabeth stomping about.

“She doesn’t seem the same girl I found outside of Wyndham Village.”

“Sadly, she’s not.” Arianna sighed.

“Do you want to talk about it, my wee witch?”

“She’s been intimate with several men and fully intends to continue doing so.”

“Truly?” he asked, clearly astounded.

“She’d gladly be with you without thought of me or a guilty conscience.”

“That would never happen,” Darius said.

“You’re an honorable man, but many aren’t. She’s lovely, youthful and seductive.”

“Aye, not a good combination.”

“We can’t keep her locked up indefinitely. I suppose we must tell Patrick and Bessie, but their son is one of her lovers.”

“Wee Patrick?”

Arianna nodded.

“That does complicate matters,” he said.

“Aye.”

“Thank Christ Alcott is gone or this day would’ve been far worse,” Darius stated.

“I’m relieved they’re staying with Ethan and Charlotte. Why do you think he left so easily?”

“You gave him a pain remedy and I did what I could to make the peg leg better. Perhaps he didn’t want to cause trouble with so many here.”

“Maybe,” Arianna said.

“I’m grateful Sammy’s arm is healed. Your magic saved him, Arianna. Thank you.”

“I couldn’t see him in pain. Burns are excruciating and fester easily.”

“Aye,” he said as he grazed the scar on her throat. “You were happy to see your friend Jean-Claude.”

“It was certainly unexpected. I didn’t think I’d see Jean-Claude again.”

“He was happy to see you, too.”

“We were good friends for some time.”

“Oui, mon Sullie.” Darius spoke in an exaggerated French accent and Arianna giggled.

“But now, I don’t just want to talk, my wee witch,” he said kissing her throat and fondling her breasts.

“Darius, we can’t…not tonight.”

“Why not? You’re unclothed, not attired in that cumbersome night shirt you don during your monthlies.”

She smiled remembering the first time he came to bed when she wore that garment.

“Have I done somethin’ to displease you?” He stared at her.

“Wouldn’t you know if you had?”

“I’m a man, Arianna. Men often don’t know when or how they’ve displeased their women.”

She grinned at the uncertain look on his face.

“Unless you’re responsible for a woman’s monthly bleeding, this has nothing to do with you.”

“Oh, aye, now I understand,” he said. His ruddy cheeks surprised her.

“You’ve never discussed this before?” Arianna asked.

“I wouldn’t have discussed anything personal with Liza, like pregnancy and childbirth—it’s not something men know much about.”

“I suppose not,” she said, “but I’d like to be able to discuss everything with you, Darius.”

“Arianna?” Darius said, his voice bringing her back to the present.

“No, my monthlies have nothing to do with why we can’t be together tonight. But if we can hear Elizabeth grumbling, she could hear us.”

“That would deter you?”

“Aye.”

“We’re married; there’s no reason we shouldn’t be together. I’m not bothered who might hear.”

“If you knew how desperate Elizabeth is, you’d know why I hesitate.”

“Desperate? She’s just a girl.”

“An amorous, apparently already experienced young woman. I tell you plain, Darius, if you desired it, she’d be with you. Surely you’ve seen how she looks at you? Besides young Patrick, she’s apparently been intimate with two of Bessie’s nephews, Henry McKee, both Kevin and Kaleb Murphy and an unnamed married man.”

“I’ll have the Murphy boys’ bollocks! Bessie will be fit to be tied!”

“Can you fault them? If an attractive young woman is offering intimacy, how many young men refuse? How many men in general refuse?”

“That’s likely true, but I don’t see how us not bein’ together will help.”

“When you’re lusting, wouldn’t hearing others in the act only make you want it more?”

“Maybe you could be a wee bit quieter,” he suggested.

“Do you intend to hold a pillow over my face?”

He grinned and shook his head.

“You and I can wait,” she said.

“Sarah and Elizabeth will be stayin’ downstairs as soon as the other guests leave,” Darius stated.

“I believe they might stay till the cabins and church are built.”

“That could be some time. I tell you plain, I don’t intend to go long without lovin’ you, Arianna.”

“We’ll find time to be together, Husband,” she said reaching beneath the bedcovers.

“What exactly are you doin’, my wee witch?”

“Appeasing your needs for now,” she whispered. “You’re not typically as vocal.”

He moved her hand.

“You’re turning down such an offer?” she said staring into his eyes by the firelight.

“If you must wait, I’ll wait, too. The church and cabins will assuredly be built in record time.”

She laid her head on his chest and they fell asleep in each other’s arms.

[image: *]*

With the men all working, the new buildings were well on their way. The women heartily fed the men and continued the harvest of the rye, corn and vegetables. The entire settlement was buzzing with activity. Even the younger children helped and Grandmother MacDonald occasionally lent a hand. Arianna was always amused at everyone’s reaction to the eccentric woman.

“She hasn’t been about since Darius’s mother passed,” Bessie said rolling out pastry.

“She’s not so fractious once you get to know her,” Arianna replied holding wee Daniel and looking at his angelic face.

“The church is comin’ along well,” Kathleen said.

“Aye, and your da says we’ll be movin’ into our home by week’s end,” Bessie said.

“I’ve appreciated your help, Ma, and you, Arianna. You’ve had a houseful, been doin’ so much cookin’ and still helped with the harvest and the children.”

“I like being busy and I adore your children,” Arianna said, smiling at the baby.

“Darius has given that handsome, sweet-talkin’ Frenchman a bed when he looks at you like he’d gladly bed you,” Bessie said.

“Ma, keep your thoughts to yourself.”

“Darius and Jean-Claude have become fast friends,” Arianna said. “They stayed up the last two nights playing chess.”

Arianna followed Bessie’s gaze to Elizabeth staring at the men. The temperatures remained unseasonably warm. Arianna believed it was her blissful contentedness reflected in the weather. Many men had removed their shirts. Arianna saw several women giving a long, appreciative gaze at Darius with his praiseworthy, muscular golden chest, arms and back. Arianna certainly liked viewing his grandness and Elizabeth looked as though she might salivate.

“What are you and Da goin’ to do about her?”

“I’ve talked to her till I’m blue in the face, but as you know, she and I often clash. She’s more likely to listen to your da, but she’s becoming increasingly willful. We’ve forbidden her to go near men unless in our company,” Bessie stated.

“She’s full of zest for couplin’,” Kathleen said.

“You were just as zestful, Kathleen.”

“I still am, but only with Samuel. Elizabeth wouldn’t care if she coupled with the vicar.”

“If she were a man she’d probably be commended on her many partners,” Arianna dared to say, though she did worry for Elizabeth.

“I don’t think she’d be judged quite as harshly if she wasn’t lookin’ so eagerly at other women’s husbands like she’d gladly spread her thighs for any one of them,” Bessie said.

“If she became with child, she wouldn’t even know who to name as the father,” Kathleen added. “She’d be ridiculed far more for that.”

“There are men believed to become depraved when they can’t get enough sexual relations. I suppose there might be women like that, too,” Bessie said.

“Most men can’t get enough; that’s simply the way of it,” Kathleen said. “Are you still denyin’, Darius?”

Arianna blushed.

“Why would you be denyin’ your husband, especially when the man looks like that?” Bessie asked, staring appraisingly at Darius.

“I’m not really…denying him,” Arianna said.

“You’re just not permittin’ him to bed you.” Kathleen chuckled. “Samuel said Darius has been a wee bit irritable. He asked him if the honeymoon was over and the two of you were no longer playin’ at it like rabbits.”

“Our cabin’s full of people; I prefer privacy.”

“She’s a screamer!” Bessie said.

Arianna’s mouth fell open.

“We’re not daft, lass. If you wouldn’t ever let him have you, sure you’d be as frigid as poor Liza was, but if it’s only because others are near…”

“Ma, if I wasn’t recoverin’ from the birthing, you’d hear more than you’d like,” Kathleen said.

“If your bairns weren’t sleepin’ near your da and me, you might, too,” Bessie said.

“I’m still tryin’ to forget seein’ you and Da together in the kitchen.”

“Apple pie isn’t the only dessert he likes on the table,” Bessie jested.

Kathleen made a face and covered her ears.

“I’ll see to supper,” Arianna said passing the sleeping babe to his mother. “I’ve heard enough especially since I haven’t had dessert for a while.”

Arianna saw the men taking a break drinking ale, but Darius walked toward the pond. Occasionally he liked to cool off after working. The venison was on the spit with the two youngest Murphy boys turning it. Vegetables were in the pots ready to cook. Arianna had baked several loaves of bread earlier.

She could afford some time. She’d get soap and towels and join Darius. Surrounded by trees, the pond was secluded. She’d missed being with him and didn’t know it would be so difficult to share a bed and not make love. She’d even begun wearing a nightgown every night.

When she got to the pond, Arianna stayed back watching him. He washed his face and chest, shook his shoulder-length hair. He was an astonishingly grand man, muscular and appealing. She admired his broad shoulders, well-formed chest, rippling stomach and the muscular ridges just below his waist. The water covered the rest, but knowing what remained fully aroused her.

When she heard a twig snap, she was furious to see Charlotte watching, too. Arianna stayed behind the tree to see what the vexatious woman would do. When Charlotte drew nearer, Darius lowered himself.

“Do you need someone to warm you?” Charlotte asked.

“If the water was cold I wouldn’t be here,” Darius dismissively said.

“Why don’t you bathe at home?”

“The pond’s convenient.”

Charlotte seductively smiled, unfastened the pin holding her dark hair, then her hands went to her laces. “Should I join you?”

“You should leave so I can come out and dry off.”

“Come out, then,” Charlotte urged. “I like seeing…all of you.”

Infuriated, Arianna wanted to storm over, push the woman in and perhaps hold her head under the water. Arianna noticed movement nearby and saw Elizabeth watching as well. By the look on her face, she was enjoying what she saw as much as Charlotte. Arianna would put an end to this straightaway.

“You should perhaps charge a viewing fee, Darius,” Arianna said as she moved from behind the tree and walked to the pond.

He smiled when he saw her. “I don’t think I’d make worthy coin.”

“I’m not so certain,” she said glancing from Charlotte to Elizabeth.

He looked at Arianna curiously. Glowering at both women, Arianna decided to make them fully aware she was his wife. She untied her own long hair and took off her boots and stockings. Although typically modest, she removed her gown and shift and waded into the water.

Charlotte glared at Arianna and, looking back at her, Arianna waved her hand and the woman landed on her backside in the mud. She stared at Arianna accusingly as she made several attempts to stand, but continued to fall straight back down. Her fine gown was soon soiled and her hands covered in mud. She pushed away her now messy hair, streaking her face with dirt. Arianna fully delighted in her humiliation. Charlotte sneered and Elizabeth watched on as Arianna swam to Darius.

“Hello, my wee witch,” Darius whispered as he pulled her to him and kissed her. “I’ve missed seein’ you like this.”

“I’ve missed more than just seeing you,” she whispered as she put her arms around his neck and kissed his shoulder.

“Now that you’ve stunned the two of them, what do you intend to do?” Darius asked.

“Stun them further.” She moved her hand beneath the water to find him impressively aroused. “You once told me cold water is a determent to male arousal.”

“Aye, but no match for wanting you. That’s why I was here in the first place, but seein’ you like this, there’s no hope of staving my need.”

She smiled and kissed him—a long, slow kiss—and his arms tightened around her.

“I’m in this state because you didn’t want anyone to hear us together. Now you want me to have you while two women watch?”

“They’ll leave soon enough,” she said. “Charlotte will once she pulls herself from the muck.” She giggled at that. “Elizabeth is standin’ far enough away she wouldn’t know if we were truly doin’ anything or just pretending.”

“There’ll be no pretendin’, my wee witch; you can be sure of that,” he huskily said, but they waited till both women finally left, then moved to the middle of the pond, mostly concealed by bulrushes.

“You do know the water here is over my head?” she said as he lifted her to him and she gasped as he entered her.

“I promise you, I’ll not let you be drowned, my wee witch.”


Chapter Thirty


As they walked back hand in hand to the crowd gathered by the partially built church, Arianna spotted Charlotte. She’d changed her gown, but glared at her and angrily turned away. Arianna kissed Darius before he joined the other men and she went to see to the meal.
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The women with young children had gone home earlier. Anna Schmidt, Sarah and Arianna finished clearing the tables. Arianna had given Monique a remedy for her throbbing head and she’d retired. Some of the men were drinking ale. Others, exhausted from working long days, had also left. Patrick and Davey McKee were playing their fiddles.

Millicent, who’d helped before, was now well into the ale. Arianna was folding tablecloths when Millicent approached Darius; clearly asking him to dance. People had been dancing on the large platform that would be the church. Darius glanced at Arianna; she shrugged and simply nodded. Michael asked Sarah to dance. Arianna saw Ethan look at her. She quickly walked toward her cabin, but he followed.

“Dance with me, Arianna,” he said though they hadn’t spoken since he’d come to the cabin.

“I need to finish tidying up,” she said but he caught her arm. “Your husband’s dancing with a woman he’s likely shared more with. Do me the honor of dancing with me?”

“You speak of honor? I can’t believe you’d come near me.”

“Evidently you haven’t told Darius about that night.”

“If I had, you’d not be walking much less dancing. Now, let go of me.”

“Just a wee dance,” he said sounding Irish and very drunk, though he usually made a point to sound English.

Jean-Claude came to her. “Sullie doesn’t appear to want to dance.”

Arianna glanced at Darius and Millicent dancing a fast-paced jig.

“Or I could dance with you, Mr. Lachance, and she could dance with my husband,” Charlotte, who’d approached unnoticed, said.

“What are you doing here?” Ethan said. “Who’s minding Rachel?”

“She wanted to stay with her cousins; Kathleen agreed.”

“Kathleen has four bairns of her own and one’s a new babe. Clearly you don’t enjoy motherhood as much as what led to it.”

Charlotte glared at her husband with a look that would have soured milk.

“You’re here drinking with the men so you can ogle her,” Charlotte said as she disdainfully gestured to Arianna. “I can have my enjoyment, too.”

“Believe me, I don’t want to dance with your husband,” Arianna said.

“Apparently the two of you more than danced when your own husband was away.”

Arianna looked from Ethan to Charlotte. “Whatever he told you wasn’t true!”

Charlotte continued to look down her nose at her. “If it wasn’t, you would have told Darius.”

“Believe what you will; it matters not to me,” Arianna said.

“If I tell Darius, would it matter then?” Charlotte asked.

“You’ll not tell him,” Ethan said. “It was you who encouraged me to go to her that night.”

“What?” Arianna said, her temper flaring.

“Come dance with me, mon Sullie,” Jean-Claude said.

“I suppose she’s more than danced with you, too. Not that I blame her for that,” Charlotte said. “There’s something appealing about Frenchmen.”

Arianna saw Darius looking their way. Ethan had yet to let go of her. She tried to pull away, but whether drunk or simply foolish, he held tight.

“One dance and then you’ll stay clear of me!” Arianna said to Ethan.

“Arianna, if you don’t want to dance with him, you won’t!” Jean-Claude firmly said. She couldn’t remember him ever calling her by her actual name.

“You dance with me and I’ll keep my mouth shut and not cause trouble for her,” Charlotte said as she looked from Jean-Claude to Arianna.

“You think you’ll coerce me into dancing with you and blackmail Arianna?” Jean-Claude glared at Charlotte.

“I suppose you’re like most men who prefer women with the look of an engorged milk cow!” Charlotte said staring at Arianna’s breasts.

“I suppose some men prefer women with the look of a pre-pubescent girl!” Jean-Claude said. Ethan laughed at that and Charlotte sneered. Darius came toward them looking concerned.

“Is there trouble here?”

“No trouble, Darius. Your brother didn’t want me to dance with his wife,” Jean-Claude lied.

“Why do you have your hand on Arianna?” Darius asked Ethan. “My wife looks riled.”

“I was asking her to dance.”

“I have chores to do,” Arianna explained.

“You’re drunk, Ethan,” Darius said.

“And you’re not? You’re dancing with Millie Murphy when it’s rumored the two of you are accustomed to something more intimate. Maybe your wife’s riled at you blatantly flaunting your need to have many women.”

“I’ll not justify that with a reply, Ethan,” Darius said.

“At least Mrs. Murphy’s husband’s dead, but it isn’t as if she’s the only Mrs. you’ve been with. I think you owe me a dance with your wife at least.”

“Take your hands off Arianna now!” Darius said his voice becoming quieter, but more fearsome.

Arianna pulled away. “Let it go, Darius.”

“Maybe she likes his hands on her. It wouldn’t be the first time,” Charlotte said. “She only avoids him now so you won’t be suspicious.”

“You’re a damn troublemaker, Charlotte. Stay out of it,” Darius said.

“I’ll freely offer my opinion since she’s carrying on with my husband, this Frenchman and half the Murphy boys. Didn’t you wonder why she requested having them around?”

“That’s a vile accusation, Charlotte! You’re so bloody bitter you must drag everyone else into the mire with you,” Darius said.

“Ask her to deny she entertained both my husband and a stranger one night when you were in Wickshire.”

“That’s nonsense!” Darius said, even as he glanced at Arianna incredulously.

“Come inside and I’ll explain, Darius.”

“I’d like you to explain here and now.”

“When you were in Wickshire, Ethan stopped by to make certain I was safe,” Arianna said, still giving Ethan a way out.

“She shared some cordial with me,” Ethan added.

“You drank with him?” Darius asked, clearly becoming increasingly displeased.

“One or two sips.”

“You told me to check on her,” Ethan said. “I thought you were giving me permission to have her.”

“You son of a bitch!” Darius said grabbing Ethan by his shirt.

“He’s drunk, Darius…as he was that night,” Arianna said.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Darius asked her.

“Nothing happened, but I knew you’d be angry and react this way.”

“Of course I’m angry; my brother had lewd intentions toward my wife. How else would I react?”

“Darius, I discouraged him; nothing happened,” Arianna reiterated.

“That’s true,” Ethan confirmed. “However, we don’t know what occurred between her and that odd-looking stranger with the short hair and peculiar manner of speaking.”

Darius looked to Arianna for clarification. “A stranger?”

“This isn’t the place to discuss it, Darius,” she said.

“You so much as look at my wife sideways, I’ll make certain you don’t see anything for a long while.”

Ethan nodded and when Darius let go of him, in his drunkenness, he stumbled. “You stay away from us, too!” Darius warned Charlotte.

Charlotte gazed at him with mingled smugness and seductiveness.

“I just need to clear my head lest I speak unfavorably!” Darius said and walked away.

Arianna fought furious tears as Charlotte stood with her arms crossed wearing a satisfied smile. “I told you I could make your life hell, wench.”

Arianna looked to the sky and dark clouds formed. “You should go home, Charlotte. You wouldn’t want your fine garments and perfect hair ruined twice in one day!”

Still, Charlotte stubbornly remained until the clouds opened up, peculiarly directly over the exasperating woman. Her clothes and hair were soon a bedraggled mess. She looked enraged enough to fly into a temper, but when the lightning and thunder started she lifted her dripping wet skirts and scurried off.

Arianna despairingly walked in the opposite direction of Darius.

“Should I accompany you, Sullie?” Jean-Claude asked.

She shook her head. “No, but thank you, my friend.”

“You surely know I’d still desire to be more than your friend.”

“Jean-Claude, I’m married and you have a fiancée!”

“Monique isn’t my fiancée,” he admitted. “I knew her in France. She wanted to come to the colonies, so we journeyed together.”

“You seem convincingly in love,” Arianna said.

“We care for one another, have shared a bed for some time, but she knows my heart is yours, mon Sullie. It has been so from the day I met you. When I heard you were married, I had Monique accompany me here. I thought your husband might not permit me to see you. Some men don’t allow their wives male friends. I needed to see you and know you were happy.”

“You mean very much to me, Jean-Claude, but I’m deeply in love with Darius,” she said looking into her friend’s serious dark brown eyes.

“I see that and it’s clear he returns the love. I’m happy for you, mon Sullie, but I had to tell you my heart. When the church is completed I’ll return to Boston, but if you ever need my help…you know I’ll always be willing.”

“Do you foresee me needing your help?”

“It’s you who has the magical abilities, mon Sullie.”

“We both know you have unusual abilities, too. You always knew when I was in trouble in England and you found me here.”

“I did instinctively sense where I’d find you. What of the English captain with the unnatural interest in you and the dislike for your husband?”

“I have a sense of foreboding about him.”

“Oui, I believe you may be in peril here, mon Sullie. I don’t say so simply because I’d wish for you to be with me. Maybe you and Darius could come stay with me in Boston.”

“Thank you, Jean-Claude.”

“Arianna,” Darius softly called. “We must talk. Let’s go inside.”

“Aye,” she said.

Jean-Claude kissed her hand before he left.
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“I only kept it from you so there wouldn’t be discord between you and Ethan.”

He nodded but still seemed distressed.

“What of the strange man?”

“There were actually two strange men—Cythrawl and Tristan. And they both had powerful magic. Their only intent was to keep me safe.”

“Why didn’t you tell me, Arianna?”

“Because Cythrawl nearly killed your brother trying to protect me. I used my own magic to save Ethan when I would have liked to see him harmed.”

“I’m regretful Ethan frightened you. He truly tried to force himself on you?”

Arianna nodded.

“Christ, those were the bruises you bore,” Darius said heading toward the door, once more in a temper.

“Darius, what purpose would harming Ethan serve now? Please attempt to forget this. Evidently it was Charlotte who suggested he come to me and he was drunk.”

“She’s a troublemaker, but that doesn’t excuse his rough treatment or that he might have raped you.”

“I’m not excusing it. I’d be pleased never to see him again, but you harming him would be senseless.”

“It might appease my temper.”

“He knows about you and Charlotte and suspects Rachel is your daughter,” Arianna whispered.

“Damn, I suppose that would cause his jealous fury. Our father insisted on his sons being considerate with women. Ethan’s brutish treatment of you was obviously fueled by his fury toward me.”

“In part, but he’s clearly unhappy with Charlotte.”

“I’m sorry you had to deal with them both. To know what Ethan attempted infuriates me, and that strange men were in our cabin worries me, but learning you hid it from me…that saddens me, Arianna. Secrets will come between us. You said that.”

“I apologize for keeping it from you. But now, we should sleep.”

“Aye, I must see the church and cabins soon completed so we can be alone again.”


Chapter Thirty-One


Arianna and Darius were grateful when life returned to normal and they had their cabin to themselves. Sarah and Michael had a lovely wedding ceremony in the church and began married life in their newly constructed cabin. Patrick and Bessie moved to their home. A small cabin was built near the church for Vicar Edwards. Jean-Claude and Monique returned to Boston with an invitation for Darius and Arianna to visit.

The harvest was finished. Their cold cellar was laden with an abundance of root vegetables and apples, some spread out on cloth, some in bins, others pickled or in jams and jellies preserved in jars. The pungent scent of earth, apples, pickles and onions filled the lower chambers. With the sheep, hogs, chickens and occasional wild game, there’d be plenty to keep them through winter.

Darius and Arianna revered Christmas and the dawning of the year sixteen hundred ninety-three with celebratory meals, inviting the settlers to their cabin again. Thankfully George Alcott didn’t show up and Arianna was pleased there’d been no news of him or his soldiers.

With fewer chores Darius and Arianna went on long walks and horse rides, even swam in the icy lake occasionally. One day he accompanied her to her sacred clearing.

“How did you do this?” Darius asked, baffled by the changed appearance of her hallowed location.

She smiled at him. “With magic of course.”

“Obviously you couldn’t move such huge stones. I doubt a dozen men or a team of horses could move even one of these stones. Where did you find them?”

Arianna looked at the thirteen massive, tall, pointed stones that formed a circle in her sanctuary, and the dolmen, the unusual rock formation with one stone supporting another, in the middle.

“I found them in various locations and used my powers to bring them here. There was a dolmen and stone circle near where I lived in Ireland. I wanted my special location to remind me of Ireland.”

“It’s spectacular, Arianna, but…”

“But you don’t approve?”

“How will this be explained?”

“If not by witchcraft?” she said.

“Aye,” he replied with concern.

“I’ve placed a concealment spell and a protective circle around it. Only you and I’ll be able to see it.”

“Wouldn’t that also be unexplainable if a person riding through the forest hits an invisible barrier?”

“Watch,” she said. She took his hand and led him just beyond the stones.

A deer grazed nearby and as it neared the barrier, it simply moved around it.

“I don’t understand,” Darius admitted.

“It’s otherworldly, Darius. This place can’t even be felt by those without magic.”

“Except me?”

“Aye, because I’ve drawn you into my magic it permits you to see it and because of the blood and fertility ritual we performed, you can enter. I’ll be safe inside this circle,” she assured him.

“And getting to the circle?” he asked as he looked through the clearing to the cabin.

“I’ll have you or Wolf escort me. You’re both my guardians.”
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The weather grew colder but there’d been no snow. In their bedchamber one night Arianna stood at the window observing the full moon. She breathed upon the cold leaded-glass pane, creating a mist. In it she drew a heart and placed their names within. He smiled at that and went to her.

“You’re so very beautiful, my wee witch.”

“You’re exceptionally handsome, my husband.”

“I still can’t get my fill of you,” he said, kissing her neck.

“Nor I you,” she replied.

“Come to our bed.”

She nodded and he helped remove her garments then she reveled in watching him as he undressed as well.

“Ohhh you’re an impressive man,” she said but something caught her eye. She returned to the window and looked back, beaming.

“It’s snowing, my love. Look at the beautiful, immense snowflakes! Aren’t they magical, Darius? We must go outdoors now!” She excitedly grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the door.

“Like this?” he said looking at his unattired body.

She nodded and he managed to grasp a quilt as she pulled him down the stairs and out the door.

[image: *]*

Arianna exuberantly rushed outside and twirled about in delight. With snowflakes cascading upon her lovely unclothed body and the moonlight shining on her waist-length red hair, she looked beyond beautiful, truly magical, like a faery or goddess.

“Aren’t you cold?” he asked as he remained on the steps, but she seemed entranced.

As the snow fell faster she smiled, held her face skyward and stuck out her tongue, then turned to look at him, green eyes shining.

“If we allow the first snowflakes of the season to fall upon our tongue and eyelids, it’ll ensure we’ll experience no hunger or tears of sorrow throughout the winter. Mama always said so. From my earliest memories, I recall she’d wake me, even in the dead of night, during the first snowfall and we’d go out together. Come stand with me, Darius,” she said holding out her hand.

The combination of her womanly sensuality and her childlike wonder brought tears to his eyes with the depth of love he felt for her. In truth, it frightened him. He wanted to hold her and never let go. She continued to lift her face toward the sky and caught the snowflakes on her tongue.

Keeping her fed wasn’t an issue, but whether he could prevent her sorrowful tears, he wasn’t so confident. He finally went to her, followed her lead and caught the snowflakes on his tongue. She wrinkled her nose and happily laughed. He wrapped them both in the quilt, then kissed her eyelids.

“Let’s go inside, my wee witch. You’re shivering and I’d very much like to warm you in our bed.”

“Aye, I’d like that,” she said.
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There was always something to occupy their time. Tending to the animals, cutting and stacking wood, clearing paths of snow, keeping the many hearth fires burning, and the cooking and cleaning. Arianna delighted in her life with Darius, never having known such contentedness.

Family and friends visited frequently. Samuel and Kathleen’s children often stayed with them, even overnight, sometimes Rachel, too.

Elizabeth’s promiscuity settled…or perhaps she better concealed it so she wouldn’t have to contend with strict rules. Sarah fell pregnant straight after she and Michael were married. They were delighted and Darius and Arianna were happy for them. She didn’t miss Darius’s expression when she related the news. He dearly wanted a child but Arianna was relieved he didn’t make further suggestions of her carrying someone else’s bairn.

She found herself wondering if it was best she didn’t conceive. Although everything was peaceful, even blissful now, she worried what the future held. She’d been consistently working on protection spells, hoping they’d encompass the settlement and the surrounding native villages. Olathe’s prophetic words often haunted Arianna as did the memory of the beast with Alcott.

The fact there’d been no sightings of Alcott or his soldiers made her wary. She feared he intended something untoward. Darius said the snow likely kept the soldiers away, therefore she savored their present happiness.

Darius and Arianna spent considerable time alone and continued their healthy, very torrid physical relationship. They’d indeed made love in every chamber of the cabin, bar Liza’s chambers, several times. They’d even coupled down in the cellar. Often it was spontaneous, uninhibited, leaving them breathless, their bodies glistening with heat. Sometimes it was slow and tender. She thrilled at both.

It wasn’t only the frequent lovemaking they shared, but gentle caresses and familiarity of each other’s touch, the knowing looks. She adored having him as a lover, a husband and a friend.

They often sat on the covered porch watching the sun set or played in the mounds of fluffy white snow. They read by the roaring hearth, enjoyed chess and card games, and drank endless cups of tea. When their eyes met they sometimes chased one another to their bedchambers or made love by the fire.

One night they lay together after a fervent encounter on the braided rug by the firelight of the large hearth.

“I’ve never been this happy, Arianna,” he said softly touching her face. “I want you to know the profound joy I feel having you with me. When I walk into our cabin, smell the delicious meals, hear you singing or humming happily, or hold you when you sleep, something deep within me rejoices. You’ve brought love, warmth and enrichment to my life.”

She looked into his eyes, so serious now, and her own heart filled with a love so powerful, it almost took her breath away.

“I’m also happy, Darius. I adore being your wife and making a home with you. You’ve made me feel loved and protected in your arms. I always longed for a normal life and you’ve given me that, but it’s extraordinary, too. Thank you, my husband.”

They laughed together often. Although they didn’t always agree, they never argued beyond a healthy debate. The long winter allowed them to get to know one another on a soul level, she thought. There’d been some winter storms that made Arianna relieved she and Darius were safe inside their cabin and often warm together beneath their bedcovers.

When weather allowed, the small church was full. Vicar Edwards seemed a caring person and a fine speaker. Arianna thought the man had won over everyone. Yet sometimes she sat trying to determine something about him that seemed just beyond her memory.

Kathleen had recently discovered she was with child again, as were six other women at the settlement. One was Anna Schmidt who was thirty-seven and never conceived before. Arianna supposed the long, cold, dark winter nights accounted for the growing number of pregnancies.

Each time there was an announcement of an expected baby, Arianna and Darius were inundated with inquiries as to why Arianna’s belly wasn’t growing. It disturbed Darius more than her, for he suspected he was responsible. No one else knew he’d suffered the mumps since it had been when he’d been away at sea. Darius told her he didn’t mind alerting the others if it would quieten their questions, but Arianna disagreed, knowing men’s ability to produce children was highly regarded by many. She admitted she’d rather have others believe she may be barren, claiming she was accustomed to ridicule. He didn’t like her reasoning, therefore they now avoided that discussion.

One day when Darius was in the stables, Arianna lightly walked atop the snow and made it to her clearing. She’d missed being here. Leaning against one of the tall stones, she looked at the thick hoar frost on the trees. It seemed magical. When she heard the whisper of forest faeries, they peeked their heads out from the frozen bushes and frost-covered tree branches. She smiled and they drew nearer.

“The other one will need you one day,” a faery said.

“The other one?” Arianna asked.

“The witch with magic like your own. She’ll need you and the other witches to go with her.”

“I don’t know who you mean,” Arianna said.

“The descendant of the Celtic princess.”

“Do you mean Alainn?” Arianna asked.

The faeries nodded their heads excitedly; their wings fluttered so quickly the air hummed.

“Why would she need me?”

“She’ll explain.”

“She can cross the veil of realms and time,” a particularly lovely faery said.

The thought of meeting Alainn excited her, but she certainly didn’t want to leave Darius. When the faeries suddenly scattered, Arianna turned to see Olathe. She nodded to Arianna even though she was in her sacred space. It confirmed Arianna’s belief Olathe had magic. Although she was a good distance away, Arianna could hear her voice within her mind.

“I’m glad you’ve made him happy these moons, but we’re both aware darkness approaches. You attempt to protect him and the others, as well as my people. Your magic is powerful, but you can’t do it on your own.”

“Are you saying you’ll help me?” Arianna asked.

“I’m doing what I can. I’ve burned sage and asked for safe-keeping from the Great Spirit. He protects your people and mine, but it won’t always be possible. I sense peacefulness will not remain.”

“That’s unsettling.”

“It will be up to you, Hair of Blood-fire, to face the darkness, or send it away.”

Arianna sighed as Olathe disappeared into the wintry forest.
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Olathe’s words gravely unsettled Arianna and she began working tirelessly on protection spells. She’d seen Darius looking at her oddly. Arianna was further distraught because she’d begun to experience terrifyingly real dreams. She’d often waken shaking and damp with perspiration, fearful she wouldn’t be able to protect Darius or the others.

One night Arianna woke from a particularly distressing dream, left Darius sleeping and made her way to her forest haven. She stood in the circle of stones, calling her magic. When she looked up into the dark sky she saw a silver glow surrounded the circle. Would it be a beacon to any who had magic…light and dark? It was a protected space; surely she was wrong. But as she stepped from within, she was encompassed with a sense of dread and her amulet glowed.

She shook her head, thinking her eyes deceived her, for standing staring at her just outside her protective circle was George Alcott. The look on his face was disturbing and the slow smile at her disbelief added to her discomfort. How could he be here? The snow was too deep. She could scarcely make it here.

“Does my presence perplex you, Mrs. Wyndham?” he asked.

Arianna ignored him, but stepped back into the circle, terrified when she could still hear him.

“Have you enjoyed our time together in your dreams?”

Arianna’s skin crawled, for she’d been sickened by the erotic dreams she’d had involving Alcott. She’d often moved from Darius during the night, which distressed her, for she liked sleeping in his arms or with their bodies touching. But she was fearful he’d be pulled into her dreams. He completely despised Alcott already. What would it do to him to witness her and Alcott intimate together?

She loathed the reoccurring dreams. She could clearly recall the scent of his skin, envision the red velvet curtains surrounding Alcott’s bed at the fort; the red rose he left on her pillow after they had lain together. She shuddered at her repulsion.

“I’ve been well satisfied in those dreams, Mrs. Wyndham.”

Arianna didn’t believe Alcott had magic of his own, but he was directly connected to the beast she’d seen that day. Though Arianna couldn’t see him, she sensed the beast may be here now. He’d feed on her fear. She instinctively knew he gave Alcott power Arianna didn’t want to consider.

She remained within the circle not daring to step out. She was cold, but sat inside the dolmen and created a magic glow, trying to stay warm. She eventually fell asleep and awoke to Darius calling.

“Arianna! Arianna, by Christ, where are you?”

When he stepped within the circle, Arianna crawled out from the dolmen. He lifted her into his arms, shivering and afraid.

“You might have died, Arianna,” Darius said holding her tight. “Why would you come here at night? When I couldn’t find you, I was terrified. I saw your footprints but barely made it through the heavy snow.”

“I was afraid to leave, Darius. I think there was a bear outside the circle,” she lied.

“Bears would be asleep now, Arianna.”

“It was a beast.”

“Like the one you saw last autumn with Alcott?”

“Aye,” she admitted. “I thought you didn’t believe me.”

“It wasn’t that I didn’t believe you. I didn’t want to believe it, my wee witch. Promise me you won’t come out here alone at night,” he said.

“I won’t,” she agreed, still trembling.

“Let’s get you home,” he said.


Chapter Thirty-Two


Although their love was never in question, Arianna admitted their relationship had become strained. The past weeks her distressing dreams and continued restlessness kept Darius awake, too. He required more sleep and her good-natured husband had become sometimes irritable. Her unease left her defensive; the two weren’t a good mix.

Darius came in from morning chores, closed the door and stared.

“You’re standin’ in the middle of our kitchen unclothed,” he said. “What if Samuel or one of the Murphy boys had been with me?”

She placed the kettle on the hook above the fire. “We haven’t seen anyone for weeks, Darius.”

“You’re intendin’ to walk about naked then?”

“You’re usually more agreeable when I wear no garments,” she said reaching for her shawl. “It’s the only time we’re not bickering lately.”

“You really think we’ve been bickering that much?”

She shrugged and set the bowls on the table.

“You believe I’ve been disagreeable? But you’ve been overly sensitive, takin’ offense to everything.”

“I’m takin’ offense even now. In the past I would’ve been in your arms if you’d seen me unclothed. That morning at the O’Rorkes’ when I stood in the kitchen unclothed, you were very pleased. Apparently the allure has faded.” She exaggeratingly sighed.

“The sight of you unattired is always pleasing, my wee witch. That’ll never fade,” he said as he came to hold her, kissed her and smiled. She reached up and touched his much-loved dimple.

“Your dimple is still there,” she said. “I was beginning to wonder, for you’ve not smiled as much lately.”

“I just need to get outdoors more. With the incredible amount of snow and bein’ cooped up, I’m feelin’ restless. The horses need to stretch their legs, too. You’re correct, we’ve seen no one for weeks.”

“Sure, the snow will melt soon enough,” she said. “Apparently I’m the only one who’s enjoyed our time alone.”

“You know I love spending time alone with you, too, Arianna, but we haven’t been able to get beyond the barn and stables, not even to church. Everyone will think we died.”

“Or killed one another.” She laughed.

“That’s no jokin’ matter, my wee witch. If cabin fever sets in, untoward happenings have been known to occur when people are forced to spend too much time together.”

“Forced?” she said. “You feel you’ve been forced to spend time with me?” She pulled from his arms.

“No. You see; you do take offense too easily. I’d just like to see Samuel and Michael. Christ, I’d be happy to see the Murphy boys. Don’t you miss Kathleen and Sarah?”

She shrugged as she dished the cornmeal and placed the cream, honey and apple preserves on the table.

“I’m accustomed to avoiding others. You’re used to being with family.”

“You’re my family, Arianna.”

She stoked the fire, then jumped back when her long hair brushed the flames. He leapt up and hastily patted out the singed areas, but the smell was unpleasant and reminded her of the day her mother died.

“Arianna, you must be cautious with your unruly hair near the fire!”

“You now refer to my hair as unruly?”

With her emotions unsettled, the table shook, the pots and pans rattled on the hooks, and the cups and saucers on the table clattered, fell off and smashed. They both stared at the shattered mess on the floor.

“Those were my mother’s dishes,” he softly said.

She closed her eyes and whispered. Soon the dishes were back on the table completely restored.

“Arianna, you must be cautious with your unruly hair near the fire.” Darius repeated the sentence, then shook his head confusedly, looked at the cups and at her. “What just happened?”

“I took us back in time so your mother’s dishes wouldn’t be broken.”

His jaw dropped. “I know you can still time, which in itself is an impossible consideration, but you took us back in time?” he asked, clearly dumbstruck.

“Aye. But it doesn’t mean I forgive you for saying my hair’s unruly. You once adored my hair.”

“You often speak of your hair being unruly. I just meant when it’s unbound it’s unwise to be near the fire. Of course I adore your hair; it’s shiny, soft and sensual.”

“Now you only butter me up,” she said but she went to him, pulled his head down to her and kissed him with fervor.

“You haven’t kissed me like that in a while.” His smile was immediately brighter.

“I want to do more than kiss you.”

She placed passionate kisses down his ear and neck until he moaned. He eagerly removed her shawl while she hastily unfastened his breeches, tugged them down then glanced at the honey.

“I’m not certain I like that mischievous look.”

“You’ll like what I intend to do,” she assured him. “Lean against the table.”

He did and she drizzled honey on his manhood, amused at his expression.

“What in the bloody hell?” he asked.

When she began to lick the honey from his firmness, by his appreciative moans and how tightly he gripped the edge of the table, she could tell he wasn’t opposed. “You need to stop now,” he said, but she continued till he grasped her shoulders and moved her.

“By God, Arianna, you’re spirited today; what’s gotten into you?”

“Nothing yet!” she sassily said. “But I do want you inside me now.”

She leaned forward against the table, sensually writhing her hips, looking back at him invitingly. His smoldering expression confirmed his approval. As he stood behind her, she cried out with his thorough penetration. As they moved together, they heard a sound outside the door.

“It’s probably only Wolf,” she said. They heard a rap and he tensed but she lightly dug her fingernails into his buttocks, holding her to him as she loudly celebrated her crest, which obviously ensured his climax, too, for he groaned. Still joined, his hands cupping her breasts, they watched as the door opened. They looked to see the vicar.

“Christ,” Darius whispered.

“The closest to him here at the settlement.” She giggled nervously. Darius hastily reached for the shawl, held it before them as he moved from her, then wrapped it around her.

The flustered clergyman stammered, “Good h-heavens; pardon me!” Vicar Edwards quickly backed outside.

“Christ,” Darius said again, noticeably discomposed.

“We weren’t doing anything sinful, Darius. Clearly you didn’t lock the door.”

“This is entirely my doing?” he said.

“No, I shamelessly seduced my husband,” she replied. “You once said it shouldn’t matter if people heard us making love.”

“There’s a difference between hearing and seeing, and this was the damn vicar.”

“You might invite him for breakfast while I don some clothing unless you’d now be too embarrassed.”

“You’re findin’ this a bit too amusing!” he said tying his breeches.
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“You’ve not been to church three Sundays past. I was concerned when no one had heard from you. Now, I understand why.”

Darius and Arianna looked at each other, wondering if the vicar thought they’d spent the last weeks coupling, but he clarified.

“Those huge mounds of snow would have made it impossible to get through.”

“How did you get through?” Darius asked.

“A small path perhaps created by an animal. Since my cabin’s the closest, I thought I’d see for myself.”

Arianna felt the corners of her mouth twitching, for he’d certainly seen for himself.

“We’re well enough,” Arianna said.

“The whole settlement has fared well this winter,” the vicar said. “There’s been no lengthy storms, fever or sickness, no hunger or attacks by natives. All seems blessedly peaceful. Although it’s peculiar you’ve so much snow here surrounding your home and buildings. The remainder of the settlement was only lightly blanketed and the snow has mostly melted.”

“That is odd,” Darius said looking at Arianna.

“Thank you for the cornmeal. I’ve never tasted any as delicious, Mrs. Wyndham.”

“It’s tastier served with extra honey. I do like everything sweet.” She smiled mirthfully at Darius.

“I’m glad to know you’re both well,” Vicar Edwards said.

“Aye,” Darius confirmed.

Arianna gazed at the vicar. Perhaps mid-twenties, he was a pleasant-looking man despite burns on his chin and neck.

“There was a fire,” the vicar said. “My father died; my brother and I were hurt.”

Arianna hadn’t realized she’d been staring.

“I’m sorry,” Arianna said.

“That’s tragic,” Darius added.

“My grandparents died in a fire in their cottage in Ireland,” Arianna said. “I remember being very afraid.”

“How did that fire start?” the vicar asked. “The fire that killed my father was deliberately set.”

“In a drunken temper, my grandda tipped over a candle…while attempting to strike my grandma,” Arianna whispered. “It spread to the curtains and thatched roof. I remember being relieved he couldn’t hurt us again, but I was sorrowful my grandma died.”

“I’m sorry for your misfortune, too,” the vicar said. “Now, I’ll be setting off; thanks again for the sustenance. I’ll expect to see you Sunday?”

“We’ll be there,” Darius said.

“I’ll not be attending,” Arianna said and both men stared. “I don’t require a man preaching scriptures to strengthen my faith or determine my beliefs.”

“Do the scriptures offend you?” the vicar asked.

“No. I’ll recite some if you wish, like the witchfinders insist upon…as you’d know.”

“That won’t be necessary, Mrs. Wyndham.”

She only nodded and Darius walked out with him. When he returned he stared uncertainly.

“Not attending church will create suspicion, Arianna. Do you want the vicar suspecting you’re a witch?”

“I didn’t oppose a church, but didn’t know I’d be expected to always attend. I’m not bothered by what he thinks.”

“It unsettles me. Why didn’t you tell me how your grandparents died and that he used to hurt all of you?”

“I didn’t actually remember until I dreamed of it recently.”

“Are you certain it’s a memory, not simply a vivid dream?”

“I remember all too well, now.”

“I wished you’d told me,” Darius said.

“You haven’t told me of some of the difficult times in your past…the day your father and Daniel died and Amy was taken…or what happened with Alcott.”

He turned away. “Aye, apparently we all have unpleasant memories we don’t want to drudge up. Your dream of your grandparents isn’t the only one?”

“No, I’ve had many others,” she said. It frightened her, for if that dream was a memory, were the others as well?

“Arianna, did you ensure it snowed great amounts around our cabin?”

She nodded sheepishly. “I admit I prefer being alone with you. I hope to protect you.”

“I adore being with you, Arianna. But you used to like spending time with family and friends. I admit it’s worrisome, for that’s how Liza behaved. Why would you have it snow so I couldn’t get to my workshop? That might have allowed a little reprieve.”

Arianna didn’t want to think about the dream she’d had of walking in on Darius and Elizabeth vigorously coupling in that workshop. His voice pulled her back to his scolding.

“You can’t toy with nature, Arianna. If that massive amount of snow melts rapidly, the river could swell and flood. Homes could be lost and possibly lives, too, if it’s a flash flood. At best the water-laden land would be unfit for planting. The food everyone here depends upon might be in jeopardy.”

“I do understand,” she said. “I’ll make certain the snow melts slowly.”

“I’m goin’ to shovel some snow and see if I can maybe take King for a short ride.”

“Aye,” she said.

She turned away feeling his displeasure, but he came and kissed her.

“I’ll see you at supper.”


Chapter Thirty-Three


Another month passed. They hadn’t been squabbling as much, but things remained tense. Arianna’s disturbing dreams had gotten worse and more frequent. She dreaded going to bed. She’d usually lie awake till Darius was asleep, then go to the settee or window seat, sometimes spending the night there.

Today, Arianna was in her healing chamber sending out a powerful protection spell when Darius came in the cabin.

“Arianna?” he called, coughing and moving his arms before him. “What in the bloody hell’s all this smoke?”

“I’m burning sage.”

“It isn’t usually burned so thick I can’t see my hand before my face.”

“It’s meant to protect the cabin and those inside.”

He stood at the door.

“Come in,” she said, but he remained.

“We need to speak. Apparently Charlotte’s mightily perturbed at you.”

“Isn’t Charlotte always perturbed at me?”

“Christ, Arianna, you cut Rachel’s hair?”

“Oh, for God’s sake! You’d think I scalped her!”

“That’s not amusing!” he said.

“I cut one lock.” She held up a tiny blonde curl.

“You’ve also cut Kathleen’s bairns’ hair, even wee Daniel?”

“Kathleen agreed to it,” Arianna said staring at him, not understanding his objection. “I told her it was for a protection spell.”

“Do you think it’s wise tellin’ people you’re doin’ spells?”

She didn’t reply.

“What’s goin’ on, Arianna? I know the dreams leave you sleep-deprived, but you’ve barely stepped outside. You adore bein’ out in nature.”

“You don’t want me in the forest.”

“You could go to your sanctuary if you take Wolf.”

“I don’t wish to be there,” Arianna admitted. Since the night she’d seen Alcott and sensed evil, she’d mostly stayed away. “I prefer being here only with you.”

“Apparently so, else you wouldn’t have created a mountain of snow to keep us confined.”

“Again, I’m regretful that was such a hardship,” she said.

“With the snow nearly gone, Smythe’s witch-hunter could be travelin’ about. Governor Phips has yet to declare witch trials unlawful. If Charles Mendenhall arrives here, it won’t be only you he scrutinizes but perhaps anyone with ties to you.”

“I’m working on spells that ensure my presence is veiled from Charles Mendenhall.”

“Alcott’s soldiers will surely be patrolling again, too. Arianna, you can’t give anyone anything they could report as suspicious. You must be discreet with your magic.”

“You once told me I could employ my magic as I liked in this cabin.”

“You weren’t in our cabin when you were speakin’ of spells and cuttin’ bairns’ hair.”

“I’ll keep clear of everyone lest I do anything to implicate them,” she said in a wounded tone.

“I’m worried, Arianna.”

She sighed. In her displeasure the items in the chamber began to shake. Some rose in the air.

“I just want to keep you safe. I’m your guardian, my wee witch,” he said stepping in and taking her in his arms. He looked down, then jumped back.

“Jesus, what’s that?”

“It’s a skull.”

“I know bloody well it’s a skull, but why is it here?”

“I found it by the river. I believe he was a shaman. I want to ensure his spirit assists with protection spells. I hope to ward off the nefarious presence I’ve sensed.”

As he held her, he turned her wrist over.

“What are these?”

“They’re nothing,” she said pulling away.

“There are several deep slices on your wrist, Arianna!”

“My blood is necessary in protection spells.”

“If anyone saw this chamber they could rightly accuse you of witchcraft. Christ, Arianna, the blood, the skull, the hair and the chanting…speaking of beasts and demons.”

His voice was sterner; she sighed and looked away.

“Is this Amy’s brooch?” he asked, picking it up.

“Aye. I found it with her possessions. You said I could take what I’d like. It’s for a locating spell. I believe Amy’s still alive.”

“She’s been gone for years, Arianna, and I don’t approve of this,” he said gesturing to the chamber.

“I’ll place a lock on this door if it’ll make you less peevish,” she flippantly said.

“I’ll lock the damn chamber if you don’t stop actin’ so outlandish.”

“You said I could do magic in the cabin,” she repeated.

“I didn’t suspect you’d be delving in dark magic.”

“How could protection and locating spells be considered dark magic?”

Arianna went to the window, opened the shutters, inhaled deeply and whispered to herself.

“What’s that language? It sounds Gaelic, but different somehow.”

“It’s apparently a faery dialect.”

“What are you repeating?”

“Nil-ifreann-tine. It translates to No Hellfire. It’s meant to calm me,” she said. “No Hellfire. Mama used to tightly hold me and have me repeat it till I felt calmer. I think that’s why I disliked being restrained even before I was introduced to the Puritans’ pillory.”

“You made that decree burst into flames back in Wyndham Village. Have you created fire before?”

She nodded. “If you want the whole truth, I started the fire that killed my grandparents. I was only wee and very frightened. When I saw him strike her, I angrily created fire but then couldn’t control it. That’s why I fight to keep my temper from surfacing.”

“I’m sorry you experienced that, Arianna,” he said, his tone softer.

“I don’t want you to be displeased with me.”

“I’m just increasingly concerned.”

“This is who I am, Darius. You knew I was a witch when you insisted on taking me as your wife. Although admittedly, you weren’t aware I could torch the settlement when I’m in a temper. Now you’re regretful?”

“I’m not. You twist my words and mistake my meaning. It seems we can’t even talk anymore.”

Their eyes locked and he came to hold her. She laid her head upon his chest, regretful they’d quarreled, yet again.

“It’ll be good to get out more, walking and riding horses as we once did. Today, I’m going to my shop to…”

“To?” she asked.

“To work on cradles for the Schmidts and Sarah and Michael.”

“I’m clearly aware several women here are pregnant. Besides, I don’t know that it’s even favorable for me to carry a bairn. I wouldn’t wish to pass on these outlandish abilities.”

He looked at her with seriousness again.

“Arianna, tell me you’re not using herbs to ensure you don’t carry a bairn.”

“I wouldn’t, certainly not without discussing it with you.”

“But you’re aware of such herbs?”

“I’m a healer, Darius. I know of herbs that allegedly prevent conception and others used to rid a woman of a child conceived. Neither are certain or without risk and no, I haven’t taken either. Why would you ask that?”

“Bessie said you might be. Ethan told Samuel that Charlotte believes you’re ingesting the herbs because you wouldn’t want to carry a child and risk altering your shapely form.”

Arianna furiously scowled and several potions were wildly tossed his way, but fell short of hitting him. They crashed to the floor and smashed open.

“Arianna!” he chastised.

“Be bloody grateful you’re immune to my magic, Darius Wyndham,” she said picking up the nearest potion bottle and throwing it at him. He jumped clear, but it shattered. She angrily threw more as he dodged them. The smell of pungent potions was strong in the chamber.

“You want me to be done with magic and potions, so be it!” In her temper, she tossed every single bottle and shattered them hard on the floor.

“Christ, Arianna.”

“Now you’re taking heed of what Charlotte—that wanton, troublemaking bitch—thinks?” She pointed at the door. “Leave this chamber at once! Go work on the cradles before you need to create a coffin.”

“That might be a bit tricky if I’m dead,” he jested, took her in his arms and kissed her. “I’ll see you later, Arianna.”


Chapter Thirty-Four


Darius was late for midday meal, so Arianna kept his food warm over the fire. Spotting Wolf near the lake, she donned her boots and walked the forest’s edge when Wolf suddenly attempted to steer her away. Arianna discovered why when she glanced through the trees and espied Olathe in Darius’s arms. Though it didn’t appear a passionate embrace, he held her close and kissed the top of Olathe’s head as he sometimes did with her.

Arianna turned away and strolled by the lake for a very long time. When she finally returned to the cabin, Darius had eaten and cleared his dishes, probably thinking she was avoiding him. She went about her daily chores but stayed clear of the healing chamber. She made stew and baked a dessert with apple preserves and cinnamon, filling the cabin with an inviting aroma.

She soaked in a comforting bath and brushed out her long hair. Darius hadn’t returned though the sun was now setting. Pulling fresh biscuits from the hearth’s oven, she went to call him to supper.

Approaching his workshop, she heard laughter. Though she was happy Darius was cheerful, on hearing a woman’s voice, Arianna bristled. She peered in to see Elizabeth sitting on the bench near Darius. They were laughingly talking and Elizabeth affectionately touched his shoulder.

They weren’t coupling as she’d seen in her dream, but by the look on Elizabeth’s face, she clearly wanted that. Arianna went through the usual methods of calming herself, then walked inside.

“Your supper’s prepared, Darius. The biscuits are still warm.”

“Thank you, Arianna. I’ll just secure this last spindle.”

Arianna stepped back out without addressing Elizabeth. Nearly to the cabin, Elizabeth came after her.

“You don’t even speak to me now?” Elizabeth said.

“I didn’t hear acknowledgment from you either.”

“I see it disturbs you I’ve spent time with Darius. Apparently you won’t even permit him to attend church and he seldom sees his own family.”

Arianna stared at her. “Darius can attend church or see his family as he chooses.”

“Just because you’ve become unsociable, doesn’t mean Darius wants that. It’s being said you scarcely let him out of your sight. Bessie says you don’t even allow him to assist Samuel in checking traps.”

“Elizabeth, you shouldn’t spread gossip. I could repeat what’s being said about you also, but for the friendship we shared, I’ll refrain.”

“How difficult it must be for Darius to create those cradles with a barren wife!” Elizabeth said. “Tongues are also chattering about that. A witch, a whore and barren, too. Darius didn’t strike it lucky finding you. If you’d not stolen him I’d wager my belly would be swelling with his child.”

“Firstly,” Arianna said, trying to remain calm. “When I sent Darius to find you and Sarah that day in Wyndham Village, I’d already lost my heart to him.”

“But he only married you to save your neck.”

“Elizabeth, it saddens me you’ve become mean-spirited.”

“It likely saddens you more knowing your husband wants me. He’s desired me since that day he held me as we rode from Wyndham Village. If he hadn’t gone back for you, he’d have married me.”

“I don’t have time for this, Elizabeth. I’ve a meal to set out,” Arianna said.

“At least Darius can boast you’re a good cook, otherwise he’d surely like to be done with you.”

“I’m beginning to feel I’d like to be done with you.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Take it as you will!” Arianna started up the steps but heard Elizabeth sniffing as Darius approached.

“In Arianna’s jealousy, she’s threatened me, Darius.”

Darius looked from Elizabeth to Arianna. She saw the uncertainty.

“Aye, comfort the poor, helpless lass, Darius.”

Arianna went in slamming the door hard behind her. When Darius walked in soon after, he stared searchingly at her.

“Did you threaten her?”

“If telling her I’d like to be done with her is threatening her, I suppose I did.”

“You’re truly jealous she spent a little time talkin’ with me?”

“I’m angry because of the hurtful things she said. I’m displeased you can’t see past her innocent façade and aye, I’m admittedly jealous. You’re happily talkin’ and laughin’ with her when you’re often a bloody curmudgeon with me lately.”

“Curmudgeon? By God, you’d think you walked in to see me beddin’ her, but you didn’t need to threaten her. She’s obviously a troubled wee slip of a girl, Arianna.”

“That wee slip of a girl would give her eye teeth to have your cock inside her and don’t fool yourself about that!”

He put his hands in the air looking stunned.

“Christ! Although she’s apparently promiscuous, I’d like to think you trust me. I’m not a stag in rut and do possess some restraint. I don’t think of her like that. I’m not attracted to Elizabeth by any bloody measure. You’re the only woman I want.”

Arianna didn’t reply.

“You were uncommonly mature when you learned about the women from my past. I didn’t think I’d need to contend with jealousy in our marriage.”

“Those women were in your past. You thought you’d only need to contend with having a wife who’s a witch and believed to be a whore.”

“No one believes that.”

“Elizabeth is hopin’ to make everyone believe it. Bessie and the other gossipmongers happily spread rumors.”

“I know she’s overbearing, but I thought you adored Bessie. Besides, it was your friend, Jean-Claude who let it slip about the brothel.”

“It was actually Monique, but I won’t split hairs. I do adore Bessie, but her tongue does readily wag.”

“Let’s just calm down and eat together, Arianna.”

“Aye, because at least I’m a good cook or you might have seen me gone long ago.”

“Woman, you infuriate me!” he said banging his fist upon the table. She jumped, and cowered.

“Tell me you don’t seriously think I’d strike you, Arianna.”

“I know you wouldn’t,” she whispered, but sat down trembling.

She used her magic to ladle the stew and biscuits into the bowl without drawing near, as she did pouring the ale and setting everything before him.

He observed the one setting. “You’re not eating?”

“I’m not hungry.”

His usually hearty appetite was obviously affected, too.

“Darius, would you like me to leave?”

By the look on his face, she might as well have struck him. He placed his spoon in his bowl.

“Is that what you want?” he quietly asked.

“I don’t want to remain if we can’t mend things between us. I could stay with Grandmother, at least for a time.”

“We were happy until recently. I know those dreams have you unsettled, but I love you, Arianna, more than I can say.”

“I love you, too, Darius, but…”

“But?”

“When I’m maudlin I feel gloom overtaking me. When I’m angry, sometimes I’m not confident I won’t cause harm. I didn’t actually threaten Elizabeth, but I can’t be certain I might not hurt her and that’s a terrifying feeling. You’ll never have a normal life with me. You could find another…”

“I don’t want anyone but you,” he interrupted. “My feelings haven’t changed. If you really want to leave, Arianna, I’ll go with you. I’ll choose you…always.”

She reached out and touched his much-loved dimple, trying not to weep.


Chapter Thirty-Five


They’d been attempting to regain their closeness. The past weeks Darius had been more attentive and loving. She stayed clear of her healing chamber and spell-casting. They’d gone on walks and ridden horses. Today Darius planned to go with Samuel to check the trapline and Arianna was glad the brothers would spend time together.

She’d baked bread well into the night and when she’d come to bed, Darius had been asleep. Like most nights she’d lain awake fighting sleep, increasingly afraid of the provoking dreams, then fallen asleep only to be wakened by them, yet again.

Arianna longed to tell him what sorrows plagued her mind. Besides the dreams, she’d missed her monthly and instinctively knew she carried his child. She wanted to shout the happy news, but her premonitions indicated she wouldn’t carry long. She didn’t want Darius to be excited, only for her to lose the bairn.

Now, he laced up his boots and put on his warm overcoat.

“Say hello to Samuel and have a pleasant day,” she said.

“Aye.”

She saw the braided hair with the pink ribbon fastened inside his overcoat and smiled. He took her in his arms and held her as tears fell down her cheeks. He noticed. “Don’t be sad, my lovely Arianna. Your tears always shred my heart.” He held her closer and gently kissed her but their kiss soon turned passionate.

“Perhaps we should go to our bedchamber now,” he huskily said.

“No, you should spend time with Samuel.”

“We’ll continue this tonight,” he said.

He walked away when she was overcome with an ominous vision. She clutched her throbbing head. As Darius was about to open the door, she called out.

“Darius, you mustn’t leave me.”

“You just said I should go with Samuel.”

“But if you do you’ll spend tonight in Olathe’s bed.”

“By God, Arianna. Why would you think I’d be with Olathe?”

“I saw her in your arms, Darius.”

“It’s the time of year her son died. Chenoa said it’s especially difficult for her. I did see Olathe once, but it wasn’t planned and I promise you, it was one embrace of comfort. Nothing would ever find me in her bed.”

“If a sudden blizzard occurs and you lose your way, step into a trap and lie hurt in the snow, Olathe finds you and takes you to her bed to save your life with her body heat, you’ll share intimacies and father her child.” Arianna was speaking faster with her fretfulness.

Darius opened the door to blue sky and brilliant sunshine.

“There’s been no snowfall for weeks and no indication it’ll snow, much less there’ll be a storm,” he said.

“Sure, you’re correct.” She nodded.

She felt certain of nothing any longer. Perhaps it wasn’t a vision, but a memory of another time. They were difficult to distinguish and she no longer trusted her intuition.

“I love you, Arianna.”

His concern was evident. He likely thought she bordered on lunacy and she couldn’t blame him. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him.

“I love you, too,” she said, waiting till he left to weep again.
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Darkness had fallen when Darius arrived home. Swirling snow blew in with him and howling, biting wind so forceful he could barely shut the door. He shook the thick snow from his garments and hung them by the fire. Arianna sat trembling. He took her hand and searched her sorrowful green eyes.

“I’m relieved you made it home,” she sniffled.

“I need to ask; did you create the snowstorm, send the brilliant magical light that guided me home, or both?”

She was pale. It almost appeared she was in pain.

“Do you truly believe I’d create a storm that might cause your death?” Her voice quivered.

“It didn’t, because the light guided me.”

“I swear, I’d never risk your life.” Arianna shook her head, went to stoke the fire and set steaming soup before him.

“The storm came out of nowhere, then the light illuminated the path so I didn’t step in the trap. But the huge trap was there, just as you said.”

Arianna nodded wearily.

“But Olathe wasn’t anywhere near so I’ll not spend tonight or any other with her.”

Arianna placed her hands to his head. Darius was overcome with a clear image of him and Olathe in her wigwam. His foot ached and he was so cold, every part of him hurt, but as they lay together unclothed, Olathe warmed him and they heatedly coupled. It was so real, he could feel every arousing sensation.

“Christ,” he said.

Arianna removed her hands and walked away. He heard the door to her healing chamber close and the wardrobe pulled across, though it took three strong men to move it.
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Darius waited till morning sensing Arianna didn’t want him near. After that torrid vision, he didn’t blame her.

“Arianna,” he called through the door.

There was clattering from within.

“Arianna, I just want to go back to how things once were between us.”

He heard the wardrobe moving; the door opened of its own accord, for Arianna stood at the far side of the chamber. The table was empty, her mortar and pestle, dried herbs, and all her spell-casting items stacked in a corner. The room dimly glowed.

“I thought with your unhappiness, the magic was completely gone.”

“I’m sorry I pulled you into my magic, for now you can see my sorrow.”

“What can I do to make things right?”

“I believe it’s better if we part, Darius.”

“Your mother sent me to you, Arianna. She said I’m your guardian, you’re my soul match and we’re destined to be together.”

“You claim to accept magic, but you’re like Mama; you want me to hide my abilities. How am I to protect you without my powers?”

“Just don’t reveal them to others,” he said. “Your magic saved my life and clearly prevented me from being with Olathe.”

“What if you were meant to create a child together and because of my jealousy I toyed with destiny?”

“Why would you even believe I can father a child? We’ve been together long enough we could have a newborn.”

He noticed she was even paler and she held her hands to her belly.

“Arianna? What aren’t you tellin’ me?”

She sorrowfully looked at him.

“I thought it best you never learn of it, but you have a right to know.”

“Aye, please tell me.”

“I missed my monthly… It’s never happened before.”

He felt his heart leap, but she sadly shook her head.

“Early last evening heavy bleeding began with much discomfort. I’ve suffered a miscarriage.”

“Arianna, why wouldn’t you tell me?” His voice broke and he went to hold her. “Are you in pain even now?” He tenderly put his hand to her belly.

“It was admittedly a terribly difficult night. In my temper, I foolishly smashed all my pain remedies and haven’t created more, but it’s less intense this morning.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? I would have comforted you.”

“I was sad and angry you’d believe I’d risk your life.”

“I’m sorry for that…and for the lost bairn. I wish you’d told me when you suspected.”

“My intuitiveness told me I wouldn’t carry long; I didn’t want to disappoint you.”

Her despair saddened him even more than the loss.

“My fretfulness yesterday only hastened what would have happened soon enough. But it does prove you’re able to father children.”

“Then we’ll have others,” he said.

She didn’t reply and he sensed more difficult times ahead.


Chapter Thirty-Six


They’d spent long days together. He held her on their bed as she wept and they’d spoken of the lost bairn and their recent quarrels. They’d eaten their meals together and she’d accompanied him to his workshop. He’d been pleased she’d remained in their bed two full nights. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him she hadn’t slept a wink, not when she’d seen how happy he was to awake to find her there.

“I might take Spirit and go see Grandmother today.”

“I’ll take you,” Darius replied.

“We’ve heard nothing of witch-hunters or restless natives. There’s been no sign of Alcott or his soldiers all winter.”

“Soldiers have begun to set up camp down the river,” he admitted.

“You do keep some things from me, too,” she said.

“I admit, I didn’t want to worry you. You’ll not be attending the ladies’ get-together at Bessie’s cabin today? It’s not at Charlotte’s home as last time when you didn’t go.”

She made a face but saw his concern.

“Will you feel better if I spend time with the women?”

“Aye. But not if you’re opposed.”

She lifted her chin for a kiss and his lips were comforting.

“I’ll go…because I like to see this dimple.”
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Walking beside Wolf, she inhaled the fresh spring air. Arianna relished seeing green grass, wildflowers and buds on the trees. Songbirds merrily chirped and she attempted to dismiss her worries and woefulness. She nodded to Wolf at Bessie’s door.

Arianna was truly happy to see Sarah and Kathleen, yet she knew being at the ladies’ afternoon was a mistake from the first glare Charlotte cast her way. Even Bessie’s warm embrace was negated when she stared at Arianna’s belly, clearly to determine if she might be with child.

The conversation went from morbid stomachs and aching backs accompanied with carrying bairns to teething and sleep disrupted by new babes. Arianna realized most women of child-bearing age had a babe in their belly, at their breast, or both.

Sarah’s belly was growing and Kathleen, apparently always large when with child, was already showing. Bearing and rearing children was a cherished blessing, but now it was simply something more to set Arianna apart, especially when she still bled heavily with her miscarriage. She might have confided in Kathleen or Sarah, but they’d feel worse for her being pregnant themselves.

Even if Arianna believed it was probably best she didn’t bear a child, her heart ached with what might have been…a bairn created from her and Darius’s love.

“Your apple tarts are delicious, Arianna,” Bessie said, pulling her from her thoughts.

“Thank you. Cinnamon makes them tasty.”

“Are you well, Arianna?” Sarah asked.

Arianna nodded.

“You look weary and pale, and haven’t eaten a morsel,” Kathleen added.

Bessie stared at Arianna, her face hopeful. She’d seen others staring at her belly.

“I don’t have a child growin’ inside me and not because my husband and I don’t share a passionate marriage bed!” Arianna finally exclaimed.

Both Charlotte and Elizabeth glowered.

“The Lord knows some women aren’t deserving of being mothers,” Charlotte said.

Arianna fumed. “Clearly, he makes some tremendous errors in that regard!”

Several women gasped at that.

“Aye, occasionally someone undeservin’ is blessed!” Kathleen sneered at Charlotte.

“It took me years to conceive, years of heartbreak,” Anna Schmidt said, also staring at Charlotte. “Do you believe the Lord thinks I’m suddenly deserving?”

“I lost four babes before term and two newborns, besides the six sons I have. My husband barely had to look at me and I conceived,” Millicent said.

Sarah and Kathleen’s faces turned rosy. Arianna knew they were both thinking the same thing.

“Maybe we might speak of somethin’ else,” Kathleen said, compassionately touching Arianna’s hand and she fought tears.

Arianna stared out the window, watching a robin feed its babies. A doe and fawn meandered across the grass. Even nature rubbed motherhood in her face. Arianna sighed as someone nudged her.

“Arianna, what’s your opinion of the men’s gatherings?” Jane Harwood asked.

“I don’t know much about them,” Arianna admitted.

“The men all gather together and drink,” Missie Barker said.

“It’s an excuse to be drunk and rowdy,” Anna replied. “I suppose men need to let loose.”

Arianna thought she’d like to let loose, but wasn’t sure how she might do that.

“This one’s to celebrate Davey McKee’s lad’s upcoming wedding,” Bessie said.

“Sad his mother didn’t live to see him wed,” Jane said.

“Stag gatherings are extra rowdy,” Millicent offered.

“Darius hasn’t been to one all winter,” Bessie said looking at Arianna. “Men don’t like being governed by a woman.”

“That would be the pot calling the kettle black,” Arianna declared.

“Whatever do you mean?” Bessie said, but Arianna didn’t reply.

“Arianna’s surely thinkin’ Da can’t go to the privy without your approval,” Kathleen said.

Bessie cleared her throat, her face flushed.

“Samuel’s only been to one gatherin’ this winter,” Kathleen said.

“You’ve a house full of bairns,” Bessie said. “He doesn’t like to leave you.”

“More reason to want to get away,” Kathleen argued. “It’s a grand thing Arianna and Darius are happy with each other’s company.”

Arianna sighed. “I wouldn’t discourage Darius. He mentioned the gatherings once but said they often turn into drunken brawls.”

“The men do become uproarious sometimes,” Bessie agreed.

“At least they’re not like those held at larger towns. I’ve heard men sometimes have harlots service them and women dancing naked,” Anna said.

There were several mortified gasps at that.

“Perhaps Darius chooses not to attend,” Charlotte said. “He’s likely fretful he might find his wife there!” she nastily added.

Arianna threw her a look she hoped depicted pure loathing. Elizabeth smirked, obviously pleased, for she must have told the others where Arianna had once stayed.

“I didn’t see naked dancin’ done at the brothel, but I was usually otherwise occupied.” Arianna no longer cared what they thought.

There were whispers and awkward tittering.

“Arianna was a cook and healer there,” Sarah nervously offered, but Arianna shook her head.

“I’m not worried about what others believe, Sarah. Those who matter know the truth and the others…really don’t matter.”

“I think Charlotte and Elizabeth should just go diddle themselves!” Kathleen angrily said.

Bessie hurried to answer a knock at the door, apparently glad of the disruption. Arianna smiled at seeing Grandmother. It had been some time.

“I smell Tine’s apple tarts,” the old woman said taking Bessie’s chair and clasping Arianna’s hand. She spoke loudly. “Should we put a spell on them for their unkind comments?”

“Being thought of as a witch is no doubt the nicest thing they believe of me,” Arianna whispered.

“You’d be the first, Charlotte Wyndham, to receive a nasty spell to match your spitefulness,” Grandmother eerily said. “Perhaps festering sores on your tongue for every hateful word.”

Arianna tried not to grin as Charlotte squirmed. Grandmother fixed her gaze on Elizabeth. “You’d be next, lass, with your attempts to stir trouble.”

Elizabeth turned away.

“Some here are equally cruel with thoughtless comments,” Grandmother said looking at Bessie. “I know the secrets of this settlement. Everyone has something from their past they wouldn’t wish to discuss, no matter how bloody godly you pretend to be.

“Young Wyndham’s wife has a kind heart and tolerance for putting up with horse shite above the saints. You should all be thankful of that.”

“Frightening everyone won’t earn me acceptance,” Arianna whispered.

“It’s making me feel better, Tine.”

“I’m accustomed to being shunned.”

“Well, I won’t stand for it.”

“I only came today to appease Darius.”

“Och, but it does ensure you practice control of your abilities,” Grandmother said softly.

“That’s true,” Arianna said.

The afternoon went smoother with Grandmother leading much of the conversation. When she left, Arianna saw her out the door. Kathleen and Sarah came out to say their farewells, too.

“I’m sorry Ma’s so bloody insistent on speakin’ of you carryin’ a child,” Kathleen said.

“Bessie wants that for Darius and me because her children and grandchildren are her most treasured blessings.”

“Aye, but she can’t keep quiet.”

“I’m sorry becoming with child came so easily for me,” Sarah said as tears slid down her cheeks.

“Don’t ever apologize for that.” Arianna brushed Sarah’s tears away, and took her hands. “I’m happy for you both. Now, I must get home.”

“Don’t be a stranger, Arianna. I miss you,” Kathleen said.

“As do I,” Sarah agreed.

“I’m glad you two have become such good friends,” Arianna said. “The daughters you carry will be best friends one day.” They smiled at that.

She whistled for Wolf and took the long way home. When Darius asked of the afternoon, Arianna simply said it was enjoyable. There was no reason to cause him concern.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


They were relieved when they received word Governor Phips declared the witch trials ended. No longer could anyone be jailed on suspicion of witchcraft or persecuted as a witch. Yet Arianna sensed Charles Mendenhall wouldn’t comply, for he was often in her dreams, which had become increasingly disturbing. Alcott and the beast also continued to plague her nights.

She was deep in thought regarding the dreams when Darius nudged her.

“Arianna, you’ve not heard a word.”

“Forgive me. I was distracted.”

“It feels like you’re not even here most of the time.”

“Am I not fulfilling the wifely duties you listed back in Wyndham Village?” She bristled. “Is your cabin not clean?”

“Aye.”

“Are your meals not adequate?”

“Delicious, as always.”

“I did muck out the stables yesterday.”

“When you seldom sleep, I suppose you have endless time,” Darius said.

“Are your desires not met?” She stared at him.

“You don’t deny me, but even when we’re intimately joined…it’s like you’re miles away.”

She sensed his discontent.

“I just want you back, Arianna. You sit silent through our meals, sleep on the edge of the bed, if you come to our bed at all. Sometimes it feels no different than bein’ married to Liza. I suppose I should be grateful durin’ the beddin’ you don’t tell me to see it done, you’ll endure the ordeal.”

Arianna glared at him. “I suppose I should be grateful I have no sister for you to turn to.”

He stood up so quickly his chair toppled and he looked at her with unmistakable anger she never expected to see.

“I’m goin’ to the stag gatherin’ tonight,” he said retrieving his overcoat. “Don’t wait up, though you might not notice or be bothered if I never returned.”

He left without a farewell kiss for the first time.
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Trying not to dwell on their hurtful words, Arianna went outside, watched the sunset, then called for Wolf. The ice had mostly broken up; the water rushed wildly beside her as they walked when Arianna was overcome with a vision of Olathe surrounded by soldiers.

That happened in her dreams with many terrible outcomes. In one dream, Olathe was raped, in another Arianna was knocked out, tied up and raped herself while trying to help Olathe. In yet another, Wolf was killed and Kyle Murphy tried to stop them, shot one of the soldiers with an arrow, bringing Alcott to the settlement. That caused further devastation, for she’d been taken to the fort, forced to go to his bed to save Darius from being hanged. In her fury she’d burned the fort to the ground, killing everyone there. Tristan, the man from the future, had warned her of that.

Arianna couldn’t risk any of those possibilities. She walked into the woods to find Olathe surrounded by four soldiers; she heard their crude comments. Arianna snapped her fingers capably stilling time. They were all frozen, but Arianna touched Olathe to awaken her. Arianna saw Kyle Murphy still as a statue with his bow already drawn.

“It’s the night of round moon,” Olathe said. “The wendigo or those with darkness may be near.”

“I couldn’t permit you to be hurt, nor see Kyle shoot someone and have your people blamed because it was an arrow that killed a soldier.”

Olathe looked at her respectfully and nodded. “But your powerful magic will bring the darkness. What will you do with these men?”

“What should be done with men who would rape and likely kill women?”

Olathe looked at Arianna, uncertain.

“They could be thrown in the river. No one would know they didn’t attempt to cross the river and tragically drown,” Arianna suggested.

“It would be more satisfying to slit their throats,” Olathe said pulling out her knife and angrily stalking the four statue-like men.

“It would be difficult to make that look unintentional.”

“I suppose,” Olathe agreed.

“I could simply ensure they don’t come here tonight,” Arianna said.

Olathe seemed confused but Arianna concentrated. After the dizziness settled, they were standing outside the forest and the four soldiers remained across the river. Arianna raised her hand, magically making the water flow higher and faster, disallowing the soldiers to cross.

“No rape, no bloodshed, no need to answer questions about missing soldiers, no burned fort or lost lives…and I still have my wolf.”

“You altered time?” Olathe said in disbelief. “Your powerful magic will be sensed by others.”

“Perhaps, but you’re safe and Kyle isn’t involved.”

“Your heart is bigger than your mind, Hair of Blood-fire,” Olathe said.

“Probably,” Arianna said as Olathe went into the forest.
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Knowing how close they’d come to tragedy, Arianna couldn’t stop trembling. She started toward the cabin, longing for Darius to hold and comfort her. She wanted to make amends for her unkind words, but she couldn’t show up at the gathering if people already believed she domineered him.

Under the full moon she walked with Wolf, knowing she must go home and attempt to sleep, when she heard fiddle music and voices. She hadn’t consciously walked to the stag gathering. She’d been certain she’d walked in the opposite direction, but it was as though she’d been magically guided here. Arianna saw several men outside the barn. She jumped, nearly treading on young Patrick. He moaned. By moonlight, she saw his disconcerted face.

“Arianna, you can’t be here; women aren’t allowed!” he said, clearly drunk.

“I don’t plan to attend, Wee Patrick,” she replied, her hackles rising at being told she couldn’t.

“Most men are filled with drink; there’s been fights already.”

“Isn’t that typical of a stag gathering?”

“Aye.” He sounded dejected.

“Why are you so glum?”

“It’s Elizabeth.”

“You’re still smitten with her?”

“Aye. She doesn’t want me, but now prefers to be with many men.”

“Isn’t it the hope of most men to be with many women?”

“You’d not be cheeky if you knew her true hope.”

“In being with my husband.”

“You know?”

“It isn’t as though she hides it.”

“She’s had a lot to drink.”

“Elizabeth is here?” Arianna asked.

“Thankfully Da left before she showed up saying she’d be happy to entertain the men.”

Arianna heard rowdy hoots coming from the barn.

“Will you convince her to leave, Arianna?” Young Patrick pleaded.

“I’d be the last person she’d listen to, Patrick.”

“Aye,” he morosely said.

Arianna saw Michael and Samuel near the barn. She approached as Michael placed a cloth to Samuel’s eye.

“Samuel, what’s happened?”

“A wee fight,” Samuel slurred.

“You shouldn’t be here, Arianna,” Michael warned. “Men from another settlement and cousins of the McKees are visiting. They’re all drunk.”

Samuel squinted like he couldn’t focus. “Even Darius is mad drunk and in a disagreeable mood.”

The raucous commotion grew louder and a woman squealed.

“I thought women weren’t permitted at these gatherings,” Arianna said.

“It’s strongly discouraged!” Samuel drunkenly clarified.

Another squeal and a lot of loud whoops reverberated from the barn.

“I heard Elizabeth was here,” Arianna said.

“We tried to make her leave,” Michael stated. “Darius attempted to physically remove her and got severely razzed. Even some of the men from this settlement encouraged her to stay.”

“Darius and Ethan got into it and I stepped in the middle,” Samuel said.

“The McKee cousins and the Murphy boys got involved,” Michael explained. “It was easier to let Elizabeth stay.”

“What’s she doing in there?” Arianna asked.

“Dancing half naked,” Michael said.

“Tryin’ her best to have your husband,” a bruised-faced Kevin Murphy added as he approached.

“Why in hell is he still in there then?” Arianna asked, now fuming.

“Because he’s damned if he leaves now when the men have already been givin’ it to him about bein’ led around by your lady bits.”

Arianna glowered at him.

“That’s not the term they used but best you not hear that,” Samuel said.

“Darius was furious and commendably punched the men who said it. But they do think you henpeck him,” Kevin said.

“Who cares what the men think?” Arianna said.

“That’s easy for you to say,” Kevin replied.

“Aye, people here only believe I’m a barren witch and a whore. It’s so easy for me!” she sarcastically said, her fury heightening.

Arianna walked toward the barn.

“Don’t go in,” Michael warned.

“You’ll humiliate him,” Kevin agreed.

“Arianna, you mightn’t be safe,” Samuel said. “There’s a lot of drunk men not thinkin’ straight.”

Arianna knew they were correct. She begrudgingly stepped away when two men she didn’t recognize came from the barn. Staring, they whistled.

“Aren’t you a beauty!”

“Have you come to dance, too?” One roughly pulled her to him. “You’d need to rid yourself of a few garments.”

“I’d like to rid you of your tongue,” Arianna caustically said.

“She’s feisty,” the other man said, pinching her arse. Samuel staggered and Kevin and Michael stepped forward.

“I can defend myself,” she said, kneeing one man in the bollocks and elbowing the other in the nose. Now furiously invigorated, she walked amid the jeering, drunken men in the barn that smelled strongly of hay, animal dung and ale.

Arianna spotted Elizabeth, only in her shift, which was pulled down, breasts bared. Elizabeth’s eyes were fixed on Darius while her hands moved up his muscular thighs and the men loudly urged her on. When Elizabeth reached for the front of his breeches, Darius stepped away. Arianna pushed through the crowd.

Elizabeth eyes filled with resentment upon seeing her. When Darius noticed Arianna, he didn’t appear much happier. His eye was bruised and swollen, his lip split.

“We need to speak,” Arianna said, finally finding her voice. Several men booed and made disagreeable comments.

“Let him have a little fun,” a few said.

“I don’t consider another woman’s hands on my husband to be fun, though he’d possibly disagree.”

“You’ve come to check on me?” Darius asked.

“With your promise once made to me, I truly didn’t believe I’d ever need to check on you.” She fought tears.

“Is this the woman everyone’s been on about?” a man who looked like a McKee asked.

“I’ll walk you home, Arianna.” Michael must have followed her in.

“I’ll go with you, too,” Samuel added.

“She’s the witch?” the McKee man asked. “Beautiful for a witch.”

“You’ve seen a lot of witches?” Arianna said, knowing she should ignore him.

“Are you a witch or a whore?” another man asked.

“Is there a reason one couldn’t be both?” Arianna said staring hard at Darius. He glared at the men, but then at her. Many men guffawed.

“That would ensure magical diddling!” another drunk man said.

“Does she keep you spellbound, Wyndham…or just housebound?”

Arianna could see Darius’s temper rising and the tension was palpable.

“I’d actually rather know if the hair on her head matches down below.” The man looked like he intended to find out.

Darius stiffened at that and tried to stand.

“You could tell us, Wyndham, but that’d take away our fun!”

“That’s my wife,” Darius blared.

“You can’t stand for me to have any attention, can you?” Elizabeth angrily interrupted.

Arianna glanced at Elizabeth. “Is this the attention you wish for?”

“That said by a whore,” Elizabeth drunkenly replied.

Arianna looked at the young woman, once her friend, and gently clasped her arm.

“You don’t need to behave like this, Elizabeth. You’re intelligent and beautiful; you have people who care about you. Come back to the cabin. We’ll have tea.”

“Tea?” Elizabeth snorted. “Why would I leave? I’m very happy here!” Elizabeth sensually looked at Darius and pulled her arm from Arianna.

“You shouldn’t feel special in drunken males desiring you, Elizabeth. Men have been known to diddle sheep when desperate enough.”

Arianna stared at Elizabeth then threw a crestfallen look at Darius. She turned to walk away, but a man blocked her path. Darius moved unsteadily. With the amount of drink he’d consumed, he wouldn’t fare well in another fight.

Arianna was now enveloped in a shimmering purple glow and knew she must leave straightaway.

“Give us a wee look at those beauties!” one of the McKees said reaching for her gown’s laces. In her fury, she punched him hard in the nose, then waved her hands silencing them all. She walked outside; Darius wobbled as he followed.

“You’ve stilled time?” Darius asked.

“You can see that even in your drunkenness?” she sarcastically said.

“I’m weary, Arianna. You constantly distance yourself from me…except for tonight. One night away was all I wanted.”

“Clearly, that wasn’t all you wanted.”

“I admit I was tempted. She looks at me like you once did.”

“She looks at you as a hopeful conquest. I have no doubt she finds you appealing, but she also sees your opulence. Elizabeth proclaimed from the day we met, she’d marry a wealthy man. I’m aware she’s jealous and envious of me, therefore to see me hurt would only be added bounty.

“I’m also weary…weary of attempting to be the wife I can never be. Do what you will. I release you of your obligations as guardian…and my husband.”

“I’m not thinkin’ straight enough to have this conversation, much less make rash decisions.”

“Does that include deciding whether to diddle Elizabeth?”

He narrowed his eyes.

“I’ll leave now or she might be turned to ash.”

Darius leaned against the barn, shook his head and pulled his hand through his hair.

“If having her seems worth it, so be it.”

“Arianna, that isn’t what I want. She isn’t what I want.”

“Can you tell me if I hadn’t walked in when I did, you wouldn’t have been with her?”

He shrugged but wouldn’t meet her eyes.

“Men filled with drink often urge each other on with no more conscience than feral dogs. Thank you for trying to see her leave earlier. I understand the men pressured you, but you could have left. I’m sorry you bowed to their badgering and belittled her like the others. I’m disappointed, for the man I met in Wyndham Village would have walked away,” Arianna said.

“I doubt I’d ever measure up to the man you once believed me to be.”

“I’ll stay till tomorrow if you wish to speak. If not, I’ll go to Boston.”

“I’m certain that’s been your intention for some time anyway. Maybe your friend will prove less of a disappointment!” Darius said before going back inside.

Determined not to weep, Arianna snapped her fingers, releasing the time-stilling magic, and disappeared.


Chapter Thirty-Eight


Darius was as angry as he’d ever been, other than on the ship with Alcott. He was resentful in trying to protect Elizabeth, defend Arianna and the racy comments made about them both. He was disillusioned. Lately, Arianna had seemed disinterested in their marriage and him…until tonight when she’d shown up precisely when he fought not to give in to Elizabeth’s seductiveness and the men prodding him to have her.

Arianna was correct. He’d buckled under their pressure. Typically he didn’t care they believed Arianna had bewitched him; she was what mattered. Now she wavered between agitation and apathy; going without sleep only added to her maladjustment. Yet tonight she’d been fully coherent. He’d felt the depth of her fury and disappointment to his core.

He found a chair and drank another full cup of ale in one long swallow. He should go home, but his drunken anger and Arianna’s present fury wouldn’t be a good blend. Elizabeth beamed seeing him return without Arianna. Her breasts still bared, she dropped upon his lap facing him. Again, the men bawdily cheered him on.

Darius caught sight of a tall man he didn’t recognize. He wore a long black cloak. His eyes were as dark as the expression on his face, his disapproval evident. Darius turned from Elizabeth’s insistent kiss though he couldn’t deny his arousal. She locked her arms around his neck, rocking back and forth against him. He could feel her heat through his breeches.

“Find someone else to have you,” he snarled.

She sultrily looked at him. “She’s upset you again, Darius, but I’m so close to making you forget her,” she whispered as she reached for his breeches’ lacings. He closed his eyes and placed his face in her hair. But the thin, straight hair was off-putting. It wasn’t the beautiful thick red tresses with the scent that enticed him.

Christ, would he throw away his marriage for one drunken, salacious romp with Elizabeth? He hadn’t been the slightest bit attracted to her before tonight. He put his hands on her waist and lifted her to her feet, clearly startling her, for men seldom turned her down.

“I won’t be with you, not tonight or any other. I’m goin’ home to my wife.”

He struggled to stand, his head fuzzier, his gait more unsteady. Had Elizabeth placed something in his ale? He needed cool air to rouse his dulled senses. She followed him as he stumbled out the door, grateful when Michael took his arm.

“Sit, before you fall,” Michael said.

“Stay away from him!” Kevin Murphy warned Elizabeth.

“Are you jealous, Kevin?” Elizabeth asked.

“God no. If you want to be with any number of men, so be it. But you pit brothers and friends against each other, try to break up marriages not caring who you hurt. If you had the sense you were born with you’d keep away from Darius.”

“I’m not afraid of the witch and Darius can make up his own mind.”

“Go home, lass,” Samuel more kindly suggested.

Darius leaned against the barn, everything spinning wildly. He could always hold his ale, could easily drink other men under the table, but this was entirely different. He looked at Elizabeth, shook his head at her unnatural bloody enchantment and closed his eyes.
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Arianna wanted to wish herself away or pitch a bloody fit, but neither would benefit her. It certainly wouldn’t sway Darius’s mind. Maybe she should have stayed, but if her presence was all that stopped him from being with Elizabeth, it would surely eventually happen.

Seeing their cabin door ajar, Arianna slowly pushed it open. It was dark inside, the full moon now concealed by clouds. She took three steps when the door loudly slammed shut. She sensed a presence and whirled around.

“Who’s there?”

“Good evening, Mrs. Wyndham.”

The skin on Arianna’s neck prickled as she heard Alcott’s voice.

“Captain Alcott,” she said. Lighting a candle, she saw him sitting in the corner. His aura was black. “It’s late for a visit.”

“Call me George. We’ve become close in your dreams: I know you well!”

Her skin crawled as though a nest of snakes slithered upon her.

“Why are you here?”

“Other than the obvious, to have you not only in dreams, I need more pain remedy for I have an active night planned,” he said as his eyes rested on her breasts.

Arianna sensed the dark presence again. She shivered and lit the fire.

“Darius is asleep upstairs,” Arianna lied.

Alcott laughed disturbingly. “That’s not true. My soldiers said he and the other men are at a celebration, all mostly incapacitated, either drunk or passed out. The two men patrolling the settlement were knocked unconscious and tied up. The settlement is now vulnerable to native attacks.”

“The settlers here are on good terms with the natives.”

“There are others.”

“What have you planned?”

“I need another posting. That bloody fort in the godforsaken middle of nowhere has been insufferable. The wind chilled me to the bone; my leg ached fiercely.”

“Most maladies are affected by cold and damp.”

“Your remedy helped, but it’s gone and my physician was an imbecile.”

“I heard you severed your association.”

“I severed more than that; I ran him through with my sword. I have another assisting me now. I’ll soon be rewarded a new position in a fort near Boston.”

“What would earn that promotion?”

“There needs to be a solution to the natives. They’ll continue to be a problem until they’re dealt with.”

“You mean eliminated?” Arianna dared to say.

He nodded nonchalantly. “They oppose us settling the land.”

“Because they’re being harmed and their way of life has changed, but what are you planning?”

“Why would I tell you? I’d rather do other things. You’re a beautiful, fascinating woman. Being Wyndham’s wife only makes you more desirable.”

“This is honestly about lust and revenge?”

“Wyndham had the only woman I ever loved.”

“Apparently Darius has had several women,” Arianna said with distaste.

“I refer to the one he married.”

“You were in love with Liza?”

“From the time we were children,” he affirmed. “I wanted to take her away but she wouldn’t disobey her father. When I met Wyndham, it infuriated me, for I could see he didn’t actually want Liza.”

“He couldn’t disappoint his father either. Why does Liza despise you then?”

“She didn’t always.” He seemed regretful. “Weeks before she and Wyndham were to wed, filled with drink, I climbed the tree near her window as I’d done as a youngster. She was startled, but let me in.

“She looked lovely with her hair down. I hadn’t seen it like that since she was a girl. I kissed her; she returned the kiss, but then she pushed me away, told me to leave.”

“But you didn’t listen?” Arianna guessed.

“How could I leave without having her?”

“You raped her?” Arianna said with disgust.

“She didn’t protest, never said a word. I didn’t realize she was opposed till I moved and saw her fear.”

“You made her always afraid of men and were the reason she possibly ended her life.”

“She was afraid of Wyndham?” His delight in that clearly outweighed his remorse at violating Liza.

Liza appeared beside her and glared at Alcott with an expression Arianna didn’t know Liza was capable of.

“If you want more pain remedy, tell me how you intend to be promoted.”

“I’ll be granted many things including eternal life.”

“What would you give in return?”

“You surely know.”

“Your soul,” she said.

He nodded.

“Where is this being with the ability to grant eternal life?”

“He’s here.”

Arianna shivered and looked around.

“Why are you really here, Alcott?” she asked.

“I do want you, and afterward I’ll take your life and make Wyndham suffer.”

“You’re bitter over him being forced to marry a woman when you raped her?”

“Wyndham had his father’s approval, his mother’s love, his grandfather’s wealth, friends, brothers, women, good looks, the body of a god…and Liza, too. I despised him!

“He certainly had no notion I’d be on that ship when he enlisted. I had him beaten, flogged, humiliated, tried to break him and nearly accomplished it. When he pulled me from the sea after the sharks attacked, the men glorified him, hailed him a hero, willing to save an enemy. They spoke to his good character so he wasn’t hanged for striking a superior.

“I thought eventually I’d forget my loathing of him. I knew Liza died along with the child she carried. It wasn’t about her any longer.”

“She carried your child at one time, too,” Arianna said. Liza stared, likely displeased she knew that.

“I don’t believe you,” Alcott said.

“Because it was a product of rape and certain to shame her, Liza’s sisters saw the pregnancy ended before she and Darius wed.”

“Will I see Liza when I have eternal life?”

“You’ll only see others as malevolent as the demon who commands you.”

“He doesn’t command me.”

“He’ll command you for all time.”

“Why don’t you see him?” Alcott asked.

“I’m not fearful, angry or jealous. Dark emotions make demons stronger.”

“He said you felt his presence when he wheedled his way into the minds of men…your grandfather, a man at a brothel and Bartholomew Mendenhall.”

Arianna shuddered.

“The demon told me you saw Wyndham tonight with the young woman. Do you suppose his cock’s inside her even now?”

Arianna tried to calm her emotions. When she remembered Elizabeth’s hands on Darius, her fury ensured she saw the horrific beast. He grinned, revealing his disturbing jagged teeth. She looked away from his grotesqueness.

“Hello, fire witch.” His guttural voice made her immediately nauseated.

“Would you like me to show you an image of them together?”

“No!” Arianna shouted, her heart thumping.

“You must give me your soul, fire witch. I can’t let the air witch find you. Together you’d locate the other two powerful witches and possibly defeat my master, Odhran, and the others.”

“I’d never give you my soul!” Arianna said.

“To save your husband, your friends with babes in their bellies and the little children here, you will. I’d like to spend time with the little children here,” he said licking his lips. Arianna shuddered with repulsion.

“What are you intending to do, Alcott?”

“I’ll tell you my delightfully devious scheme. Tonight, on my command, my soldiers and the natives I employ, all attired in native garb, will attack this settlement and others nearby. Many will be killed. My soldiers will rally the surviving settlers. In their anger, they’ll retaliate, attacking the surrounding native villages and killing them all. It’ll serve our purpose and best of all, I’ll ensure Wyndham dies.

“I’ll revel in seeing that mouthy Kathleen killed, too. I might insist she’s tortured first, although seeing her children killed will be torturous.”

“You’d kill innocent children only to be a demon’s puppet?” Arianna trembled.

“I won’t be in pain any longer,” he said touching his afflicted leg. “I’ll kill you and the demon will take your soul.”

“I won’t forfeit my soul,” Arianna said, “and I won’t let you carry out this despicable plan.”

“You can’t stop us,” Alcott said.

“How could you stop us, fire witch?” The demon’s eyes were glowing red now as he stepped toward her.

“By using hellfire,” she said.

Arianna raised her hands. Instead of repeating the phrase to prevent fire, she called to it. “Ifreann-tine anoise. Hellfire now!”

The hearth and the candle flamed wildly. The other candles suddenly lighted, and the beast emitted a deep disturbing laugh that shook the cabin’s foundation.

“Arianna, you can’t fight him alone,” Liza said.

“Maybe I’m important enough, I’ll be saved,” she said thinking of the night Cythrawl and Tristan came to her.

“I wouldn’t count on that,” Liza warned.

Arianna recalled all the horrible dreams, the many frightening possibilities. This would be the least disturbing, the fewest lives taken. True, she’d die by fire, which terrified her, but she prayed it would be quick.

Was she angry or fearful enough to see this accomplished? She thought of the children, the expected babes. She thought of Darius. Their present turmoil didn’t negate the love they’d experienced. Knowing everyone she loved might be killed made her angry. The memory of Darius and Elizabeth infuriated her. She didn’t want to think of it but realized her anger fueled her power. It made Arianna angry enough.

Darius would be hurt by her death, but she’d see this through to save him. She closed her eyes, felt herself growing hotter.

“You’re going to allow her to create this unnatural fire?” Alcott fearfully asked the demon.

“Her supernatural power will alert those with dark magic. Soon there’ll be many others like me.”

“But I’ll be burned to a crisp,” Alcott stated.

“You’re an acceptable loss.”

“You haven’t made me eternal,” Alcott argued.

“You, human, were merely a pawn and you, fire witch, will aid me. Only those with some darkness can create hellfire.”

“Is that fear in those lovely eyes, Mrs. Wyndham?” Alcott said. “I intended to make your husband watch me have you, then watch you killed, but he’ll suffer knowing he didn’t protect you.

“It will destroy him realizing he was with another woman while the love of his life was killed. If I die tonight, I hope there’s enough of me left for Wyndham to know I was with you at the end. That might finally break him,” he said as he walked toward her.

“When you’re turned to ash Darius won’t know you were here. He’ll believe in my jealous rage I set his cabin afire and died when I couldn’t get out.”

Arianna pulled the silver amulet from her neck, the protection against evil. It was burning so hot it left a mark upon her skin. Meant to protect her, she remembered it also limited her magic. She tossed it to the floor and felt her powers surge. She pushed Alcott away.

Arianna created wind that fanned the crackling flames. They leapt to the curtains, the walls and rapidly spread across the ceiling. The demon only watched. When purple flames shot from her fingertips, she directed them at him. The kitchen was nearly ablaze and Liza’s eyes were fearful.

The demon smirked a leering, toothy grin. As he walked, his hooved feet made disturbing sounds on the floor. With his long curled fingernail, he scratched a doorway on the wall. The fire grew and turned a darker, deeper purple; the heat was so hot even drawing breath hurt, the acridity burned her nose.

Arianna was sorrowful to see Darius’s beautiful cabin engulfed in flames, but the look on the demon’s face when he realized he couldn’t escape through the portal he’d created was nearly worth it. He shrieked an unearthly, tortured sound; his eyes glowed brighter red before he burst into flame, then turned to ash.

Alcott picked up the amulet and clutched her. Arianna tried to fend him off, but it took all her strength to keep the fire blazing. Liza finally helped push him away and grabbed her pendant as Alcott fell to the floor. She passed it to Arianna who held it tightly, hoping it might now protect her.

“I’ll see you on the other side, my friend,” Liza whispered taking her hand.

Arianna was overcome by thick smoke and slumped to the floor.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


Darius awoke to Wolf licking his face. He was lying on the grass, his head fuzzy and pounding miserably. There was a strangeness to everything. He stood but nearly fell, then looked in the barn to see everyone still as statues. The wolf grabbed Darius’s hand in his mouth and led him away. He stared in the direction of their cabin to see the sky glowing. Looking closer, he saw fire.

“Christ,” he said. “Arianna!”

Darius forced himself to move though his legs felt like stone. When he neared the cabin, it was ablaze, but there was also a ring of peculiar purple fire surrounding the cabin. It was frighteningly high and the heat that came off it was unbearable. He could see no break in the unnatural fiery ring.

“Arianna!” he desperately shouted.

She was a magical witch with powers even he couldn’t begin to comprehend. Surely she could get through the flames she’d created. Darius saw the wolf standing inside now. He needed to get to Arianna, took a deep breath and leapt through the purple fire expecting to be badly burned, but was oddly unharmed. The cabin was consumed in flames.

“Arianna,” he called again coughing in the thick smoke. He raced up the steps, across the covered porch. When he opened the door, flames shot out. The windows shattered spewing glass and throwing him to the ground. He was dazed, cut and bleeding, the wind knocked from him. He finally managed to stand, limping toward the cabin again, shielding his eyes from the heat.

Darius pressed past the thick smoke, rushing inside. His eyes burned; he could see nothing, but still he pushed forward. His foot touched something and he dropped to his knees and felt around the floor. He squinted, thinking he saw Alcott’s form. Touching his wooden leg confirmed it, but then his hand brushed against Arianna’s long hair. He managed to lift her into his arms but could no longer see the doorway. Somehow he made it outside. Arianna’s beautiful hair was singed, her lovely face streaked with soot. Darius shook her, but she didn’t stir.

“Arianna, my love. Wake up, my wee witch.”

He kissed her with no response. He felt her wrist and her neck, but could find no pulse. He thought he was losing his mind when Liza’s spirit appeared. Her eyes were sorrowful, looking at Arianna. The spirit of the woman he’d seen outside of Wyndham Village also appeared and touched Arianna’s cheek.

“My sweet girl,” she whispered.

Darius collapsed to the ground holding, Arianna. The stranger he’d seen in the McKees’ barn also appeared, now with accusation in his eyes. When a tall woman wearing armor and carrying a sword and shield materialized, too, the man glared at her.

“Another of their infernal tests?” the man in black asked.

“You never disapproved of the tests before. Because she’s someone important to you, the tests suddenly displease you, Cythrawl?”

Cythrawl? Arianna said he’d come to the cabin to save her from Ethan.

“Perhaps the gods could see this undone,” Cythrawl said.

“It’s impossible to undo,” the warrior woman said.

“Your kin was saved, Aine,” Cythrawl argued.

“Alainn wasn’t brought back from the dead,” Aine replied.

“Time was altered to aid her. I only ask time be reversed till before the smoke ended the fire witch’s life,” Cythrawl insisted.

“It would be better than reliving this life, yet again. Alainn will soon await her arrival,” Aine said.

“The fire witch is your kin, too,” Cythrawl reminded Aine.

“The fire witch is your daughter, yet you don’t call her by name,” Arianna’s mother said.

“He’s her father?” Darius asked in utter disbelief.

The spirit nodded. “We meet again, Darius Wyndham. I’m Eirann, Arianna’s mother,” the spirit said. “Aye, Cythrawl’s her father.”

“Arianna’s the daughter of a god?”

“And her mother’s the descendant of a Celtic goddess of faery lineage and Druid ancestry,” Cythrawl said.

“It seems an unlikely match,” Darius said observing the radiance of Arianna’s mother.

“I was destined to carry a transcendent witch. Cythrawl was charming in his own way.”

“Eirann was young, beautiful and fertile,” Cythrawl said.

“That’s hardly respectful,” Darius replied.

“Was nearly mating with another woman while your wife is made to deal with evil of human and demonic varieties respectful, Guardian?” Cythrawl asked. “You were given the position of guardian because you’re her heart’s desire and soul’s match, but you failed.”

“He didn’t fail. Our daughter was happy with this life, happier than any other. Tonight wasn’t his finest, but he’s male, therefore largely ruled by desire,” Eirann said. “I thank you for protecting Arianna as much as you were able.”

“You’re thanking me when your daughter’s lost?” Darius’s voice broke. “Could you really bring her back?”

“She might not want to come back,” Aine said looking disapprovingly at Darius.

“If she hadn’t been exceedingly angry with her guardian for his infidelity she wouldn’t have fought the demon’s power and killed him,” a man with long grey hair said as he appeared.

“I don’t know who the hell you are, but I assure you, I wasn’t unfaithful to Arianna.”

“Near enough!” Aine said. “I’m the protector of women and you were to be her principal guardian.”

“It seems you both failed her this night,” the old man said.

“This is the Dagda,” Eirann explained.

“The father of Celtic gods?” Darius asked and Eirann nodded.

“Arianna, the fire witch is the second transcendent witch,” Dagda stated.

“No less important than the others. Her hellfire will be needed to meet the dark lord Odhran,” Cythrawl stressed.

“Could you truly bring her back?” Darius asked. “I don’t have magic, but I’d gladly trade my life to see Arianna returned.”

Aine seemed to be reconsidering.

“We’re immortal,” Aine said, “but humans and witches are not. They’ve lived this life or a version of it many times. Alainn has already been sent to the future. All four transcendent witches will need to congregate and combine powers if we hope to defeat Odhran and his legions.”

“Can you save Arianna?” Darius asked again. “I beg you, bring her back. I wouldn’t want to live without her.”

“If she’s restored, you’ll be made to live without her for a time as punishment for not protecting her,” Dagda said.

“Please, just save her.”

“You’re really considering this?” Aine asked Dagda.

“Maybe the searcher, Tristan, or the Druid, Danhoul, could be named guardian along with the Frenchman and Cythrawl,” Dagda said. “Perhaps her sovereign guardian isn’t required.”

Darius lowered his head. “Do what you must.”

When Arianna began to cough, Darius thought he was the least stunned, for everyone stared disbelievingly.

“Would you all bloody well stop barraging him with insults and blame,” Arianna croaked. “Darius has been admirable as my guardian. He watched over me, nearly smothered me with his protection till I pushed him away. Tonight, unfortunate events occurred. If he was absent…or unfaithful, I accept some blame.”

“How is she alive?” Dagda asked. “Did one of you grant her breath?”

Aine and Cythrawl looked at each other and shook their heads.

“A fire witch can sometimes withstand a fire created of her own magic,” Cythrawl said. “Even as a child, she dragged her mother from the flames she created.”

“You saved me then, my girl.” Eirann nodded, clutching Arianna’s hand.

“The smoke appeared to have taken her life, tonight,” Dagda said.

“You weren’t breathing,” Darius stated holding Arianna closer.

“I dreamt of Grandmother in a faery realm and was somehow magically restored.”

Grandmother appeared then, looking much different. She was in a long white robe, her hair neatly twisted upon her head.

“Are you a faery?” Darius asked.

Grandmother nodded. “Young Wyndham, you’re not only a handsome face. In the future, I might be known as a faery godmother. But Tine’s correct,” she said. “She’s been pushing him away for months knowing this confrontation was coming. Still, he wouldn’t be distanced.”

“He nearly mated with another,” Aine argued.

“Young Wyndham wasn’t with the trollop, Elizabeth. Even with her seductive insistence and the gods’ interference,” Grandmother defended him.

“How long will the sovereign guardian be disallowed to be with the fire witch?” Cythrawl asked.

“At least from Beltane to Samhain; perhaps longer,” Dagda said.

“Why would Darius be disallowed to be with me? I’m his wife.”

“He didn’t protect you,” Cythrawl said.

“He walked through fire three times to try to save her,” Grandmother argued.

“He couldn’t be harmed by the hellfire since he’s the one she loves,” Dagda said. “Alainn the air witch’s ancient spell still holds.”

“Perhaps he couldn’t die by my hellfire, but he might have been killed in the smoke or if the roof collapsed,” Arianna said. “He would have died for me. The fire didn’t burn him, but look at his many substantial wounds.”

“He also offered his life to have you brought back,” Aine added.

“Why didn’t you save me, Aine?” Arianna said staring at the goddess. “Or you, Cythrawl, if you’re my guardian and really my father?”

“I am,” Cythrawl said.

“My father’s a god of war and chaos,” she whispered. “Was all of this part of a test as suggested? Was it celestial interference that led us to this?” Arianna asked.

Dagda nodded. “The gods must always test transcendent witches to prove they’re ready. They must be capable of magically moving from one location to another, stopping time and moving through time. They must also kill a nefarious supernatural creature. You killed the demon, met all the tests and somehow came back from death, which no one fully understands.” The god scratched his chin.

“Did someone place something in my ale?” Darius said. “I couldn’t think straight.”

Cythrawl nodded. “It was done.”

“A beguiling spell was also put on Elizabeth so she’d be more appealing to you,” Grandmother said.

“You think that’s contemptible?” Liza’s spirit said. “I was pushed in the river.” She stared accusingly at Aine, now obviously remembering.

“I didn’t push you,” Aine firmly said. “I created a wind that made you fall in.”

“That’s unforgivable,” Arianna said. “Liza was a young woman with her whole life ahead of her and pregnant with Darius’s child.”

“Both fated to be lost in childbed. We needed the guardian to leave before he knew the vexing woman, Charlotte, carried his child. He might have stayed. She’d have seen her present husband dead to be with him. She had no qualms about giving her own sister a wretched potion to make her morbidly ill for moons.”

Arianna, Darius and Liza were equally appalled at hearing that revelation.

“Charlotte purposely made Liza ill?” Darius asked.

Aine nodded.

“I wasn’t even aware of that,” Liza said.

“Everything had to be correct so the two of you could be paired,” Dagda added.

Arianna tried to stand. Darius gently helped her.

“Liza had to die so we could be together?” Arianna sorrowfully said.

“She and the unborn child would have died in mere weeks,” Aine impatiently replied. “Besides, her existence was ever tormented.”

“Why didn’t you tell me what Alcott did to you?” Arianna asked Liza.

“I didn’t remember till I heard him tell you tonight. I suppose that was a kindness. I knew I feared him but couldn’t recall why,” Liza replied.

As the towering ring of fire continued to burn, Darius saw the regret in Arianna’s eyes as she looked at the magnificent cabin in flames.

“You’re still alive. That’s all that matters to me, Arianna,” Darius said.

“I can control time and thus undo this…and all the other damage I’ve caused in the many lives we’ve lived. I can see you finally unburdened, my love,” she said. She touched his dimple and kissed him. “I’ll always love you, Darius.”

Numerous incredibly brilliant bursts of unusual lightning illuminated the sky. Even the gods stared at Arianna, clearly uncertain what she intended. She disappeared as a dizzying sensation overcame Darius.


Chapter Forty


Darius awoke from an absurd dream he couldn’t remember now. His head was fuzzy. He didn’t recall getting to the cabin, but was on the front porch. He shook his head; never feeling this hungover before. He stood, though his head throbbed. No fire burned in the kitchen. Maybe Arianna was asleep. The dreams she’d been experiencing left her weary. He went to their bedchamber. She wasn’t there and her hairbrush wasn’t on the bed table. He looked in the wardrobe and his heart constricted. None of her garments remained. He vaguely remembered Arianna showing up at the gathering. She’d been angry but he couldn’t remember why.

Had she been so upset, she’d left him? He went down the stairs two at a time, opened the door to her healing chamber and staggered. Nothing remained. There wasn’t the usually strong scent of herbs; it was like she’d never been here.

Maybe she’d used her magic to erase all trace of her. Why was she so displeased and why couldn’t he remember? An image flashed of Elizabeth seductively touching him and Arianna’s face clouding with jealous disappointment. Christ, maybe she had left, but he knew he hadn’t bedded Elizabeth.

He’d go to Grandmother’s cottage; perhaps Arianna would be there. He saddled King, but stared at Queen. Her belly wasn’t swollen. He searched her stall thinking she’d foaled early, but nothing. He was increasingly perplexed. Riding toward Grandmother’s cottage, he saw Samuel.

“Have you seen Arianna?”

“Who?” Samuel asked.

“Arianna.”

Samuel shrugged. “I don’t know who you mean.”

“That’s not amusing, Samuel.”

“I’m not tryin’ to be amusing. I’ve no notion who you’re talkin’ about. I thought you’d left for Wickshire. You said you’d be leavin’ early and asked if I’d feed the horses.”

“Wickshire?”

“For horseshoes,” Samuel said.

He’d been in Wickshire for that purpose the day before he’d met Arianna. Darius looked around. It wasn’t early summer, but autumn. Leaves had begun to turn.

“Are you well, Darius?”

“I drank too much,” Darius replied.

“I’ll get back to Kat. She’s ripe with child and weary. She’s been wishin’ Bessie and Patrick might move back.”

“I’m certain they will,” Darius said, not actually feeling certain of anything.

“Safe journey, Darius. Avoid bein’ accused of witchcraft. There’s loads bein’ held in village jails.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Darius rode off wholly confused. He’d clearly been taken back in time and must get to Wyndham Village.
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Darius went straight there hoping he’d find Arianna before she was placed in the pillory. He arrived, the day bright and sunny, not stormy as when he’d found Arianna. But he was a day early. Someone was in the pillory. His hopes rose, then fell when he saw it was Elizabeth. She lifted her head but didn’t seem to recognize him.

“Elizabeth, have you seen Arianna?”

“Stay away from me!” she spat. “I don’t know how you know my name or who you speak of.”

“Arianna, she looked out for you and Sarah.”

“You’re a cruel man,” she said. “My sister Sarah and my parents died before we reached this horrid land.”

Darius stared at Elizabeth when Johnathan Smythe approached, with both of his arms.

“Why art thou here, Mr. Wyndham?”

Darius saw Elizabeth cringe when he drew near.

“I’m searching for a woman with long red hair.”

“I’ve seen no one like that.”

Now what? Could Darius leave Elizabeth at Smythe’s mercy? Maybe after last night, Arianna believed he wanted Elizabeth or thought he might save her from a promiscuous life. When an older man approached, Smythe spoke.

“Thy wife has served time in the pillory. Take her now.”

Smythe released Elizabeth. The man took her arm and they left together. But where was Arianna? Had she arrived on another ship? Darius was heartsick. Was he never meant to meet her? But her mother said they were destined to be together.

He rode hard to where he’d seen her mother’s spirit, hoping the day would turn blustery and she’d come to him. He waited through the night and the next day, but the spirit didn’t appear.

“Eirann, tell me what I’m to do now!” he hollered.

Only the sound of the waves against the shore replied. How did he know the spirit’s name if Arianna hadn’t been in his life? How would he retain memories if Arianna went back and erased their time together?

Should he find a ship to England or Ireland? He was startled when he saw a wolf. He whistled and the animal came. He stared at Darius accusingly like this was his fault. In truth, it was. He should have held her tighter, made certain she knew how dear she was to him. Arianna said the animal was her guardian. She said she always felt Jean-Claude was her guardian, too.

Would he be in Massachusetts Bay Colony? When he’d attended Thanksgiving meal, Jean-Claude said he’d been in the colony for weeks; he was likely here now. Darius would go to Boston.
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When he walked into a tavern-brothel, several women greeted him.

“I’m looking for a man,” Darius said.

“You’ve come to the wrong place,” a woman said.

“Maybe one of us could change your mind,” a buxom-breasted woman in a low gown, suggested.

“I’m looking for a Frenchman, he has dark hair and…”

“He’s stayin’ at the inn next door.”

“Thank you,” Darius said.

“Are you certain you won’t come upstairs? I could take that worried look off your face,” another woman said, but he ignored her.

Darius burst into the inn, relieved when he spotted Jean-Claude though he didn’t recognize Darius.

“May I speak with you?” Darius said.

Jean-Claude shrugged and they stepped outside.

“Pardon me, but you appear distressed.”

“That would be one word for it.”

“How may I assist you?” Jean-Claude asked.

“Do you know Arianna O’Sullivan?”

“I know a lot of women, but don’t recall that name.”

Darius’s heart sunk. He’d hoped Arianna simply hadn’t taken the ship to the colonies. This could mean she’d never been to England. Maybe she and her mother remained in Ireland where she’d been happy.

“Thank you for your time,” Darius said.

“Wait,” Jean-Claude called. “Did this woman have deep red hair?”

“Aye.” Darius felt hopeful.

“You won’t find her; she died years ago. The witch-hunter brothers Charles and Edward Mendenhall burned her at the stake.”

“That can’t be.”

“I remember she had an Irish name. I was there when it was done and it’ll sound callous, but it happened so frequently I didn’t really take notice. However, when led to the stake, she called to me predicting I’d go to the colonies. It profoundly impacted me. She told me to give this to a man in Boston,” he said pulling something from his pocket.

It was Arianna’s Celtic pendant. Darius’s knees buckled. Could she really have died? Why would she go back in time only to be burned at the stake? She feared fire and she’d loved him.

“Take it; I sense you’re the man she spoke of.”

Darius nodded. “Thank you.”

Darius held it tightly. He couldn’t accept the likelihood he wouldn’t see Arianna again, or the absurdity that maybe he hadn’t actually met her.

He was pulled from his thoughts passing a small shop that seemed out of place somehow. He pushed the door open, smelling herbs—an apothecary shop. Glancing at the bottles, the herbs and candles, it was the books that caught his eye. A man with unusually short dark hair and a crooked grin greeted him.

“Looking for a book?”

“Not unless there’s a book with a spell to take me back in time?” Darius whispered.

“Do you know how to cast spells?”

“No,” Darius said.

“The old woman might,” the man said.

“What old woman?”

“I think you know. If you want your wife back, take the book and find the old woman.”

The book looked ancient; the leather-bound cover worn. Darius gently touched the curled yellowed pages. He couldn’t read the language, but was drawn to it.

“How much?” Darius asked.

“No charge. You’d need magic to understand it.” The man winked.

Darius stepped outside. Although everything was peculiar, he tucked the book inside his saddlebag, the pendant in his pocket, when the shop simply disappeared. Overcome with dizziness again, he was suddenly back at the settlement. There must be powerful magic at work today.

He met Samuel again. This time Sammy, Katie and Rachel accompanied him. Samuel looked disheveled. The children were ragged, too, their clothes soiled, hair unkempt. Sammy’s face was badly burned; it was clear he couldn’t move one arm. Rachel, almost always pristine, was also neglected.

“Hello, Uncle Darius,” Katie said, lacking her usual cheerfulness.

“Samuel, what’s happened to Sammy? Why are the bairns so untidy? Are Kathleen and Charlotte unwell?”

Samuel stared, clearly tortured.

“I don’t know what you’re playin’ at, Darius, but that’s cruel.”

“Ma died,” Sammy said.

“Ben, too,” Katie forlornly added.

“That’s not somethin’ anyone could forget, Darius. It happened when people here became ill with the wretched stomach affliction. Wee Ben and my Kat died and the bairn she carried.”

Darius remembered Arianna saying she believed Kathleen and Ben would have died if they hadn’t been given the wild ginger. If she’d never been here, they would have died.

“I fell in the fire helpin’ Da cook,” Sammy said.

“Why hasn’t Bessie come to help?”

“Darius, I don’t know what you’re up to, but I don’t appreciate it. Katie and Sammy, take Rachel to pick wildflowers.”

The children each took one of Rachel’s hands and moved to the meadow.

Samuel looked at Darius with uncommon displeasure. “Were you knocked on the bloody head, Darius? Bessie died not long after, Kat. I suppose her heart couldn’t take more loss. Patrick drank himself into the grave and young Patrick hanged himself in their barn.”

“Christ!” Darius said, feeling shattered.

“I haven’t felt him here in a while. I suppose you’re tellin’ me you don’t remember what happened to Ethan, Charlotte and Michael either, or the others here?”

Darius wasn’t sure he wanted to hear.

“I know you’ve found yourself in the bottle lately, Darius, but you’re behavin’ like you’ve lost your mind completely.”

“Maybe I want to forget. You must help me remember,” he said surely sounding like he had lost his mind.

“Charlotte apparently stabbed and killed Ethan while he slept. It was after you came back from your time at sea. Rachel must have seen it happen for she hasn’t spoken since. Charlotte went entirely mad, claimed she was haunted by Liza’s spirit then drowned in the river, found in the same spot as Liza.”

Samuel kept speaking in a tone so morose, Darius knew he didn’t want to hear more.

“You were in Wickshire when several settlers died when natives attacked. Soldiers convinced us to retaliate. We killed the natives in the nearby villages, then were devastated to discover those who attacked were really soldiers disguised as natives. Michael was killed trying to defend Chenoa. The few settlers left, moved away thinkin’ the place must be cursed.

“We’ve been livin’ in your cabin, the only one not burned. Olathe, who suffers wild bouts of lunacy, says it’s because a witch with hair of blood-fire placed a spell of magical protection on your cabin.

“So that’s that. It’s you and me, and three Wyndham children. Sammy’s scarred, can barely see and can’t move his arm. Rachel doesn’t talk and Katie thinks she sees spirits includin’ a red-haired woman she calls Auntie.”

Darius inhaled deeply. “I pray I can do somethin’ about that, Samuel.”

Samuel waved dismissively and Darius galloped through the woods.


Chapter Forty-One


Darius was hopeful till he approached Grandmother’s cottage or rather where Grandmother’s cottage should be. It wasn’t there. The man at the apothecary shop said to find the old woman but now Darius was at his wits’ end. What good was the book if Grandmother couldn’t assist him?

He went back to his cabin remembering he’d seen it in flames not long before Arianna told him she’d always love him like she was saying a final farewell. Had Arianna even been in his life? She’d told him they’d lived many lives together. He hadn’t heeded it. That was when she’d been experiencing those dreams and behaving oddly.

Now he’d give anything to walk in to find her casting spells. He hurried inside, praying it would be so. But the cabin was silent; the healing chamber a barren room. Why did he retain memories, then? He heard an echo of Arianna’s beautiful voice.

“The dimple is still there. I did wonder, for I haven’t seen you smile much recently.”

He envisioned her beaming lovingly as he walked through the door, lying with him before the fire, intimately entwined. He closed his eyes, tears stinging. How could he get her back if she was a memory or someone he only imagined?

In their bedchamber he looked at the bed, remembering the love and passion, the long conversations, holding one another through the cold winter nights.

Would Arianna truly choose to leave him forever? They had fallen upon difficult times, argued often. He’d nearly strayed with Elizabeth who apparently also had never been to the settlement. It was too much to comprehend. Setting the book on the nightstand, he stared out the window and saw an image of Arianna dancing naked, twirling in the moonlight, snowflakes softly falling upon her beautiful hair. If she’d died years ago, never journeyed to the colonies, been at the settlement or in his arms, there’d be no hope of getting her back.

He puffed out his cheeks and exhaled. It formed a mist on the windowpane and his heart leapt. There on the glass was the heart she’d drawn with their names in the middle. She had been here! They were memories. Again he became dizzy and he heard a sound and expected to see Arianna, but it was Liza, alive but not yet with child.

“Your supper’s ready,” she meekly said.

What in the bloody hell? Was he caught in some absurd time loop? He looked at the book glowing. Did that have something to do with it? He picked it up and everything spun. Images swirled around him as the pages flipped.

Suddenly he was at a fort, for he saw the palisade. Alcott stood smiling deviously as a noose was placed around Darius’s neck, the stool was kicked out and he dangled, twitching while Arianna wept inconsolably. Then wildly enraged, Arianna made the entire fort and palisade burst into purple flames. Everyone there was turned to ash.

The book’s pages turned furiously. In the next vivid image Darius was badly beaten and tethered. Alcott forced him to watch several soldiers rape Arianna when her hands were tightly bound. Darius was devastated at not being able to prevent it. Alcott finally ran her through with a sword and him soon after.

That image was replaced with Arianna in Wyndham Village tied to a stake and Charles Mendenhall setting her afire. Darius tried to steady himself. It was so real he could smell her hair and flesh burning. His stomach roiled and he turned away.

The image changed to Darius on his horse galloping to save her that day in Wyndham Village only to discover he was too late. She was hanging from the noose, her face blue, her blood-red eyes open with no life in them.

Each time he thought he’d witnessed the worst, the next image was equally disturbing. The settlement was attacked, not by natives, but soldiers garbed in native attire as Samuel said. They massacred women and children, yet he saw Samuel’s bairns and Rachel killed, too, which didn’t correspond with what he’d said. The settlers attacked the native villages killing everyone including Michael, Olathe and Chenoa. There was so much death! Every horrifyingly gruesome detail unfolded before him.

That image was replaced with Arianna lying unclothed upon a bed surrounded by red velvet curtains. Darius was enraged watching Alcott bed her and present her with a red rose upon her pillow afterward. She smiled not with joy but bitter vindictiveness. He instinctively knew it was done in revenge for him being unfaithful with Elizabeth.

He was experiencing the lives they’d lived before, Arianna’s dreams, the images that made her too terrified to sleep. She’d endured it without sharing it, purposely saved him from suffering, but now, he knew.

He must discover a way to bring her back, to save her and everyone her presence here had saved. The book glowed yet again. Christ, he didn’t want to see anything more, but it settled on one page. As he held Arianna’s pendant, he could now read seven words.

What is destined to be, will be!

By God, he was destined to be with Arianna. He was her sovereign guardian, her soul’s match. Liza appeared again, but he knew she was a spirit. She smiled and dropped something into his hand.

“I’ve been keeping this for you,” she said.

Darius stared at Arianna’s beautiful braided hair, tied in a pink ribbon. He nodded appreciatively to Liza.

“Grandmother!” Darius desperately called.

“Don’t fret, Young Wyndham, I’m here.”

Darius turned to see Grandmother, dropped the book and lifted her in his arms.

“You’ll break my bloody bones, Young Wyndham, and if you damage the book, we might not get Tine back.”

Darius set Grandmother down and reached for the book; dizziness overcame him again.

He now stood outside a purple circle of fire in Arianna’s hallowed clearing, the full moon bright in the sky. His clothes were torn and dirty, his body bruised and bloody as when he’d last seen Arianna.

Grandmother was with him and his heart leapt when he spotted Arianna. Her scarlet hair billowing wildly, she stood holding a book. It might be the same book, which would be impossible, but no more impossible than any of this.

Cythrawl, Dagda and Aine were also here.

“We can’t get inside the fire,” Cythrawl said.

“The fire witch’s spell is too powerful,” Dagda added. “We believe she intends to undo her existence.”

Inside the ring of fire was the circle of immense stones, then a ring of candles, and next to Arianna, another circle entirely composed of clocks. The hands were spinning round counter clockwise faster and faster. Arianna was chanting and wavering peculiarly.

“We believe Tine will go back to ensure her mother and Cythrawl never meet,” Grandmother explained.

“But Arianna and the other three witches are needed to defeat evil,” Darius said.

The gods nodded.

“You must be able to do something,” Darius pleaded.

“We’ve tried,” Dagda said.

“She’s weary of seeing you and others hurt, probably believes there’ll be another to replace her, but there’ll only ever be four transcendent witches of time…the elements of air, fire, earth and water,” Aine said.

“You’re saying if I don’t get to Arianna, not only will I never see her again, but the fate of all of mankind might rest upon it?”

“It’s true, Young Wyndham,” Grandmother said. “I’ve tried to get to her, we all have, but even Cythrawl who can usually walk through hellfire can’t.”

“For gods or those with magic to be unable to enter this location, it must be protected with a blood spell, likely your mingled blood,” Cythrawl said.

“Aye, Arianna performed a blood ritual here.”

“Where was your skin sliced?” Aine asked.

“On a scar.”

“Caused by an enemy?” Aine asked and Darius nodded.

“And Tine’s blood?”

“Also on a scar, but one caused by me,” Darius admitted.

“Love and hate, enemy and soul match. She’s a wise and powerful witch,” Aine said.

“Did she include earth, air, water and fire during a full moon?” Grandmother asked.

“The moon was full. Wind, water and earth were included. I didn’t see fire, but she finished the ritual after I left.”

“I’d wager she completed the spell with fire,” Aine said.

“It’s solely up to you, Young Wyndham. Because of the ritual you’ll possibly make it through those circles and because of your love, you might be able to convince her to stay. If you don’t, you’ll lose all memory of her. Take the book.”

As the clocks rang out, Darius instinctively knew if they chimed twelve times, he’d lose her forever. He made it through the purple fire. It flared higher and he could no longer see the others. He stepped through the stones and the candles, though the earth shook and the wind blew fiercely, thunder roared and lightning flashed.

Yet, he couldn’t get through the clocks, the ring of time. He hit at them, tried to smash them, kick them over, but to no avail. He shouted. She didn’t seem aware he was there.

“Arianna,” he called, but she continued to chant. The clocks had struck seven times. Brilliant magic burst from her book. He opened the book he held and shouted.

“What is destined to be, will be. You and I are destined to be together, Arianna. I love you! I want you. Stay with me.”

She turned, finally looked at him, but the wildness in her eyes was frightening.

“No one will experience tragedy being connected to me if I ensure I’m never born…in any life.”

“You’re the hope of many; you’ve saved and will save innumerable lives, Arianna. The people and the children here; so very many more in the future. I love you, my wee witch. You’re my past and my future. I want to live this life with you.”

Both books glowed brightly, pulsing with powerful magic. He reached for her. As the clock chimed midnight he was pulled into the circle; the two books merged and loudly slammed shut. Two different times collided. She’d begun to fade but he slipped the pendant over her head; she no longer flickered.

His heart pounded as she put her arms around his neck and he held her, never wanting to let her go, then kissed her. She smiled though tears streamed down her face.

“The gods won’t permit us to be together,” Arianna whispered.

“I’ll always need you,” Darius said.

“Perhaps one day, my love,” she said kissing him again, “but for now, you need to search for your sister. My location spell finally worked. Amy’s alive. You must find her.”

She placed her hands to his head, ensuring he knew where to search.


Chapter Forty-Two


SEVENTEEN MONTHS LATER

BOSTON MASSACHUSETTS

Arianna tugged at the neckline of the gown Jean-Claude insisted on having made for tonight’s grand celebration. A beautiful, rich green velvet with a tight-fitting bodice, full skirts, puffy sleeves and shiny green ribbons from nape to waist, but it revealed too much cleavage. A matching velvet ribbon studded with gemstones covered the brand upon her neck.

She looked into the sea of faces, recognizing few. Arianna was relieved to see Danhoul, the magical Druid. He and the searcher, Tristan, had been helping Arianna learn to control her powers, preparing her for the necessary upcoming journey to the future. Danhoul was a time-traveling guardian to Alainn, Arianna’s ancestor. He was patient, gifted and handsome. With honey-blond hair, grey-blue eyes, tall with broad shoulders, Danhoul was also talented at playing music and could sing exceptionally well.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Danhoul said as he approached.

She only shook her head and managed a smile.

“You’re thinking of your husband,” Danhoul said.

“He’s no longer my husband,” Arianna replied.

“Not because you don’t love him.”

“I’m admittedly unsettled, for Jean-Claude said Darius might attend tonight. We haven’t seen one another in a long time. I’ve corresponded with several people at the settlement, yet Darius and I haven’t even spoken. But why aren’t you singing now?”

“I’m taking a break, thought you looked lonely.”

She nodded.

“Jean-Claude appreciated you decorating his home. The jack-o’-lanterns look amazing!” Danhoul said.

“Thank you for suggesting pumpkins. They were much easier to carve than turnips we used in Ireland.”

“That’s what Alainn says, too.”

“When will I finally meet her?”

“The gods think it’s best we wait.”

“Do they think we wouldn’t get on?” Arianna asked.

“I believe they don’t know how powerful your combined magic will be.”

Arianna nodded.

“If Tristan wasn’t in the future just now, he’d surely have something highly inappropriate to say about that gown,” Danhoul said. “As your friend, I’ll just say you look beautiful.”

“I know you’re in love with Alainn, which must be difficult when she’s married to another.”

“I’m not the only guardian in love with their witch. Jean-Claude’s obviously in love with you.”

“I’ve tried to steer him toward many women.”

“After living with him for some time, I think it’s safe to say Jean-Claude has many women,” Danhoul said.

Arianna only smiled, but thought her heart might stop when Darius stepped through the door. Her attraction to him clearly hadn’t dimmed. Taller than most, he was hard to miss and difficult to turn from with his stunning good looks. Attired in a formal long grey overcoat, waistcoat and breeches and a white shirt, with his hair tied back, his tanned face made his eyes seem even bluer. He was undeniably appealing.

“That’s him?” Danhoul asked.

Arianna nodded but looked away.

“I’ll get back to my music so that very tall, unusually strong-looking guardian doesn’t get the wrong idea about the two of us.”

“I don’t think that would matter,” Arianna said. Her breath caught seeing the beautiful woman on Darius’s arm. She had lovely reddish-blonde hair, a bright smile, eyes as blue as her exquisite gown.

“Do you want me to stay?” Danhoul asked.

“No, as Tristan says, I’ll have to put on my big girl panties.”

“Which would be a bit difficult since those actual garments won’t be worn for about two hundred years. But here, Jean-Claude’s on his way,” Danhoul said as he left.

She was admittedly relieved when Jean-Claude took her arm.

“I could kiss you, mon Sullie, when he draws near.”

“That’s hardly necessary,” Arianna said.

As Darius and the woman approached, Arianna’s knees were weak, her heart pounded and she prayed her trembling wasn’t noticeable. If she could remain seemingly unaffected till Jean-Claude greeted them, she’d leave straightaway.

“Welcome Darius,” Jean-Claude said.

Darius very obviously wouldn’t make eye contact with Arianna. She looked away, too. “Jean-Claude, Arianna, meet Amelia-Aileen O’Rorke.”

Arianna attempted a smile, though Darius still awkwardly avoided looking at her. Arianna tried to ignore how lovely the woman was. An O’Rorke…perhaps Kathleen’s cousin.

“Darius has told me much about you,” the woman said.

“Nothing favorable, I’m certain.” Arianna attempted humor.

“Mostly favorable,” she said through a strained smile.

“I’d like to have a word with you, Arianna; if you’d spare me the time?” Darius said with an unmistakable edge to his voice. He finally looked at her and she saw the fury in his eyes.

“Whenever you’d like,” Arianna replied.

“Now?” he asked and she nodded her assent.

“If you’d stay with Jean-Claude, this won’t take long,” Darius said to the woman.

“Aye,” she agreed.

Taking Arianna’s elbow, Darius guided her to a quiet corner. When he stared at her, she could see he struggled to calm his ire. He looked away, then ran his fingers through his curls. She had to fight the memory of doing that when they made love.

“I suppose you couldn’t deny my request to see you tonight without causing a stir.”

“I wasn’t ready to see you at first. But it was you who chose to stay away when I asked to meet with you.”

“I never heard you wished to meet with me,” Darius said.

“I sent a letter. When you didn’t respond, I presumed you didn’t wish to see me. As time passed, I thought it was better not to see each other.”

“Was it better for you?” His eyes blazed. “I’ll tell you plain it’s been bloody torture for me. Have you no notion how much I loved you?”

Loved, he said loved, not love. Clearly that was so, for he was with an alluring woman now.

“It was tormenting enough knowing you planned to go back in time so we’d never meet, that I’d lose all memory of you.”

“I never wanted to hurt you.”

“How did you think it would be for me without you?”

“You’re alive, Darius.”

“It wasn’t bad enough the bloody Celtic gods absurdly determined our fate in keeping us apart for months?”

“Wasn’t half that time spent searching for your sister?” Arianna asked. “Kathleen told me in her letters.”

“Aye. Yet when the gods finally granted us time together, I couldn’t wait to see you, to hold you and be with you, and you refused with no explanation. Then you dissolved our marriage without even permitting me to speak to you.”

“I would have discussed it with you, if you’d come to meet me when I requested. How could I know you hadn’t received the message? I presumed you no longer wanted to see me…that you’d found someone else.”

She could see that his entire magnificently formed body shook with emotion.

“Surely there must be some relief in not having to contend with me or my magic? I wanted you to live a normal life.”

“I would’ve done anything to have a life with you,” he said.

“Aye, I well remember, you walked through fire to save me, and I’m grateful. We did have a life together, Darius, and mostly it was wonderful. I’ll always treasure what we had. It was more perfect than I dared to imagine, but we ended up dreadfully unhappy, bickering constantly and…you nearly bedded Elizabeth.”

“Is that what this is really about? I wasn’t with her, Arianna! The infernal gods interfered with their lust potion and beguilement spell, trying to make me bed her so in your temper, you’d reveal your powers and kill a bloody demon, but still…I wasn’t with her!” he said, his voice rising.

“Aye, but nearly as close as you could be without actually doing so,” she said. “All the loathsome visions in that barn, even those I didn’t witness myself, came to me for months whenever I’d think of that night or Elizabeth. Her grinding herself against you and you wanting her. That’s why I couldn’t see you at first. I’m just now learning to more consistently control my powers.”

“I was not with her! Then because of a miscommunication or a lost letter, you went ahead and impulsively ended our marriage?”

“Being married in the first place was impulsive and I truly thought you didn’t want to be with me.”

“That should have been discussed face-to-face. I’m not even certain how you ended our marriage.”

“My father visited Reverend Smythe.”

“Your father, the Celtic god?”

“Apparently Cythrawl severely frightened Smythe, made him tear up the marriage decree and admit it was a forced marriage.”

“I regret forcing you into such a disagreeable marriage!” he said in a wounded tone.

“Darius, you must know that’s not how I feel.”

Their eyes met and she wearily sighed, trying to hold back tears.

“How was this alleged message sent to me?” Darius asked.

“Jean-Claude delivered it to your sister.”

“Aye, well it’s doubtful either of them would be eager to see us paired. He wants you for himself and she knew you hurt me so likely wouldn’t want us to reconcile. You might have sent a more reliable source before making our parting permanent.”

“It’s done now,” she whispered.

“Apparently easily done,” Darius said.

She shook her head, again attempting not to weep.

“I’ve wanted to speak to you since I learned you ended the marriage, but thought I’d better wait till I wasn’t so angry. Sure you’ll agree, I should’ve waited longer.”

The silence grew increasingly awkward.

“Keep well and be happy, Darius,” she finally said trying to prevent meeting his eyes as she turned to walk away.

“Are you with him?” he called and she looked back.

“With him?”

“You’re evidently living with Jean-Claude in this enormous castle he had built for you. Do you share his bed or are you with the Druid guardian?”

Arianna stepped closer again. “I don’t live in this castle, but in a simple stone cottage nearby. I don’t share Jean-Claude’s bed; we’ll always only be friends and Danhoul simply assists with my magic. I’m paired with no one. I’ve been with no one, nor do I intend to be.”

She turned, hurried across the room and out the door, for she knew she couldn’t quell her tears.


Chapter Forty-Three


Shivering in the autumn breeze, Arianna hastened through the gardens. She glanced at the brilliant orange harvest moon in the sky, so low it looked like she could walk straight to it. She observed the glowing faces of the carved pumpkins lining the path. She wanted to go to the stables to see Spirit. Jean-Claude stabled him for her. She only made it to the coach house before conceding to her tears, then climbed inside the coach, weeping without restraint.

“Arianna?”

She hadn’t known Darius followed. He opened the door. Sobbing, she turned away.

“I’m sorry, Arianna. I didn’t intend to sound harsh or make you weep. It always broke my heart to see your tears.”

“Our time apart has seen far more tears.” She hiccupped.

He pulled himself into the coach, passing her a handkerchief from his waistcoat. She knew he fought the urge to hold her. She dabbed her eyes, sniffled, and he took her hand.

“You’re killin’ me, Arianna. How did we permit this to happen? What we shared was rare.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Do you honestly have no notion how much I love and want you still?”

He looked into her eyes. She saw he tried to keep his eyes from falling to her breasts. Her nipples were noticeably peaked, not from the cool night air, but because his firm thigh rested against her leg. He leaned closer. The powerful attraction was increasingly compelling; their lips nearly touched.

“Darius?” a woman called. “I agreed to accompany you, but it was ungentlemanly leaving me with strangers!”

The beautiful woman glanced in. Arianna quickly pulled away.

“You’re here consoling her!”

“You must return to the celebration,” Arianna insisted.

Darius appeared conflicted but stepped out of the coach. The woman took his arm.

“We should retire to the inn,” she said though Darius still looked back at Arianna.
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Finally calming her emotions, Arianna went back inside. Jean-Claude had offered her friendship and a ready ear. This was the first celebration he’d hosted in his grand home. She wouldn’t dampen his festivities. She hadn’t drunk in an age but when a server walked by, she took some wine.

Arianna couldn’t stop thinking of Darius. Had their separation been aggravated by an unseen message and their marriage ended because of miscommunication? But she’d believed he’d be safer and better off without her.

Why would Darius tell her he loved her? Clearly the O’Rorke woman was important to him. Arianna finished the wine and took another. A few men asked her to dance but she declined. Now Danhoul came to her.

“Jean-Claude thinks we should dance.”

“You needn’t do so out of pity.”

“I’d like to dance with you,” Danhoul said.

She agreed, for the wine liberated her. They danced two songs when he stunned her, suddenly pulling her close.

“What are you doing?” She gasped at his uncharacteristic forwardness.

“Likely aiming to get my nose broken.”

“What?”

She saw Darius walking toward them.

“I’d like to dance with my wife, if you think you can pry your damn hands off her,” Darius said.

“I’m no longer your wife,” Arianna said. “Where’s your woman?”

“My woman?” Darius asked, appearing confused.

“The beautiful red-haired woman you’re with?”

“Amy?” he asked.

“Amy…your sister Amy?”

“Aye.”

“You called her Amelia-Aileen, said she was an O’Rorke. You always referred to her as Amy. I didn’t know…she was your sister.”

“Clearly your powers of perception are failing, Arianna. Granted, you wouldn’t know she was an O’Rorke. I wasn’t even aware Amy and Daniel were secretly married only weeks before he was killed and she was taken.”

Arianna was dumbfounded.

“Now, will you agree to dance with me or are you entranced by your magical Druid?” Darius jealously said.

Arianna glanced at Danhoul. “Danny-Boy isn’t mine, but he’s capable of many magical feats,” she said, now giddy knowing Darius wasn’t with another woman.

“Do you want to get me killed?” Danhoul asked.

“You haven’t been properly introduced. This is Danhoul, Alainn’s guardian, and this is Darius.”

“Arianna’s guardian and her husband,” Darius firmly avowed.

Arianna shook her head. “You’re not my husband. It’s debatable you’re even my guardian, but I’ll dance with you if it’ll take away the intensity in those blue eyes.”

“I’ll play somethin’ slow and romantic.” Danhoul winked as Darius took her hand.

Arianna’s skin tingled. She tried to ignore how warm she’d become as Darius held her. He finally pulled her so close their bodies touched. She’d wanted to forget that attraction, but now with her cheek against Darius’s warm chest, she longed to get lost in his ever-enticing scent.

His hand on her back made her mad with desire. There’d always been a magnificent physical attraction. The slow Celtic ballad was intoxicating as Darius placed his face in her hair. It seemed so familiarly perfect. It was obvious she wasn’t the only one affected. She felt his firm arousal, tried to pull away but he held tighter.

“Nothing good can come of us being together,” she said looking up beguiled by his blue eyes.

“Nothing good will come of us being apart,” Darius said. “This isn’t physical.”

She looked at him like he’d uttered the most absurd statement, for she was undeniably aroused and his worthy rigidity negated his words.

“Of course, it’s physical,” he corrected. “Christ, I want you so badly, I can’t bear it. You’re so incredibly beautiful and sensuous in that gown I can scarcely think straight with wantin’ you, but it isn’t only physical, Arianna. It never was. You’re my soul’s match…my heart’s desire. I won’t ever be content without you.”

His words mirrored her thoughts. She inhaled his musky scent, trying to make herself remember the difficulties and not the joy when they’d been together.

“Follow your heart, Arianna.”

“I’ll always love you, Darius. You once told me, if it were only how much you loved me, you’d see me happy always. I feel the same, but it isn’t only about love. Nothing’s changed. I’m a witch with powerful magic. Dark entities will always pursue me.

“Plus, apparently I’ll need to travel through time to be with Alainn and two other witches of our line to face an evil of such an unimaginable degree, I don’t like to think about it.”

“Shouldn’t that be all the more reason to be together while we can?” Darius asked.

“I need further training with Danhoul and Tristan, learning about and readying me for the future, helping me consistently control my magic. What of your family and friends, your life at the settlement?”

“I couldn’t stay there without you. I’ve been here in Boston for weeks. I’m surprised you didn’t notice King in the stables.”

“I did wonder why the groom insisted on bringing Spirit to me when I wanted to ride, but what have you been doing in Boston?”

“Building ships,” he said.

“That’s why you’re tanned and even more muscular than usual.” She squeezed his powerful arm.

“I thought you avoided looking at me.”

“It would be easier…if I didn’t see your smile, that bloody dimple, your eyes, your lips.”

“Do you know much I long to kiss you? You have the loveliest. Full. Enticing. Lips.” He moved closer with each word.

“Kiss me then.”

“I wanted to kiss you in that coach. Jesus, I wanted to bed you there.”

“That would’ve been awkward if your sister found us in the throes of passion.”

“At least she’s not a vicar,” he said, his lips grazing her ear as they danced. She tingled from head to toe, the sexual tension so powerful she ached with desire. He slid his hands slowly down her back. She caressed the lacings of his shirt. He brushed his lips against hers but then moaned, clearly in equal torment.

“I’m spending tonight in the turret tower bedchamber. The stairs are just beyond those doors,” she said.

“Christ, I need you, Arianna! I’ll take Amy back to the inn, but I’ll be with you soon.”

Arianna looked up into his passion-filled eyes. “I’ll meet you in the tower. Don’t tarry.”
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Arianna’s heart beat fast. It seemed to take an eternity to get through the crowd. Startled when someone called her name, she turned to see Amy.

“I must apologize, Amy. I didn’t know you were Darius’s sister.”

“Who did you think I was?” Amy asked.

“His sweetheart, I suppose.”

“I wish he had a sweetheart,” Amy said.

Arianna looked at her, uncertain.

“He has several women wanting to be his wife or sweetheart, more wanting him in their beds. He’s not the slightest bit interested in anyone since you broke his heart.”

“I only wanted to protect him.”

“I don’t know precisely what happened between you. My oldest brother’s a strong man, but I’ve never seen him as lost as he’s been since I returned.”

“I’m glad you were there with him.”

“I suppose I should thank you for that. I heard it was your premonitions that led my brothers to me. It took them nearly four months to find me and my son, but with the information you provided, they did it. I was deep in Iroquois territory.”

“I’m happy your brothers found you.”

“It hasn’t been easy returning to the settlement. I’d become accustomed to an entirely different way of life while living with natives.”

“I’m sure it must be a very difficult adjustment.”

“Don’t be kind and understanding! I certainly don’t want to like you,” Amy said, “though Kathleen and Bessie and even my beau, Kevin Murphy, and his brothers, constantly sing your praises.”

Arianna only shrugged.

“What are your intentions with Darius?” Amy brusquely asked. “If you only want him in your life or your bed till you discard him again, stay away.”

“I love Darius, very much.”

“Can you promise you won’t hurt him again?”

“I don’t make promises,” Arianna whispered.

“Then permit him to move on. You ended the marriage; leave it at that!”

“Did you see to it Darius didn’t get the letter from me?” Arianna needed to know.

Amy’s face clearly revealed her guilt.

“Your friend Jean-Claude and I discussed it. We thought it best you didn’t reunite. But one unseen letter wouldn’t have kept you apart if you truly wanted him. Unless you’ll stay with Darius forever, don’t get his hopes up. I tried to convince him to keep away from you tonight, but he had to say his piece.

“When he left the settlement, I urged him to go somewhere other than Boston, the one damn city where you were, but when his mind’s made up he’s bloody stubborn. He loves with all his heart and if you really love him, don’t toy with his affections.”

“Aye, Darius does love with all his heart. He never quit missing you either, Amy. Were you held captive all that time?”

“No, I escaped a while back. The past couple of years I stayed with other women who’d been taken. We didn’t feel we fit in with our kind any longer; we formed a little community.”

“Clearly Darius and your other brothers’ hearts weren’t such a huge concern during that time when you left them wondering if you were dead or being raped and tortured daily!”

Amy was obviously taken back by her harsh words and stared at her.

“I suppose that’s true. I presumed they’d think I died. The thought of returning grieved me…knowing my Daniel was killed the day I was taken.”

Arianna saw the pain on her face.

“Forgive me. I’m sorry for your unimaginable loss. That was unkind and not my place. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go now,” Arianna said.

Just then, Darius found them and noticed their serious expressions.

“Arianna? Amy? What’s goin’ on?”

“I’m feelin’ under the weather and leaving now, but you and Amy enjoy the food and music.”

She didn’t look at him. Instead of going to the tower, she fled to her cottage.


Chapter Forty-Four


Arianna sat at the window watching the moonlight shimmering upon the serene water of the bay. She sighed trying to untie the row of ribbons on her gown. A servant had assisted with donning the garment. She hadn’t considered how she’d get undressed, especially here alone. She could use her magic, but on Samhain many entities could be about when the veil was thin.

She couldn’t blame Amy for being reluctant in wanting her to have contact with Darius. Clearly Arianna had hurt him. She wished she could be taken to the future straightaway. If she had to meet Alainn and the other two witches, it would be best to do it now. Lost in her languishing, she was startled by a loud knock at the cottage door. She finally opened it to stare into Darius’s serious face.

“Arianna, we must speak.”

She shook her head. “It’s surely best we don’t.”

“Whatever Amy said…”

“Was true. She’s correct, Darius. If we’re together now it’ll end in us being hurt.” She started to close the door.

“That isn’t Amy’s decision to make; nor is it yours. Not yours alone,” he added, stepping inside.

“With my powers, I can’t ever lead a normal life, but I ended our marriage so you could.”

“How could my life ever be normal without you? Every moment of every single day, I want you. It isn’t just sharing a bed. It’s your eyes and your smile, your voice, your laugh and all your beautiful, magical ways.”

“Please don’t. You’ll only make me weep.”

“Arianna, I love you. I need you. I’ve missed you so.”

“I’ve missed you, too, Darius…very much, but I don’t know how much time we’d have together.”

“No one has a guarantee of time together.”

“We could have weeks, perhaps only days.”

“I’d take minutes, Arianna.”

“I do love you, Darius. I’ll never stop loving you.”

“I love you,” he said, his tone steeped with emotion as he closed the door and stepped closer. His magnetic attraction was so powerful it took her breath away.

“I want to spend tonight together,” he said. “Come what may, let’s be together now.”

“I want that, too.” Their lips met in a kiss so passionate her heart wildly raced. “I can’t manage these ties,” she whispered.

“I can do that,” he replied, now with a smile in his voice. She turned her back to him and he fumbled with the tiny ribbons.

“By the neckline that revealed far more than I’m comfortable having anyone but me see, you wouldn’t think this gown was designed by a Puritan. Yet these bloody insufferable ties are surely meant to keep a man in a tortured state.”

She laughed at that. His touch made her body tingle delightfully and she squirmed.

“If you want me to accomplish this, you’ll need to stay still, my wee witch.”

She turned to face him, then burst into tears.

“What have I done?” Darius asked, obviously stricken.

“I thought I’d never hear you call me that again…that I’d never feel the fondness of your touch or see love or desire in your eyes,” she sobbed.

“My lovely Arianna, don’t weep,” he said immediately taking her in his arms, deep sentiment in his voice, too.

“Do you have your knife?” she asked.

“Are you tellin’ me you need my blood?”

“Slice the confounded ties before I go mad needing you.”

He chuckled and finally untied enough ribbons to slide the gown over her shoulders.

“You’re wearin’ no shift! You’re completely unclothed beneath this gown. It’s a bloody good thing I didn’t know that when that Druid had his hands near your lovely arse.”

“Truly, speaking of Danhoul is what you choose to do when I’m nearly unclothed,” she said wriggling free of the gown. It fell to the floor and she stepped out.

“Christ, you’re beautiful!”

She hastily tore off his overcoat and waistcoat. When pulling his shirt over his head, his hair came untied and fell sensually to his shoulders. Her heart sped and the humming sensation between her thighs intensified. He was always a remarkable man, but he seemed even more muscular.

“What’s that look for, my wee witch?”

“My God, you’re an appealing man.”

“Ship building makes the upper body firm.”

“And the lower body?”

“There’s no doubt that’s firm, also,” he replied pulling her to him and their lips met. She untied the lacings of his breeches and slid them down his hips, then finally used magic to see them gone. She grasped his worthy firmness and smiled as he deeply moaned. Her breasts grazed his chest and she gasped.

“Show me to your bed!” he said and she pointed to the adjoining room.

He carried her there as she magically turned down the bedcovers. He laid her on the bed, him above her. The bedsheets were as cool as his firm body was hot; both made her shiver. They exchanged another fevered kiss.

“Lingering caresses must wait till next time,” she whispered. “It’s been a very, very long time and I need you now, Darius.”

“I haven’t been with anyone, Arianna. I desperately need you, too.”

He filled her without delay and she cried out in joyous relief. No matter what tomorrow brought, they’d have this night together.
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Darius stared at her asleep in his arms. He hadn’t dared sleep and didn’t miss how tightly she clung to him. He watched her beauty in the moonlight, listened to her soft breathing and occasional sigh. His love for her was immeasurable.

“You haven’t slept, my love?” she whispered.

“I can sleep anytime,” he said. “Arianna, I want to be married again.”

“We can be together but don’t need to marry. I must leave and don’t know when. Whether or not we’re married won’t change our love.”

“It will prove our commitment.”

“Darius, there are still subjects we haven’t spoken of. You won’t tell me of the day Daniel died or of Alcott.”

“Everyone has some secrets,” he said.

“You know Alcott is alive?”

“Aye, well I presumed if the cottage wasn’t burned to the ground, he didn’t die.”

“I went back in time, ensured only the beast was consumed in my hellfire, then pushed him through the portal with my magic, so your cabin survived.”

He nodded.

“Darius, how can we pledge to be together forever when you won’t tell me what tortures your soul?” Arianna said.

He looked deep into her eyes, but turned away. “I’m sorry, I can’t.”

“I accept that, however, I must speak of Mama’s death. I never told you the whole story.”

“I don’t need to know.”

“But I need to tell you. Someone suspected witchcraft in Mama’s healing, when it was actually me. I couldn’t refrain from magically healing a wee boy with a painful twisted spine. When Bartholomew Mendenhall came to speak with Mama about it, he was unkind and roughly pushed her; I couldn’t prevent my powers. When the hearth fire roared unnaturally high and candles suddenly lit; he accused Mama of that, too, labeled her a witch and began to take her away.

“She wouldn’t have resisted but they intended to take me, too. Mama, who never used her magic, powerfully threw the man to the floor and told me to run.”

“You said they made you watch her executed.”

“It was my aunt who made me watch. Bartholomew had his two sons take Mama to the stake and light the fire. The father laughed cruelly and the older son, Charles, smiled wickedly. The younger, Edward, seemed remorseful and couldn’t watch.”

“Why would your aunt be so cruel?”

“She knew I could end it quickly with hellfire. Instead of Mama suffering for a lengthy time, she turned to ash almost immediately.

“In my anguished fury, I used my powers to determine where the Mendenhalls lived. That night I set their house on fire. Bartholomew died; Edward suffered a few burns but I permitted him to escape. Charles was burned badly but saw me from the window as I ran away. Hence his unrelenting desire to see red-haired women sent to the stake. Charles has become crueler and his brother has atoned.”

“How do you know this?”

“Because the younger became a vicar.”

“Vicar Edwards?”

Arianna nodded. “He’s much changed. He looked like a youth back then, but I finally remembered that day when he was in our kitchen. He and I have spoken of it, for he’s visited Boston. He knew I had magic, but apparently came to our settlement to ensure I only used my magical abilities for good and he believes that’s true. His brother, however, is unconscionable.”

“I heard he’s still in Wyndham Village though those in the jails have been released. Why would Reverend Smythe not tell Charles Mendenhall? He knew you were at the settlement.”

“Mendenhall never knew my name; only saw my face and my hair. I placed a protection spell on the settlement so anytime Mendenhall thought of me, he’d become confused or forget.”

“I’m sorry about your mother and everything you went through as a young girl, Arianna.”

“I needed to tell you I purposely killed a man in retribution for harming my mother. I was only thirteen.”

“I don’t blame you. If I had the abilities you possess, I think there’d be more than a few people dead.”

“I also lied about my aunt.”

“You never spoke much of her.”

“She taught me spells, but her witchcraft gradually became much darker, though she didn’t die.”

“Why did you say so?”

“I thought you might have shared her bed.”

“What?”

“Lady Claudia, the brothel owner, is my Aunt Clodaugh.”

“She didn’t sound Irish.”

“She could sound any way a man wanted.”

“I never shared her bed,” Darius assured her. “She suggested it once, but I didn’t.”

“I’m relieved. But, now, I’d rather not talk any longer,” she said with a smile as she touched his chest, his stomach and lower.

“I’ll gladly love you, my wee witch, but I’d also like you to think about being my wife again; you’ll always feel like my wife.”

“Maybe that’s enough, Darius,” she said and their torrid kisses ended the conversation.


Chapter Forty-Five


They were still unclothed in her bed the following morning when they heard knocking.

“Only Jean-Claude, Danhoul and Tristan know I live here,” Arianna said.

“Mon Sullie, I have messages for you and for Darius if he’s with you?” he called.

Arianna looked regretful but glanced at their garments and saw them attired with her magic.

“Your magic astounds me.” He smiled. “Though I did prefer us being unclothed,” he said kissing her again.
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She set cups of tea before them as she sat beside Darius and he lovingly held her hand.

“It is nice to see that smile again, mon Sullie,” Jean-Claude said as he glanced at them.

“Are you certain you feel that way?” Arianna bitingly asked.

“Oui, of course,” he hesitantly replied.

“Apparently you and Amy took it upon yourselves to decide my letter didn’t reach Darius.”

Darius stared disapprovingly at the other man. “Is that true?”

“Mademoiselle Amy and I thought if you were meant to be together you’d fight for your marriage,” Jean-Claude admitted.

“Maybe you wanted Arianna for yourself?” Darius said. “I foolishly believed you were my friend.”

“I am,” Jean-Claude said.

“Clearly your sister thought it best we remained apart, too.”

“Aye,” Darius said. “Well, I’ve no intention of remaining parted.”

“What messages do you have?” Arianna fought being furious with Jean-Claude.

“Mademoiselle Amy has returned to the settlement with Monsieur Kevin.”

“Was she displeased?” Darius asked.

“She said since she didn’t know when you might be able to tear yourself from mon Sullie…”

“Don’t call me that!” Arianna interrupted. “Though our marriage is ended, I’m still a Wyndham. I haven’t changed my name back to O’Sullivan and I’m not even certain you and I can be friends any longer. I certainly don’t want you as my guardian if you so easily interfere in my life.”

His dark brown eyes appeared regretful and he lowered his head.

“Forgive me. I believed it might be easier, for I knew you had to go away. I thought the parting would be even more difficult.”

Darius nodded, but Arianna was still displeased.

“Amy said she needed to return to her young son and if Darius didn’t go back by week’s end, he’d miss her wedding.”

“She and Kevin are being wed so soon?”

Arianna thought Amy and Kevin seemed an odd pairing.

“They’ve been seeing one another,” Darius said. “Admittedly I didn’t know it was that serious. I’ll need to go back.” He looked regretfully at Arianna.

“And the other message?” Arianna asked.

“There’s someone at my home waiting to see you, Darius.”

“Who would that be?” Darius asked but Jean-Claude wore a guarded expression.

“Who is it?” Arianna asked.

“It’s Mademoiselle Elizabeth,” Jean-Claude hesitantly replied.

Arianna’s back stiffened. Darius stared at Arianna, clearly uncomfortable.

“You’ve kept in contact with Elizabeth?”

“I…she’s…”

“Go speak with her then,” Arianna snipped.

“Try not to burn your cottage to the ground,” Jean-Claude warned.

“Thanks to Danhoul, I’ve been learning to curb my temper otherwise your home might have been the one in flames last night when I discovered you ensured Darius and I weren’t reunited months ago.”

“Come with me to speak with Elizabeth, Arianna. I’ve nothing to hide.”

“Believe me, I don’t want to be anywhere near her, Darius.”

He only nodded, and kissed her before he left with Jean-Claude.
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Arianna and Wolf walked the path from her cottage but she was startled when Elizabeth hurried toward her looking very displeased.

“I thought you were out of his life for good.”

“It’s been a long time, Elizabeth,” Arianna said.

“I won’t stand for it,” Elizabeth snapped, her nostrils flaring. “You won’t take him from me again. In the time I’ve been staying with him, he hasn’t even mentioned you.”

“You’ve been staying with Darius?” Arianna asked as Darius joined them.

“I found her on the street being manhandled and gave her a place to stay. But, I assure you, we’ve not shared a bed.”

“That’s true. He’s been a complete gentleman because I carry his child,” Elizabeth said.

Arianna stared at her, then Darius.

“That’s a blatant lie,” Darius said putting his hands up. “I’ve never been with her.”

“You were drunk when I came to your workshop,” Elizabeth said.

“I’ve never been drunk enough I wouldn’t know if I’d bedded a woman.”

“You might have believed I was her,” Elizabeth said in disgust tossing her hair toward Arianna.

“We weren’t together.” Darius looked exasperatedly from one woman to the other.

“You did call me your wee witch, so perhaps you thought I was her.”

Now Arianna stared harder at them.

“I despise you, Arianna,” Elizabeth said. “My parents believed you brave in traveling alone. Sarah looked up to you. Young Patrick was attracted to me, but only until he saw you. Darius married you, when I wanted him. Everyone—male or female—is drawn to you and barely notices me,” Elizabeth said.

Arianna’s empathetic heart saddened and she approached Elizabeth.

“Stay away from me, Witch!”

“Arianna?” Darius said apparently uncertain what she intended.

He was likely as surprised as Elizabeth when Arianna put her arms around her.

“I’m sorry, Elizabeth…sorry your parents’ attention was divided with having me there…sorry you were jealous Sarah and I were close. I’m very sorry I didn’t protect you and you were made to watch Johnathan Smythe hurt Sarah. I’m sorry I insisted you go with Patrick and Bessie and her nephews introduced you to physical intimacy when you were innocent and impressionable. I’m sorry I left you with Patrick and Bessie. Sarah needed the security of family but I should’ve known you and Bessie would eventually clash.

“I regret you feel the only way to get attention is to offer your body and that many took advantage of you. I’m sorry you felt the only recourse was to ask Jean-Claude to be employed in his brothel, for he told me of your request weeks ago. I presumed you’d gone back to the settlement when he refused. If you truly have feelings for Darius, that’s regrettable.

“But, Elizabeth,” she said after a long breath. “I won’t apologize for loving Darius. I love him more with every heartbeat and I want to be with him. If you carry his child, it will complicate matters, but if you were together in the time we’ve been parted, I can’t fault either of you, for I wasn’t there as his wife.

“I’m happy he offered you a place to stay though I will always detest what nearly happened before I left the settlement because Darius and I were still married then. Yet, for him seeing you safe, I only love him more. He’s kind and protective and that’s largely why I fell in love with him.”

Darius took Arianna’s hand and looked at her, clearly relieved by her reaction.

“But I found this in your bedside table,” Elizabeth said to Darius. “You must have intended to give it to me so we could be wed.” She held out her hand to reveal a ring.

“I’ll go now. It’s clear you two must speak,” Arianna said.

She snapped her fingers and disappeared.
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She recognized the impatient knock on the cottage door.

“Arianna, by Christ, let me in now!”

She unlocked the door with magic.

“I see time apart and magical training hasn’t taught you to refrain from displays of your powers in the presence of those who could harm you with such knowledge,” Darius said.

Arianna didn’t reply.

“I haven’t been with Elizabeth!” he insisted. “She came to the workshop with that intent, but I sent her away, wantin’ nothin’ to do with her when she was largely why you were angry with me.”

“How did she know your fond name for me?”

“She surely overheard it. She did hang about a lot.”

“There’s no possibility she carries your child?”

“Absolutely none. She only stayed with me here in Boston after I saw her being abused. I remembered seeing her and Sarah safe, that first day…and I simply couldn’t see her left on the street.”

“You do have a protective heart, Darius.”

“That has apparently caused more trouble than it’s worth.”

“And the ring?”

“Do you believe I’d intend to give a ring with green gemstones set in a Celtic design to an Englishwoman who’s never seen Ireland?” He pulled it from his pocket.

“No,” Arianna admitted.

“You know the ring was meant for you?”

“Aye,” she whispered.

“When in Wickshire after I first took you to the settlement, I located a silversmith, said I’d reward him well if he’d create a ring worthy of the woman I loved. Finding gemstones was trying, for like young Patrick, I couldn’t decide which shade of green was most like your eyes. I settled on three.”

“It’s beautiful,” she said, gazing at it.

“Yet you’ll not accept it?”

“I’ve worked endlessly on calming my temper, Darius. I admit it still flames hot in regard to Elizabeth and she was once a dear friend.”

“You showed her deep compassion, Arianna.”

“I feel responsible for much that’s happened to her. She’s lost, clearly striving for love and acceptance.”

“You can’t bear that guilt, Arianna.”

“We all hold on to guilt.”

“I must go to the settlement for Amy and Kevin’s wedding. I’ll return soon and we’ll speak again. No matter what you decide about us being remarried, I want you to wear my ring.”

He slipped it over her finger, kissed her quickly, then left before she could respond.


Chapter Forty-Six


Darius was furious to think he was made to contend with this now. In Smythe’s bloody witch-house dungeon jail, he stared out the window. Two weeks earlier he’d sent a messenger to Jean-Claude. The man better have heeded his message in telling Arianna he’d been held up at the settlement. He didn’t want her to think he’d changed his mind about being with her, but also didn’t want her aware he was imprisoned here.

It had taken him three weeks to arrange everything at the settlement. Now, he’d been held here another three weeks. He’d offered Reverend Smythe, his son and bloody Charles Mendenhall, a good amount of coin to set him free, but they’d declined.

Johnathan Smythe was bitter about the loss of his arm and Reverend Smythe annoyed he’d been frightened by Cythrawl. With their marriage ended, Smythe said Darius hadn’t kept his bargain, so he’d keep him jailed. Mendenhall apparently just wanted Arianna dead. He didn’t know how he’d finally learned her identity, but he had.

In part, Darius wanted Arianna to simply be taken to the future so she’d never know of his predicament or have to face these spiteful men. But Christ he longed to see her again…at least to say farewell.

[image: *]*

Arianna’s heart ached knowing every day Darius didn’t return was another day they missed being together, especially when she might need to leave any time. Maybe he’d had a change of heart, but she couldn’t believe that was true.

She knocked on Jean-Claude’s door though she hadn’t been to his home since she’d learned of his deception. She and Danhoul had continued her magical training at her cottage instead, though he still stayed with Jean-Claude.

Jean-Claude opened the door, not one of his many servants. He showed her to where Danhoul was, though they barely spoke.

“I need to know if you’ve heard from Darius,” she curtly asked.

Danhoul and Jean-Claude shared a look she couldn’t determine.

“I told you he’s held up at the settlement,” Jean-Claude said.

“I don’t believe it. Even with my magic I can’t seem to sense Darius.”

Danhoul wouldn’t meet her eyes.

“Tell me what you know!” she ordered.

“Darius sent a messenger insisting you not be told. They’re holding him in Wyndham Village. He thinks Mendenhall wishes to lure you there,” Danhoul admitted.

“Let him bloody well lure me. What can he do to me when I have magic, a Druid and Celtic gods to defend me?”

“The winter solstice draws near and it coincides with a full moon, which is likely when you’ll be taken to the future. We can’t risk permitting you to become involved with anything that will weaken your abilities,” Danhoul said.

Arianna felt so angry she began to shake.

“Will pitching a furious hellfire fit weaken my abilities? You both kept this from me!” Arianna accused.

“Darius didn’t want you to know,” Jean-Claude said.

“Why wasn’t I aware of it?”

“I placed a concealment spell around Wyndham Village,” Danhoul said. “But I assure you, Darius hasn’t been harmed. Once we’ve gone to the future, Jean-Claude will make certain he’s released if he must hire thugs to break him free.”

Jean-Claude nodded.

“But you’ve disallowed me this time with him and a farewell. That was incredibly foolish, Danhoul! And that’s twice you’ve kept us apart, Jean-Claude.”

“This time it was to protect you, Arianna,” Jean-Claude said. He hadn’t called her by his fond endearment since she’d become angry with him.

Danhoul held Arianna’s arm. “Don’t go to Wyndham Village. I’ll go see what I can do.”

“I think you’ve done quite enough,” she said as purple flame surrounded her, burned a circle on the floor, and she disappeared.
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“Darius Wyndham, you have absolutely no notion how displeased I am with you just now. If you want to win my hand, this isn’t working in your favor,” Arianna said after stilling time and walking through the crowd at Wyndham Village square. “Apparently we’ve now come full circle and it’s my turn to see you freed from the pillory.”

“Arianna, as happy as I am to see you; you can’t be here. I firmly instructed Jean-Claude to keep this quiet.”

“He did; it was Danhoul who finally told me after much insistence. How long have you been here?”

Darius didn’t reply.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said waving her hands so the bar holding him was roughly ripped off the pillory and wildly thrown in the sea. He stood, put his hands on his back, stretched, and moved his neck from side to side.

“By God, that’s bloody uncomfortable!”

She glared at him but he took her in his arms weakening her resolve to remain angry.

“I can’t believe you didn’t want me to free you,” she said.

“I didn’t want you anywhere near here, Arianna.”

“Have you been held all this time?”

“Three weeks. I came to tell Smythe I intended to marry you again or to see if his undoing of our previous marriage could be undone.”

“That’s absurdly confusing.”

“He said since we’re no longer married, I hadn’t fulfilled my part of our bargain and needed to be punished. I told him to go to hell and…you see how well that went. Mendenhall wanted to lure you here, but I couldn’t let that happen.”

“The governor won’t allow witch persecutions any longer,” Arianna said.

“They’ll surely only see you persecuted for something else.”

“Then we’ll escape.”

“How do you propose to explain the broken pillory and that I’ve escaped when you release time and this crowd awakens?”

“Perhaps I’ll set them aflame, destroy the entire village with my hellfire so there’s no trace it was ever here.”

“My wee witch, you wouldn’t kill innocent people.”

“Were you intending to stay here indefinitely?”

“Smythe would have eventually let me go.”

Arianna shivered as she looked at Reverend Smythe, his son, and Charles Mendenhall.

“Unpleasant memories, my wee witch?” Darius asked.

“Aye, I loathe the pillory, but it was better than being stripped and searched for the mark of the devil.”

“They did that, Arianna? You told me about the ducking stool, the floggings and the pillory, but…they searched your body?”

She nodded. “Aye, Reverend Smythe and Cooke. I’m thankful Smythe’s son wasn’t there.” She motioned to Johnathan Smythe. “My hands were bound. I wouldn’t have been able to prevent anything he might have done.”

“Christ, I understand that feeling,” Darius said.

She looked at him uncertainly.

“You wanted to know what happened with Alcott,” he said lowering his head.

“Did Alcott rape you, Darius?”

He shook his head. “I knew that’s what you believed; that might have been better, for only I’d have suffered,” he said. “But, that wasn’t it.”

“You don’t need to speak of it, my love.”

“I’ve wanted to tell you for some time but I’ve never told anyone. Only Alcott knows.”

Arianna inhaled waiting for him to speak.

“Alcott said I undermined his authority. He was cruel, pitted the crew against each other, belittled them. Sometimes, I openly opposed him though he was my superior. He had me beaten, lashed. Still, occasionally I couldn’t refrain from voicing my opinion, but he found a way to get to me.”

Arianna could see the pain and fury that remained.

“There was a lad, Jeremy Cheeves, maybe sixteen. He had an affinity for men, followed me around; smitten, I suppose. Alcott infuriated me one day, made a man lick his boots. I called him a displeasing name; he lashed me himself, far worse than ever, then had me taken to his quarters, my hands and feet chained. Alcott sliced off my garments with his sword, threatened to slice off more. But instead, he gave a carving knife to Cheeves and ordered the lad to cut me and eventually emasculate me.”

Arianna saw him grimace. She knew how difficult this was for him, yet Darius didn’t turn away, but met her eyes.

“The lad was unwilling, but surely knew he’d be beaten or killed himself if he didn’t comply. I fought as best I could, but chained, bleeding and wounded, eventually I was too exhausted. Cheeves half-heartedly cut my chest and belly a few times. Alcott told him to get on with it. Even afraid and outraged, when Cheeves put his hands on my cock, I became undesirably erect. We’d been months at sea; I suppose it was just a natural male reaction. I was furious and humiliated, but by his expression, the lad clearly misinterpreted. Alcott found it most amusing. I suspect he would’ve had Cheeves pleasure me, bugger me, or gone through with seeing me a eunuch, but fate intervened when the ship was nearly overturned by a sudden wave. Alcott was forced to contend with a squall instead.

“I was held in the brig till my wounds healed. When I was released, Cheeves was noticeably more attentive. I warned him to stay away. When he offered to pleasure me, I hit him…only once, but the next day he was found hanged. He’d taken his own life. Alcott only laughed. With no regard, he kicked Cheeves’ body off the plank with his boot.”

Darius stopped speaking and took a long breath.

“I went mad, attacked Alcott and…you know the rest. I was locked up again till we reached shore.”

Tears streamed down Arianna’s face. She went to Darius and brushed a curl from his eyes and held him.

“I’m sorry, my love, for what Alcott did and for the lad.”

“Aye,” Darius said exhaling again, “but now…we have other matters to contend with.”

Arianna stared into the scarred face and cold eyes of Charles Mendenhall.

“Danhoul told me gods are capable of taking away memories. Reverend Smythe and the others could be made to forget they’ve ever seen me. But I’d like Mendenhall to pay, for he truly rejoiced in taking my mother’s life. Perhaps Aine could do so.”

As if saying her name summoned her, Aine appeared.

“I’d like you to make them all forget Darius was here and that they’ve ever seen me.”

“I suppose if it will alleviate further problems,” the goddess agreed.

“That seems far too easy,” Darius said.

“I am goddess and protector of women,” Aine said.

“Why didn’t you protect my mother?” Arianna asked.

“Some events needed to happen. If Eirann hadn’t died, you wouldn’t have lived with your aunt and learned of spells and magic. If your aunt hadn’t suffered darkness and wanted to offer you to a demon, you wouldn’t have journeyed to the colonies and found your guardian.”

“You told me your aunt wanted you to leave,” Darius said.

“I believe she fought the darkness. She arranged for me to leave, but then killed the vicar, for she’d became dark herself.”

“She also enlisted the young Frenchman,” Aine said. “She gave him some powers, added wealth and extra charm. In return, he was to make you fall in love with him and deflower you so you’d reach your awakening and Clodaugh could ensure you’d side with her and the others with darkness. But Jean-Claude fell in love with you and defied Clodaugh. She was furious.

“For him putting your safety above his own, we protected him, employed him in assisting us instead. But Clodaugh still tries to locate you. She knows your powers are strong and wants to ensure you and the other transcendent witches won’t be alive to fight the evil of Odhran.

“If you hadn’t left England, eventually Clodaugh would have given you to a demon to heighten her powers,” Aine said. “That was the true reason why she kept you virginal and why we needed to get you away from her.”

“Christ!” Darius said.

“Now, we need to see this dealt with. Do you really want this man dead?” Aine asked staring at Mendenhall.

“You can’t kill him when he’s unable to defend himself,” Darius said.

“Should I tie him to a stake and burn him alive as he did my mother, Darius?”

“I can’t watch,” Darius admitted.

“Go then, Guardian. The fire witch and I’ll see this done.”

Darius appeared distressed, so Arianna touched Mendenhall’s head and he awakened. His eyes filled with loathing.

“It’s you, witch, the one who killed my father and maimed me. I’ve been looking for you for years. You always seemed just beyond my grasp, but I’ll finally see you pay.”

The foolish man drew his sword and thrust it toward Arianna. Instead of Aine killing him with her own sword or Arianna with her magic, Darius powerfully grabbed the man and viciously threw him against the pillory. He struck his head hard and fell to the ground.

“Your guardian’s clearly willing to nearly kill a man with his bare hands to save you, therefore I will further assist.”

Vicar Edwards appeared by way of Aine’s magic. He didn’t seem surprised so Arianna believed he’d had dealings with the Celtic gods before. They may have even sent him to the settlement as part of their tests to see if Arianna remembered and her fear or anger made her powers present themselves.

“Charles,” Vicar Edwards said to his wounded brother. “Mrs. Wyndham only set that fire in our home because of what we did to her mother. I lived at the settlement for months and never witnessed any wrongdoings. Forget about harming her.”

“Help me up, Edward, so we can end this woman’s life,” Charles Mendenhall said, clearly unwilling to listen to his brother, even as blood poured down his face.

“I won’t, Charles. I avowed years ago to stop those heinous persecutions. You only want revenge. This has nothing to do with ending evil. You’re far more evil than Mrs. Wyndham. Think of all the innocent women you’ve sent to the stake.”

“Thank you,” Arianna said before Vicar Edwards disappeared again with Aine’s magic.

Soon a golden glow surrounded Reverend Smythe, his son, Cooke, and the villagers and they simply disappeared.

“What did you do?” Arianna asked. “You can’t just erase them.”

“I didn’t,” Aine said.

All the buildings, including the witch-house, the pillory, and all evidence of everything in Wyndham Village instantly disappeared as well.

“What did you do?” Darius asked.

“I moved them and the village to another location. They’ll have no memory of either of you or Wyndham Village, for it will never have existed here and it will be renamed.”

“But how did Arianna and I meet here then?” Darius asked.

“Guardian, do not attempt to understand altering time,” Aine said. “It will only perplex you and eventually drive you mad.”

“What of him?” Darius asked as he looked at the injured Mendenhall.

“I’ll leave that up to you,” Aine said before disappearing.

“No, you’ll leave him to me,” Cythrawl said as he materialized.

“This is absurdly peculiar with people appearing and disappearing. I feel I must be losing my mind,” Darius said.

“Then I’ve lost mine as well,” Arianna agreed.

“He’ll pay for ending your mother’s life, always hunting and wanting to kill you, my daughter.”

Cythrawl’s eyes held an unmissable dark quality Arianna didn’t want to witness knowing he was her father. He lifted Mendenhall without touching him…so high in the sky they could barely see him. Then numerous bolts of lightning from every direction struck him. The thunder was so loud they covered their ears. A few wisps of smoke were visible, but there was nothing left to fall to the ground.

“I believe young Tristan would say he was eradicated!” Cythrawl said. “Now, I likely won’t see you again, Daughter, till the final battle.”

Arianna nodded.

“Take care of my daughter, Guardian,” he said.

“How am I to do that if she’s taken to another century?” Darius asked.

Arianna looked from one man to the other, then whispered in her father’s ear. His eyes became large, he stared at Darius but nodded his head and disappeared.

“You need to bathe, my love, for you bear the foul scent of the witch-house dungeon.”

She took his hand and they magically arrived back at Jean-Claude’s home.


Chapter Forty-Seven


Freshly bathed Darius sat with Jean-Claude and Danhoul; all three looked sheepish as Arianna angrily paced and threw furious glances their way.

“You—” she pointed to Danhoul “—have magic and bloody well used it to deceive me. You, my oldest friend, were already treading on very thin ice and still purposely kept information from me,” she said to Jean-Claude.

“You, Darius Wyndham, have wasted precious time when we could have been together.

“And all of you—” she formed a fist and shouted to the gods in the sky “—can go to hell for not assisting with this much earlier, and therefore…I’ll not be making a journey to the future or doing anything to assist you, not ever!”

She disappeared, leaving the three men staring at one another.
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“Could Arianna really choose not to go to the future?” Darius asked.

“A transcendent witch can’t be forced through time,” Danhoul replied with a nod.

“What of this battle she and the others are supposed to fight with some bloody evil dark lord and demons?” Darius asked.

“Odhran and his nefarious alliances, aye. It’s predicted the battle can’t be won without all four transcendent witches of the line of Aine,” Danhoul said.

“You’re the only one who’ll be able to change her mind, Darius,” Jean-Claude said.

“I’m to convince the woman I love more than life to go off centuries into the future to fight in a battle that might very well take her life?”

Danhoul looked away, but nodded.

“And if I don’t, the future of mankind might be at stake?” Darius added.

He nodded again.

“Christ,” Darius said as he started toward the door.

“I’ll take you by way of magic; it’ll be faster,” Danhoul said.
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Arianna wasn’t at the cottage when they arrived.

“Where else would she be?” Darius asked.

“Perhaps walking with her wolf by the ocean.”

“I’ll go look,” Darius said.

He found her staring out at the sea, the wolf by her side. She turned when he approached. She was weeping.

“Arianna,” he said and took her in his arms.

“You smell much better,” she said through her tears.

“I couldn’t have smelled much worse.” He chuckled.

“I don’t want to leave you, Darius. There’s so many reasons why I never want to leave you.” She squeezed him tighter.

“I’d like to hold you in my arms and keep you here forever,” he agreed. “But you know you must go.”

“Must I? I didn’t ask for any of this. I never wanted these powers, certainly never wanted to be part of the hope of the entire world.”

“But if you don’t go there’s a chance evil will rule if this Odhran isn’t stopped?” Darius said.

“You’ve been speaking with Danhoul?”

“Aye.”

“But I don’t foresee it happening during our time or even our children or grandchildren’s time,” Arianna said. “The battle is perhaps centuries in the future.”

“But still,” Darius said. “If you can help ensure mankind survives, you must.”

“I know!” Arianna sighed. “Now the winter solstice is only days away.”

“That’s when you’ll need to leave?”

“It’s likely.”

He sighed deeply and held her tighter.

“For now, I just want to be with you and spend whatever time we have left together without speaking of dark lords or evil or even magic.”

“And maybe get married, too?” Darius asked.

“How can you have faith I’ll return to you and we’ll have a life together?”

“I must or I’d go mad.”

“If there’s a way to come back to you, Darius, I promise you I will.”

“You promise?” he said. “You actually promise?”

Tears glistened in his eyes now, too.

“I would like to marry you before I leave. Do you know why I had to see our marriage ended?”

He shook his head.

“Because Grandmother said you’d be wed three times. I hoped to ensure I was the third wife.”

He laughed heartily at that, then kissed her thoroughly.

“I love you so, my beautiful wee witch.”

“And I you, Darius.”

“I’ve signed over the cabin to Samuel and Kathleen. Their family’s growing. Besides their wee bairn, Bethany, born last winter, Kathleen’s with child again. Sarah and Michael are to be parents again, too.”

“Aye, Bethany and Jenoa will both have wee brothers,” Arianna said.

“Aye, there’ll be lots of new bairns. I’ve helped Samuel and Kathleen move in.”

“I hope Liza will be happy with her cabin filled with noise and laughter, for she did want children.”

Darius nodded. “I hope so, too. Now, Amy, her son Dason and Kevin are livin’ in Samuel and Kathleen’s old cabin. Bessie and Patrick are thrilled to have Daniel’s son nearby.”

“Kevin Murphy will be a father to Amy’s son and also to their daughter in less than a year.” Arianna smiled.

“I remember you suggesting he father your child,” Darius said.

“It was you who said I should think of a man. I suggested all the Murphy boys.”

“We were very happy much of that time, Arianna.”

“We were, my love, and if not for the bloody terrible dreams and the gods’ tests, I believe we would have remained so,” she said.

“I saw some of the dreams, Arianna…with that magical book I found.”

“Tristan told me he ensured you found the book.”

“Where did you get it?” Darius asked her.

“A woman I’ve never seen before simply appeared and placed it in my hands when I left you, not long after I’d killed the demon. She had beautiful light auburn hair and a blue cloak. She claimed the book was one of four magical items required in the future to control time. Then she disappeared again.”

Darius only shook his head, probably still not accustomed to everything magic entailed.

“I’m sorry you went through those horrid dreams alone.”

“You’ve just spent three weeks in a deplorable witch-house dungeon to protect me, Darius.”

“I suppose we’ve always tried to protect each other,” he said.

“Did you see the dreams with Alcott?” Arianna asked.

“Aye,” he said, his body tensing.

“That’s what I wanted to protect you from most. The other happenings we might have shared together. When you couldn’t tell me what occurred with Alcott on the ship, I couldn’t confide those dreams to you.”

“Now you know everything,” Darius said.

“You haven’t told me what happened when Amy was taken.”

“Because I feel responsible.”

“Will you tell me now?”

He shrugged. “You’ve seen how strong-willed Amy can be?”

“I have,” Arianna said.

“The natives attacked at night. The women and children went to the tunnels below as we’d practiced and discussed often. But Amy returned demanding to speak with Daniel, then got caught in the bloody chaos and couldn’t get back to the entrance to the tunnels.

“Daniel told her to stay with him. I said she’d be safer hiding in the forest.” Darius pulled his hand through his hair and his eyes looked tortured. “Daniel and I never argued or even disagreed. I could tell Amy didn’t know whose advice to heed. She embraced Daniel, whispered in his ear, kissed him and took off toward the forest…listened to me not him.

“Arrows flew, natives jumped over the barricade and attacked. Daniel and Father were maybe distracted by worry of Amy, but everyone behind that barricade was killed. I would’ve been, but I followed Amy making sure she made it to the forest. I saw Amy dragged away by natives before I was struck over the head, then awoke to death all around me.”

“You saved her life, Darius, and because of that, you were saved, too. That’s why you always wanted me to stay out of the forest.”

“Aye, the memory of seeing Amy taken haunted me. Till after we found Amy, I didn’t know she’d gone back to tell Daniel she carried his child.”

“How difficult that must have been for her!”

“Aye, she saw Father and Daniel killed just as she was taken.”

“Maybe that’s why she didn’t come back when she could have.”

“That’s surely true. I’m glad Daniel knew of the bairn, though he died soon after.”

Arianna nodded and he took her in his arms again.

“No more secrets now,” Darius said.

“Look, a ship,” Arianna said.

Darius looked out at the water.

“No, in the sky.” She pointed to a cloud shaped like a ship.

“Your cloud game. I haven’t thought of that in months.”

“Tell me what you see,” Arianna said.

“You’ve a better imagination than me,” he replied. “I see a wolf, maybe.”

“Aye, he’s right beside you.” She giggled.

“No, look there, doesn’t that look like a wolf or a dog?” He pointed skyward.

“Aye, it does…and look, a dragon.”

“You’re always seeing dragons in the clouds.”

“Apparently Alainn has seen actual dragons.”

“That sounds unbelievably dangerous,” Darius said, his tone fretful again. “You’ll not only face evil dark lords, and demons, but dragons, too?”

“Danhoul said Alainn has befriended dragons.”

Darius looked like he believed she only said that to ease his fears.

“I see a cradle,” she said.

He looked at the sky but shook his head again.

“I can’t see it. I told you, your imagination’s much better. Show me where it is.”

“It’s not actually in the clouds, but I do see a cradle in our future. I also know someone who’s incredibly gifted in creating such items and will most assuredly want to make this one.”

Darius stared at her uncertainly.

“You said you wanted no more secrets,” she whispered.

“Christ,” he said gently grasping her shoulders, questioning her with his eyes and she nodded.

“I carry your bairn, Darius. A child of a fire witch and her sovereign guardian conceived during Samhain, the day of my birth and under a full moon,” she whispered.

“I’m guessin’ all that has relevance?” He sounded stunned.

“Aye. Our child’s certain to have magic. But Darius,” she whispered, “Danhoul once said the gods see to it a witch never carries a child when they must journey through time. Apparently Alainn lost a newborn babe and another she briefly carried.”

“You’re sayin’ if they learn of it, they’ll ensure you lose the child?”

“I believe that’s likely. They do seem to play about with our lives. I’ve been doing protection and concealment spells and pray they don’t know. I’m also not certain how journeying through time will affect an unborn child and it isn’t as though I can ask anyone.”

Darius pulled her to him and held her tightly, his chin resting on her head.

“What are we goin’ to do, my wee witch?”

“Spend a day holding one another, making love and thinking of nothing beyond that,” she said.

He lifted her into his arms. “I’ll carry you,” he said.

“I’m pregnant, not lame,” she whispered with a smile but he carried her to the bed in the cottage.

“Is it safe to love you now?” he whispered.

“Far safer than not loving me,” she said, passionately kissing him.


Chapter Forty-Eight


“Do you truly believe you can keep this from gods, Arianna?” he asked the next morning as they lay in each other’s arms.

“I told Cythrawl. If he has any influence, he surely won’t allow them to harm our child.”

Darius placed his large hand on her flat belly.

“You know for certain?”

“Even a woman without magical perception, would know. I’ve missed a second monthly, I’m easily nauseated, need to pass water frequently and my breasts are tender.”

“Was I too rough?” he asked gently caressing her nipples.

“As always, you employed exactly the correct amount of roughness,” she assured him.

He moved then and quickly sat up. She sat beside him. He closed his eyes, but tears slid down his cheeks. She’d never seen him weep and it deeply affected her. He’d always been the one to console her. She pulled his head to her bosom, held him tightly and kissed his hair.

“I understand,” she whispered. “The thought of leaving you is breaking my heart, too. Perhaps I could still time…stay till the bairn’s born, then leave her with you.”

She stopped speaking now weeping, too.

“A wee lass?” Darius’s voice broke. She nodded. “How could I care for a lass without you, Arianna? All bairns need their mother…but a lass, and a lass with magic.”

“You’ll be the most wonderful father, Darius. You’d only need to love her…and show her sunsets, make certain she walks barefoot in nature and catches the first snowflakes on her tongue. Teach her the cloud game, to swim and ride horses. Maybe I wouldn’t be gone long. But if I didn’t come back…you’d need to find a wife, a mother to our daughter. Someone who’d love you and our babe…nearly as much as me.”

“This is a bloody bittersweet situation,” he said through tears. “I’m so very happy to be reunited, Arianna, elated you carry our child, but everything’s so damn uncertain.”

“Maybe I’ll create gigantic mountains of snow or rings of purple fire that no one can enter. Thunder and lightning, windstorms with twisters, earthquakes and tidal waves,” she sobbed.

“You might not be able to harm me with your magic, but I’m not certain this little cottage would withstand it. Others would be killed in such unnatural weather.”

“I know,” she said with a sorrowful sigh.

“Let’s just try to be happy on our wedding day, Arianna.”

“Aye.”

“You’re in favor of being married by the vicar who’s the son of the man who killed your mother?”

“I did cause the death of his father and my father killed his brother. I suppose it’s been evened out a bit.”

Darius shook his head at the absurdity.

“We won’t have your family there.”

“We’ll have Jean-Claude and Danhoul. As long as you marry me, I’ll be happy,” Darius said.
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Arianna dressed in a simple, flowing pink gown. She left her hair loose and Darius placed a crown of flowers on her head.

“Where did you find pink flowers in December?”

“A gift from Grandmother,” he said.

“She knows?”

“Aye,” he said.

They stood on the seashore, proclaimed their love, made their promises, and Vicar Edwards declared them married. She was touched to see Darius wore the adornment of her hair and pink ribbon tied inside his shirt. She’d taken her ring off earlier. Now he placed it on her finger to symbolize their marriage. She wept for joy and he kissed away her tears before they shared a passionate kiss.

Afterward they invited Vicar Edwards, Jean-Claude and Danhoul for soup and fresh bread she’d made. Their wedding day was ordinary, yet undeniably extraordinary and their wedding night…even more so.
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“You should sleep, Arianna, to ensure our wee bairn grows,” Darius whispered lying behind her, his hand on her belly.

“I don’t want to sleep. I want to memorize every detail of you, your warmth and your scent, your arms around me.”

“I want to hold you forever, my wee witch.”

“I don’t want to leave you, my love.” She turned to face him and they wept together again.
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“Danhoul, though it wasn’t planned, you said you took Alainn’s husband, Killian, with Alainn to the future,” Arianna stated.

“That was criticized heavily,” Danhoul argued. “The gods were furious; Aine nearly disallowed me to be Alainn’s guardian for the deception. I thought they’d send Killian back.”

“Far worse for the gods to be infuriated than me to live without my husband.”

“You sound like her sometimes,” Danhoul said.

“Like who?”

“Alainn. You even look a bit like her. Your eyes and hair are different, but your expressions are alike and your temper’s similar.”

“You said Killian calms Alainn.”

“He does.”

“Darius calms me, too.”

“Arianna, if I thought I could take Darius with us, honestly I would. But Aine will be watching for that because it happened before. I wouldn’t put it past her to keep Darius tied up away from you.”

“Just let Aine try to tether Darius!” Arianna said. Purple fire flamed all around her.

“Calm down, Arianna. Jean-Claude’s just had the floor repaired from last time.”

“Why are you left here with me, and not Tristan or Cythrawl?”

“I suppose I have a more calming effect on you.”

“Not if I can’t convince you I’m as worthy as Alainn of having my husband with me when I leave.”

“You think it’s that easy?”

“You make it difficult! Because you’re in love with Alainn, you couldn’t see her hurt. I’m not your witch, so my feelings apparently don’t warrant as much consideration. You already robbed us of time together. Perhaps you’ll see reason when you have to contend with an angry, emotional, pregnant fire witch!”

Danhoul’s mouth fell agape. He hastily led Arianna to the sea, pulling her in with him.

“Planning to drown me?” she sassily said when she stopped coughing.

“Water makes it difficult for the gods to hear across the realms,” Danhoul whispered.

“You might have told me.”

“You’re near water half the time, but I don’t understand how you’ve kept this secret. I can hear some of your thoughts and gods usually intuitively know.”

“What will they do if they find out?”

Danhoul’s face clouded. “It wouldn’t be favorable. Don’t speak of it unless you’re in or by water. Does Darius know?”

“Aye.”

“That’s why he seemed distracted today?”

Arianna nodded and sadly sighed.


Chapter Forty-Nine


Arianna and Darius stood at the seashore again.

“It’s the winter solstice.” He sounded sorrowful.

She put her head on his chest and he held her.

“I haven’t seen Danhoul or Jean-Claude,” Darius said.

“They’re giving us time alone.”

As they gazed down the shoreline Arianna saw a man with a distinctive limp and knew it was Alcott. Arianna heard Emma had left Alcott and gone back to England. Charlotte evidently went with her sister, but oddly enough, she left Rachel with Ethan. Maybe she’d gone knowing she had no hope of being with Darius and wanted to return to her former life…or maybe she’d actually done something unselfish knowing they’d all be better off without her.

Just last night, Arianna had experienced a vision of Ethan and Elizabeth cheerfully spending time together. Although Arianna would always feel some resentment toward them, she genuinely hoped they’d find contentment. Maybe with a new beginning and someone who truly loved them, they’d be good together and Rachel would one day have siblings and a happy home.

Now Darius squeezed her so hard it hurt as he tensed on seeing Alcott.

“Perhaps the demon influenced Alcott. He must have had some darkness within him to begin with. But maybe his festering anger in knowing he couldn’t have Liza attracted the demon. Dark entities feed on anger, resentment and jealousy.”

“It will be difficult for me to let go of my abhorrence of him and too easy to think the demon was wholly responsible.”

“It might be good to let go of that pain, my love.”

“Aye. I’ll have to work on that, but for now, let’s go back to the cottage, my lovely Arianna,” Darius said.

Her heart raced in seeing an unusual glow in the sky. She clutched Darius’s hand with both of hers. “I think that indicates a portal will soon open.”

He pulled her to him and they clung together.

“I’ll love you every moment, Arianna. You don’t have to be here beside me for that, my wee witch.”

“I’ll love you always, too, Darius,” she said looking into his expressive blue eyes.

The sea became wilder and louder; they were startled when Grandmother materialized beside them.

“Hello Tine, Young Wyndham; it’s good to see you. Congratulations on your wedding. I hear there’s other magic as well,” Grandmother quietly said.

Arianna and Darius looked uncertain.

“Your secret’s safe with me,” she smiled. “But there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

Surrounded by a glowing light, a lovely woman appeared. She had long golden hair, magical blue eyes and a warm smile.

“You must be Arianna?” she said. “I’ve heard so much about you. I think Danhoul and Tristan are both besotted!”

Arianna stared at her. “Alainn?” she asked. The woman nodded. “Why are you here?”

“Powerful magic’s needed in our journey tonight, magic concealed from the gods. A wish granted by faery magic. We’ll go to a faery glade where Celtic gods can’t enter and time’s held still until we decide what’s to be done.”

“To be done?” Arianna asked.

“About you and your husband’s precious secret,” Alainn quietly replied, her eyes twinkling.

“Pardon me; this is my husband, Darius,” Arianna said.

“I figured that.” Alainn held her hand out and Darius shook it. “I think Tristan might be besotted with you, too,” she said, then laughed at Darius’s expression. “Not in that way! He just boasts about how tall and strong you are.”

Darius only smiled.

“Tristan said we’re going to Boston to the twenty-first century,” Arianna said.

“Eventually. Apparently that’s where the four transcendent witches are to meet. I miss Ireland but I love Boston much more than I thought I might.”

“I do, too,” Arianna said looking at the city across the bay.

“It grows considerably in the next three centuries,” Alainn said.

“How will you take my wife with you?” Darius, who’d been quiet till now, asked.

“When we touch hands, apparently the magic will be powerful,” Alainn said. “But we should go, before the gods suspect anything.”

Arianna looked up at Darius, feeling her heart breaking. He pulled her into his arms and she began to weep. He caressed her hair, then gently held her shoulders and looked into her eyes.

“My wee witch, you must go with Grandmother and Alainn. They’ll look out for you and our wee, wee witch,” he whispered in her ear. “Tell her every day how much I love her till you’re both back here with me.”

“You haven’t told them?” Alainn asked.

Grandmother shook her head.

“Told us?” Arianna sniffled, tears streaming down her face.

“You must take Darius with you, Arianna. I remember the torturous heartache when I believed Killian and I’d be parted by time. I wouldn’t put anyone through that much less someone who’s apparently my distant great-granddaughter. Besides, I’ll not want to contend with a hormonal fire witch without the man she loves. He is your sovereign guardian, but be warned, we’re bound to meet powerful opposition on this.”

“Will my being there make it more difficult for Arianna or cause disfavor with the gods?”

“Danhoul and Cythrawl both convinced me to help,” Alainn said.

“I thought Cythrawl disapproved of me,” Darius said.

“Cythrawl knows you make Tine happy,” Grandmother replied.

“Cythrawl, Danhoul, Grandmother and I conspired to see this done.”

“You have a god, a Druid, a faery and a witch on your side,” Grandmother said. “Cythrawl and Danhoul keep Aine distracted even now.”

Arianna looked up at Darius. “Can you truly be journeying with me through time?”

“Apparently to a faery glade,” Darius said with noticeable relief.

“Faery glades are magical,” Alainn said. “Peaceful with beautiful Celtic music playing on Irish harps.”

“What of your family Darius? They’ll worry if you simply disappear,” Arianna said. “What of our horses and Wolf?”

Jean-Claude appeared.

“Your friend Jean-Claude will speak with Young Wyndham’s family, perhaps suggest you’re off on a journey to Ireland together. I’m certain he’ll take care of the horses, and your wolf will surely stay with him, too.”

“Oui, I’ll do that, mon Sullie. Be happy and be cautious, for your aunt will continue to search for you.”

“Aye, my friend, thank you. I’ll see you again,” Arianna said as she embraced him and tenderly kissed his cheek.

“Take care of her, Darius.”

“I will,” Darius said shaking Jean-Claude’s hand.

Arianna ruffled Wolf’s neck and he looked at her as if he fully understood, then he and Jean-Claude disappeared together.

“When two transcendent witches touch, it’ll be unprecedentedly extraordinary. Hold tight to Tine, Young Wyndham.”

Darius grasped her firmly and Arianna smiled. Alainn reached for Arianna’s hand and a resounding spark was drowned out by the roaring waves. But the ethereal light was dazzling, like the colors of hundreds of rainbows swirling around them.

“This clearly won’t be hidden for long; best we go,” Grandmother urged.

“We’ll be traveling through time and realms. It’ll be dizzying,” Alainn said.

“I’m ready,” Arianna said beaming at Darius.

“I’m ready for anything as long as I’m with you, my wee witch.”

He bent to kiss her as the brilliant color burst across the sky and carried them away.

The End
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Early May 1863

Gettysburg, Pennsylvania

Ainsley Byrne closed her eyes, leaned back on her elbows and slowly fluttered her legs in the cool water of Rock Creek. She listened to the water flowing peacefully, reveled in the sunshine, soft breeze and richness of the earthy scents, knowing these quiet moments may soon end. Rumors had been circulating of General Robert E. Lee and his Confederate Army moving north.

Ainsley and her mother, Maeve, were war nurses. Ainsley had been compelled to help soldiers since they’d attended the wounded and dying at the First Battle of Bull Run near Manassas when they’d lived there. Unfortunately, their present hard-nosed supervisor, Nurse Edith Edmund, followed the regulations of Dorothea Dix, the superintendent of army nurses. War nurses were to be mid-thirties or older, matronly and usually married. As war progressed rules relaxed, but Nurse Edmund wouldn’t budge. Ainsley and the other younger nurses at this field hospital were permitted to do little more than stock supplies. Ainsley had been a healer her entire life, now being unable to assist was incredibly frustrating.

“Ainsley! Ainsley!” an exhilarated voice called.

Excitable about nearly everything, it was hard to say what prompted her friend Betha’s present elation. Ainsley wished she had a little of her enthusiasm. She opened her eyes to Betha’s lovely, freckled face and wispy reddish-blonde hair as she dropped unceremoniously beside her.

“You must come meet the new doctor, Ainsley. He’s absolutely gorgeous; probably the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. He’s tall with broad shoulders and a great build. He has dark hair, not black, but nearly. And his eyes! Not quite blue, not quite green, they’re utterly captivating. You should hear his amazing accent. I think he’s English.”

Betha reached for her hand but Ainsley shook her head.

“You think every man you meet is the most handsome man you’ve ever seen, Betha. Besides, why would anyone with Irish blood think someone from England is appealing when they’re largely responsible for so many Irish people starving or having to leave their home? I’ll not go gawk at some undoubtedly stodgy old doctor. If we did go look now, he’ll know you’ve been fawning over him.”

Betha laughed at that. She laughed so easily, Ainsley sometimes wanted to be Betha—even with her overly dramatic, amusing ways.

“He’s not old; I doubt he’s over thirty. He’s got a great laugh and you should see his smile.”

“An Englishman who laughs and smiles, that would be rare.”

“Ainsley, you can’t despise all Englishmen because of Reg…”

“You’re never to mention him!” Ainsley interrupted, waggling her finger in warning.

“What he did was unforgivable, but you can’t fault every English person because of him or what happened in Ireland. You and I haven’t even seen Ireland.”

“We’re still Irish. We haven’t seen Ireland only because Mama had a premonition of the great hunger and left before it happened,” Ainsley said.

“I’m glad she convinced my mama to go with her or we’d never have met.”

“I’m glad, too, Betha. So, what’s this new doctor’s name?” Ainsley didn’t want Betha to think she wasn’t interested in her news.

“Dr. Prescott,” Betha gushed. “Don’t you dare say that sounds stuffy!”

“Fine, I won’t,” Ainsley said smiling again, but her smile disappeared when she heard a familiar voice.

“What’s she doing here?” Betha asked.

“Probably introducing herself to the new doctor,” Ainsley said.

“Likely.” Betha frowned.

If anyone could make Betha frown, it was Maribelle Virginia Hartley. Her family once owned an immense plantation in Virginia. Ainsley and her mother had been healers and midwives there; Betha and her mother, Cara, house servants.

Occasionally Ainsley attempted to be empathetic of Maribelle. Her life had been drastically changed, too, but she treated Ainsley and Betha as inferiors, still in her service. Maribelle lived in a less grand home now. The beautiful mansion on the plantation had burned to the ground. Ainsley didn’t like to dwell on that night for many reasons.

Maribelle continued to wear her fancy gowns with wide hoops and crinolines and colorful ribbons in her hair, though her family wouldn’t be considered rich southern folk any longer. Ainsley glanced at her own plain dark dress, grateful for the color. She could sit on the grass or dirt and never worry it would appear soiled.

“That water looks refreshing,” a masculine voice said.

He definitely had an English accent, but northern English. In truth, he sounded a bit Irish. Ainsley prided herself on being able to distinguish accents. She turned to see Betha had described him accurately. He was tall with dark, wavy collar-length hair and blue-green eyes. He was smiling and his voice was cheerful.

Afraid of insects and crawling animals, Maribelle hung back.

“Do you mind if I join you, ladies?” the man asked.

“Suit yourself,” Ainsley said. “We don’t own the creek.”

Betha looked mortified, but giggled nervously.

“This is my friend, Ainsley, the smartest, most efficient nurse. She and her mama are healers. Ainsley knows absolutely everything about diseases, injuries and healing with herbs.”

“That’s very impressive. Most medications are botanicals; therefore knowledge of herbs is essential. I’m Cal Prescott,” he said sitting down next to Ainsley, a bit too close in her opinion.

“That can’t be your name,” Ainsley said.

“Pardon me?” he replied, his expression perplexed.

“I’ve never heard of an Englishman with only two names. You’re not Calvert Charles Henry George James Edward Richard Stanhope Prescott the Third, Earl of Northumberland?”

He chuckled easily at that. She liked the sound of his laugh and how his eyes crinkled appealingly at the corners, revealing his mirth. She attempted not to smile, but was unsuccessful.

“You’ve aptly named nearly the whole English monarchy. It’s Caldwell, not Calvert, but I go by Cal…and no, I don’t have so many names.”

“I’m Ainsley Brigid Byrne,” she replied, briefly shaking his hand. If they were going to be working together it was best to have good rapport. She tried to ignore the unusual warm sensation as their hands touched.

“Nurse Kelly said I should come meet you. I think you’re the only nurse I haven’t met.”

“I thought you’d just arrived,” Ainsley said.

“Earlier today. The other nurses seemed more eager to welcome me.”

“You’re from the north of England,” Ainsley said.

“You have a good ear. Aye, Northumberland, but I spent most of my childhood with my Irish grandparents. I’ve been told I picked up some of their manner of speaking.”

“You lived in Ireland?” she asked, immediately intrigued.

“I lived with them in England.”

“Were your grandparents forced to leave Ireland?”

“They moved by choice. But I have compassion for the atrocity of the famine and what occurred there. I’ve journeyed to Ireland a few times.”

“I’ve never been to Ireland,” Ainsley admitted. “I want to go someday.”

“You sound Irish,” he said pulling off his boots and socks and putting his feet in the water.

“My mama’s Irish. She journeyed here before the great hunger, where a good many people in Ireland had to eat grass and watch their babies starve.”

“You have great empathy for your mother’s people,” Dr. Prescott said. “Empathy’s an admirable trait in a nurse. Although it does cause a good amount of heartache during such troubling times as this war.”

Ainsley only nodded.

“The water’s delightful,” he said gazing too observantly at Ainsley’s long legs bared to her knees with bloomers and gown pulled up. “Is it deep enough for swimming?”

“It is, but you must beware of hellbenders and timber rattlesnakes,” Ainsley warned.

“Wouldn’t hellbenders only come out at night?”

“Most people new to Pennsylvania haven’t heard of the large salamanders. Yes, they’re nocturnal and not dangerous unless you’re caught between two males fighting.”

“Wouldn’t rattlesnakes more likely be found in the grass?”

“Probably,” Ainsley said.

“Trying to scare me off, Irish?”

“Just giving you fair warning.” Ainsley fought another smile. Why did this man make her smile so damn easily?

“I’m going to chance going in the water,” Dr. Prescott said.

He stood, undid the first three buttons on his dark blue Union Army shirt, pulled it over his head and tossed it on the ground near Ainsley. She could smell the enticing masculine scent, not the unpleasant odor of unwashed male, but musky and appealing.

Ainsley feared he might actually remove his trousers, too, but he only rolled them to his knees, walked out, submerged and swam under the water.

“Oh! My! Lord!” Betha slowly enunciated. “Did you see that?”

“No, I’m suddenly blind,” Ainsley smiled and Betha giggled.

“Still think he’s old and stodgy?”

“Not old or stodgy, but clearly a show-off.”

“He can show off all he wants,” Betha said with a wide-eyed grin.

Ainsley had to admit, the man looked really good. His tanned, muscular shoulders and back looked like he’d done physical labor. His stomach wasn’t only firm, but also rippled and his arse was undeniably well formed, too. The pale scars on his back indicated he hadn’t always been a doctor. She wasn’t about to remain here to observe him coming out of the water with wet, tight-fitting trousers. At twenty-one years old, Ainsley had already sworn off men.

“You ladies aren’t joining me?” he asked after propelling himself from the creek like a bloody merman. Wiping the water from his alluring eyes, he shook his hair and Ainsley glowered as droplets sprayed on her.

“Could we, Ainsley?” Betha excitedly asked.

“You go right ahead, Betha.”

“Ainsley, please come swim,” Betha pleaded.

“Nurse Edmund wouldn’t permit us to swim in these gowns only lent to us…certainly not in the company of the exhibitionist new doctor.”

“I think you’re stodgy, Ainsley. You used to be fearless and fun-loving. How long will you let the past make you cynical?”

“I don’t intentionally do that.”

“You’re strikingly beautiful, tall with the most enviable form, Ainsley. If I were you, I’d remove that gown and swim in shift and bloomers…or naked maybe.”

Ainsley gave her a disapproving look even knowing Betha was joking.

“Betha, I’d never be allowed to do any nursing duties if anyone saw.”

“I know,” Betha sighed.

“You’re really staying at the water’s edge on this warm day?” Dr. Prescott called to them…his masculine voice undeniably appealing.

“Swimming in a gown isn’t advisable, Dr. Prescott. Sure you’d have to save me from drowning,” Betha said. “Ainsley could swim the creek a hundred times; she’s such a strong swimmer.”

“You needn’t sing my praises, Betha, or push me toward him or any other man,” Ainsley whispered.

“You might as well join a nunnery, Ainsley Byrne.”

“I just might consider it. But for now, I’m going back to roll bandages. Maybe I’ll impress Nurse Edmund enough she’ll let me set up cots.” Ainsley made a face.

“I can’t stay here alone with him,” Betha said.

Ainsley heard voices.

“You won’t be alone. Evidently Dr. Prescott’s drawn a crowd.”

Every female in the vicinity must have heard of the handsome new doctor’s arrival. Women young, old, married, widowed and single started toward the water, including Maribelle with her fancy gold gown. Apparently attracting the new doctor’s attention was worth possibly encountering creepy crawlers.

With so many men away fighting, women far outnumbered men. Even men not as young or attractive as Dr. Caldwell Prescott were highly sought after. He’d be treated to home-cooked meals, baked goods galore and surely more intimate offerings, too.

Ainsley picked up her shoes and stockings, waved to Betha and walked barefoot along the creek. Sitting upon a flat boulder some distance away, she glanced at the scar on her ankle, cringing at the memory it provoked. Regrettably many memories included Gavin, the man she’d thought she’d marry.

Thunder rumbled above, reflecting her unpleasant thoughts. Being struck by lightning wouldn’t be the best way to welcome the new doctor when he was in the water. She pulled up her stocking, put on her shoes and walked to the supply tent.

Find out what happens next in The Witch’s Compromise… buy now!


If you enjoyed The Witch’s Awakening, you’ll love the next books in….


The Witches of Time series

Book 1: The Witch’s Awakening

View the series here

Book 2: The Witch’s Compromise

Buy now!

Book 3: The Witch’s Journey

Buy now!

Book 4: The Witch’s Reckoning

Buy now!


More books by Leigh Ann Edwards


Maidens of the Mystical Stones

Book 1: Autumn’s Magical Pact

Buy now!

Book 2: Winter’s Haunting Pledge

Buy now!

Book 3: Spring’s Mystical Promise

Buy now!

Book 4: Coming Soon

The Irish Witch Series

Book 1: The Farrier’s Daughter

Buy now!

Book 2: The Witch’s Daughter

Buy now!

Book 3: The Chieftain’s Daughter

Buy now!

Book 4: A Chieftain’s Wife

Buy now!

Book 5: A Witch’s Life

Buy now!

Book 6: A Witch’s Quest

Buy now!

Book 7: A Witch’s Destiny

Buy now!

The Vikings of Highgard Series

Book 1: The Norse Protector

Buy now!

Book 2: The Norse Sorcerer

Buy now!

Book 3: The Norse Explorer

Buy now!

Book 4: The Norse Conqueror

Buy now!


Keep Up with your Favorite Authors and their New Releases

For the latest news from Tule Publishing authors, sign up for our newsletter here or check out our website at TulePublishing.com

Stay social! For new release updates, behind-the-scenes sneak peeks, and reader giveaways:

Like us on

[image: Facebook Button]

Follow us on

[image: Twitter Button]

Follow us on

[image: Instragram Button]

See you online!

[image: Tule Publishing Logo]


About the Author


[image: Author]

Since she was a child, Leigh Ann Edwards has always had a vivid imagination and lots of stories to tell. An enthusiastic traveler and author for over twenty years, her adventures in Massachusetts, Ireland, and the UK inspired The Farrier’s Daughter and its sequel novels in the Irish Witch series. Edwards adores animals, history, genealogy, and magical places—and Ireland is filled with many magical places. She lives with her husband and two cats in the lovely city of Edmonton, Alberta.

Visit Leigh Ann at www.leighannedwards.com

Follow her on Facebook and Twitter @laedwards15

[image: *]*

For all the latest news from Tule Publishing, visit our website at TulePublishing.com and sign up for our newsletter here!

[image: Tule Publishing Logo]

cover.jpeg
%Xfﬁ&%s zﬁﬁgs

R at .

LEIGH ANN EDWARDS






images/00011.jpeg
&S





images/00010.jpeg
TCH S
*CHOMI’ROM[SE

EWITCHES OF TIME

4 ANN EDWARDS










images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
TULE





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.gif





