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          Magnus, Baron Findlay, longs to bring the wonders of the steam age to his remote island home, but his hands are full fighting the vicious kraken ravaging the coast. When he’s swept to sea during battle and washes up on the shore of an isle in the Hebrides, he is near death.
        

      


      
        
          Struggling to establish herself as one of the first female physicians in Edinburgh, Dr. Geneva MacKay is annoyed when The Order of the Round Table sends her north to care for an injured highlander. To heal him, Geneva escorts the handsome warrior home, just in time to defend the villagers from another onslaught.
        

      


      
        
          As the attacks escalate and they work together to fight off the threat, neither Geneva nor Magnus can resist the overwhelming attraction between them. But as their relationship deepens, a new threat arises—from within the village itself…
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          Dear Reader,
        

      


      
        
          June is a good month for us here at Carina Press. Why? Because it’s the month we first started publishing books! This June marks our two-year anniversary of publishing books, and to celebrate, we’re featuring only return Carina Press authors throughout the month. Each author with a June release is one who has published with us previously, and who we’re thrilled to have return with another book!
        

      


      
        
          In addition to featuring only return authors, we’re offering two volumes of Editor’s Choice collections. Volume I contains novellas from three of our rising stars in their respective romance subgenres: Shannon Stacey with contemporary romance novella Slow Summer Kisses, Cindy Spencer Pape with steampunk romance Kilts & Kraken, and Adrienne Giordano with romantic suspense novella Negotiating Point.
        

      


      
        
          From the non-romance genres comes Editor’s Choice Volume II, and four fantastic novellas: paranormal mystery Dance of Flames by Janni Nell, science-fiction Pyro Canyon by Robert Appleton, humorous action-adventure No Money Down by Julie Moffett, and Dead Calm, a mystery novella from Shirley Wells.
        

      


      
        
          Later in June, those collections are joined by a selection of genres designed to highlight the diversity of Carina Press books. Janis Susan May returns with another horror suspense novel, Timeless Innocents, following up her fantastic horror debut, Lure of the Mummy. Mystery author Jean Harrington offers up The Monet Murders, the next installment in her Murders By Design series. And the wait is over for fans of Shawn Kupfer’s debut science-fiction thriller, 47 Echo, with the release of the sequel, Supercritical. Rounding out the offerings for mystery fans, W. Soliman offers up Risky Business, the next novel in The Hunter Files.
        

      


      
        
          Romance fans need not dismay, we have plenty more to offer you as well, starting with The Pirate’s Lady, a captivating fantasy romance from author Julia Knight. Coleen Kwan pens a captivating steampunk romance in Asher’s Invention, and fans of m/m will be invested in Alex Beecroft’s emotional historical novella His Heart’s Obsession.
        

      


      
        
          If it’s a little naughty time you’re longing for, be sure to check out Lilly Cain’s Undercover Alliance, a sizzling science-fiction erotic romance.
        

      


      
        
          We’re proud to showcase these returning authors, and the amazing books they’ve written. We hope you’ll join us as we move into our third year of publishing, and continue to bring you stories, characters and authors you can love!
        

      


      
        
          We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.
        

      


      
        
          Happy reading!
        

      


      
        
          ~Angela James

          Executive Editor, Carina Press
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  Chapter One


  Torkholm Island, the Hebrides, July 1858


  “Magnus, look out!”


  At the shout from his uncle, Magnus Findlay rolled sideways and slashed upward with his sword at the tentacle slamming onto the dock beside him. The sturdy wood gave way with a splintering crash and the tentacle, now spouting gouts of bluish blood, whipped sideways to wrap around Magnus’s waist. The giant squid—its head easily twenty feet from end to end and the tentacles four times that—was the biggest they’d faced yet, in three or more weeks of random attacks from the monstrous creatures.


  Someone beside him opened fire with a repeating rifle. Another fired the harpoon gun from a nearby fishing boat. The sounds of the steam-powered engines and gunfire mingled with the screams of the wounded and shattering of wood. Another chunk of the quay splintered as the beast whirled Magnus in its grip.


  His sword, enchanted to stay in his hand and aim true, owned by a score of his ancestors, bit deep into the creature’s head. The squid pulled Magnus away from its core, squeezing the breath from his lungs. Enraged and wounded, it dove deep, taking Magnus with it. He gave a silent scream before his head slammed on a rock and the world went black as well as wet.


  * * *


  Edinburgh, the following day


  “Genny, I need you in the Hebrides.”


  “I’m busy, Papa.” Dr. Geneva MacKay turned away from her father’s imposing countenance to face her assistant. “Elspeth, go ahead and lock up, if you please. I’ll see you on Monday.”


  “Yes, Doctor.” Elspeth Robertson, a sturdy, middle-aged widow and Geneva’s right hand, had already herded the last patient out the door. “Have a good night, Doctor. Sir Fergus.” She bobbed a slight curtsey as she left the surgery.


  Geneva finished checking her medical instruments, hung up her white coat and locked her medicine cabinet for the night. “You’re welcome to come upstairs and join me for supper, Papa, but I’m not leaving Edinburgh. As you saw, my practice is—finally—thriving. I can’t go haring off on a moment’s notice to God-knows-where anymore. Find another doctor.”


  Sir Fergus MacKay’s freckled face turned an alarming shade of purple, clashing with the auburn of his hair. “I can’t. Both the Order’s physicians are busy elsewhere.”


  “Why do you need me out on the islands, of all places? It isn’t Connor, is it?” Business or no business, Geneva would drop everything for her younger brother, who had recently joined their father in the family business—that being the Order of the Round Table, the organization responsible for combating vampyres and other monsters throughout the kingdom.


  “No. It isn’t a Knight.” Fergus, his face lined with exhaustion, dropped into a chair.


  “Then there are plenty of physicians in Scotland, Papa. I’ve had enough trouble, being one of the first female doctors in Edinburgh. I can’t compound that by vanishing every other week.” She picked up a half-empty teacup from her desk and emptied it into the sink.


  Fergus grimaced. “I know, lass. You’ve more than paid back the loan the Order gave you to set up your practice, so you’ve no obligation. ’Tis just—well—I’d take it as a personal favor if you’d see to this lad.”


  “I’ll need more explanation than that.” She perched on her examining stool and studied her father’s lined face. He was tired. His eyelids drooped and his mouth was drawn into a tight line. There was something else too—pink flags high on his cheekbones. Was he embarrassed? Fascinating. “Tell me the rest.”


  He flushed even further. To give him some time to gather his thoughts, Geneva led him up the stairs to her flat, consisting of the second and third stories of the Edinburgh brownstone. She sat him down at the table and began to serve the soup left on the stove by her housekeeper, who’d already gone home for the night.


  “Now tell me, Papa. What has you so distressed?”


  He lifted a spoon and stirred his soup, staring into it but not eating. “Genny, I’m sure it never occurred to you or your brother and sister, but your mother wasn’t the first girl I ever courted.”


  She let that sink in, testing the idea. He’d been twenty-eight when he’d wed—the same age she was now. “I suppose she wouldn’t have been. Are you telling me this injured man is a half brother I never knew about? Mama isn’t going to like that one bit.” Maura MacKay would forgive her husband his youthful indiscretions, but she’d never countenance having not been told.


  He reddened further but shook his head. “No. Alice and I—we were engaged, but it never came to that. She was all of seventeen at the time, a pretty Highland lass in Edinburgh for her first Season. We weren’t in love, but I didn’t believe in it anyway, and we were good friends. We’d have been…comfortable together.”


  “She jilted you? Silly girl.” It was hard to accept that at one time, he hadn’t believed in love. He and Geneva’s mother were still giddy with romance after nearly thirty years of marriage.


  He lifted one eyebrow and winked. “A month after our engagement was announced, she came to me and said she’d had a vision. Alice doesn’t have powerful magick, you understand, but she does possess a touch of what they used to call the Sight. She’d seen the girl I was meant to fall in love with, and if I married Alice, I’d regret it all my days. Alice went home to Inverness a week later.”


  “That was—remarkably selfless.” A broken engagement could destroy a girl’s reputation.


  “Aye. The next year I met your mother and discovered love does exist, after all. Alice was right. I owe her a great deal.”


  Geneva agreed. Since she wouldn’t exist otherwise, she believed she owed this Alice a favor, too. “Is it her son, perhaps, who needs a doctor?”


  “No, Alice wed a soldier, but she never had children. She rescued this lad—found him tangled up in a giant squid on the beach near her home.”


  “A giant squid? I thought those were only myth.”


  Fergus smiled for the first time that evening. “Aye, as are King Arthur and his Knights. You, of all people, ought to know better. Kraken are not even magickal—just obscure, deep water creatures, not normally found near land or on the surface.”


  Since the Order was based on the descendants of Arthur and his Round Table, and the MacKay family could trace its line back to Sir Kay, Geneva did indeed, know better than most that many myths were grounded in reality. She tipped her head to concede the point. “Why does she care enough about this man that she’d bring in a physician all the way from Edinburgh?”


  Fergus stroked his beard. “I asked the same. Her teletext was the first I’ve heard from her since my brother died seven years ago. Before that it was a note here and there—when I married, when she did, and when each of you was born. She says there’s something about this lad, some magick in him. From the looks of things, he killed a kraken single-handedly. If there’s someone that powerful in the Isles, the Order ought to know.”


  “Magick?” Blast it. That put a different light on things. “You can’t bring him here?”


  He shook his head. “He’s too weak to travel. Alice doesn’t truly hold out much hope for him. The kraken damn near ripped him in half, and his lungs were filled with brine. At least one of his hips is badly crushed.”


  “Which is where I come in.” Geneva pinched her nose to ward off a headache. Her practice was made up of primarily women and children, as those were the patients who most easily accepted a female doctor. Her specialty, though, the skill at which she excelled, was bone-setting. She had a knack for it that bordered on magick. “Very well. Tomorrow is Sunday, and I don’t open the surgery anyway. I’ll go have a look at your mystery man, but the Order is paying Dr. MacLeod next door for covering my patients if I’m delayed. Is that understood?”


  “Aye.” He didn’t look any too happy about it. The Order had deep pockets but her father was a thrifty Scot all the way to his bones. “And if you get the chance to do a little digging, you might ask the islanders you meet why the kraken are acting so oddly.”


  “So you need me to investigate, as well as act as surgeon? Really, Papa, it might have been better just to put me on the Order’s payroll and be done with it.”


  “Aye. But you know you’d rather have a home and a practice.”


  Geneva couldn’t argue with that. Her father knew her too well. “And yet, you keep asking me to leave it.”


  He winced. “I know, and I’m sorry. I’d come with you if I could, but I’m short-handed here at the moment. I’ll drive you to the airship though, if you’re ready.”


  “In a moment.” Geneva tidied the kitchen before she left, and paused in her surgery to collect her instruments and the emergency overnight bag she kept at the ready. The plain brown skirt and white shirtwaist inside would coordinate with the heather tweed jacket she wore today over a matching skirt, and she always carried a spare white coat. She left a letter with instructions for Elspeth, and finally, she popped over to the next brownstone to ask Dr. MacLeod, a kindly man with bright eyes and a white, bristly mustache, to handle any emergency cases for a day or two.


  She even kissed her father goodbye without any resentment. Duty was something she understood. Being responsible for a half-dozen Knights and another thirty or so employees, some of them family, couldn’t be an easy task. He did the best he could, poor man, and he’d raised her to do the same. So now she was off to heal a wounded highlander and solve a mystery of the deep. She stifled a laugh. Compared to her bustling practice, this would be practically a holiday.


  Less than an hour later she stood alone on the deck of a small dirigible, bound for the island of Mull in the Hebrides. She breathed in the clean, fresh air, now that they were free of the city’s smoke and she had removed the breathing mask necessary on the streets below. Tendrils of her curly hair escaped their pins in the wind, fluttering against her snug-fitting goggles, but there were no other passengers to frown at her lack of propriety. Up here, she was free.


  Shortly after dawn the following morning, they landed on a wide, rocky meadow with a rough tumble of hillside rolling down to the sea.


  The southwestern tip of Mull fairly glowed with bucolic beauty. Geneva looked around in resignation. Rugged. Isolated. Quiet. The antithesis of everything she loved about Edinburgh. It was a pleasant change, though, to walk outside without her air filter.


  The crew waved to let her know it was time to debark. She firmed her shoulders and made her way off the airship. A blustery wind whipped even more of Geneva’s hair loose from its knot as she made her way down the gangplank. It was warmer here than in Edinburgh, despite the salty breezes. That was something, she supposed.


  A kilted, silver-haired driver with a dour expression on his lined face sat waiting in a cart drawn by a sturdy Shetland pony. One of the crewmen carried her portmanteau and helped her into the cart. Her medical bag, she carried herself. “You must be Mr. Gordon.” According to the teletexts that had flown back and forth before she departed, her father’s Alice was now a Mrs. MacDonald, and this was her servant, Hamish Gordon.


  He spat a stream of tobacco into the heath. “Aye. Thought they were bringing a doctor.”


  It was a familiar refrain, but it never failed to grate. Geneva stared him down. “I am a physician, fully accredited and licensed, which is probably more than you can say for some of your local hacks.”


  Mr. Gordon shrugged. “No skin off my nose if the big bastard dies.” With a brusque nod at the departing dirigible, he twitched the reins. As the cart bumped away from the shore onto something that might almost have been a path, Geneva used both hands to hold on to the seat so she wouldn’t bounce out. She gripped her medical bag between her feet. After perhaps a quarter mile they reached a snug stone farmhouse with a thatched roof, a tiny walled garden and a sturdy barn in the rear. A handful of hairy Highland cattle and a dozen or more gray-faced sheep dotted the greensward around it. A couple crofts hunkered in the distance and Geneva could still see the ocean over her shoulder and hear the crash of waves on the beach.


  Mr. Gordon pulled the cart around the back of the house to the kitchen door. He didn’t bother helping Geneva down, but he did at least grab her bags while she hopped to the ground, grateful for her minimal hoopskirt and flat-heeled boots. One of the benefits of her profession was an excuse to dress for practicality rather than fashion.


  Before she’d even shaken out her skirts, the kitchen door opened and a woman peered out, shorter and plainer than Geneva had imagined she’d be. “At last. Come in, Doctor.”


  Mr. Gordon cocked his head, a minimally polite gesture to indicate she should precede him. Geneva climbed the two steps to the porch and held out her hand. “Dr. Geneva MacKay, at your service.”


  “Oh, dear Lord, you’re Fergus’s daughter.” The woman, probably somewhere in her late forties, seemed to catch herself staring and grinned broadly. The brilliance of it transformed her tired face, giving Geneva a glimpse at what her father might have seen in a younger version. “He must be very proud. His little girl is a doctor.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” All Geneva knew about Alice was that she was a widow, childless and had some degree of foresight. “Is the patient still alive?”


  “Right this way. Hamish, please bring the doctor’s bags.” Mrs. MacDonald led the way through a pleasant dining room and parlor into a ground-floor bedroom. “My husband was an invalid for some years before he died, so we set up his chamber in what used to be the library. Since I live alone, I’ve never bothered to change it back.”


  “That must have come in handy a time or two.” Geneva entered a spacious chamber lined with bookshelves. Heavy drapes hung open, allowing plenty of light to filter in, and a hearty fire crackled in the big stone hearth, a kettle on a hob at the ready. The scents of lye soap, iodine and blood filled the air, but she detected no odor of infection. Though she wasn’t a Knight like her father and brother, Geneva did possess the same, unusually keen senses. She walked toward a carved bed, its curtains replaced by sheer mosquito netting. A table sat beside the bed, holding rolled bandages, medicines, and a pitcher and basin. “This is excellent. Where did you study nursing?”


  Mrs. MacDonald smiled again. “Thank you. I was with Miss Nightingale in the Crimea. Before that, I’d learned what I could from books and the local healers. My husband was a soldier in India, and wounded shortly after our marriage. I nursed him for three years.”


  “I’m sorry for your loss.”


  A groan came from the bed, and Geneva turned her full attention to her patient. The big, brawny man lay on his back, his head tossing restlessly back and forth. His face, too rugged to be considered handsome, was pale and bruised, with a tinge of coppery beard-shadow. A neatly stitched cut ran from his left eyebrow to his hairline, and his long, fair hair had been pulled into a messy braid, giving him the look of a felled Viking. After checking and approving the stitches, she laid a hand on his brow, finding it unusually cool, not raging with fever as she’d expected. “Has he been conscious at all?”


  Mrs. MacDonald stood off to the side, out of Geneva’s stream of light, her hands folded at her waist. “Not really. His eyes opened once this morning and he muttered something unintelligible.”


  “Was it in English? If he fell from a boat, he could be a sailor from nearly anywhere.” Gently, Geneva pulled back the sheet to reveal a torso showing more bandages than skin. Blood seeped through the white gauze on his chest in several locations, indicating a continued loss of blood that worried her. “I assume these cuts were stitched, as well?”


  “Of course. I packed the worst of them with peat moss and honey. Not scientific, I know, but our village healer has had great results with that combination.” When Geneva didn’t complain, the older woman gave a small sigh. “As to his speech, I couldn’t tell. I thought I heard the word tor, but it may have been Thor, or even door. Sorry.”


  Geneva pulled her stethoscope from her bag. “You’ll get no grief from me for using natural remedies. Not unless they’re of the more revolting variety. Mosses and honey both have recorded success at preventing infection.” Geneva had studied at Lovelace College for Women, the newest school at Oxford University, under the most modern practitioners, but also had access to centuries of recorded knowledge through the Order. Muslim and Hindu doctors had documented things hundreds of years earlier that British physicians were only beginning to rediscover.


  She also sensed the tendrils of power radiating from this man, weak though they were. “Who are you?” Why wasn’t he mending? There had to be an internal head injury to account for his continued unconsciousness. That didn’t bode well.


  “Let’s change these bandages so I can take a look at the wounds.” Geneva fetched the kettle from its hob on the fireplace and poured boiling water into the basin. Before she’d put the kettle back, Mrs. MacDonald was there, handing her the bar of lye soap and diluting the water with a touch of cold from the pitcher on the table.


  “Perfect, thank you.” Both women washed their hands. Together they removed the bandages one by one and Geneva inspected each jagged cut.


  “Some were from being smashed on the rocks at the shore, I think.” The nurse rolled a new bandage onto the man’s shoulder. “Others, like this one, must be bites from the creature itself.”


  Geneva believed it. The wounds were horrific, some obviously deep enough to have caused internal damage. “Did you actually see this monster?”


  Mrs. MacDonald bit her lip and shook her head. “Hamish did. He drove it to the fish market in the village in our cart.”


  “Fish market? You mean it’s to be eaten?” Geneva’s stomach lurched. So much for having a look at the thing to see if it was infected or injured. The Order wouldn’t be happy to lose out on such a find.


  “It will feed the entire village for weeks.” Mrs. MacDonald peeled the blanket back further, exposing the fact that the patient wore only a pair of smallclothes, cut away to reveal his legs and hip. “The most worrisome injury, other than his unconsciousness, is the shattered pelvis. I have some…sense of these things sometimes, and I can feel the bone fragments sticking out. If he lives, it will take a miracle to allow him to walk again.”


  Gently, Geneva palpated the swollen purple skin over the man’s right hip. “Dear Lord, you’re right. If he were conscious, he’d be in excruciating pain. Can you hold his shoulders, Mrs. MacDonald? I’m going to try to line up the bones and I don’t want his body to jerk around.”


  “Of course, Doctor. Call me Alice, please. I don’t get many off-island women to talk to, especially ones who can discuss science and medicine instead of fashion.”


  “Geneva.” With that, a new friendship was formed.


  It took all of Geneva’s strength and skill to realign the man’s shattered hip. When she was done, she bound his body as tightly as a babe in swaddling, and prayed it would be enough.


  “All we can do now is tend him and hope that since he’s strong and healthy, his body will decide to heal itself.”


  “Will you be leaving? Hamish can drive you to the ferry to the mainland, or we can teletext your father from my study.” Teletext was the most modern way to communicate long distances—short messages over wires running the length and breadth of Britain, and now, even to the isles and the Continent.


  Geneva looked back at the man in the bed and bit her lip. There was something about him that tugged at her—maybe it was only that he didn’t seem to have anyone else. “Not today. It will be easier to take care of him with two of us.” Dr. MacLeod could handle any emergencies that cropped up at her practice tomorrow morning.


  A sigh of relief escaped Alice’s lips. “Thank you. Maggie—that’s Hamish’s wife and my housekeeper—believes him to be a monster himself since he washed up with the kraken.”


  “Is that why I haven’t seen her?”


  Alice nodded. “Yes. She’s refused to leave her cottage, though she’s sent Hamish over with food. At least in that respect, we shan’t have to fend for ourselves.”


  “I take it your gifts tell you no such thing?” Geneva laid her stethoscope on the table with the bandages and instruments.


  “No. My only sense of him, beyond the pain, is a profound loneliness. He has power of some sort, but he’s not an evil man, just a sad one. Perhaps that’s why I went to Fergus for help. Had I married your father, we might have had a son around this one’s age, with a similar aura of magick. I’d hate to think of such a child alone and sad.” She stroked a hand across the patient’s temple before moving to the door. “Let me show you your room, and where you can wash up while I make us some tea. I’m sure Maggie will send over luncheon in a bit, but I could use a cuppa right now, and I’ve some nice shortbread.”


  Geneva allowed herself a happy little hum. Tea and shortbread sounded like manna at that moment. “Lead on, Alice. You’re a woman after my own heart.” While they ate, she could find out if Alice knew anything about giant squid.


  * * *


  The darkness tried to drag Magnus back into its depths and he had little will to fight. It was comforting, this darkness, warm and free of pain. You’ve struggled enough, it seemed to whisper, let go.


  He would have, but for another voice, one not as subtle but far more sweet. “Come now, sir. Open your eyes for me.”


  Magnus tried. The rich, feminine voice held the soft burr of a lowlander, with educated overtones. How had such a one come to his island? How had he not known? He was laird of Torkholm, and all who came here had to be approved by him.


  “Who are you, sir? Won’t you at least wake and tell me your name?” Soft, cool fingers stroked Magnus’s forehead.


  He moved his lips to answer the lass. From the silkiness of her touch and the sweet scent of her leaning over him, he might have thought her an angel, but he knew better. Dead in battle or not, he’d have never ended up in Heaven. A valkyrie, perhaps? The Valhalla of his Norse ancestors was a far more likely fate for him than the vicar’s pearly gates.


  “His heart rate and breathing are weaker,” the sweet voice said. “I’m worried, Alice. He didn’t wake at all last night. Though his wounds haven’t festered, he seems to be losing strength.”


  “He’s in God’s hands,” said another female voice, a little older, a little deeper, and oddly familiar. A door opened and closed, but he still felt the touch of strong, feminine hands, the fingers laced with his own.


  At long last Magnus was able to unglue the lashes on one eyelid. The light in the room blinded him for a moment, but his vision adjusted and soon he was able to see. A woman sat by his bedside, her flowing hair the color of his favorite roan stallion. Her fingers tightened on his as she realized he’d woken. “T-Torkholm,” he gasped between lips as cracked as a mud path on a hot day.


  The lass—pretty in a strong, country sort of way—pressed him down when he tried to sit. “Your hip is injured. Don’t move.” With her other hand, she held a water-filled sponge to his lips. “Only a little to start with.”


  The cool liquid felt wonderful on his parched lips, but a single sip was all he could manage. He blinked again, this time both eyes focusing on her. “Magnus Findlay.” His name seemed to be dragged from his lips. Pain seared through him from more places than he could name, and he’d never once felt this weak. What was wrong? Why hadn’t the island healed him, as it always did?


  He blinked again and the answer swam into focus, for a moment at least. This was a strange room—one he’d never seen before. Magnus sagged back against the woman’s arm, and let her ease him down to the pillows. The darkness began to close in again. One thought registered, ringing through his brain.


  He wasn’t on Torkholm. He was going to die.


  


  Chapter Two


  “Home.”


  Geneva leaned over her patient, straining to hear his words. Through the course of the day, Magnus Findlay had continued to weaken, though his bleeding stopped and there was no sign of infection. She’d been on Mull for twenty-four hours now, and the only changes in his condition had been this gradual dampening of his strength, and his few brief moments of wakefulness. Most terrifying to her, his magickal aura had weakened, as well. She’d only ever seen that before when a patient was lost.


  “Must. Go. Home.”


  “To your island, my lord?” She tried to get him to converse, to stay awake long enough to get some nourishment into him. “You want to return to Torkholm?”


  “Must.” He slid into unconsciousness again, and Geneva gripped his hand.


  “Stay with me, Magnus. I mean Lord Findlay.” She’d confirmed his identity via teletext with the Order. One Magnus Robert Findlay, age thirty, was indeed Baron Findlay of Torkholm, a small isle about thirty miles southwest of Mull. According to the Order’s sources—likely Debrett’s, as he was a peer—he was a widower, the last of his line and had no living relatives. Torkholm was not on teletext lines, so she couldn’t contact a servant or friend. That there was no one she could summon to what might be his deathbed was the main reason Geneva had stayed. Alice couldn’t sit with him every moment, and no one, especially someone who’d fought such a valiant battle, should have to die alone.


  His haunting blue eyes, piercing and sad, had nothing to do with her decision.


  Geneva wiped his brow with a cool cloth. He wanted to go home to die. That was what he was asking for. His face was so gaunt and pale that she didn’t think it would be long. Perhaps by the next morning he would be gone.


  It was a beautiful, sunny afternoon, and the sea was mild. Alice entered the room, her footsteps almost silent.


  “Alice, do you think we can find a boatman willing to go to Torkholm?”


  “I imagine we could,” Alice said. “It isn’t that far, though I’ve never had reason to go there. I’m sure Hamish can find someone. Do you want to send for his kin?”


  “I want to take him home.” It sounded stupid, but she couldn’t shake the notion that it was the right thing to do. “He keeps saying he must. If that’s his only dying wish, I’d like to honor it.”


  “I see.” Alice bit her lip. “Perhaps—”


  Hamish tapped on the door to the sickroom, holding his faded grey cap in his hands. “Beggin’ your pardon, ma’am, but there’s someone comin’ up the drive.”


  Throwing open the curtains, Alice and Geneva looked out to see two kilted behemoths, one dark and one ginger streaked with gray, climb out of a delivery wagon. They made their way up to the door and the ginger wiped his hand on his kilt before he knocked.


  “Aye?” Hamish barked when he opened the front door.


  “We heard you’ve a man here.”


  They’d moved away from the window, preventing Geneva from seeing which man spoke.


  “We’re looking for a big fair-haired gentleman,” the other said, his tone more educated and surlier than the first. “Washed up on shore, and wearing the Findlay plaid. Is he here?”


  “What’s it to you if ’e is?”


  Alice winced at Hamish’s rudeness and left the sickroom, Geneva a few steps behind.


  “Gentlemen,” Alice said. “How can I help you?”


  The big redhead stared at her as if stricken. He was easily twice Alice’s weight and nearly twice her height, with bright blue eyes, much like those of their patient.


  His friend, even larger, and no more than thirty, elbowed him and bowed to the ladies. “We’ve come in search of our laird, who was carried off by the giant squid two days ago. We’ve been checking in villages and islands hither and yon before hearing rumors that he may be resting here.”


  “Aye.” The big one swallowed and bobbed his head. “That’s right. Magnus Findlay is his name. My nephew.”


  “He’s here,” Alice said. “But I’m afraid our news isn’t good.”


  “Is he dead?” His deep voice cracked on that last word.


  His dark-haired friend stared down at the floor, jaw twitching. “We thought he would be when the monster dragged him under and away. We’d hoped to find him, at least, and lay him to rest on Torkholm.”


  “No.” Alice stepped up and patted the redhead’s hands. “He isn’t dead, not yet anyway, but I’m afraid he’s not doing well.”


  “Best get him back to Torkholm quickly.” The dark-haired man took a step toward the sickroom. “Once he’s home, he’ll be fine.”


  “Gentlemen, I’m Doctor MacKay,” Geneva said loudly. “I think you need to prepare yourselves for the worst. Your laird may not survive the trip.”


  The younger man snorted. “Is that the best they can do here? A daft lass playing at doctoring?”


  “Leave her be, Quentin.” The redhead looked away from Alice, finally, and studied Geneva. “Are you a real physician, lass? With papers and all?”


  She drew herself up to her full five feet seven inches, but was still dwarfed by the two men. “I am.”


  “Can you help him, Doctor?” The entreaty in his voice nearly broke her heart. “Help us get him home alive?”


  “It was his wish,” Geneva said. “When he’s woken today, the only thing he’s asked is to go home. Have you a boat big enough to keep him warm and dry on the journey?”


  The dark one gave curt nod.


  Geneva ignored the rude one and looked to the older man. “Is there room for me on board?”


  “You’re not thinking of going with them?” Alice gave her a shocked glance. “Coming here unchaperoned is one thing, but traveling in a boat with three strange men?”


  “Five, with the crew,” the one called Quentin said.


  “I have to, Alice. If I go, to tend him during the voyage, he’s more likely to last long enough to see his home.” It had become important to her, to grant this one last request and if nothing else, to see this through to the end. Something about the man simply…drew her.


  “I suppose I must go along.” Alice crossed her arms over her bosom and glared at the redheaded man. “Is there room on this boat of yours for all of us?”


  “Aye, lass. You won’t take up more space than a new lamb, yourself. We’ll make room.”


  Alice’s rosy complexion flushed further, whether at being called lass, or being told she was small as a lamb. She poked him in the chest. “Now introduce yourselves properly, do you hear? Keep your voices down. We’ve an invalid in the house.”


  He flushed, his pink skin clashing with his orange hair. “Sorry, ma’am. Rannulf MacAuley, steward of Findlay Castle at your service. This young lout is Quentin Findlay, who manages the home farm and the fishing fleet for the laird.”


  “Pleased to meet you. My name is Mrs. MacDonald, and you’ve already met Doctor MacKay. Now, can I get you gentlemen something to drink while Doctor MacKay takes you in to see her patient?”


  “Thank you, ma’am, but no.” MacAuley bowed his head to Alice and turned to Quentin. “Go tell Gordon to bring the boat around. Where’s the nearest dock to here, begging your pardon, ma’am, or a good place to anchor and send out a dory?”


  “We’ve our own small dock around the point,” Alice said. “Hamish can go with you to navigate. Geneva, how soon can Lord Findlay be readied to move?”


  “With a stretcher, or barring that, a stout door? Half an hour.” They’d need to get some clothing on him, perhaps give him a small dose of laudanum to prevent him from waking en route and injuring himself.


  “Aye, there’s a plank in the barn we used for Captain MacDonald, rest his soul,” Hamish said. “You’re sure you want to go, missus?”


  Alice nodded. “If Geneva is going, then I am too.”


  “Best pack a bag. The boat won’t travel after dark, so we won’t get you back until tomorrow.” MacAuley held out a hand to Hamish. “I’ll look after them. You have my word.”


  “See you do.” Hamish shook MacAuley’s hand and trudged toward the door, glowering over his shoulder at Quentin. “Come along. No dawdling.”


  Quentin stomped off after him and Geneva smothered a laugh.


  “May I see my nephew now?” Again, MacAuley asked Alice, not Geneva. They went into the sickroom, and MacAuley paled nearly to the shade of his nephew. “Holy Christ, I never thought to see him like this.”


  “I’m sorry.” Geneva took a small vial of laudanum from her bag and measured a modest dose in an eyedropper. “Can you hold him while I slip this in his mouth? I don’t want him to thrash on the trip.”


  “How did he come to be here, if you don’t mind me asking?” He held Magnus’s shoulders so Geneva could administer the medication.


  While they wrapped the patient in one of Hamish’s nightshirts and the kilt he’d been found in, Alice related the tale to MacAuley.


  “’Tis a good thirty miles or more across open seas that monster must have dragged him,” MacAuley said. “’Tis a miracle he survived at all. That was the biggest kraken we’ve seen yet. I thought we were all dead for sure.”


  “The largest?” Geneva set down the towel she’d been using to dry her hands and gawked. “You mean there have been more?”


  MacAuley nodded sadly. “They’ve been attacking Torkholm regular-like for almost a month now.”


  Geneva swallowed her panic. “I’ve got to teletext my father.”


  * * *


  Within the hour, she’d sent the teletext, and they boarded a steam-powered yacht for the Isle of Torkholm. Alice and Geneva took turns sitting in the small cabin with their patient, allowing each some time in the fresh air up on deck. The trip, heading into the prevailing winds, would take somewhere between three and four hours, she was told. The thus-far invisible Maggie sent along a basket with a cold supper, and Rannulf MacAuley promised to bring them back to Alice’s home first thing the following morning. Based on the way the older Highlander gazed at Alice as if she were an angel, he’d do everything in his power to make her happy. The only thing that made the dour Quentin smile was when Alice had turned over Lord Findlay’s sword. He held it as carefully as if it were a babe.


  Geneva sat on an overturned bucket on the deck, watching the island grow larger on the horizon. Smaller than Mull, or even Tiree, which they’d passed on the trip, it was still big enough to support a thriving village, a popular whisky distillery, numerous crofters and a lucrative fishing business.


  “It’s a nice village,” she said to Quentin, who stood beside her in the bow, his handsome face dour and disapproving as ever.


  “It was. Now half the buildings are damaged and any number of the boats reduced to splinters. We’ve lost twelve fishermen, and two innocent lasses who were just walking on the shore. Dozens more hurt. Cursed, is what we are.” It was the most words he’d strung together since they’d met.


  Here was her chance to find out what the islanders knew about the kraken. Unlike most modern, scientifically minded people, Geneva didn’t immediately discount the idea of a curse. Such things were certainly possible, if not particularly plausible. “Who would have—or even could have—cursed an entire clan?” That would be something the Order should know about.


  Quentin was silent for long moments. Finally he looked out over the water and shrugged. “Our fishermen have rivals on other islands.”


  “But fishing rivals with the kind of power required to cast such a curse?”


  Another shrug. “The gods, then. Our laird may have angered them with his modern technology.”


  “You really think that’s likely?” Geneva wasn’t particularly religious, but whether one believed in the Church, or the old ways, this didn’t seem right. If the gods were against technology, London, even Edinburgh and Glasgow would be naught but smoking ruins.


  A muscle twitched in his jaw. “It’s happened before. Magnus’s great-grandsire was killed by just such a beast, not long after he brought the first steam boiler to heat the castle. Magick and science are not meant to mix.”


  “Ridiculous. The two mix very well indeed.” At least they did for the Order. Pondering his words, she looked away, examining the shoreline as it came into focus. It was a handsome village, or had been once, with brightly colored shops and houses set gaily side by side on the rise of a hill. Closer to the water, a warehouse and pier fronted a small harbor, and here, the damages were clear to see. Three out of four docks had been smashed and several buildings sported boarded windows or other hasty repairs. Fires had destroyed several buildings, clearly spreading from the shoreline into the village. “Dear Lord, you have been ravaged.”


  “Aye.” The snarl in his tone made it sound as if she was personally responsible for that.


  “I’m sorry.” Perhaps he’d lost someone in the attacks. That would account for his surliness. Maybe he didn’t like doctors—or lowlanders. She wasn’t going to be here long enough to worry about it. A kilt-clad, pugnacious islander held no appeal for her. Give her a polite, educated urbanite any day of the week.


  “Kraken!” The shriek from one of the crew snapped her out of her thoughts. They were only about a hundred yards from the one remaining pier. If there was a giant squid in the water, surely they could reach shore before it attacked.


  The engines puffed as the boat steamed toward the wharf. In the town, a bell began to toll, accompanied by shouts and running feet. All the men on the deck, including Quentin, rushed to the side away from Geneva, leaving her unable to see. One man readied the harpoon gun mounted in the stern while others drew out repeating rifles. Unwilling to leave her fate in their hands, Geneva snatched a more basic buffalo rifle and a box of bullets from the open munitions box. She was a better shot than her brother. If the Order admitted women, she might have enlisted instead of going into medicine.


  “Where is it?” She elbowed her way between Rannulf and one of the crewmen.


  Rannulf pointed.


  She saw no sign of the squid itself, just a triangular wake beginning a few hundred yards out and closing fast. With a sharp nod, she deftly loaded her rifle and braced the barrel on the gunwale.


  They were almost to the pier when the point of the wake rose from the water, some fifty feet from the boat. All hands fired, including someone on the turret-mounted harpoon gun. The squid, larger than any she’d ever expected to see, reared back at the barrage, but only for a moment before it resumed its forward charge. The pointed head stood higher than the decks and based on the shape, less than half of it was exposed. She reloaded and fired right above the waterline, pleased when her bullet struck with a spurt of blue blood.


  The kraken still approached, apparently undaunted by the numerous holes piercing its rubbery hide. They’d almost reached the pier now, and more men stood on the wharf firing at the beast. Geneva reloaded yet again, her movements clumsy as the water churned beneath them and the small craft rocked.


  A tentacle surged up out of the waves and crashed down on the gunwale, sending shards of teak flying in all directions. Geneva and Rannulf each rolled to the side, she hampered by her corset and petticoats. The man on her other side dropped his rifle and pulled a sword from his belt, hacking down on the tentacle that tangled in the fabric of her skirt. It thrashed, dislodging itself from her skirt, but slamming Geneva into a bulkhead as it flailed.


  Her ears rang as her head impacted the sturdy wooden structure, and the breath was knocked from her chest. The boat bumped onto something, shuddering, and she hoped to heaven it was the pier rather than the squid. Suddenly, another noise rang in her ears, over even the sound of gunfire. A war cry in Gaelic burst up from the cabin below a moment before the hatch slammed open and her patient, pale but wild-eyed, emerged, claymore in hand.


  With a frenzy of strength he shouldn’t have possessed, the man attacked the tentacle, and a second that crashed into the deck a few feet farther toward the bow. Though he shouldn’t even have been able to stand on his injured hip, he moved with a speed that had to be magickal and his presence seemed to inspire his clansmen, who fought that much harder.


  Geneva caught her breath and stood, reclaiming her rifle and finding a new vantage point from which to fire. More men fought with swords, now that the beast was upon them, but she didn’t have one, so a firearm would have to do. An eye showed right at the waterline beside the boat and she fired at that, hoping it would be more vulnerable.


  Someone on shore tied the boat to the pier, steadying it somewhat. Magnus leapt over the gunwale into the shallows and, with a mighty blow, skewered the beast in the other eye. The creature thrashed and sank, the tip of its head falling onto the beach and two bleeding tentacles floating limply on the surface.


  “Is it dead?” She dropped her gun and turned to Rannulf.


  He tipped his chin. “I think so.”


  Geneva turned to stare at Magnus, who staggered up onto the rocky shore beside the pier. He gave one last war cry and laid his sword on the ground before he collapsed.


  “How did he do that?” Geneva set down her rifle and ran toward the pier. Rannulf leapt over the rail and lifted her with him. Together they hurried to Magnus’s side.


  “’Tis this land. It gives him his strength.” Despite being well into his middle years, Rannulf still outpaced Geneva and reached Magnus first. With gentle hands, he checked his nephew for breath and nodded to Quentin who’d also passed Geneva. “Take his feet.”


  If they were anywhere but on a rocky shore, Geneva would have told them to leave the fallen man be. Instead she called over her shoulder, “Someone bring my medical bag,” and hurried to keep pace with the Highlanders. When they reached the road, it seemed like the entire village had clustered around them. She’d have been shoved away from the wagon the men laid Magnus in, if Rannulf hadn’t hauled her up with one meaty hand. Moments later, he did the same to Alice, who had caught up at some point. Rannulf pulled Alice down to the straw beside him while Geneva dropped to her knees and laid her head against Magnus’s chest.


  “He’s breathing, and his heartbeat is stronger than it was on Mull.” None of this was medically possible. The man ought to be dead. More than ever, she was sure magick was at work. “Rannulf, you said he draws strength from the island itself?”


  Quentin cursed. While everyone in Britain knew magick existed, most managed to go through their entire lives without encountering it face-to-face, and here on the fringes, the possibility of witch-burning still existed.


  Rannulf held up a hand. “They need to know. The doctor kens the ways of magick, don’t you, lass?”


  “I do.” Geneva pushed aside Magnus’s shirt and applied pressure to one of the wounds on his chest, the worst he’d reopened. “I can keep a secret, too. If the magick isn’t evil, you’ll get no trouble from me.” Of course she’d inform the Order. Keeping track of such things was part of its purpose.


  Rannulf tipped his head gravely. “Being here strengthens the laird. Being away weakens him. With luck, we’ve gotten him home in time.”


  “You mean he can never leave Torkholm?” How sad, to be trapped, able to see nothing of the world.


  Quentin growled under his breath. “None of your business. First thing in the morning, it’s back to Mull with the two of you and good riddance.”


  “He can leave, for a little while.” Rannulf cast Quentin a quelling glance. “A few hours to Tiree, or a half day of fishing, but he’s worn out when he returns.” Tiree was the nearest inhabited island, perhaps an hour by boat according to the maps Geneva had studied.


  “Even here, he can die, can’t he?” She checked the wound beneath her hands, pleased that the bleeding had slowed. His skin still showed the ashen pallor of the critically injured.


  “Aye,” Rannulf said. “The power only does so much. He can take ill, or be killed outright in battle, same as any other man.”


  “Do you have a physician here on the island?” Others had been injured in the squid attacks, too. Did the island’s magick work for them? “What do the other residents do?”


  “We’ve healers.” Quentin’s glare burned like acid on the back of Geneva’s neck as she bent over her patient. “Better than any quack. We don’t need your kind here.”


  “Stubble it, lad.” This was obviously an old argument between the two men. “Your laird won’t thank you for chasing off the ladies who saved his hide. You think without care, he’d have survived until we found him?”


  “Sorry.”


  Geneva ignored the grumbled, grudging apology and caught her breath as they entered the bailey of a medieval castle at the top of the island’s central hill.


  Clearly, she’d stepped into a fairytale of local granite and blooming wildflowers, gaslights and well-oiled machinery side by side with architecture unchanged for centuries.


  Alice spoke the words caught in Geneva’s throat. “It’s beautiful.”


  Rannulf gave Alice a warm smile. “Aye. ’Tis home.”


  


  Chapter Three


  After she reset Magnus’s pelvis and restitched several of his wounds, Geneva left him under the watchful eye of a maid. Geneva and Alice followed Rannulf to a steam-powered lift that creaked and groaned its way back down to the great hall. A relic of the castle’s medieval origins, the giant stone-walled room was full of what must have been half the village. Long trestle tables were arranged in a U-shape, and in the center, a line of perhaps a dozen men and women sporting a variety of bandages waited, some standing, others on benches. The rest of the crowd, at least a hundred, gathered around the outside.


  “If you don’t mind, Doctor, I’d thought you might take a look at some of the other wounded men, since you can’t leave until morning.” Rannulf cast her a sheepish grin. “Our healers are good, but with the kraken attacks, there’ve been more wounded than two women can handle.”


  Geneva chuckled and exchanged wry glances with Alice. “In for a penny, right? Lead on, Mr. MacAuley.”


  He did, placing her bag on the head table and sending a maid for hot water and soap. Other supplies were already laid out. “Sure of us, wasn’t he?” she whispered to Alice.


  “Mmm.” The older woman shot a glance that bordered on indecent at Rannulf’s back. “Still, he seems like a good man.”


  “That he does.” Geneva had yet to see anything not to like in the burly older man.


  Rannulf, or someone at his direction, had lined the patients up in order of need, meaning they saw the worst wounded first. A man named MacRae, game warden for the laird, had a festering cut on his arm that had been stitched by his wife, but not before infection had set in. “Healer said it wasn’t worth bothering with,” he grumbled as Geneva and Alice painstakingly cleaned the wound. He held still, fortified with a dram from Rannulf when Geneva rebandaged it with a poultice of bread mold, unstitched to let the toxins drain. “Can’t get close to them since this damn kraken business started.”


  “Come by the castle first thing in the morning,” she said. “I want to look at that arm one more time before I leave. I’ll leave instructions with Mr. MacAuley. Someone will help you take care of it after I’m gone.”


  “Thank ye, miss. Yer an angel, to be sure.” With a little help from another man, he made his way from the room.


  “And who do we have here?” Geneva knelt in front of the next patient, a boy of perhaps eight. His leg was propped up on the bench, his face flushed with pain.


  “David, miss,” his mother said. “He got knocked from the pier by the squid this afternoon and I think his ankle’s broke.”


  “Let’s have a look.” Geneva peeled back the shawl covering the boy’s leg and studied the bent and swollen ankle. “Yes, it certainly does look as if it’s broken.”


  “Will he be able to walk again?” Tears leaked down the mother’s face.


  “I’ll do my best. I’d like to give him a few drops of laudanum. This is going to hurt something awful when I set the bone. Alice, can you prepare a splint?”


  “Already working on it,” Alice said. “Here’s the laudanum and a spoon.”


  Geneva carefully measured the dose. On such a young child, the stuff could be deadly. After she’d given the medicine a few moments to work, she set the broken ankle and bound it tightly in the splint. “No walking on that at all for at least six weeks.”


  The huge oaken door to the castle slammed open. Two women, one in her forties and one perhaps twenty-five, stood in the entry way. The younger, a stunningly beautiful brunette, screamed, “What is the meaning of this?”


  Rannulf left Alice’s side to confront the two women. “We brought someone to help the wounded. Not that it’s anything to you.”


  The older one, still attractive although her hair was streaked with gray, shoved Rannulf back. “I am the healer for Torkholm. How dare you bring some foreign slut to take my place?”


  “I wasn’t aware that Edinburgh is considered a foreign country.” Geneva stood and crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at the intruders, her body blocking her young patient from them. “If you’re skilled and want to help, by all means do so. I’m not interested in taking over your position.”


  “You? Ha!” The younger woman spat. “We don’t help the likes of you, and we don’t need you here, either. Leave now, before the island itself curses your very bones.”


  Geneva felt the air for magick, and found a trace. The healers had some power, it seemed. On the off chance that they could truly curse her, she tried to remain polite. “As I said, I’m only here to help. I’m leaving tomorrow at first light.”


  “Ye’ll be gone now.” The older woman’s hands clenched into claws.


  “You’re too busy already, Edda,” one man called. “Those of us you don’t like are last in line. I’ve waited three days for you to see me. Be off, and leave the doctor to do her work.”


  “Doctor? Is that what they’re calling whores nowadays?” The older woman sneered.


  A child in the crowd began to cry, and something in Geneva snapped.


  “I don’t give a damn what you think of me.” She advanced on the women until she stood toe-to-toe with the younger. “You’re disturbing my patients. Get out of this room. Right. Now.” She poked the woman’s shoulder with each of the last two words before turning to Rannulf. “Get rid of them.”


  “Aye, Doctor.” He grinned broadly and began to peel the older woman’s fingertips from the door jamb, to her screeching fury.


  “I’ll go,” spat the younger. Her blue eyes glared daggers at Geneva. “Know this. Keep your hands off my fiancé. Touch him, and I’ll kill you myself.” On that, she whirled and left.


  Geneva shook her head and returned to her patients, forcing down her anger. Did she mean the laird? Was Magnus really betrothed to that shrew? She pitied him more for that than for his shattered hip.


  * * *


  Magnus heard his angel’s voice again. Who had his men brought in to tend him? Someone from the mainland. Her accent was all wrong for the Hebrides. Or was he still where he’d been before? Had he only dreamed the journey home and the battle that had greeted him on his return?


  “Magnus?” This time he knew the voice.


  “Rannulf?” His lips unglued before his eyelids did. A few seconds later he managed to blink, and the face of his uncle swam into view. “Home?”


  “Aye.” Rannulf helped Magnus sit and held a cup of water to his lips. “You’re back on Torkholm. You’ll be up and around in no time.”


  Magnus sipped at the cool liquid and sank back against the plump pillows behind his head. “Thank the gods. I thought it was over, when I realized I was away.”


  “It was a close call. If it hadn’t been for Dr. MacKay and Mrs. Alice taking such good care of you, you wouldn’t have made it.” Emotion they’d never express in words roughened the burr in Rannulf’s always raspy voice. “We owe them, lad. Owe them dearly.”


  “Aye. Send something.” Money wasn’t an issue. Magnus’s Norse ancestors had founded this island on plundered wealth, but subsequent generations had amassed a fortune through businesses and investments all over Britain. “Did we lose any men in that last attack?”


  “Not one—just a few bumps and bruises. As to a thank-you gift, well, we won’t need to send anything.” Rannulf’s blue eyes twinkled. “They’re both here. Right now they’re treating some of the other men wounded by that last kraken—much to the annoyance of Catriona and Edda.”


  “Bloody hell.” The mere idea of the affront taken by the island-bred herbalist and midwife made Magnus’s head ache. “Edda thinks we’ve gone too far by bringing gaslights and steam-powered pumps to the island. I’m surprised this doctor is still breathing.”


  “Aye. It wasn’t pretty, but I’d lay my money on the lowlander this time. Dr. MacKay put Edda in her place in no uncertain terms. Sent her and Catriona marching straight back to their cottage.”


  Magnus winced. “Quentin must have been thrilled.” His cousin had been one of Magnus’s closest friends since childhood, but he was moody at the best of times, and he didn’t take well to change. Most importantly, he was betrothed to Catriona.


  “Quentin was out checking on crofters, but I imagine he’ll be a bit upset when he hears.” Rannulf had a gift for understatement.


  “Obviously it’s a day for miracles. I look forward to meeting this doctor.” In truth, Magnus always looked forward to visitors, especially educated ones. It was nice to chat with people who saw the rest of the world. One could only get so much from days-old newspapers.


  “Orders were to fetch them when you woke up. I’ll go get the doctor now, and the nurse. Mrs. Alice worked with Miss Nightingale during the war. You were in good hands, lad.”


  Magnus hadn’t seen that particular light in the older man’s eyes in years. Not, in fact, since Rannulf’s wife had passed almost a decade earlier. Since the man was the closest thing Magnus had known to a father since he was ten, it meant a lot to see Rannulf smiling. “The nurse…is she pretty?”


  “Aye, pretty as can be and a widow. A mite old for the likes of you, though.” Rannulf’s grin twisted, a sure sign of mischief. “I’ll go get them and you can see for yourself.”


  What the devil was the old man up to—besides flirting with a pretty widow?


  Two minutes later, Magnus gaped as Rannulf introduced Dr. Geneva MacKay. What the hell was a tall, striking young woman doing holding a stethoscope to Magnus’s bare chest? Her hair brushed his chin and the scents of violets and carbolic acid tickled his nose.


  “I see you’ve improved greatly in just the last hour.” She straightened and smiled down at Magnus, her white teeth straight and even between plump, rosy lips. Her dark copper curls were pulled back into an unappealing knot at the back of her head, and her eyes, a warm hazel blend of greens and brown glinted with intelligence and humor.


  Part of Magnus that had no business stirring at all stood to attention. He sat up against the pillows, draping his forearms over his lap to hide his reaction. “You’re the quack?” This had to be a poor joke—perhaps Rodney or Catherine had put Rannulf up to it. His cousins had been trying to convince Magnus to marry for years.


  “I am, in fact. The card-carrying quack. There’s a photographic copy of my license in my bag, in case you’d care to check.” She spoke quickly, with the refined accents of the upper class as she peeled a bandage from his shoulder. “You wouldn’t be the first patient to require proof. Now let me see your hip. I had to reset the bone after they carried you in here.”


  “I most certainly will not.” He clutched the covers more tightly, not about to let a woman, younger than he from the looks of her, see his naked backside under these circumstances. “Rannulf can check it.”


  “Who do you think reset the bone six hours ago?” She glanced toward Rannulf and the nurse, who was perhaps in her forties, and trying a bit too obviously not to look at Magnus’s uncle. “I think our chaperones there will be sufficient to protect your virtue. Now move.”


  “I think they’re the ones who need chaperones.” He looked away as she peeled back the blanket. Her fingers were cool when she prodded the area above his hipbone. “Ow!”


  “It’s knitting remarkably quickly, but it hasn’t finished yet. At the rate you’re healing, I’d say you can probably get out of bed sometime tomorrow, and be back on your feet fully the day after.”


  “I’ve always been a fast healer,” he muttered into his pillow, trying not to panic. How much had she noticed? How much would her silence cost him?


  “Relax.” She laid one hand, not as smooth and soft as her voice, against his bare shoulder. “I’ll keep your secret, Lord Findlay. You’ve nothing to worry about from me or Alice.”


  “She’s got magick of her own,” Rannulf rumbled. “Can’t you feel it, son?”


  Like called to like. Magnus’s magick was simply what he was, not something he practiced but he did have a kind of knack for sensing other powers around him. Edda, the old healer and her daughter Cat both had a bit. Now that he concentrated, he could sense some in the doctor.


  “A natural healer? Convenient for a physician, I’d think.” Again, his words were muffled by the pillow beneath his face.


  “A bit, and yes, it helps. It’s mainly heightened senses and reflexes that run in my family,” she said. “Even that isn’t something we talk about either. I’d appreciate your silence in return for my own.”


  He owed her that and more. “Aye.” He yelped again when she prodded another wound.


  “Healing nicely, but don’t overdo it. Even with the magick, it’ll take some time until you’re at full strength again.” She stepped back from the bed and spoke to one of the others. “I’ve other patients waiting below. Send someone for me if he takes a bad turn during the night. If not, I’ll check back first thing tomorrow morning.”


  Magnus’s stomach rumbled. “Can you send someone up with some food? I could eat an entire cow, it seems.”


  Rannulf, the traitor, looked to the lass.


  She nodded. “If his stomach will keep it down, by all means, feed him. Start small and light, to make sure.”


  “Sensible, for a quack.” Not that Magnus had much of any experience with mainland doctors. He nodded to her as her hand hovered over the doorknob. “Thank you, Dr. MacKay. I’m told I owe you my life, and I’m inclined to believe it.”


  An odd expression flitted across her fair face. “I’m only doing my job, my lord. Now, try to get some sleep.”


  As weak as he was, Magnus knew he’d sleep as soon as he’d eaten and taken care of other needs—ones becoming more and more urgent. “Goodnight, Doctor. Nurse.” Hopefully they’d leave before he embarrassed himself.


  Rannulf ushered the women out and handed Magnus a bedpan. “Sorry, lad. No walking to the loo for you tonight.” He dealt with it afterward with no more embarrassment than when he’d changed Magnus’s nappies. “I’ll send someone up with a meal.”


  Magnus suffered through being fed with a spoon by one of the maids. He managed to get a bowl of soup and a piece of warm bread into his belly before nodding off. He couldn’t remember ever being this weak—either from his injuries themselves, or more likely, being away from Torkholm.


  It really was a miracle he’d survived.


  Aye, and that miracle had red hair and an acerbic tongue. In his dreams a bit later, she also had a pair of wings—and a pitchfork. When he woke, sweating and aroused, Magnus blamed the residual laudanum.


  * * *


  Sun glinted through mullioned glass windows, waking Geneva from a sound sleep. The guest chamber she’d been allotted at Torkholm Castle was luxurious and a glance at the clock showed she’d slept longer than she usually did. Yesterday had, to say the least, been an eventful day. She stood and stretched, before washing up in the adjacent bath. Even her grandparents hadn’t fitted out their castle—in the family since the Middle Ages—with private bath chambers for each guestroom, but here, a maid had assured her, such conveniences were the norm, as was a private ice-box and warming plate. Instead of having to ring for a maid, who would carry up a heavy, laden tray, she could fix her own tea and add fresh, cool milk right in her room. The laird was apparently a staunch advocate of modernization. She’d never seen someplace as remote and yet as advanced as this castle.


  A knock sounded on the connecting door as Geneva began to braid her hair in preparation for twisting it into its usual knot. Her thick, wavy mop was too unruly for any other style—at least one that could be considered even remotely professional.


  “Come in,” she called, around the hairpins stuck between her lips.


  Alice entered, looking as cheery and refreshed as Geneva felt. A rosy flush tinted her cheeks. “I’ve already spoken to Rannulf. The laird is up and about, already down in the great hall, talking to some of the villagers.”


  Geneva pulled the pins from between her lips and dropped them on the dressing table. “That idiot. I said he could get out of bed today, not tramp up and down flights of stairs.”


  Alice took the dish of hairpins—not including the ones from Geneva’s mouth—and brushed Geneva’s hands aside to pin up the heavy braid. “He seems fully recovered to me. I know you’re familiar with magick, but I’ve never seen the like before.”


  It was a luxury to have someone help with her hair, so Geneva closed her eyes and enjoyed it. When she visited her family, there were ladies’ maids for such things, but in Edinburgh, her only staff was Elspeth in the surgery and a daily housekeeper. “I’ll chase him back to bed, never fear. Before we leave, I want to check on a few of our other patients, if you don’t mind. I didn’t like the look of Ian MacRae’s arm, did you? Hopefully, it won’t go to gangrene.”


  “I’m in no rush to get home, and I agree about Mr. MacRae. There’s also the lad with the broken leg—perhaps we could stop by his cottage.” Alice added one last pin and patted Geneva’s hair. “There, you’re done. I wish I had your curls. Mine is so straight even curling tongs don’t work.”


  “While I’ve been envying your silky smooth locks.” Geneva’s newfound friendship with Alice was an unexpected benefit to this trip. It still astounded her that the woman had once considered marrying Geneva’s father. “Rannulf seems to like the way you look, at any rate. Are you thinking of seeing him again after we leave?”


  Alice shrugged. “I doubt it. He lives here, after all, and it’s quite a trip. If he stopped to call sometime when he’s on Mull, however, I wouldn’t turn him from my door.”


  “Or your bed?”


  Alice’s face pinkened again. “Perhaps not. I’ve been widowed a long time.”


  Geneva put her arm around the other woman’s waist. “Good for you. Now make sure he’s invited to visit, before we leave today.”


  


  Chapter Four


  They chose to bypass the lift and walk down the marble stairs to the great hall, where breakfast was served. Perhaps ten people sat in groups of two or three at the long trestle tables, with Magnus and Rannulf at the head of the U-shaped arrangement. Geneva marched to the laird, who sat in state, a plate piled high with eggs and kippers and steak in front of him. As she approached, he stopped gesturing and stood, pulling out the chair beside his. Geneva sank into it, nodding at the maid who hurried up with fresh coffee.


  “You look like a medieval warlord surveying his domain.” Geneva shook her head. He seemed healthy enough, although dark shadows still rimmed his eyes. “You’re supposed to be upstairs today, recuperating.”


  “I needed my people to see me,” he said in a tone so low, only she could hear it. “They had to know I was recovered.”


  “You aren’t recovered yet. If I looked at your wounds, I’d find that not all of them are healed. Am I right?”


  He tipped his head. “Perhaps.”


  “And your hip is aching, is it not?”


  “Aye.” He glowered. “But I’m hale enough to dine with my family and friends.”


  As he was sitting there eating enough food for a regiment, she could hardly argue. His blond hair was shining and clean for the first time since she’d met him, and again, he made her think of a Viking from legend. Of course the Hebrides had a strong Norse influence historically. There was no doubt Magnus was descended from Scandinavian stock.


  She helped herself to some eggs and ham from the heated platters on the table, and thanked the maid who brought the tea. An automated toast rack caught her attention and she smiled. “Wherever did you find that? My grandfather would love one. My sister, however, would insist on disassembling it to see how it works, putting it back together with added functions.”


  “My cousin Rodney sent it from New York. My friends and family know I appreciate innovation. Since I cannot leave Torkholm to see the world, they do their best to bring the world to me.” Magnus gave her a smile that melted her to her toes. “You’ve an interesting family of your own, it seems. One sister studies medicine, and the other is a tinkerer. Any others? A general, perhaps? An aunt who’s a blacksmith?”


  She began to bristle, but caught the twinkle of humor in his eyes. “No, I’ve only the one sister—and she’s an engineer and inventor, recently finished at Lovelace College. No aunts at all that I know of, nor cousins either. I do have a friend who’s a rather famous photographer—Amélie, Lady Lake.” The Canadian-born artist had married a scion of the Order a few years back, and her unconventional profession had made her a quick favorite among the wives and daughters of other Knights.


  “Ah, I have a copy of her book. Brilliant work, particularly her landscapes. I’m sure the portraits of the Royal children were more lucrative, though.”


  “Having the Queen in her corner made it much easier for her to continue working after her marriage without risking social ruin.” Being the daughter-in-law of the Duke of Trowbridge, head of the Order, hadn’t hurt either. A future duchess could be allowed certain eccentricities.


  “Tell me, how does a lass who’s friends with a marchioness end up a Highland doctor? Shouldn’t you be in London, enjoying the social whirl and finding a husband?” His smile let her know he was teasing, so she resisted the urge to slug him as she would have her brother.


  Instead she swallowed a mouthful of ham and shrugged. “I love what I do, and my parents were good enough to allow me to study medicine and support my decision. My practice is in Edinburgh, but Alice is a…friend of my family and she asked me to come.”


  “She’s the one who pulled me off the beach?”


  “Her servant did, but she’s the one who stabilized you until I arrived to set the bones.” A short while later, Quentin joined them, along with Alice and Rannulf. Talk turned to the kraken and Geneva looked at the laird. “You seem to be an educated man, Lord Findlay. Why do you think these sea creatures are suddenly behaving so oddly?”


  “He knows why.” Quentin scowled. “He just refuses to admit it.”


  “Really?” Geneva studied their faces, Quentin’s drawn into a sullen sneer, while Magnus’s went taut, his full lips pressed into a thin line, his jaw locked. “What could possibly be the cause?”


  “’Tis the magick,” Quentin said. “They’ve told you more than they should, you may as well hear the rest. The power of Torkholm is angry that the laird has given it no heir.”


  Goodness. Geneva sat back in her chair. Given what she’d already seen his native magick do, wreaking havoc didn’t seem outside the realm of possibility, but something didn’t ring true. “Why would the magick risk the life of the one person it’s supposed to protect?”


  “Aye, that’s what I said.” Magnus stood and poured himself more coffee from the heated urn on a sideboard. Despite his protests, his movements were strained. His hip was hurting. “I know my duty, Quentin, but ’tis a little difficult to meet potential brides when I cannot leave my island.”


  Wasn’t he marrying the shrew? Interesting. She filed that away for future consideration.


  “Marrying a mainlander worked so well the first time, laird, that you’d care to repeat it?”


  “Well, perhaps I won’t marry at all.” Magnus shrugged. “I have an heir, if it comes down to it. You.”


  Quentin turned an alarming shade of purple. “And I told you, the magick isn’t in me. I’d know if it was. You need to marry, and you need to marry an islander. Soon.”


  “Enough!” Magnus’s roar silenced every voice in the vast hall, and all eyes turned toward the head table.


  “’Tis none of your concern, Quentin. Haven’t you work to be doing? All of you?” He stared pointedly around the room. “Finish your breakfast and be about your business. Doctor, if you’d come with me, please? I’ve something I want to ask you about.”


  “Of course.” She eyed her half-eaten breakfast and sighed, but blotted her lips and fingers with her napkin. She’d get a snack later.


  Alice raised a questioning eyebrow, but made no move to stop Geneva from going off with her patient. Geneva followed him, curiosity making her more docile than normal. If in addition to watching his limp, she snuck a glance or two at the muscular calves showing beneath his kilt, who could blame her? She was a red-blooded woman after all, even if she’d devoted her life to her profession rather than marriage.


  “Tell me, Doctor, what do you think of Torkholm Castle?”


  Geneva muffled a sigh of relief when Magnus led her to the hydraulic lift, rather than stubbornly taking the stairs back to his chamber on the third floor. “I think it’s magnificent. You’ve managed to integrate the best of modern conveniences without damaging the character of the structure. I’m almost surprised you don’t have a teletext cable installed.”


  He grinned, giving his gaunt features a decidedly boyish cast. “The cables are to be laid from Tiree later this summer. We had to delay it due to the kraken attacks.”


  The steam-powered elevator creaked and wheezed before the iron grate opened. Once inside, Magnus leaned heavily against the wall, confirming her suspicions that he’d pressed his body too hard.


  “That’s too bad. Once you gave us your name, I was able to find out where you lived, but we hadn’t had time to send out a boat yet. It would have been nice to get your men to Alice’s sooner.”


  “Aye.” His gaze seemed to examine her, and her skin flushed hot under his regard. “How’d you find out where I lived?”


  “Debrett’s,” she said. “Your clothes and sword were too fine for you to be a peasant. Once you gave us your name, I teletexted someone to look it up.”


  “Clever lass. Did I say anything else while I was dreaming?”


  “Only that you wanted to come home.”


  “Aye. Thank you, again, for seeing to it.” After a moment’s awkward pause, he said, “Rannulf tells me you’ve been treating some of my people. How do they fare?”


  “Most are coming along fine. There are a few I’d like to see again this morning. Your healers seem a bit overwhelmed, though they denied it.”


  He scowled. “I’ll be having a talk with Edda. In a community this size, every last man, woman and child is important. Your help is more than welcome.”


  “I’m glad to have been of assistance.” She gave him a rundown of the patients she’d treated the day before, withholding names and other personal matters. “No deaths from yesterday’s attack. That’s something to be glad of.”


  “I’ve plenty to be happy for,” he said. “I’m sorry that Edda caused you grief.”


  “Is Edda the middle-aged woman, or the younger?” The older one had been a self-righteous crone, but the younger—Geneva winced at the memory of the words the black-haired bitch had called her as she stormed out the door.


  “Edda’s the mother, Catriona the daughter.”


  It was Catriona, then, who claimed to be his future bride. “I imagine both of them are far from pleased with me.”


  “No doubt.” Magnus’s grin melted something in Geneva’s chest. “It wouldn’t please Cat to have another beautiful young woman on the island. She likes to think of herself as the crown jewel of Torkholm.”


  Geneva flushed. He thought her beautiful? It was probably only gratitude for her helping save his life. She was too tall, too red, too brusque for beauty, although she didn’t think she was a gorgon, either. The lift shuddered to a halt and Magnus stunned her by leaning heavily on her shoulder for the short walk to his bedroom. “Thank you again.”


  She helped him out of his kilt and boots before he got into bed. It was hard to be impersonal and professional with his big, warm body pressed against her, smelling of soap and masculinity.


  He groaned with relief when she tucked the covers around his waist. “I’ll not be disobeying you again for a few more hours at least. The bones have knit together, but they still hurt like the devil.”


  “You don’t need me to tell you that you’re lucky to be alive at all.”


  “No, though there’ve been times I wished this place would let me go.” He reached out and caught her hand. “Will you do me one more favor, Doctor? Will you stay awhile? Take care of my people until I can find a way to be rid of this menace? The squid cannot reach the castle. You’ll be safe here, away from the shore.”


  “I have a practice in Edinburgh—patients who depend upon me.” Even as she protested, she knew she was going to stay. In Edinburgh, there were other doctors. Here there were only two overburdened folk healers. Added to that, there was Magnus himself—a man who fired all her curiosity. He was likely destined to marry the healer, which meant she couldn’t let her absurd attraction for him go anywhere, but despite his size and power as a warrior, she felt oddly protective of the man. Finally, she nodded. “I’ll need to let people know. Perhaps someone can take me to Tiree to send some teletexts?”


  “The boats are too dangerous. Write down what you need to send and I’ll have one of the men take it. Do you think your friend will mind staying? I’d not like to risk her in the boats either.”


  A small chuckle escaped Geneva’s throat. “I think your uncle could convince Alice to remain here on a permanent basis if he half tried.”


  “Aye, I was thinking the same. He could use someone of his own. His children live on the mainland, and his wife’s been gone for twenty years.”


  “Alice’s husband has been dead for some time too, I believe. Tell me something. According to Debrett’s, you’ve no living relatives. On the other hand, Rannulf called himself your uncle and Quentin claims to be your cousin.” Clan relationships could be convoluted, but it had been nagging at her since she’d met the two men. Rannulf certainly seemed fond enough to be a parent to Magnus.


  “Rannulf was my mother’s half brother, born on the wrong side of the blanket, so bloody Debrett’s doesn’t acknowledge him. Quentin is a third or fourth cousin, I think. In a clan, everyone’s related to one degree or another.” Magnus blinked his eyes open as they sagged.


  Geneva squeezed his hand. “Time for you to rest, my lord. I’ll speak to Alice about staying awhile. For now, I’ll go see to your men.” She pulled the drapes shut as she exited the room.


  * * *


  Another kraken attack occurred that afternoon. This squid was smaller and quickly subdued, but two men were still hurt. After they’d discussed the matter, Geneva and Alice agreed to stay. Two men set off in a fast skiff to send her messages—one to her father and one to Dr. MacLeod in Edinburgh. They were also picking up mail and supplies for the island, Rannulf assured her, things that had been delayed while all hands were out searching for the laird. No one was risking his life just to send her teletexts.


  Since they were staying on, Geneva and Alice had been given a more private room for their makeshift surgery. It was a relief not to see patients in the great hall. A sunny sitting room, in a more modern part of the castle, had been hastily rearranged with a firm bed, a sturdy table and a cupboard full of clean sheets and other supplies. French doors opened directly to the gardens, meaning patients wouldn’t have to tramp all the way through the castle to see them.


  After patching up the two men injured in the most recent attack, Geneva had to reluctantly turn away a patient whose clockwork foot had malfunctioned. Magnus needed an engineer as well as a doctor, it seemed. She sat at the small desk in the room to write up her notes while Alice rearranged the supply cupboard to her satisfaction.


  A tap sounded on the glass door, and Geneva looked up to see a maid with a tea tray standing outside. The brisk breeze blew her skirts, but that didn’t explain the look of worry on the young woman’s face.


  Geneva hastened to open the door. “Thank you. Couldn’t you have come through the castle?”


  The maid flushed and set the tray down on the desk. “I didn’t want to run into Mrs. Campbell.”


  Geneva raised one eyebrow. The housekeeper hadn’t been particularly friendly since Geneva’s run-in with the local healers the previous day, but she wouldn’t be likely to deny them tea.


  “This isn’t part of what I usually do.” The girl was short and plump, with the fair hair and blue eyes common on the island. “It’s just—I wanted to see you. Mrs. Campbell is kin to Edda, and if she finds out…” She twisted her fingers in her apron.


  Geneva eased the maid into a chair and sat facing her, motioning to Alice to close the curtains. “If she found out what?”


  “I think I might be—that is…” She took a deep gulp and looked up into Geneva’s eyes. Terror registered in her expression. “I think I’m increasing.”


  Time to slow down before the poor girl panicked completely. Geneva caught the girl’s hand. “Very well. Let’s start with an easy question, shall we? What’s your name?”


  “Flora, miss—I mean Doctor.”


  “Either one is fine, Flora. You can even call me Geneva if that’s easier. Now, tell me what leads you to believe you’re expecting.”


  She tightened her fingers on Geneva’s. “I haven’t—my courses are late.”


  “How late? When was the last time?”


  “Two months.” Flora’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I’m a good girl, Dr. Geneva, but… Dugall and I were going to be married.”


  “Now you’re not?” A baby might change that circumstance swiftly enough.


  “He was lost in one of the kraken attacks. At first I prayed he was only swept away, like the laird, and we’d find him again. It’s been a week now, so I have to accept that he’s gone for good.”


  “Dear lord, you poor girl.” Alice bustled over and poured the girl one of the cups from the tea tray. “Do you have family? Will they be understanding?”


  Flora shook her head. “I’ve no one. My ma died last year. Mrs. Campbell will turn me off in a heartbeat if she even thinks I might be carrying. Where will I go?”


  “If it comes to that, we’ll think of something.” Alice patted Flora’s hand.


  “Meanwhile, let’s see what we can see, shall we?” Geneva gave Flora her brightest smile. “Sometimes our bodies shut down for a while for any number of reasons. It might not be a baby.” This far along, she’d be able to tell with a physical examination.


  “I haven’t been sick,” Flora said as she took off her high-button shoes and lay back on the bed. “But I don’t feel normal either. Sleepy mostly, and wanting to cry all the time. That’s over Dugall.”


  “It can also be a symptom of pregnancy.” Geneva eased up the girl’s skirts, glad Flora didn’t wear a corset. While Geneva performed the examination, she continued to ask Flora questions about her symptoms, sleeping habits and such. A few minutes later, she stepped back and washed her hands in the adjacent water closet. When she returned, Flora had restored her clothing and was sitting up, waiting for the verdict.


  Geneva nodded. “I don’t know whether to say I’m sorry or congratulations, but you’re definitely with child. Probably around February.”


  Tears slipped down Flora’s cheeks, but she took a deep breath and firmed her chin. “It’s good. I’m glad Dugall left me a babe. I’ll find some way to support us. Thank you.”


  “You’ll come back to Mull with me,” Alice said. “My housekeeper is getting on. She could use someone younger to lend a hand and learn the job.”


  “As long as things are going well, you can work until the last month or thereabouts,” Geneva said, blessing Alice for her compassion. “No heavy lifting, mind you. I’m afraid you will have to talk to Mrs. Campbell.” Unfortunately, the girl’s story was common enough. A woman caught having intercourse out of wedlock was considered a strumpet, while a man would be cheered on. It was ridiculous, of course, but the housekeeper was liable to be entirely set in her ways. Perhaps Rannulf or Magnus could help.


  “I will, Miss Geneva. I’ll do whatever it takes to protect my babe.”


  Geneva helped her down from the high mattress. “I’ll put in a word with the laird. Perhaps he’ll be able to give you some kind of pension, in Dugall’s name.”


  Flora gasped. “Suky MacRae said ye were an angel come to bless us. ’Tis true, every word.” With that, she ran from the room.


  * * *


  “You said what?” Magnus roared at the doctor who stood in his chamber, looking perfectly calm while he paced—barefoot—up and down his carpet.


  Geneva crossed her arms under her impressive bust line. Her eyes flashed. “I told her I’d speak with you. You can’t really mean to let your housekeeper turn the girl away with no way to make a living for herself and her child.”


  “Of course not. Dugall was a Findlay, for God’s sake. One of my kin.” He’d been a good fisherman and a bright lad. Magnus had entertained high hopes for him, expecting the boy to captain one of the boats in time. “I’ll instruct Mrs. Campbell not to let her go.”


  “That would be a start. Thank you.” Geneva tipped her head. “In the meantime, can I ask to have her assigned to assist Alice and myself? That way I could keep my eye on her and be sure her duties aren’t too taxing.”


  “Were you not already given a ladies’ maid?” Normally one of the servants would immediately be assigned to a guest of any importance. What had Mrs. Campbell been thinking? More than likely it was just a show of support for her sister Edda. Well, Magnus could put a stop to that as well as making sure she didn’t turn off the maid. The castle staff was usually Rannulf’s arena, but Magnus would handle this personally.


  “No.” Geneva shrugged. “Apparently, a mere physician doesn’t qualify as a lady.”


  “Ballocks.” Her breeding was evident in every line of her imperious posture. “Mrs. MacDonald is an officer’s widow, and I’ll wager your father is an esquire at the very least.”


  A tiny smile quirked the corner of her mouth. “A Knight, actually. Sir Fergus MacKay, if you please. My grandfather, Sir William, is a baronet.”


  “I knew it.” Magnus held up his palms in a gesture of defeat. “I’ll see to the maid, and have a talk with Dugall’s da. We might be able to come up with something more permanent for the girl. Now, can I have my shoes back, or must I go down to supper barefoot?” Between her and his uncle, they’d confiscated every last piece of footwear Magnus owned in an effort to keep him trapped in his room.


  The daft woman had the temerity to laugh. “Fine. You’re recovered enough to sup downstairs. I’ll have Rannulf return your shoes and boots.”


  “No need. I know where he put them.” It was Magnus’s turn to laugh. “Rannulf’s chamber is right across the hall. Nonetheless, you were right. I needed to rest and let the magick do its work, so I stayed put and didn’t let on that I know his hiding places. Now, how would you like a look around my castle?”


  “As long as you don’t overtire yourself, I’d love it. I haven’t had the grand tour yet as I didn’t want to be a third wheel with Rannulf and Alice.”


  “I’m thinking they’re in need of a chaperone.” Magnus padded barefoot across the hall to his uncle’s room, where he found a small trunk full of his boots and shoes exactly where he’d expected it—in the box beneath the window seat. “He’s been hiding things there every Christmas since I was a lad.”


  “What about your parents?” She gazed out the window while he pulled on a pair of comfortable old boots. “I’ve wondered about that. If the island’s magick keeps you alive, how is it that your father is gone? In fact, how is it that you’re not overrun with all of your ancestors?”


  “It isn’t all-powerful.” He shrugged and took her arm, feeling more himself now that he was fully clad. “As you saw. The magick seems to wane with age, and doesn’t work against all sickness. My grandfather developed consumption in his later years. I can be killed outright, too, same as any man. My parents drowned when I was ten, on an afternoon sail. When they found my da’s body, his skull was caved in. He’d have died in a moment, with no time for the power to mend him.”


  “I’m sorry. Rannulf raised you?” She squeezed her fingers where they rested on his forearm.


  “Aye. His wife had passed a year earlier in childbirth, so Rannulf moved into the castle with his two offspring.”


  “You have first cousins?”


  “Aye, but closer to brother and sister. Catherine is a wee bit younger than me. She lives in Glasgow with her husband now, and Rodney, a year my elder, is my agent in London. He travels all around the world, keeping track of the clan’s business interests.” Magnus didn’t say how much he’d envied Rodney his chance to see the world.


  “You must miss them. I know I do my siblings when we’re apart.”


  “Aye. I do, but they visit when they can. You mentioned a sister. Are there even more of you at home?”


  “Three of us, all out on our own. I’m the eldest, then Connor, and Melody’s the baby. Connor works with our father, in—service to the Crown. Melody is the engineer I told you about.”


  “Service to the Crown? Sounds important.”


  “It is, but we don’t speak of it,” she said.


  “Then we shan’t.” He led her through the family portrait gallery, pointing out ancestors and telling outrageous tall tales about them. After viewing several of the unoccupied suites on this level, he led her up to the parapets, bypassing the fourth floor and the nursery. He hadn’t looked at that in four years and wouldn’t begin now.


  Once out on the castle ramparts, she looked around with all the wonder of a child sighting a candy store. “Oh, my lord, this is beautiful.”


  “Were you talking to me or to God?” Odd, how much he relaxed around Geneva, to the point of feeling at ease teasing her a little.


  “To you, although the other would work. What a magnificent view of your island.”


  “Aye. It is at that.” He looked out over the familiar rolling hillsides and rocky shoreline that made up his prison and his home, all rolled into one. “If you call me Magnus, it’ll avoid any confusion.”


  “Aye, it would.” She mimicked his Highland burr and chuckled. “I’m Geneva. There’s no point standing on ceremony with someone who’s seen your bare backside, is there?”


  “It does seem unfair. You really ought to let me take a look at yours in return.” Magnus stopped, stunned at having voiced such a crass sentiment aloud—and to a lady at that.


  Geneva blinked. After a moment, she laughed, deep and hearty. “Very nicely played, my lord Magnus. Except I think there’s a pretty island healer who might object if I did.”


  He shrugged. “She’s no call to object. She likes being the belle of the island, but it’s Quentin she’s betrothed to.”


  “Oh.” She chuckled again. “Well, I misunderstood that part of her rant. On the other hand, she still doesn’t seem any too fond of modern science, including the medical profession.”


  “Well, that’s her problem, isn’t it? I’ve enough of my own to worry about.”


  “You have no idea what’s causing the kraken to attack.”


  “No.” He shook his head. “Quentin has a few. The magick is angry, he says, about my modern inventions, and because I’ve not taken another bride.”


  “How long ago did you lose your wife?” She looked away, out across the sea, but there was a wealth of compassion in her husky tone. Not pity—he hated that. Somehow Geneva made it seem as if she genuinely cared. Likely that was the gift that made her such a good physician.


  “Four years.” Magnus turned away from her, looking out over a different wall. When it came to Isobel, his emotions were unstable, to say the least.


  A soft hand touched his shoulder. “How did she die?”


  “Childbirth.” He gave a rusty laugh. “Her father claims I killed her, and I suppose I did. She begged me to take her to the mainland for the birth, to the doctor who’d treated her since childhood. Unfortunately, I cannot leave Torkholm, and for the magick to take, my son needed to be born on the isle.”


  “She had to have known that before she married you. Surely you could have brought a doctor here?” Her hand slid down to rest on his on the crenellation in front of them.


  “I offered, but she went a little mad, I think. A month before the child was due, Isobel jumped from the balcony off our bedchamber.”


  She inhaled sharply and her fingers tightened around his. “Good heavens, I’m sorry.”


  He shrugged. “Oddly enough, the fall didn’t kill her, but it did set off labor, and the birthing went poorly. Edda tried to save the babe, but the lad never took a breath.” Magnus paused a moment, his jaw tight as he fought to steady himself. “Now you know why so many in my clan want me to choose a bride from Torkholm—one who won’t go mad being trapped here the rest of her life.”


  “It wasn’t your fault, Magnus.” Her voice was strong, fierce. “I assume she agreed to stay here before you were married. Sometimes the brain is a strange thing. One tiny blood vessel can rupture and destroy everything that makes us who we are. Or, during pregnancy, the chemicals in the bloodstream can cause strange fancies. I’ve seen how you care about your people. I can’t believe you were any less concerned with your own wife and child.”


  “I did my best. ’Twasn’t a love match, but I honored her. Sent for anything she desired.”


  “How did you meet her in the first place? From what you say, you’ve been laird since you were a child. You can’t have left, not even for school or the usual Grand Tour.”


  “No. I haven’t been farther than Mull since I was five years old. My mum took me to Skye once, to see her kin for a night. That was the farthest I’ve ever been.” He settled against the parapet and drew her hand more firmly into his, lacing their fingers together. It had been such a long time since he’d had someone he could talk to, other than Rannulf who felt as much guilt as he did. “Isobel was a schoolmate of Catherine, my cousin. Catherine brought her home for a visit one summer, along with a few other friends. She hoped that I’d be interested in one of the girls.”


  “And you were.”


  “Aye. Isobel was a good lass.” The memories hurt less than he’d expected, as if the mere act of telling the tale relegated it to the past, where it belonged. “I liked her a great deal. She was clever, you see. Quick witted and full of plans. Much of the modernization here was her idea. Half the time she could beat me at chess. Yet, in the end, being a baroness didn’t make up for the loneliness of being trapped here. Torkholm wasn’t enough. She’d decided to go to London for the Season, before she learned she was increasing.”


  “She was unhappy about the pregnancy.”


  “Aye and nay. She wanted children, or at least, she said she did. Just not quite then. ’Twas me who couldn’t wait. Planning for the bairn felt like Christmas and my birthday all rolled into one. I couldn’t wait to see if it was a boy or girl, fair or dark.” His desire had killed her, plain and simple.


  “You wanted a family of your own, to help make up for losing your parents so young.”


  “Another clever lass,” he grumbled. “But aye, I suppose that’s true.”


  “Let go of the guilt. It wasn’t your fault. I’ve seen such horrible things, even in my few years as a doctor. No one can ever fully predict the behavior of another. You couldn’t have known she’d take her own life, and the child’s along with her. It’s time to forgive yourself.”


  “See? Clever.” He pulled her more snugly against him, bending his head to brush his lips across her forehead. “Thank you for listening to my ramblings.”


  She reached up and touched a finger to his cheek. “You’re welcome.”


  He couldn’t help himself. He kissed her.


  Her lips were soft, but sure. One strong, slender arm came up to clutch his shoulder and hold him in place as she returned the caress.


  Her touch was a benediction—like the heavens giving him permission to move forward with his life. He drank her in, enjoying the soft press of her strong, lush curves against his chest. One hand tangled in her hair, the other dropped down to her backside, and pulled her even closer. She opened her lips and he swept his tongue inside, lost in sensation.


  A loud cough jolted him back down to earth. “They’re waiting for you at the table.”


  Magnus looked at Quentin’s disapproving scowl over Geneva’s shoulder. “We’ll be down in a moment. Go tell Cook we’re on our way.”


  “Aye, my lord.” With a snapped salute, Magnus’s closest friend whirled and stormed inside.


  Magnus winced. “He won’t say a word. On my honor.” He bent to help Geneva pick up the hairpins he’d dislodged. Her wild mahogany curls danced in the breeze.


  “I’m not worried about it. I’m a bit too old to give a rip about my reputation.”


  “As old as that?” He caught a stray tress and handed over a pin at a time.


  “I’m eight-and-twenty, which puts me firmly on the shelf.” She managed to do a creditable job containing her hair, given the wind and lack of a mirror.


  “You’re still younger than me. I turned thirty last month.” He stroked her throat with one hand. “I’d apologize, but I’m not sorry at all.”


  Her eyes gleamed up at him. “Neither am I.”


  Then he said the words that chipped away another piece of his soul. “Never worry, though. I won’t ask you to stay. I know you’ve a life out there in the world.”


  


  Chapter Five


  Geneva didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at Magnus’s grim comment before he escorted her down the steps. On the one hand, she didn’t take well to being dismissed. On the other, he was being more than a little presumptuous. Stay? Here? With no shops or theaters or even teletext? Heaven forbid. She wasn’t about to get all starry-eyed over a simple kiss—even if there hadn’t been anything simple about it.


  They paused in a washroom on the fourth floor before making their way to the lift for the rest of the trip. After fixing her hair and splashing cold water on her face, she looked presentable enough to face the world, even if she felt anything but.


  “You were right about the view from the parapet. It is quite spectacular,” she said to Alice as she accepted a bowl of soup from a footman. “The weather here is balmy compared to Edinburgh.”


  “Warm ocean currents,” Magnus said, sitting beside her. “The Gulf Steam brings us clement weather all the way from the Americas.”


  Alice spoke to Magnus but beamed at Rannulf. “You’re very educated for having never gone to school. You must have had excellent tutors.”


  Geneva stifled a smile and saw Magnus do the same. “I did. My uncle made sure I never lacked for anything mere money could bring to our island. In fact, I did go to school. We have a small one here that all the children attend, along with a few from nearby islands who board in the village. Some, like Quentin here, even go on to university straightaway.”


  Determined to be polite, Geneva turned to Quentin. “Where did you study? It must have been quite an adjustment after living your whole life on Torkholm.” That was an assumption, she realized as she said the words. She knew very little about Magnus’s cousin and man of business—except that he didn’t seem to approve of her.


  “St. Andrews.” His tone was curt, almost dismissive, but stopping just short of being rude. “Yes, it was a change, and not a good one. I much prefer being at home.”


  A man—a crofter, perhaps, based on his unkempt appearance—scurried into the hall, his hat in his quivering hands. “There’s an airship coming, my laird. I saw it from the north pasture.” The words fairly exploded from his mouth.


  “That’s the highest ground on the island besides the castle,” Magnus said under his breath. “Slow down, Evan. Are you sure this airship is headed here and not passing over?”


  The man shook his head. “Can’t be going anywhere else, not on that heading. ’Tisn’t big enough to be bound for America.”


  Magnus quirked an eyebrow at Geneva as he stood. “Just what did you put in those teletexts you sent?”


  “What makes you think it has anything to do with me?” She set down her soup spoon and rose to her feet. The Order did have several small dirigibles. It was entirely likely her father had sent an actual Order employee to investigate the kraken attacks, and to look after Geneva.


  “Merely a guess,” he muttered before turning to his uncle. “Rannulf, keep the women and children here in the hall. Evan, you run and tell the crofters to take cover. Quentin, round up the warriors and come with me. The north pasture is the most likely place for an airship to set down.”


  “I’m coming with you.” Geneva followed Magnus from the table, not surprised when he ducked into the armory for his pistol and sword. “If it does have to do with me, I should be there.”


  “And if ’tis another attack?” He gave her an imperious stare that probably sent most of his people running to do his bidding.


  Geneva rather wanted to kiss it into a smile, but now was not the time. “Give me one of those pistol belts. I know how to use them.”


  “Aye, she does.” Rannulf spoke from behind them. “Doubt you remember much about the attack while we were on the way back from Mull, lad, but she’s the one who shot the beast in the eye.”


  Magnus studied her with a gleam of speculation in his eyes, but handed her a belt with two revolvers. “If there’s trouble, get under cover as quick as you can. We need a doctor more than we need another gun.”


  “Of course.” She wasn’t stupid and had no intention of taking unnecessary risks. “Shall we go?”


  The walk to the pasture took only a few minutes, and by the time they reached the flat grassy plain, the sounds of an airship’s propellers roared in her ears. The sheep had wisely scattered, and Magnus’s warriors took up positions behind tall granite standing stones, arranged in a circle at least a hundred yards in diameter around the pasture. A few others found places in nearby trees. Magnus, flanked by Quentin and Geneva, waited by a flat stone set a few feet inside the circle, near the southern border of the field. Geneva felt power hum through the granite at her back. This would be the heart of Torkholm’s magick—the area had almost certainly been sacred in ancient times, and had been carefully tended since to keep the power flowing, strong and true. Faded bronze stains marked the surface of the stone, and she spared a hope that the blood sacrifices held here were all long in the past.


  As the airship approached, she recognized the vessel and tugged on Magnus’s sleeve. “My father,” she shouted. “Or someone sent by him.”


  Magnus nodded and took his hand off the hilt of his sword, though he kept it on his hip, at the ready. The airship touched down and Geneva muffled a groan. Her father was not standing on the deck. That was some blessing, given the rampant attraction between her and Magnus, which she didn’t even think a doting papa could miss. The two figures who waited by the rail were almost as unwelcome.


  Geneva waved at the two young men to signal she was fine and not being held under duress. Magnus lifted a brow. “My brother and a friend.”


  Tom Devere, the youngest Knight in the Order, at a year Connor’s junior, and his closest friend, deployed the gangplank and clambered down, her brother at his heels. Both heavily armed men strode straight for Geneva and Magnus.


  “Halt!” A high-pitched shriek tore through the pasture, loud enough to be heard over the idling dirigible. Catriona ran into the circle, waving her arms, her raven tresses blowing in the wind of the rotors. “Away, you defilers.”


  “This is sacred land.” Her mother, of course, wasn’t far behind—and the older woman held a deadly looking blunderbuss, pointed right at Connor. “Be gone.”


  “Edda, put down the weapon. These are invited guests.” Magnus eyed Connor and Tom. “Mr. MacKay, could you see your way to moving that airship to the park behind the castle? This circle is indeed considered holy.”


  Connor glanced at Geneva, who nodded. No doubt, he felt the power of the place as she did. He gestured and Tom ran back to the ship, one eye still on Edda and her antiquated gun. At least now she pointed it at the ground instead of at Connor’s chest. As the airship lifted off, Magnus strode forward, his hand extended. “You’ll explain to me why they’re here,” he said to Geneva, who kept pace beside him.


  “I have no idea.” She introduced the two men as soon as the dirigible was far enough away that she could be heard at less than a shout. “Well, little brother, what brings you here?” Other than her father not trusting her to handle the investigation on her own.


  “Besides an airship?”


  Magnus’s chest rumbled, but Geneva couldn’t tell if it was a growl or a chuckle at her brother’s flippancy.


  Connor sobered. “Father thought you might be able to use some help with the kraken problem. We’ve brought along some new weapons that needed testing.”


  “Your father runs an arms factory?” Magnus asked. “Or does he work with the War Office?”


  Geneva squirmed. “No, he…um…works with the Home Office, sometimes. Connor and Tom work with him. Testing new guns wouldn’t be outside the realm of their usual duties.”


  Magnus thought for a moment and then nodded his head. “Welcome to Torkholm, Sir Connor. Do you plan to keep that airship here, or is it leaving?”


  Connor was still young enough to flush. “Staying, my lord. If you don’t mind that is. The two crewmen are good fighters and the pilot…” He trailed off.


  “Oh, bother.” Geneva squeezed her eyes shut. “Tell me Mel isn’t the pilot.”


  “I won’t, but you’ll see soon enough that she is. Wink is here too. The new guns are her inventions and she wants to see them in action.”


  “Lass?” Again, Magnus looked to Geneva for translation.


  She sighed. “Mel is our younger sister, Melody MacKay. I mentioned that she was an engineer, right? Airships are her specialty.”


  “Aye. The other?”


  “Wink. The Honorable Miss Winifred Hadrian. She’s Melody’s closest friend, and an inventor. I’m not surprised that if the…if my father has a new weapon, Wink is the mastermind behind it.” She was also the woman Connor had fancied himself in love with all through university. Since their families were close friends, as well as colleagues in the Order, they were thrown together more often than was probably comfortable for Wink, who didn’t reciprocate Connor’s passion, much to Melody’s dismay.


  “It seems I’m to be surrounded by clever lasses.” He turned to the assembled crowd. “All right, everyone, go on home, or back to your work. There’ll be time later for everyone to look at the airship if they wish. For now, Quentin, I want four men guarding the ship overnight to make sure no one climbs in out of sheer curiosity. Edda, put that damn thing back above your mantel where it belongs before you blow your own fool head off.” With that, he began to march back toward the castle, flanked by Geneva and Connor, with Rannulf and Alice close behind.


  “I haven’t had a chance to explore out-of-doors on Torkholm,” Geneva said. Most of her spare time had been spent in Magnus’s library, looking for references to the kraken. “It’s not as rocky as I’d have imagined. No wonder you’ve such excellent farming.”


  “It’s a good place,” Magnus agreed. “With modern irrigation, rotating crops and soil chemistry, we’ve done all right. We export whisky, wool and grains to the mainland, and import luxuries back, including propane for the gaslights, but we could be self-sufficient if need be.”


  “I say, is that a windmill over there? Does it power the wells?” Connor looked around, almost as fascinated as Geneva.


  “We’ve three. One for the wells and one for the irrigation pumps. The other is experimental. Steam engines are so foul to the atmosphere, and we have to bring in coal from the mainland. I read a paper about using wind to generate electrical power, so we’re testing it out as best we can.”


  Connor broke into a wide grin. “Ah, my lord, Wink is going to love this place.”


  Magnus thought for a moment. “Winifred Hadrian did you say? That’s the woman who wrote the paper I read on harnessing wind power.”


  “It was her thesis project at Oxford.” Connor’s chest puffed out. “She’s brilliant.”


  “She’s here? On Torkholm?” Magnus grinned like a schoolboy. “Magnificent. I have many questions.”


  A twinge of jealousy wiggled through Geneva at Magnus’s near reverence of her friend. Her younger, prettier friend. She pushed it aside. Her friendship with Magnus was only that of doctor and patient, despite the utterly inappropriate kiss on the ramparts.


  “The outsiders have to go.” Catriona had caught up with them and grabbed Magnus’s sleeve. “You must see, my laird, that bringing all these strangers will only anger the gods. They’ll send more abominations, to purge our soil of the taint of steam and iron.”


  Magnus paused. “We’ve been through this before, Cat. There’s no disrespect to the gods in bringing modern science to the island. Not as long as we honor the soil and the beliefs of our ancestors. My pardon, Sir Connor, Dr. MacKay. We’re an isolated place and superstition is rife.”


  “’Tisn’t superstition if ’tis true.” Catriona stomped her foot on the grass. “You’ll see, my laird. I only pray you come to your senses before ’tis too late.” With that dark pronouncement, she stormed off.


  * * *


  When they reached the grassy parkland behind the castle, the airship had already landed, and been tied down with long wires attached to steel pegs, which were steam-hammered deep into the soil. That would not have been good in the stone circle. Magnus had to admit Edda was right in this case. Still, this was his first chance to study an airship up close, and he didn’t want to miss the opportunity.


  The other young man, about the same age as Geneva’s brother, waited beside the ship, flanked by two pretty lasses, both in the trousers and goggles of airship crewmen. One, a tall, green-eyed, flame-haired beauty, must be the sister, while the other was shorter and fragile-boned, with brown eyes and walnut-colored hair. “Miss Hadrian?” Magnus held out his hand to the dark-eyed lass. “’Tis truly an honor to meet you.”


  All three laughed, as did Geneva and her brother. “A common mistake,” Geneva said. “This is my sister…” she indicated the smaller, darker lass, “…Melody MacKay. She gets her daintiness and coloring from our mother, who’s Irish.”


  “This…” the lad, Sir Connor, said with a proprietary air toward the female Magnus had mistaken for Geneva’s sister, “…is our good friend Miss Winifred Hadrian and her foster brother, Sir Thomas Devere.”


  Magnus lifted one eyebrow as he greeted them both. He was a bit shocked to realize how young the wind-power advocate was, but genius often began early. There seemed to be an awful lot of Sirs about. Geneva had said both her father and grandfather also held that honorific. Magnus filed that information in the back of his mind to be puzzled over later. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all. Welcome to Torkholm.”


  “And this is George.” Miss Hadrian patted the head of an enormous brass clockwork mastiff who sat beside her. “He doesn’t eat much or chase cats, I promise.”


  Gravely, Magnus bowed to the mechanical dog. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Master George.”


  The canine automaton tipped its head and gave a soft huff, so much like a real dog that Magnus stepped back in amazement. Genius indeed.


  Rannulf and Alice caught up and were introduced, along with Quentin, the airship crewmen and a few of Magnus’s principal tenants. Magnus’s stomach growled, reminding him that the arrival had interrupted supper. Likely everyone else was as famished as he was. “Come along,” he said. “Cook will have kept the meal warm. Setting a few more places is never a problem.”


  Of course, every single person on the island who wasn’t urgently required elsewhere followed them into the great hall. While the castle welcomed all islanders for the evening meal, a tradition held over from the Middle Ages, this was a bit bigger crowd than they usually attracted.


  While the newcomers washed, the castle staff hurriedly rearranged the head table. The ladies didn’t bother to change, but came to the table in their trousers, which didn’t bother Magnus at all, but raised a few eyebrows among the villagers, particularly Edda and her daughter, who glared at them from a place farther down the table, beside Quentin. As healers, they carried a high status on the island, and Edda looked none too pleased about being supplanted by guests.


  Magnus kept Geneva in her place beside him, but she spent most of the meal in animated conversation with her sister and brother, on her left. That left Magnus to chat with Sir Tom, and Miss Hadrian, who were friendly, but wary. These two had the look of people who’d seen far more than their years and exalted status could account for. Another puzzle to whittle away at.


  “How often have the attacks occurred?” Tom was tall and fair, though not as blond as Magnus, and with a much more fashionable style. “Are they striking only at the docks, or at other locations around the island?”


  “I was thinking we could set up some kind of detection net,” Miss Hadrian said. “If there’s only one point of attack, it might help. I don’t think ringing the entire island with netting would work.”


  Magnus had considered that solution days earlier. “’Tis a grand idea, but no. The attacks are mostly at the docks, but not always. Anywhere along the shoreline is at risk.” He looked at Tom. “They’re often at night, but sometimes in the day. Some days there will be one, others two or three, others none at all. I’ve not been able to discern a pattern.”


  “The main question is why.” Geneva leaned toward Magnus, ignoring her siblings. Her bosom pressed against his shoulder, an intimate gesture he suspected she didn’t even realize she was making. “What’s causing a deep-water animal to surface, only here on Torkholm, to behave this aggressively, and in such great numbers? If we can determine why, we’ll likely come up with a way to stop it.”


  The others nodded as if this was indeed the logical solution. Unfortunately, Magnus had no idea how to go about discovering why his island was under attack. “All I know is the last time it happened was a hundred years ago, and after my great-grandsire’s death, the monsters didn’t come back.”


  “The reason why is all the blasted coal and gas polluting the isle.” Quentin, from his spot on the other side of the younger Miss MacKay, glowered and thumped his glass. “The magick will abandon us if we give up the old ways.”


  Geneva shook her head. “That’s possible, of course, but it seems unlikely, unless there was a major change just before the attacks began.”


  Magnus shook his head. “The windmills went up last year. The next new thing would have been the teletext cable, unless you count the toast rack. I’ve already scoured my library. I’ve books telling about the giant squid, but none that give a hint as to why it’s attacking here and now.”


  “Of course you’ve scoured the library.” She patted his hand, another unconscious movement, he was sure. “It’s a fabulous collection, by the way. Melody and Wink, you’ll love it. Magnus is enormously interested in technology, especially if it’s not damaging to the land and air.”


  “Magnus, is it?” Her brother frowned, but was elbowed by Melody. Finally he shrugged. “True enough, if we’re to work together on this, there’s no need for formality. I’m Connor.” The others all nodded and offered their given names, including Rannulf and Alice, and finally, grudgingly, Quentin.


  Out of the corner of his eye, Magnus watched as Cat and Edda pushed aside their plates and left the hall. He envied Quentin his luck at finding a bride, but pitied his cousin having Edda as a mother-in-law.


  “Did you know Alice here was once engaged to Papa?” Geneva’s eyes danced as she dropped that onto her siblings’ ears. “She foresaw him meeting Mum and cut him loose. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be here today.”


  The kraken problem was forgotten as Alice, blushing furiously, explained, while Rannulf looked on fondly. There was a serious romance brewing there, or Magnus would eat his kilt. He hoped his uncle asked Alice to stay, but if Rannulf followed her to Mull, Magnus would understand. At least it would be near enough for them to visit often.


  “I didn’t know airships came as small as yours,” Magnus said to Melody, to take the spotlight off Alice, who didn’t look comfortable. “I wonder what it takes to maintain one. That way, we could fly over the monsters when we need to visit Mull or Tiree, or even the mainland.” Quick as an airship was, Magnus would even be able to make short visits to nearby islands and be home before his strength began to wane. What a gift that would be.


  The two engineers and their crewmen dove into a discussion on how a private dirigible could be maintained on Torkholm. Magnus would need to import a pilot and crew, or send some of his men off to be trained, but that was easy enough to do. They’d sent a man to learn about windmills, and now Callum Findlay was one of the best windmill mechanics in the Highlands. The conversation—mostly revolving around what features Magnus would need and how much he should be prepared to spend continued as the group from the head table retired to the library after the meal, the men forgoing the ritual of port in order to continue talking with the ladies.


  Magnus felt Geneva’s gaze assessing his motions as he lowered himself into an easy chair. He was mostly healed, thanks to his homeland’s magick, but there were still residual aches that an active evening had aggravated. He smiled, hoping to reassure her that he was—or would be, at least—fine, and settled into a game of chess with Tom Devere, while several of the others split into groups over the card table or backgammon board. One exception was Geneva, who searched the bookshelves before settling onto a settee with a thick scientific tome. The lass was serious about researching the kraken. For some reason, that pleased him.


  Perhaps half an hour into the game, the chapel bells began to toll, and the cry, “Kraken!” echoed through the castle.


  Everyone in the room dropped what they were doing and leapt to their feet.


  “Blast it,” Wink said. “We haven’t set up the electric harpoons yet.”


  “No, but we can fetch the shredders,” said one of the crew, a middle-aged Londoner named Stephen.


  “Let’s.” Wink gestured to Stephen and Jock, the other crewman. “Magnus, where’s the best vantage point to shoot a long-range explosive?” Melody leapt up to go with them, likely one of the experts on the weapons. If they could shoot from a distance, the young women should be safe. Good.


  “Depends on where the attack is, and how long your range. Rannulf, go with them. Alice, could you and the doctor set up your infirmary, please? The night attacks have been the worst for casualties.” Magnus gave Geneva a beseeching look, and expelled a breath of relief when she nodded. They all ran from the room in various directions, Quentin and the two young Knights at Magnus’s side.


  When he reached the armory off the great hall, Magnus learned the whereabouts of the attack. Not at the docks this time, the kraken had attacked a shepherd and his flock grazing close to the water’s edge. Then it had moved on to a small cluster of cottages, which it was still ransacking.


  Magnus armed himself and ran alongside his men. Thus far, his sword had been the best weapon against the monsters, but he was getting a bit tired of being battered. Still, better him than his men, as at least he’d heal as long as he wasn’t killed instantly—or washed away, again.


  His eyes adapted readily to the faint glow of the moonlit night. The beach cottages had been almost completely destroyed in the few minutes it took the men to get there. Rannulf and the airship crew had found or brought a ladder and were scurrying to the roof of the tallest building—a barn, set farther in from the shore than the houses. Meanwhile, Magnus led the charge and started slicing at tentacles as they crashed to the ground, smashing whatever got in their way to flinders. As usual, their rifles and swords did little but enrage the beast further.


  “We’re ready,” Wink called from the roof of the barn. “Magnus, get your men out of the way.”


  “Everyone fall back,” Tom shouted. “Connor, a repulsion spell.”


  “Aye.” Connor and Tom stood together and chanted while Magnus pulled his people back. A soft glow surrounded the two men and the squid began to coil its tentacles in toward itself, as if reaching out toward the men on the shore had become uncomfortable.


  “Fire one.” Wink’s voice was immediately drowned out by the sound of a cannon—or something like it—from overhead.


  “Fire two.” That voice was Melody’s. Another shot thundered through the night.


  The first ball hit the squid with a soft, wet sound. On impact, the shot flashed light and boomed as an explosion occurred inside the squid’s enormous head, like fireworks lighting the sky. A second explosion followed rapidly on the heels of the first as the second shot struck. Shards of metal and gouts of blood erupted from the slimy skin.


  The squid screamed.


  Magnus hadn’t known they could do that—perhaps it was his ears ringing from the explosions.


  The kraken thrashed and flailed in its death throes, doing more damage to an already ruined cottage. Magnus leapt forward and pierced the eye with his sword, speeding along the end.


  “Everyone get out of these cottages in time?”


  As expected, Quentin stood right beside him. “All but one. I’ve already sent them up to the castle for the night. In the morning, we’ll send men to see what can be saved and look into building new homes, farther inland.”


  “Good.” Magnus held the base of the ladder while Rannulf and the others descended. Each of the crewmen held a shoulder-mounted tube, perhaps the size of a pineapple in diameter. The two girls each had a canvas sack slung over their shoulders, presumably the ammunition.


  “I don’t know what the hell those are, but thank you for bringing them,” he said. “I’ve never seen the like.”


  “We call them shredders.” Wink pulled one of the balls from her bag and handed it to him. She jiggled it, letting him know it was full of small bits of metal, bouncing around loose. “We add a two-part explosive right before we fire. Firing breaks the wall between the two chemicals, and the impact ignites the mixture. Basically, it sends sharp fragments of steel throughout the target, often from the inside out. We’ve never tested them on anything this large before and I’m gratified to see how well they worked.”


  “I don’t suppose I can buy those from you?” Magnus held out his hand for her bag, while Rannulf did the same for her friend. Even though these women were the inventors, it didn’t mean he had to forego the basic manners of a gentleman and let them carry their own weaponry.


  “I doubt the Or—that is, the Home Office—would be too pleased. On the other hand, if we can’t halt the attacks once and for all, I’m sure something can be arranged.”


  “That would be appreciated, lass.” What was the grand secret shared by all these bright youngsters? How were they able to cast such powerful spells? It was a mystery almost as murky as the influx of giant squid, if far more benign. They walked back to the castle, where Magnus made straight for the infirmary. He’d seen a couple men being carried away before the kraken was killed.


  * * *


  With somber hearts, Geneva and Alice cleaned the body of the first fatality of the evening, a crofter who had been killed outright when his front room was smashed by a tentacle. Geneva stitched up the worst of his wounds and wiped away most of the blood so she could at least give the grieving widow a less horrific final view of her husband. Undoubtedly the woman would want to wash him again, as part of the mourning ritual. They’d patched up a few others and sent them on their way, but cleaning his corpse was all they could do for this poor man.


  A knock sounded on the door and Flora opened it, determined to do her part as maid to Geneva and Alice. She stepped aside to admit Magnus, and Geneva’s heart skipped a beat as she studied him, coated in the squid’s blood, before she determined he had no new injuries. He also wasn’t looking grim enough for her brother or Tom to have been seriously hurt. Alice peered behind Magnus, only looking away when Rannulf, also in one piece, appeared behind him.


  “The kraken’s dead?” Stupid question. He wouldn’t be here otherwise.


  “Aye.” He walked over and looked down at the man on the table. “I’m sorry, my friend. Go in peace.”


  “He was gone by the time they brought him here.” Geneva rested her hand on Magnus’s arm. “I’m sorry.”


  “I know, lass. You’d save them all if you could, same as me.” He looked up, as if noting Alice’s and Rannulf’s sharp regard, and stepped away. “I’ll bring the widow in, if you’re through in here. Let her spend some time with him before I have the lads carry him to the icehouse for the night.”


  “Of course. Are there any more injured?” She moved to put away the last of the blood-coated cloths, only to discover Alice and Flora had already done it.


  “No more. Thanks to those exploding cannonballs your friends brought.”


  They all trooped out of the room. Alice sent Flora up to bed, and the rest of them joined the others in the library while Magnus saw to his people. Geneva briefly hugged Melody, Geneva, Connor and Tom, relieved to see not as much as a scratch on any of them.


  “We had to cast a spell to move the kraken back a few yards,” Connor murmured to her, out of earshot of anyone else. “We didn’t dare fire the shredders while it was too close to anyone.”


  Geneva nodded. “This village knows about magick and believes in it. I believe they can be trusted. Magnus and Rannulf, at any rate already know I have some abilities, and most of the people are loyal to the laird. Furthermore, few of them ever leave and talk to anyone on the mainland. Be careful of the healers, though. There’s something about those two that gives me goose flesh.”


  Connor chuckled. “Are you sure you’re not jealous? Miss Catriona is quite a beauty.”


  “What’s that to me? I’m only here until their pressing need for a surgeon is over. Then it’s back to Edinburgh, where I belong.” Since surgeon was a significantly lower rank than physician, it rankled to realize that was what she was acting as here, for the most part. It was good to feel needed, and the people left waiting by Catriona and Edda had certainly provided that, but she’d prefer not to spend her whole life setting bones and stitches.


  Her brother shook his head. “You expect me to believe she’s not getting under your skin? Pull the other leg. You and Magnus are acting like two opposite magnetic poles, sister dear. Are you trying to buffalo me or yourself?”


  Herself. Clearly. Her attraction for Magnus was unacceptable, but trying to deny it wouldn’t make it go away. Only time, she was afraid, would do that. With a sniff at Connor, she turned to the room. “If no one minds, I think I’ll retire for the night. It’s been a rather long day.” With that, she picked up the two books she’d selected earlier, and made her way to the door, the other women close on her heels. She was glad to see that Melody and Wink seemed as taken by Alice as she was and readily included her in their circle, despite the age difference.


  They all crowded into Geneva’s room, although Melody and Wink had been given suites right across the hall from Geneva and Alice. Wink closed the door and slid into a chair, laughter dancing in her green eyes.


  “Well, Geneva. Now we know why you like to hide up here in the Highlands. However did you find a specimen like Magnus?”


  “I didn’t know they made specimens like Magnus,” Melody added, sprawling on the bed. “I’ll have to explore the Hebrides more thoroughly.”


  Geneva set down her books and threw a pillow at her sister. “Leave him alone, Melody. He has enough problems without adding your mischief into the mix.”


  “Tell us,” Wink said. With her huge adopted family and her early life on the streets of London, Wink, who wasn’t innately magickal, often saw more than any of them when it came to the minds and hearts of others. It was too bad Wink’s sister Nell Hadrian wasn’t here. She’d be an even better advisor, since Nell was the most empathic person Geneva had ever met. “What do you know about the laird?”


  “Is it true that Magnus can’t leave this island?” Melody had somehow heard about that, it seemed. “He fights like a man possessed.”


  “I think he’s a berserker.” Geneva perched on the mattress next to her sister. She tapped the book on Norse mythology she’d been reading along with the one on marine invertebrates. “It’s a gift and a curse, inherited from his Viking ancestors. When he fights, it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. His focus and intensity become something more than human.”


  Alice nodded. “I’ve heard the stories. That would explain much of what we’ve seen of Magnus, but not why the kraken are attacking his home.”


  “That’s the real question.” With that, Geneva told the others about everything that had happened since her father had sent her to Mull.


  Everything, that is, except the kiss. That was no one’s business but hers.


  


  Chapter Six


  Magnus flung back the bedclothes, tired of tossing and turning. For the first time in weeks, it wasn’t even the kraken preying on his mind that kept him awake, it was thoughts of a red-haired temptress that refused to let his mind—or his body—rest. For about half a minute, he considered going to her, to see if she’d welcome another of those incendiary kisses like they’d shared on the ramparts. Since her room was surrounded by her friends’ and sister’s, that would not be a good idea. He’d put his male guests in the same hall as his own suite, along with Rannulf and Quentin, so trying to bring her here was even more out of the question, unless they wanted to end up married by summer’s end.


  While parts of him didn’t exactly oppose the idea, he had enough honor left to reject the notion. She’d made her preference for the city clear, and he wouldn’t risk bringing in another mainlander wife who’d hate him for it. What he needed to do was send to other islands, see if some farmer’s daughter or village girl was willing to make Torkholm her home, in exchange for all the comforts money and status had to offer. With a dirigible, she’d be able to visit her family all she liked, or for that matter, she could bring her family with her. There were plenty of rooms in the castle. Aye, that would be the wisest thing.


  He dragged on a shirt and his kilt, not bothering with shoes, socks or other niceties. With nothing better to do, he made his way up to the ramparts, hoping the night wind would cool his overheated skin. Looking out over his homeland had always been one of his favorite ways to put his life in perspective. Granted, he’d had no chance to ever live as others could, traveling the world, but this, his beautiful island, was the boon he’d been given in return.


  When he reached the castle wall, it took a moment before he realized he wasn’t alone. His first inclination was to panic, but he hadn’t even drawn in a breath when the fear eased. She wasn’t about to jump. Geneva was too level-headed for that. Instead, she leaned against the wall, her chin resting on her crossed arms, her pale face turned into the breeze. “What are you doing up here?”


  She smiled at him and Magnus’s body tightened. “The same as you, I imagine. I couldn’t sleep. I keep trying to piece together a reason for the attacks, and I keep coming back to the notion that it isn’t natural. Yes, giant squid exist, but their behavior is all wrong. Connor said he felt another magick, faint, but pushing against the spell he and Tom used to hold the creature back so the others could shoot it. Who could, or would, for that matter, have cast such a spell? What purpose for setting such things loose against harmless villagers?”


  Magnus crossed to her and took a position close by her side. In an effort not to draw her into his arms, he rested his own on the parapet beside her and laced his fingers together. He could feel the warmth of her there, clad only in a nightgown and wrapper, tantalizingly close. “I don’t know. My only thought is that a railroad tycoon came last spring, looking for a private country estate. As Torkholm is about as private as an estate can be, he offered a great deal of money for the castle and grounds. He was quite irate when I refused, but this seems a bit excessive for a rebuffed merchant.”


  She made a sound of agreement low in her throat. “Isn’t the island entailed, anyway?”


  “No. The barony and estate predate the entailment laws of the last century. I can leave the property where I like, and the title can even descend in female tail—not that it ever has. Until now, the magick has made the decisions, it seems.” It galled him to admit it but he wasn’t sure if he had an heir for the barony should anything happen to both him and Quentin. Both he and his father had been only children. His great-grandfather had one younger brother, and Quentin was his only living descendent. “My will grants Torkholm to the next baron, but Quentin wouldn’t have truck with magick if he was trying to kill me. He could walk into my chamber and stab me in my sleep, if that was his goal.”


  “And if both you and Quentin die fighting the squid?”


  He sighed. “If the title becomes extinct, it goes to Rannulf and his children. I cannot see Catherine or Rodney behind this, either. They’re both more than happy in their own lives.”


  “Rannulf would cut off his own arm before he did anything to hurt you. Who does that leave?” She shifted closer, until she nearly leaned against his side. Did she know what she was doing to him? How thin his control was stretched?


  “I have no idea.” His voice cracked like a youth’s on the last word. The lemony scent of her hair robbed him of all sense or caution. He wrapped an arm around her waist and brought her snug up against him.


  “Do you think it might be Catriona or her mother?” Her voice wobbled, even as she plowed ahead. She rested her cheek against his chest. “I know you don’t want to think about it, but they’re the only people I’ve encountered here with magick besides yourself.”


  “Why would they attack their own home? I know they’ve given you grief, but I cannot make any sense of that.” Right now, he had better things to think about, anyway. He’d never seen her hair fully down, and he twined his hand in the springy curls, lowering his lips to brush across the top of her head.


  “Cat plans to marry Quentin.” Geneva spoke in a husky whisper. “Killing you would make him laird.”


  Magnus thought about it, but it didn’t ring true. Quentin would never be part of such a thing, and surely Cat wouldn’t do it without his permission. Quentin’s far-fetched thoughts on the magick made more sense to him. “Yes, but he has no desire to be laird. He’s the one who’s been nagging me to marry again and he’s right. I must remarry, and it should be an islander this time.” He pulled together the shreds of his control and stepped away from Geneva. “I wish—I wish things were different, lass. I wish I was different.”


  She looked up at him and smiled. “I’m not a lass, Magnus, I’m a woman grown—one who doesn’t plan to ever marry.” With that, she looped her arms around his neck and leaned up into his kiss.


  The sky could have rained fire and Magnus wouldn’t have noticed. Her lips were strong but soft, demanding and giving all at the same time. He slid a hand up her spine, and eased the other inside her wrapper to cup one heavy breast in his palm. Geneva groaned into his mouth and nipped his lip, which he took as permission to continue. Unbound by a corset, her figure was lush and feminine, flexible and resilient as willow. When he brushed her nipple with his thumb through the thin lawn of her nightdress, she pressed her flesh more firmly into his hand and speared her own fingers through his hair.


  He deepened this kiss, letting her feel his need, and splayed his hand across her breast.


  “Magnus, you make me ache.” There was wonder in her voice, reminding him that she was likely new to this endeavor.


  “We should stop.” It might kill him, but he would. A lady deserved more from her first time than a rushed coupling on a stone floor.


  “Mmm. We should stop long enough to go inside, at least.” Her soft laugh caressed his ear. “I have French letters in my medical bag and there’s a bed in the infirmary.”


  “Lord bless clever women.” He hadn’t even thought about protection—four years of celibacy would do that to a man. Magnus had her halfway to the watchtower stairs before she stopped laughing. They snuck down the servant stairs of the castle like naughty children. Once they locked the door of the infirmary behind them, Magnus lit a gas lamp and they fell together on the bed whooping with laughter. “You make me feel like a boy.”


  “Now that’s where we differ.” She disentangled herself from his arms and fetched her bag from her desk, rooting through it to come up with a handful of paper envelopes. “You make me feel all grown up.”


  Perhaps she wasn’t as inexperienced as he’d led himself to believe. There was no hesitation in her gaze as she stood before him and let her wrapper and her nightgown drop to the floor.


  His breath caught in his chest. “You’re beautiful, but of course you know that.” Her creamy skin glowed, its speckling of freckles a dusting of gold in the low lamplight, complimenting the burnished copper of her hair. Eve, come to life, or maybe Venus, rising from the sea.


  She shook her head, her curls bouncing, but made no coy move to cover herself. “No. But thank you for making me feel as if I am.”


  He couldn’t let her be naked all alone. Magnus stood and unbuckled his kilt, knowing his long shirt still covered him to midthigh. “You’ve already seen all I have to offer.”


  Geneva chuckled again. “Not like this.” Her gaze dropped to where the fabric of his shirt tented outward.


  “I should hope not.” Even in his dreams, he’d noticed her, with her cool hands and angel’s voice. Hoping she wouldn’t change her mind once she laid eyes on him, he yanked his shirt off over his head.


  “Ah, Magnus, you’re the beautiful one.” She reached out a hand and ran it over the muscles of his chest, tangling her fingers in the coarse whorls of hair. Then she leaned forward and kissed one of his newest scars, one she’d tended, now little more than a pink line on his tanned skin.


  He’d never kissed a lass as tall as Geneva, where he only had to bend his neck, not stoop his whole body over. He pulled her close, marveling at how perfectly they fit. Somehow, one of them drew the other down onto the bed, where they indulged themselves, kissing and exploring each other until they both trembled with need. Magnus took his time with her breasts, full, high, with puckered copper nipples. She clenched her fingers in his hair, holding him to her while her hips lifted restlessly.


  “Sweet.” He blew a breath over one peak, damp from his mouth, and shifted to suckle the other. With his hand, he found the wet heat between her legs, and traced his fingers along her folds. Aye, she was ready. He sucked hard on her nipple and pressed a fingertip against the swollen bud of her clitoris.


  “Magnus!” She shattered against his hand, and he slid two fingers inside her at the moment of her climax. A touch of resistance blocked his way for a brief moment before he felt it give, and she cried out again, her channel still pulsing as another crisis rolled through it. She was almost unbearably tight—how had he gotten the idea that she was experienced?


  Christ, she had been a virgin. The poor woman would be sore in the morning. He ought to stop now, before he hurt her further, but he wasn’t that good a man. Instead, he wiped his damp fingers on the sheet and tied on the condom, hoping he didn’t tear it as his hand trembled. Once it was in place, he moved over her, kissing her deeply, letting the tip of him graze her tender flesh. “Are you sure?”


  She dug her nails into his back. “I’m sure. Please.”


  * * *


  Geneva had never been more certain of anything in her life, especially now that he’d done the hard part with his fingers. She’d already crested twice but she still needed something more—him, filling her. Nothing else would take away the empty ache inside her.


  His lips covered hers and he pressed slowly inside. A small whimper escaped her as he slid the widest part of him into her and another bit of tissue gave way. Still, she pushed back with her pelvis, drawing him deep and refusing to let him falter. When he was fully seated, she twined her legs around his.


  “Are you all right?” His deep, normally steady voice trembled.


  “Better than I’ve ever been.” This was what her body had been made for. Much of her life, she’d felt mannish and ungainly because she was tall, sturdy and interested in science. With Magnus, she was pure woman, and that sensation was almost as blissful as the feel of his body lodged so deeply inside hers it seemed he’d filled her very soul.


  Then Magnus began to move, and bliss didn’t begin to express the tidal wave of sensation. All she could do was hold him, lift her hips to meet his and lose herself in the rhythm.


  Her third climax took her by surprise, crashing into her with the force of an avalanche, to the point where she nearly swooned—or perhaps she did, for a second or two. Magnus groaned and thrust deeply, holding himself at her core while his body shuddered. Several long moments later, he rolled to the side, pulling her with him, limp and sated, to drape across his broad chest.


  “That,” he rumbled a bit later, while she was still dazed and blinking, “was worth waiting four years for.”


  “Four years? You’ve been celibate since your wife died?” It touched something in her heart that she was the one with whom he’d broken his sexual fast.


  “Longer—since the day she confirmed she was increasing. Isobel wanted no more to do with me after that.” He laced his fingers through hers where they rested on his ribcage. “Unless you count my own hand as a partner, then yes—it’s been years.”


  “About the same for me, actually.” She didn’t say out loud that she’d learned to pleasure herself. “Since medical school.”


  Magnus gave a snort. “Don’t try to cozen me, lass. I know a maidenhead when I breach one. You’ve never been down this road before.”


  “Not all the way down the road—but around the first bend or two.” This was something she’d never even told her sister. “There was a boy in school. We were engaged for our last year, and we…experimented a little, learning how to give one another relief with our fingers and mouths. I thought we’d marry, set up practice together, and everything would be perfect. Until the day he mentioned that I’d make a wonderful assistant and be a great asset to his medical practice. Because of course, a mere woman couldn’t be a real physician.”


  “The man was a fool.” Magnus kissed the top of her head. “You’re a brilliant doctor. You don’t need to have ballocks to treat the sick.”


  “Ah, what a nice way to put it.” Even lying sweaty and naked together, Magnus could make her laugh. “I’ve always believed that, at any rate. Slowly, I’ve built up a practice of patients who trust me—when I’m not haring off on missions for my father.”


  “Ah, the mysterious Sir Fergus MacKay. Don’t you think, lass, it’s about time you tell me who he is and what all the secrecy is about? You know any confidence is safe with me.”


  “I do. It’s difficult, because in this case, the secrets aren’t my own.” If anyone deserved to know about the Order, it was Magnus. She drew in a deep breath. “You know how sometimes there’s more truth to old tales than modern scholars believe? Like Viking berserkers, perhaps. You know about bit about those, don’t you?”


  “Aye. That’s the origin of the Findlay line, as you guessed. Even the name means ‘fair warrior,’ if you go back far enough.”


  “While Torkholm is named for Thor, a god of war.”


  “Aye.”


  She squeezed his hand. “Think about the name MacKay. What does that bring to mind?”


  “MacKay. Son of Kay. Kay…” He thought for a moment. “Good lord, Sir Kay. Arthur’s seneschal from the Knights of the Round Table.”


  “Aye.” She smiled into his chest. “You remember, I mentioned my friend Amy Lake, the photographer? What would her last name be in French?”


  “Lac.” He sat up and gazed at her, his eyes wide, incredulous. “Du Lac. Lancelot.”


  She sat, pulling the sheet with her over her chest. “You’re quick. Tom’s name is Devere—for Bedivere.”


  “You mean the Round Table—all the stories were true?”


  Geneva nodded. “Not all the tales, but the gist of some of them, anyway. The Order still exists, working in secret for the Crown. The Duke of Trowbridge, Amy’s father-in-law, is the leader. Almost all the members are descendants of the original Knights.”


  “Most or all of the descendants have innate magick, to some degree or another, don’t you?” His face was lit with curiosity and awe.


  Again, she nodded. “Some of us more than others. Only the strongest, and only men, become Knights.”


  Magnus beamed. “Amazing. What brought you to me?”


  “Alice. She knew my father when they were young. When she found you, she sensed your magick and teletexted him for help. You know the story from there.”


  “That explains a great deal. The airship, the guns, why your brother and his friend are such well-trained fighters despite their youth.” He tapped her on the nose. “Your Order wants to know about the kraken, don’t they? That’s why the others came.”


  “Of course. Keeping an eye on strange happenings in the kingdom is part of their mandate.” She wrinkled her nose. “They wanted to know about you, too, I must admit. Unknown magicks bother the people in charge. Connor and Tom were probably also tasked with making sure you weren’t a threat.”


  “I’m not sure that’s true, now that I’ve had my way with one of their own.” His lopsided grin tugged at her heartstrings. “At least they might not think so.”


  “I’d say it was as much the other way around as anything.” She chuckled. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m tired of talking and wouldn’t mind having my way with you again.”


  “You’re not too sore, lass?”


  Of course she had twinges, but she didn’t care. She suspected it was too late to save her heart from breaking over Magnus, but she wasn’t about to waste whatever time they did have. She pulled him down to the mattress. “I’m fine, but if you’re too sore, I promise I’ll be gentle.”


  


  Chapter Seven


  “Genny, wake up.”


  Geneva groaned when her sister bounced on her bed the following morning. She’d lied to Magnus about not being sore. Right now it felt like she’d been ripped in half. She still wouldn’t change a thing about last night. It had been the most magickal experience of her life—nothing like her frustrated fumbling with…oh yes, Johnny Austen. Damn, she could barely remember the boy’s name. Magnus, she would never forget.


  “Genny, come on.” Melody tweaked a strand of her hair. “We’re supposed to be at a funeral, remember?”


  “Of course.” She’d forgotten to set her alarm clock when she came back to her bedroom last night. Missing the funeral for the man whose body she’d tended would be a horrible insult to his family and friends, not to mention a potential embarrassment for Magnus. She sat up and batted away her sister’s hand. “Go away. I need a bath.”


  “It will have to be a quick one. I can’t believe you overslept. You never oversleep.” Melody stood back and crossed her arms over her chest. “Are you ill?”


  “No, just cross.” Geneva glowered at the clock. She had perhaps a half hour. There went her hopes for a long hot soak to ease her aches. “Now go away and let me dress.”


  Eventually Melody did, and Geneva hurried through a bath, glad she’d taken the time to wash before sneaking back into her bed. To be more specific, Magnus had sponged her clean in the lavatory of the infirmary. There had been remarkably little blood, but the poor man had seemed horrified by even that. Thinking of him heated her skin and accelerated her heart rate. It was going to be very difficult to face him today and maintain the illusion that nothing had changed between them.


  Geneva only had two skirts and two shirtwaists with her, so choosing her wardrobe didn’t take any time. Each morning, she put on whatever she hadn’t worn the day before. At least now, Flora was making sure her alternate clothing was clean and pressed. As if Geneva had conjured the maid’s name by thinking of her, Flora tapped on the door, in time to help Geneva with her hair and her tidy brown bonnet.


  “I found a bit of black netting.” Flora tacked a small piece to Geneva’s bonnet, creating a demi-veil before basting a black armband over her jacket. “I’m sorry I couldn’t find a black gown.”


  “This is perfect, thank you.” Since Geneva hadn’t known the deceased crofter, these tokens of mourning would show sufficient respect when coupled with her staid tweed suit. “Will you be attending the funeral, Flora?”


  “Aye.” She bit her lip and looked at the floor. “Dugall’s da came up to the castle and asked me to walk with him. What am I going to say? Should I tell him about the bairn?”


  “What’s he like?” Geneva shepherded the maid out the door and walked with her to the lift, in blatant disregard for the rules associated with servants. “Will he be glad to know he’s to have a grandchild, or will he be angry that you and Dugall anticipated your vows?”


  Flora shrugged. “I don’t know. Dugall meant the world to his da. It’s been only the two of them for a long time.”


  “If you’re going with Alice to Mull when we leave, I see no harm in telling him.” Unless Magnus already had, which she suspected. “Would you like me to be with you?”


  “Aye, miss. Thank you.”


  The other guests waited in a sitting room off the hall, Rannulf, as always, near to Alice’s side. Since the chapel was on the castle grounds, they were all to walk the short distance, no chore on such a bright summer day. Connor was handsome in his MacKay kilt, and Tom dapper in a gray chalk-striped suit, while Wink and Melody both wore subdued gowns and black-veiled bonnets. Even the airship crewmen were spit-shined and polished, with the requisite black armbands. Geneva looked at them with pride. The Order was well represented, although no one but Magnus knew who they were.


  “’Tis time.” Magnus poked his head in the door, Quentin hovering close at his side. He extended his arm. “Doctor?”


  Magnus looked stunning in his formal Findlay kilt, with Prince Charlie jacket, fly plaid, and fur sporran. His gillie brogues were polished to an ebony shine and his knee-high hose molded around his muscular calves. Geneva ignored the tiny thrill that coursed over her skin as she took his arm, feeling like a plain brown hen in comparison. They left via a side gate, followed by the castle servants in clusters. As soon as they stepped out of the castle, the skirling of the pipes floated mournfully on the breeze. At the gate, a weary-looking man waited, his eyes brightening when he laid eyes on Flora, who kept close to Geneva’s heels.


  As soon as they were out of the gate, the man approached, holding out his arm. “Daughter?” he asked softly.


  Magnus and Geneva paused, watching as Flora blinked. “Sir?”


  “Aye, you heard me.” His voice was gruff, but his blue eyes were misty as he smiled. “Daughter. To my mind, you and Dugall were handfasted. That’s as good as a marriage in the Highlands. You’ll come live with me, you and the bairn. No need to work your fingers to the bone in the castle when you ought to be taking care of my grandson.”


  Flora looked to Geneva and Magnus, and Geneva gave her a slight nudge. “Go to him.” Her own eyes were suspiciously damp.


  “Thank you, Da.” Flora sniffled and took the older man’s arm. “What if ’tis a granddaughter?”


  “I’ll be a lucky old man.” He patted her hand, turned to Magnus and tipped his cap. “My thanks, laird, for reminding me of the handfasting.”


  Magnus inclined his head. “Dugall was a good man, and he’ll be missed. The vicar won’t give you any trouble, and I’ll stand witness to their vows, if you need me to.” With that, their little party continued toward the chapel. He leaned over to whisper in Geneva’s ear. “I hope that’s sorted out to your satisfaction. Of course, now I suppose I’ll need to find you a new maid.”


  “You’re a good man, Magnus Findlay. I promise, I won’t tell any of your people how kind you are.” It was all she could do not to kiss him, right then and there. Flora hadn’t said a word about a handfasting, which wasn’t technically legal, but still accepted by most here in the Highlands. If the islanders believed and supported it, however, no one would give Flora’s child a bit of grief about possible illegitimacy, and Magnus had made that happen.


  At the chapel, Geneva got to see far more of the island population than she had at any time before. Most greeted her warmly. Word of her treatment of the injured had obviously spread. The only ones who snubbed her were a few women, gathered closely around Edda, Catriona and Quentin, who sat in the front pew opposite Magnus’s. The vicar was a typical dour Highlander, the ceremony the traditional Church of Scotland ritual. Geneva shared a hymnal with Magnus, and tried not to tremble when her fingers brushed his, feeling his warmth even through her thin kid gloves.


  When the service ended, she was introduced to the vicar and his wife. The vicar was another distant cousin of Magnus’s. His wife, a MacDonald of Skye, sniffed in disapproval when she heard that Geneva, Wink and Melody all had professions, but graciously welcomed Alice, immediately inquiring after her husband’s kin, attempting to determine if they were related.


  Geneva shared a private grin with her sister and friend, and fell into step behind the two older women as they made their way back to the castle. The vicar’s wife would preside over tea, while the men would go with the funeral procession to the cemetery, located on the far end of the island from the village. After the burial, the men were to join the women for the funeral breakfast. There was plenty of grumbling about there having been far too many of these of late, renewing Geneva’s determination to find the reason behind the attacks.


  Before she could sit down in the ladies’ parlor and take her tea, the housekeeper pulled her aside. “Doctor, you must come quickly.”


  Geneva followed Mrs. Campbell out into the hall. “What is it?”


  An unfamiliar woman with a plaid shawl thrown over her head waited by the servant’s stair. “My sister is in labor, and things aren’t going right.”


  Geneva drew in a breath. “Let me get my bag.”


  “There’s no time.” The woman grabbed her hand and tugged. “I’m afraid she’ll die.”


  Geneva looked to Mrs. Campbell. She had to know who the woman was and where the sister lived. “Send Alice with my bag, right away, please.” With that, she turned to follow the woman at a run.


  Geneva had longer legs, so swhe caught up to the other woman easily enough and was able to keep pace at a fast walk to the other woman’s trot. They moved too quickly over the hillsides for Geneva to ask any questions. Corsets and rapid movement didn’t leave enough oxygen for conversation. As they moved farther from the castle, she began to wonder if it might have been a better idea to bring a cart. Apparently the woman didn’t live down in the village, but somewhere on the rocky southern shore. The path narrowed, winding around a bluff, with a steep drop-off to one side, where the surf broke and foamed on the rocks below. Geneva hoped to hell no one came around one of these bends in a cart—she didn’t want to have to jump.


  As they rounded another bend, the woman—still unnamed—slowed and turned to Geneva. When Geneva paused to catch her breath, the woman gave a malicious grin and stepped to the side. “Good riddance.”


  Geneva’s reflexes were keen, and she had time to spin, time to see the man who had waited in a natural alcove on the bluff. A burled wooden staff hurtled toward her head, clutched in thick, meaty hands. He smelled of whisky and fish.


  She dodged, but there was nowhere to go. Even though she’d been trained to fight alongside her brother, she was hampered by her clothing, and unable to prevent the second blow from landing. The best she could manage was to turn, and take the greater portion of the force on her shoulder instead of her skull.


  Then she fell, scrabbling with one good arm and her feet, while blackness seeped into her field of vision. She was sure she screamed, but the darkness closed in, rendering her unconscious before she struck the ground.


  * * *


  “Where the hell is Genny?” Connor frowned at the empty space between Magnus and him at the funeral breakfast.


  “I don’t know.” The question had been bothering Magnus, too, since they’d returned from the cemetery. He occupied his normal chair as host, but the widow and her kin filled the right half of the head table, leaving Magnus’s guests more cramped than usual on the left. Still, he’d left instructions for Geneva to be seated beside him, with her brother on her other side.


  After the previous night, Magnus couldn’t even lie to himself about his reasons. He simply didn’t want any other unattached males anywhere near Geneva. Wait. “Genny?”


  Connor shrugged. “A pet name. She quit using it at University because she thought it made her seem less serious.” He looked to the other female guests. “Do any of you know where she went?”


  Magnus pondered the nickname, deciding he liked it. He might use it the next time they were alone. It was soft and sweet, suiting the private woman, if not the level-headed physician. Meanwhile, Connor ascertained that the only one who’d seen Geneva leave the ladies’ parlor was Alice, who with Rannulf had moved to one of the side tables, to make more room for the bereaved family.


  “I saw her step aside with your housekeeper. When she didn’t return, I asked Mrs. Campbell if there was a medical emergency, but she assured me all was fine. She said Geneva had taken a walk in the garden to speak to someone.”


  “She isn’t in her room,” Melody added. “I went up to check on her—she was acting a bit odd this morning, and I wanted to make sure she wasn’t ill.”


  Magnus felt his face heat. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to explain to her family why Geneva hadn’t been her normal self this morning. Hell, he hadn’t either, and it hadn’t been his first time. Her absence tugged at him, unsettling his nerves. It would be disrespectful to the dead for the laird to get up and leave when the breakfast had barely begun, but he caught Rannulf’s eye and nodded. Rannulf knew the island as well as Magnus and could be trusted.


  “Come along, you lads, I want another look at that dirigible.” Rannulf motioned to Connor and Tom, who excused themselves to the widow and followed the older man from the room.


  Forty-five minutes later, the meal had been eaten and toasts had been drunk. The wake down at the village pub the previous evening had left a fair number of the men hung over, so most were anxious to get back to their homes. Others wanted to work—a half-day’s fishing had been lost already.


  There was still no sign of Rannulf or the two Knights. Enough. Every instinct he possessed told Magnus he needed to go search for Geneva himself. Based upon their fidgeting, her sister and friends felt the same.


  He turned to the widow beside him. “Forgive me, ma’am, but I need to be off. Please linger as long as you like. Quentin and Catriona will make sure you have anything you need.” He would have preferred to bring Quentin on the search, but someone had to play host. The off-island women and the two airship crewmen followed him from the room.


  “We can take the dirigible up for an aerial view,” Melody said. “Of course that will only let us know if she’s outside somewhere.”


  “Let me run and check her room again.” Alice bit her lip. “And change into better walking shoes.


  “Coveralls,” Wink and Melody said, simultaneously. They bolted for the stairs.


  “We can get the airship ready to take off.” With that, the two crewmen zipped away toward the park.


  Another pair joined Magnus in the corridor—Flora and her more-or-less father-in-law, Donald Findlay. “We heard the doctor is missing,” Donald said. “We’d like to help. I’ll check the docks and get any of the men down there searching. Flora can wait here to signal us if the lass returns to the castle.”


  A few others emerged from the great hall—all patients of Geneva’s or their families including Ian MacRae with his arm in a sling, his wife Suky and Jamie Findlay, little David’s father. “I’ll search the castle and chapel grounds, while Flora pokes about upstairs,” said Suky. “I can run and ring the chapel bells if the doctor’s found.”


  “With this bad arm, I’m not much use on the ground,” Ian said. “My eyes are still sharp. I can go up on that airship of theirs and search the hills and valleys from the sky.”


  “I can round up some of the crofters to tramp the hillsides.” Jamie went back into the hall, returning with a good dozen men. “We’ll find the lass, never doubt it. My Ellen wouldn’t let me back in the house if I let anything happen to the doctor. Davy, either.”


  A lump clogged Magnus’s throat at this display of support from his tenants and friends. He swallowed the lump and nodded at each of them. “Fetch a gun from the armory if you haven’t one, and fire a shot into the air if you find the doctor. Two shots if you need help.”


  Alice ran with Melody to the airship, to watch the side opposite from Ian. Wink came back down the stairs, her brass dog bounding alongside. “George has some scent-tracking ability. I’ve given him one of Geneva’s pillowcases. He may be able to follow her trail.”


  “Let’s go.” Two of his men scratched their heads at the notion of following a mechanical dog, but one of his crofters offered a collie and another a beagle. By the time they left the castle grounds, they’d amassed the motliest pack of hounds the Highlands had ever seen. The other groups had already split off, but Magnus, Wink and the two crofters remained intent on the trail the dogs—led by George—scurried along.


  “Why in Hades would she be over here?” Magnus asked Ben, the owner of the collie. “No one lives on this part of the south shore.”


  “If it weren’t that all three hounds agree, I’d say the same, my laird.” The crofter scratched his balding head, but they all tramped after the dogs, even when the path narrowed to the point where they could only travel single-file.


  The dogs rounded a particularly sharp curve and set to barking. Wink, ahead of Magnus, broke into a run and he loped after her.


  The beagle had wiggled down the slope while the collie pawed at the side of the bluff and whined. George waited for his mistress, his sharp metallic bark giving fair warning to what lay over the side of that bluff.


  “Genny!” Wink, light and agile, began to ease her way down before Magnus had even spotted Geneva, in her brown tweed, camouflaged on the scrub-covered rocks below. Only the glint of her copper hair gave away her position, sprawled on the rocks.


  Magnus sent up prayers to the Christian God, and to all the Norse deities he could remember. He was a lot heavier than Wink, but he’d grown up clambering over these hills. His footing was sure as he made his way down. Somewhere above him, one of the men fired a pair of shots into the air, calling for help. Good.


  “She’s breathing,” called Wink, her voice cracking in relief just before Magnus reached them.


  “Aye.” Nothing was bent at an impossible angle. He checked her arms and legs as best he could, finding no obvious broken bones. When he shifted her left arm, she groaned and tossed her head.


  “Genny, can you hear me?” Wink stripped off a glove to take her friend’s pulse. “What the hell happened to you?”


  “W-Wink?” Geneva moaned again and moved, as if trying to sit up.


  “Lie still, lass. We don’t know how badly you’re hurt.” Magnus laid a hand on her waist to hold her in place. “We need to get you back to the castle.” Overhead, he heard the roar of the airship’s rotors.


  “They’re lowering a stretcher.” Wink shielded her eyes with her hand as she looked up. “You ride in the airship with her. I’ll take the dogs back.”


  “Aye.” He wasn’t leaving her side, not even if it meant hanging from a rope below the airship. Whatever had happened, however it had happened, somehow this was his fault. She was only here because he had asked her to stay. If she died, it would be another black mark on his already stained soul.


  The stretcher settled on the ground beside him and with Wink’s help, he eased Geneva onto it with as little jostling as they could manage.


  “Fingers and toes are working,” she rasped. “No broken bones, I promise.”


  That eased his mind a little, but he strapped her onto the gurney anyway. She shivered with shock and one side of her head had turned an ugly shade of purple. “We’re going on the airship.”


  The stretcher was rigged with a harness for a standing passenger, so he belted himself in and stepped onto the bar. “Thank you,” he said to Wink. He waved at the crofters as the ship began to haul them upward, until his feet and the stretcher were level with the gunwales of the ship. The two crewmen hauled them onto the deck. Alice and Ian were immediately there to help Magnus free himself. He and Alice both dropped to kneel beside Geneva. It was his first time in a dirigible, and he couldn’t even take a moment to look around or enjoy the view.


  “We’ll be back at the castle in minutes.” Alice checked Geneva’s pulse and respiration rate. Ian handed Magnus a blanket and they tucked it around Geneva’s shivering form.


  “Shoulder…dislocated.” Geneva blinked up at Alice. “Can you pop it back?”


  “Of course.” She gripped Geneva’s good hand. “I’ve done it in the Crimea. I’m sure the laird here can help.”


  “We’ll get Edda to come up and have a look as soon as we get you settled.” Magnus didn’t fully trust the healer, but there was no one else on the island.


  “Not Edda. Alice—better.” Geneva’s eyes fluttered shut as she rested her cheek against Magnus. “Didn’t jump.”


  That possibility had never occurred to him, and he wondered that she’d even considered it might. Isobel. She wanted him to know she wasn’t running.


  “Attacked.” The word came out on a sigh, and her breathing deepened as she fell asleep.


  “Damn, I should have checked the area for tracks—signs of who might have been there with her.”


  “She’ll let us know when she wakes.” Alice patted Magnus on the shoulder with the hand that wasn’t holding Geneva’s. “Her color and respiration are good. She’s battered and bruised, but I think she’ll be fine. It was good that you found her quickly. The dogs were a clever idea.”


  “Aye, especially that metal one. Miss Winifred has more magick in her machines than most wizards do in their spells.” One day he’d love to hear her story. Wink was an unusual lady, perhaps even more so than the MacKay women. Despite her striking beauty and intelligence, she didn’t hold nearly the attraction for Magnus that Geneva did. Young Connor, on the other hand, was clearly head-over-heels for her.


  “Things have certainly changed since I knew their fathers.” Alice gave him a sad grin. “I used to be in love with Sir Fergus MacKay, if you can believe such an old woman was once that young and foolish. I’ve met Merrick Hadrian. He’s a good man, and Wink is very like him in temperament, if not at all in appearance.”


  “You’re not that old and I think you’re still more than capable of falling in love.” He had more interest in that than in who looked like whom. “Or are you leading my uncle on?”


  She blushed as prettily as any debutant. “You’ve got me there. Rannulf is a very special man.”


  “Aye, that he is. You’d be welcome here on Torkholm. I can promise you that.”


  “Thank you, dear.” Alice patted his shoulder again. “We haven’t come to that, but I’ll keep it in mind, should the question arise.”


  The airship began to settle down to its mooring spot behind the castle, and Magnus braced himself and the stretcher for the bump of the landing. As soon as the cables were tied down, Tom and Connor leapt on board to help carry the stretcher into Geneva’s makeshift infirmary. Magnus refused to let go of one end, so Tom ran ahead, opening doors.


  Alice took charge, chasing out everyone but Melody and Wink. She set Melody to work cutting away Geneva’s clothing, while Wink set out supplies from the cabinet.


  “Send Flora with hot water,” Alice told Magnus as she shooed him out the door. “I’ll call you back in if we need you to help reset her shoulder. You might want to see that all the searchers have returned.” She left the words, “check on Rannulf,” unspoken.


  He sent a maid for Flora and the water, holding the door for her as she went inside. Nothing looked amiss, but the women swiftly shut the door again. Apparently they didn’t need him, because he heard one sharp cry from Geneva a few minutes later. Rannulf, who had found him, winced.


  Alice poked her head out the door. “She’ll be fine.” She smiled mistily at Rannulf and patted Magnus’s cheek as if he were a bairn. “Now go pour some of your good whisky into this lad and leave us to our work.”


  “Aye.” To Magnus’s shock, Rannulf leaned down and bussed Alice on the cheek. “Take care of our lass. We’ll be in the study if you need us.”


  


  Chapter Eight


  Geneva hurt in places she hadn’t known she had, but she counted herself lucky to be alive. When she thought about falling over that bluff, her stomach lurched, threatening to bring back up the soup that Flora had brought her for luncheon.


  “Would you like some laudanum?” It was Melody’s turn to sit with Geneva, and the constant hovering had already begun to wear on her nerves.


  “I don’t need any laudanum.” She threw back the covers with her good arm. Even she’d conceded to the need for a sling on her left. “I need something to do.”


  “Genny, you know better. Would you allow a patient to get up after a fall like yours?”


  “No. However, I also know that aside from the dislocated shoulder and a mild—very mild—concussion, there’s nothing wrong but bruises and scrapes. I’ll go mad if you make me lie here like an invalid.” Besides, she wanted to see Magnus. She’d heard him, spoken to him during her rescue, but hadn’t laid eyes on him since. She slid her feet into a pair of bedroom slippers. “Now help me into my wrapper and I promise, I’ll lounge on a sofa in the library and read. At least there, I’ll be able to talk to more than one person at a time.”


  Melody snorted. “I know when I’ve been insulted, but if you insist, here.” She held out Geneva’s gold velveteen wrapper and carefully arranged it over the sling.


  Geneva leaned on her sister more heavily than she’d have liked, but she was still on her feet when they reached the library.


  “Sit.” Melody steered her toward a chaise longue, and helped her into it. “Now what do you want to read?”


  “There’s a section over there on magick,” Geneva said. “I want to look up spells for controlling animals.”


  “Fine.” Melody selected half-a-dozen volumes and laid them on a low table in front of Geneva. Then she pulled up a chair and helped herself to one. In quiet harmony, they began to comb the texts.


  A quarter hour later, Magnus burst in the door and glowered at Geneva. “There you are. What the devil were you thinking of? Get back to your bed where you belong.” He advanced on her with his arms extended, as if he meant to carry her up to her room.


  Geneva shook her head. “No. I promise, I’m fine. I’m only reading.”


  “Do you have any idea how much of a fright you gave the lot of us earlier? Then I went to your room and found it empty?” Lines of strain bracketed his eyes and a pang of guilt surged within her.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “’Tis not your fault. Now that you’re awake, can you tell us a bit more about your attack? If there’s a murderer on my island, I want to find him as soon as possible.”


  Melody slipped from the room, leaving Geneva and Magnus alone. He took Melody’s chair, pulling it even closer to Geneva. The feelings between them fairly crackled like the fire in the hearth.


  She set her book aside and slowly, carefully, laid out every detail she remembered from the moment Mrs. Campbell had pulled her into the hallway. She’d already told all this to Connor, but as time went on, she remembered more and more of the time right before her fall.


  “I’m afraid all I saw of the man was that he was red-haired and bearded, wearing a Findlay tartan. Not a youth, and not old. Medium height and build. Nothing to distinguish him from countless other Scots. The woman, I saw even less of. The shawl over her hair hid her coloring, even shading her eyes. She was shorter than me, but not tiny like Mel. Average build. Quicker than I might have expected, so probably fairly young.”


  “You told Mrs. Campbell to send Alice—you’re sure of this?” He took her good hand in one of his. The touch made her feel small—his hands were much larger than hers, but it also made her feel protected, which was foolish.


  She blamed that silliness on her head injury. “Of course I told Mrs. Campbell. The woman was in too big a hurry to let me fetch my medical bag from the infirmary.”


  “Then my housekeeper had to be involved in the plot.” Sadness laced Magnus’s voice. “Which likely means Edda, as well. Mrs. Campbell said she’d no idea where or why you went. I’ll fetch her myself, and detain her. Again, I’m sorry, Genny.”


  His use of her family pet name brought a fleeting smile to her lips. She twined her fingers tightly in his. “It isn’t your fault, Magnus. Clearly, some of your people resent my presence. Would it be easier for you if I left?”


  “Easier, perhaps.” His shoulders drooped. “I’d rather have you safe and away, but I confess, I’ve rather gotten used to having you here.”


  It was time for her interlude with Magnus to end. She knew it was true and the thought of leaving him broke her heart. “Put out the word that we’re leaving tomorrow. Tom and Connor can stay if you like, and I can work on researching the kraken from Edinburgh. Perhaps—perhaps someday, we can visit again.”


  “Perhaps.” He lifted his other hand to tuck a stray curl behind her ear in a gesture so tender it brought tears to her eyes. “Of course, with all my modernization, one thing I haven’t brought to Torkholm is a real physician. The position could be yours if you like.”


  Her breath caught in her chest. It didn’t sound like a proposal, but she couldn’t be sure. “Are you offering me a practice, Magnus, or something more?”


  The sadness was still there in his eyes. “A practice, lass, and a position of esteem in the village. I wouldn’t risk your life by taking you as my own.”


  That was that. She shook her head. “My life is in Edinburgh, but I do thank you for the offer.” There was no way she could stay on Torkholm and watch Magnus marry someone else.


  “You can leave in the morning. I’ll find Mrs. Campbell—you tell your sister to prepare the airship. And for God’s sake, woman, stay somewhere safe in the meanwhile. There’s still someone trying to kill you. You ought to have an armed guard or two here with you.”


  She managed a shaky grin. “Melody is armed.” She didn’t mention the small pistol she had in the pocket of her wrapper. That would only make him worry.


  “I’ll send in your brother at the least.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “That bruise on your face is fading already. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear the island was healing you as it does me.”


  Now that he mentioned it, she had noticed her aches and pains diminishing at an unnatural rate, but since it made no sense, she’d ignored it. “I think I was simply lucky, and mostly hit brush on my way down, instead of rocks.”


  “Aye, that’s likely the truth of it.” This time he kissed her lips, until both gasped for breath. “I wish things were different, Genny.”


  “Me too.”


  She didn’t say anything when he left, but she wasn’t shocked when Wink and Connor followed Melody into the room. Geneva closed her eyes and leaned back on the pillows Melody had propped behind her, exhausted in both body and soul. While the others read and chatted softly, continuing the research she’d begun, she let herself drift off to sleep.


  Damned if she didn’t dream of Magnus. Now she knew how Alice must have felt, walking away from Geneva’s father. Giving up the love of your life hurt.


  * * *


  Fiona Campbell was nowhere to be found. Magnus raked his hand through his hair as he washed for supper, frustrated beyond all belief. He’d searched the castle, high and low, and every home in the village where he’d thought she might be. Not a trace of her. Edda and Catriona had also gone missing. On top of it all, he couldn’t find Quentin, to assign the task to him. Geneva’s mistrust of Quentin had taken root inside Magnus’s soul, and he deeply worried that his cousin was somehow complicit in all of this. Could his childhood playmate really be trying to see him dead? The idea of such a betrayal left another hole in Magnus’s heart.


  His mood didn’t improve any when he reached the great hall and discovered that all his female guests were taking their supper on trays in Geneva’s chamber. While he was glad she was resting, and not alone, he’d looked forward to what little time they had left together.


  Rannulf sat beside him, sulking. “I don’t know what you said to the lasses, boy, but I wish you hadn’t. I meant to spend some time with Alice tonight.” He glowered into his soup. “Especially since she’s determined to leave with the others in the morn.”


  “Go find her, you great idiot.” Magnus winced. He hadn’t meant to snap at his uncle. “Anyone with eyes can see how much you love the woman. Don’t let her go without at least asking her to stay.”


  “I mean to.” Rannulf stirred his soup. “If she won’t stay here, lad, I plan to ask if she’ll have me come to Mull. You’re grown now. You don’t need me anymore.”


  Magnus’s throat clenched. Rannulf had been invited to go live with each of his children, but he’d always said he’d never leave Torkholm. Magnus had known. In his heart, he’d realized Rannulf had stayed here because he felt Magnus needed him. Now it was time to let the man who’d raised him go have a life of his own. “Go wherever you like. Perhaps we’ll get you one of those airships, so you can come for Christmas or something.”


  “Thank you, lad.” Rannulf stood and laid his hand on Magnus’s shoulder. “Maybe you ought to think about doing the same—well, not the moving to Mull part. I saw your lass. She’s mending right quick. Almost like you do.”


  “You and I both know that isn’t possible.” Isobel had sprained an ankle once, and it had taken her months to heal. “The power doesn’t extend to our wives—only the laird and the heir.” Magnus had always felt the power of Torkholm flowing through his veins. It had set him apart from childhood, made it harder to play with the village boys.


  Rannulf leaned down to whisper in his ear. “Aye, but when your mother was carrying you, she smashed a finger in the door to her chamber. Swelled up like an orange, but was perfectly fine the next day. Are you sure you and the pretty doctor haven’t been up to anything that might…draw the magick?”


  All the blood from Magnus’s head rushed to pool in his feet. They’d been careful—and it had only been the previous night. She couldn’t possibly… He leapt from his chair, shaking off the dizziness. “I’ve got to talk to Genny.”


  The chapel bells began to toll. “Kraken,” someone shouted. “Two spotted, down at the docks.”


  “One by the lighthouse.”


  “Another off the western shore.”


  “You’ll have to wait for that talk, lad.” Rannulf clapped him on the shoulder. “We’ve work to do now.”


  Magnus nodded, clapping Connor on the back as he ran for the armory. “Is someone guarding your sister?”


  Connor nodded. “Wink and Mel are both armed. Alice, too, I think. Flora’s holed up with them, packing.”


  “Thanks be.”


  Together, they armed themselves and ran out into the night.


  * * *


  “Kraken.” Geneva heard the shout echoing up and down the corridor as the bells from the chapel rang the alarm.


  Melody dropped her book and ran to the door. “Wink, we’ve got to take the airship up. We’re ready to test out the electric harpoons.”


  “But we’re supposed to guard Genny.” Wink hesitated, obviously torn.


  Alice shooed them out the door. “Go. No one is going to get to her through Flora and me, I promise.”


  “I keep telling you I don’t need guarding. I’ll not fall for the same trick twice, and I feel perfectly fine.” Geneva didn’t understand it, but her body was mostly recovered—only traces of her bruises and scrapes remained, and her headache was nearly gone. Even her shoulder only gave a twinge when she moved sharply, not the dull, steady throb it should have been. “Besides, I’m armed. Alice, Flora and I can go get the infirmary ready. Wink, go with Mel.”


  “Fine, but I’m leaving George with you. George, guard.” She tapped Geneva’s hand, giving the automated dog his mission. He woofed softly to acknowledge the command.


  “Thank you.” Geneva couldn’t think of a better guardian. Half the time, she forgot that George wasn’t a living thing.


  Flora had chosen to stay at the castle until the following day, when she’d be moving in with her father-in-law. She didn’t want anyone else taking care of “her” ladies, not since they were leaving soon.


  “We can take our books down to the infirmary.” Alice lifted a heavy tome as Flora helped Geneva into her one remaining skirt and shirtwaist, lacing her corset as loosely as the clothing would allow. “I think I may have found something. What do you know about witchcraft? The black kind—not healing or nature magick.”


  “Very little.” Geneva tossed her unnecessary sling aside and pulled on her high-button boots. “All the witches I’ve met have been of the good variety. ‘An’ it harm none.’ Why?”


  “Because I found a spell to summon ‘creatures of the deep.’ It’s one used by a triad of spellcasters, or thought to, and requires a blood sacrifice, possibly a goat or lamb.”


  “Torkholm has plenty of sheep.” Triad. Edda, Cat and Quentin? Or Mrs. Campbell?


  “I know I’m not as smart as either of you, but I still can’t understand why anyone who lives here would want to attack Torkholm,” Flora said. “They’d be putting themselves in danger, wouldn’t they?”


  “You’d think so.” Geneva pinned her braid on top of her head.


  “And if the book is here, then doesn’t it mean it was someone who lives in the castle? Cat and Edda have a cottage,” Flora pointed out.


  “Yes, but something Quentin said has been bothering me. He said Magnus’s great-grandfather was killed by a similar creature. Cat’s ancestors have been here as long as Magnus’s from what I understand. What if one of them cast the spell the last time? Perhaps Edda has her own spell book with this and other magicks in it?”


  Alice nodded. “And don’t forget Mrs. Campbell has access to the entire castle at any time. Still, the idea of a kraken seems like an awfully long way to go to kill one man.”


  * * *


  “Right,” Geneva said. “But with Magnus’s powers, what would it take to kill him?”


  “Beheading,” Alice said. “Or a bullet to the heart, most likely.”


  “And either of those would be obvious cases of murder, and might even bring agents of the Crown, since he’s a peer.” It was all so clear to her now. “Rogue sea creatures, though? Who could blame the new laird and lady for that? And if you notice, the one that nearly killed Magnus pulled him out to sea—it didn’t simply smash him on the land. It dragged him off the island. This spell targeted not just at the island as a whole, but specifically at Magnus.”


  “That conniving little bitch.” It was the first time Geneva had heard Alice use such a dirty word, but it fit too perfectly for Geneva to be shocked. Besides, they didn’t have time. “And bastard, too, if Quentin knows what his fiancée is up to.”


  “I keep hoping he doesn’t, but either way, we have to get proof,” Geneva said. “I have a camera, one Amy Lake modified for me to take pictures of injuries or lesions to study. It’s small and doesn’t require any special equipment—but it will only take one shot without being reloaded, so we’ll have to get close.”


  “Where could they be?” Alice asked. “How will we find them? George’s scent-tracking?”


  Geneva shook her head. “I know where they are. The stone circle. I knew I saw blood on that altar stone, but I refused to think about it. Plus, it’s sacred ground, and powerful. You saw Edda and Catriona’s reaction when the airship landed there.”


  “Of course.” Alice tapped the book in her hand. “They’ll likely be violent if they see us. We’ve been nothing but thorns in their side. Even if we’re armed, I wouldn’t want to get into a gunfight against magick wielders.”


  Geneva nodded grimly as she opened the door, touching the pistol in her pocket like a talisman. “Then we’d better not get caught.”


  * * *


  Magnus chose to head the team that went to the lighthouse. True, there were two kraken at the harbor, but this one, one observer said, was the biggest yet, and there were a lot more men down by the docks, whereas the lighthouse on the southwestern point of the island was more isolated. Still, there were a few cottages with families there, and the lighthouse itself was important to ships and airship navigation. The airship went to deal with the creature smashing up a cluster of fishing cottages and lobster traps farther up the western coast, while Rannulf led the rest of the castle’s men to the village.


  As the island was only about ten miles wide, it was a long walk to the lighthouse, but a quick ride on horseback. Magnus and six of his clansmen—crofters and fishermen alike—rode out, hooves thundering on the macadam-covered road, another innovation Edda and Cat had decried. Yes, it had smelled like brimstone when they’d laid the pavement, but it improved transportation around the island to an unprecedented degree. Geneva would understand his need to bring the marvels of the modern world to his home, his prison, whereas many island women feared such changes.


  Thinking of Geneva reminded him of Rannulf’s words. The die might have already been cast. He’d have to get her to promise to return if she was with child. He only hoped she wouldn’t come to hate him for trapping her here, as Isobel had. But Geneva isn’t Isobel. That thought rang in his mind, strong and pure. Genny was stronger, brighter, more determined to forge her own path. She’d adjust, even thrive, once she set her mind to it. Perhaps he’d been a fool not to simply ask her if she was willing to stay, not just as a doctor, but also as his bride.


  Child or no child, the thought of her leaving ripped him apart. He’d fallen head over heels in love with her, and his own stupidity had kept him from reaching out. There was every chance she felt the same, despite her insistence that her patients in Edinburgh needed her. The city had any number of physicians. Torkholm had none. If need was what mattered, here was where she’d stay. As to whether she loved him, only she could answer that. The fact that she’d given him her innocence gave him hope. Surely that gift had meant something to her.


  They tied the horses in the trees, far enough back to be clear in case the lighthouse fell. The women and children from the cottages were gathered there, he was glad to see, and the sounds of gunfire mixed with curses carried up from the other side of the buildings. With no more than a tip of his head to the women and a reassuring smile at the bairns, Magnus ran toward the battle, rifle in hand, sword on one hip and pistol on the other, his six hand-picked men right behind him.


  When they rounded the lighthouse, Magnus saw the head of the beast sticking out of the water. It was easily twice as large as the one that carried him offshore, and sent him all the way to Mull.


  He was in for the fight of his life. Bellowing a hoarse battle-cry, he let the power of his ancestors and his island flow through him, bolstering his strength, fueling him with fury and turning the world to shades of red. Heedless of his own safety, he charged into the fray, firing his repeating rifle at the behemoth’s head as he went.


  


  Chapter Nine


  They left Flora to prepare the infirmary. After retrieving her camera and loading it with a precoated paper, Geneva and Alice made their way to the armory for weapons. They found Ian MacRae, the man with the wounded arm, minding the gun cabinets and managing to clean weapons with only one good hand. He didn’t raise an eyebrow when each woman helped herself to a repeating rifle.


  “I’m coming with you,” he said, not even asking where they were going. “You’ll need a guide, you two not knowing the island.”


  Geneva’s instincts told her she could trust this man. Not only had he helped search for her this morning—had it only been hours since her fall?—but he truly believed he owed her his life, which probably was the case. At the very least he’d have lost the arm to gangrene without her care. Now he was healing at a normal pace, a gratifying success to any physician. “Can you keep up, injured as you are?”


  Alice nodded. “Flora told me Ian is the local game warden. Apparently, he knows the island like his own bedroom and can move through the brush with no more noise than a rabbit.”


  “Brush is it? You’re not going after the kraken?” He lifted a bushy gray eyebrow.


  Geneva shook her head. “No. We’re going after the people summoning the kraken.”


  “Aye. We’ll need more guns.” Ian belted on a pair of revolvers, an impressive feat with a single working arm, and handed a similar belt to each of the women.


  On the way through the castle gardens, they appraised him of what they expected to find, and where. Ian nodded. “I should’ve guessed that, when I saw blood up in the circle. I thought ’twas just a poacher taking rabbits or deer and wasn’t too concerned. The laird doesn’t look too hard at his people hunting for food, you understand.”


  Of course he didn’t. Geneva brushed the entire notion aside. “Is there a less obvious path up to the circle? I’d prefer to sneak in and take the photograph, rather than confronting the coven.”


  “Aye. Might have to leave yon dog behind. He’s a mite noisy for sneaking about.”


  “Alice and George can wait on the main path, below the rise of the hill. They’ll be close enough to come if we shout, but far enough that they shouldn’t draw the notice of the coven.”


  Alice conceded that Geneva and Ian were both better at sneaking than she was. She and the brass mastiff took up a position behind a tree, a few hundred yards from the crest of the flat-topped rise that held the circle. Meanwhile, Geneva and Ian circled around, taking an old shepherd’s path. Briars and fallen twigs tugged at Geneva’s skirt, and she spared a moment to wish she’d borrowed a pair of Wink’s coveralls.


  As they approached the rise, the sound of chanting became clear. Edda’s distinctive cackle filled the glade along with her daughter’s haughty tone. Mrs. Campbell would be there, certainly, but were there others? Magnus was going to be devastated by this betrayal.


  “Right there.” Ian pointed as he whispered in her ear. “You can slip behind that tree and take your photograph. I’ll get in close enough to see most of the faces, never worry. The laird will believe me.”


  “Bless you, Ian.” Geneva had never been more grateful for her excellent night vision, and she was able to pick her footholds as she stepped up behind an ancient rowan. She leaned her rifle against the trunk and pulled the camera from her pocket. Since she had only the one film, she had to get at least those around the altar stone. An animal carcass draped across the stone, and she had to swallow vomit when she realized it wasn’t a sheep, but a once-beautiful collie. The same one that had helped search for her that morning? She bit her lip and lifted the camera to her eye.


  Through the lens, she could clearly make out Edda’s face, with Catriona and Mrs. Campbell on either side of her. Magnus would be crushed, but he needed to know. She lined up the camera carefully to include all three in the image. The click of the camera coincided with a pause in the chanting, and it seemed to echo through the circle like a gunshot.


  “Who goes?” Catriona called, imperious as a queen. She must have sensed Geneva, or just made a lucky guess because her eyes narrowed and her lips curved in a feral grin. “Ah, it’s you, Miss High-and-Mighty-Doctor. How is it you lived, bitch? You should have been dead as easily as that first silly mainland chit. I should have taken care of you myself, same as her.”


  Good Lord, Catriona had killed Magnus’s first wife? And her child? Geneva had to survive long enough to tell him, so he could stop carrying that load of guilt.


  Edda glared at the tree where Geneva stood and began a different chant, this one even darker, uglier. The malevolence of the magick rolled across the field like an acid fog, thick and oily. Geneva would have run, but she knew with all her being that it was faster and stronger than she was. The circle shimmered, giving her a strong suspicion that bullets might not penetrate the wards the women had erected using the power of the stones.


  “Ian, go for help,” she whispered. Then she remembered the first spell her father had ever taught her. It was a simple, folk magick, but those primitive spells had powers rooted deeply in time and belief. As the fingers of the black fog reached for her, bringing certain death in their wake, she recited a rhyme to send a person’s own evil back to them. A reflection spell, one of the most basic forms of magickal self-defense.


  It was a last-ditch effort, which shouldn’t have worked. The trio was strong and had the magick of the stones. Geneva had barely any power of her own. At best she hoped to deflect a fraction of the evil spell. As she spoke the words, though, she felt energy rise up out of the very soil beneath her feet. It flooded her body and burst from her hands, countering the black cloud with a glow of pure white light. Torkholm had chosen to help her.


  The resulting flash blinded her, and agonized screams filled the night. Geneva was knocked off her feet, stunned. The earth felt warm and comforting against her cheek, and again she was infused by the magick of the land. Soon, her ears stopped ringing and her vision cleared. She pushed herself to her feet, turning first to check on poor Ian, who was nowhere to be seen. Drawing one of her pistols, she moved toward the circle, its magickal field now extinguished. All three participants lay motionless on the heather.


  Edda wasn’t breathing. Her eyes stared blankly and streaks of blood had trickled from her nostrils. Cat was alive, but her heartbeat was slow and unsteady. Even as Geneva watched, the woman’s eyes went glassy and sightless as the last breath left her body.


  Alice, Ian and George joined Geneva in the ring of stones.


  “All dead,” said Alice somberly. “What happened?”


  Geneva sank down to the ground and let the tears leak from her eyes. “I killed them,” she sobbed. “With a reflection spell. I swore an oath to do no harm. Now look at what I’ve done.” For all her occasional work for her father, this was the first time she’d ever taken a human life, even in self-defense.


  Alice knelt beside Geneva and wrapped motherly arms around her. “If all you did was reflect their own energy, I’d say they killed themselves.”


  “Aye. Brought it on themselves, but I’m sorry, lass, that you had to see it.” Ian closed Cat’s harsh, staring eyes and touched Edda’s cheek. He shook his head. “We were children together, Fiona and Edda and I. Edda was never quite right—always wanting more than the gods gave her. Maybe now she’ll be satisfied.” Despite his use of the plural gods, he made the sign of the cross over her body, then did the same to Mrs. Campbell’s.


  “Come on, dear. Let’s get you back to the castle.” Alice helped Geneva to her feet and pushed her toward the path. “We’ll send someone back for the bodies.” Between them, Ian and Alice nudged her out of the circle and toward home.


  * * *


  Magnus swore as another tentacle cut into his flesh. Two of his men were down, the others all as injured as he. The damned kraken was still going strong. He didn’t know how much longer they could hold out when the sound of the airship rotors caught his ears, and a spotlight shined down on the squid.


  “Back away,” called someone on the ship.


  “Retreat,” Magnus yelled to his men. He bent down to pick up one of the fallen and ran with the unconscious man over his shoulder.


  It was the most wondrous sight. Twin harpoons shot from the bow of the ship, a cable of some kind leashed between them, crackling with light. Electricity snapped and the kraken flailed madly when the two spears lodged in its flesh. It fell to the sand, twitching. Two more blasts fired, and the head was raked by the shredder balls he’d seen used before.


  The kraken was dead, but as Magnus checked the man in his arms, he realized that one more crofter-turned-soldier was gone, as well. Damn it, the price of these attacks is too high. He had to do whatever it took to stop them, even if it meant throwing himself into the sea as a sacrifice. It had worked for his great-grandfather.


  The crew of the airship hauled up the body and the worst wounded, while the lighthouse keeper and his wife organized the cottagers into the still-standing buildings. Magnus and his remaining soldiers mounted their horses and turned back toward the harbor, at the far end of the island.


  They were crossing the center of the island when a flash of lightning split the night sky.


  Only there wasn’t a storm. In his bones, he knew the burst had been some kind of magickal energy. The power he drew from the island’s soil shimmered with the explosion of force. Praying the men at the harbor had the kraken there under control, he wheeled his horse toward the source of the magick—the sacred circle. He had to dismount and walk the last few yards, and as he burst into the clearing, he saw Ian MacRae and Alice shepherding a sobbing Geneva from between the stones, George, the mechanical dog, leading the way.


  “Genny!” He dropped his horse’s reins and ran to draw her into his arms. “Are you hurt again? What are you doing out of the castle?”


  “’Tis a long, sad story, lad.” Ian laid his good hand on Magnus’s shoulder. “Best get the ladies back indoors.”


  Magnus looked over Geneva’s shoulder, and his throat clogged. It was true. His own clan had been practicing black magick. The dead dog on the altar was proof of that.


  Three bodies lay motionless in the circle. Cat’s black hair was obvious, and next to her, on one side, was her mother. On the other, Fiona Campbell. He swallowed his grief and touched Cat’s hair. He’d played with her as a child. How could she, a healer, have done such a thing. “What happened? Did their spell go awry?”


  Still weeping, but quieter now, Geneva rested her hand on Magnus’s shoulder and started to say something, but Alice shushed her.


  “Yes.” Alice met Magnus’s gaze squarely. “I’m sorry, Magnus, but it went very, very wrong. They summoned the kraken.”


  Exactly what he’d feared. “Are they all…?” He looked at the people he’d considered friends and kin. It would have almost been better if the kraken had killed him, rather than make him face this. And if Quentin was involved…dear God, how would Magnus bear it?


  “Dead.” Ian sighed. “Aye.”


  Magnus closed his eyes and breathed deeply until the nausea passed. The pain—well, that would be with him awhile, perhaps a lifetime. Meanwhile he steadied Geneva, who still shook from whatever disaster had happened. Geneva—his love, and if God was kind, his salvation. He gathered her close. “Come, lass. Let’s go home.” He couldn’t resist dropping a kiss on her beloved head.


  Magnus took her up with him on his horse. Ian and Alice took the two geldings whose riders had gone with the airship, and the somber group returned to the castle.


  “You’ll never believe it, but after that flash of light, those monsters just slid back into the water and away,” Rannulf said when Magnus rode into the castle yard.


  The older man helped Geneva down so Magnus could dismount. To Magnus’s relief, she’d recovered enough to stand on her own feet.


  “How many lost?” Magnus asked.


  “Only three.” Rannulf named the man killed at the lighthouse, and two from the village who’d fallen at the pier.


  “Three more,” Geneva said dully. “The ones I killed.”


  “You defended yourself,” Alice insisted. She shyly lifted her cheek to Rannulf and squeaked as he hauled her into his arms and kissed her soundly.


  “Send a wagon to the stone circle, and take the bodies to the chapel. The vicar can decide what to do with them since they died performing black magick,” Magnus told the stable master. He turned to Rannulf. “Fetch Quentin. Make sure he isn’t armed.”


  A few minutes later, Quentin stood in front of Magnus while three of Magnus’s men pointed weapons in his direction.


  “Cousin,” Quentin said. “Why are you doing this?”


  Magnus looked around at the crowd of his people and raised his voice. “Three islanders have caused this scourge. Now Fiona Campbell, Edda MacLean and Catriona MacLean are dead by their own spell gone wrong. Quentin Findlay, as laird of Torkholm, I charge you with complicity in the black magick that has resulted in so many deaths.” In a quieter, broken tone, he asked. “Why, cousin? Why do such a thing to your home, your clan?”


  “Dead? By the gods, no.” Quentin fell to his knees and looked up at Magnus with wild eyes. “She said the spells were to ward off the kraken while I tried to make you understand. Once you realized that the windmills and steam engines had to go, the magick would be appeased.”


  Magnus wanted with all his heart to believe his cousin hadn’t knowingly betrayed him. He looked around at the others.


  “I swear, cousin, I never wanted you hurt. But Cat was so certain, you see, that the magick was angry.” With a sudden burst of strength, Quentin leapt up, grabbing the pistol held by one of his clansmen. “I’m the one who deserves to die.” He turned the gun into his own chest and fired.


  “No!” Magnus lunged forward, but Quentin’s blank gaze and the blood pouring from his chest showed he was too late. Tears ran down his cheeks as he lowered Quentin to the ground. “Don’t leave me, cousin.”


  “You have your doctor.” Quentin gasped. “Don’t lose this one.” With that, his chest stopped moving and his limbs went slack.


  Geneva, right by Magnus’s side, had already tried to stanch the wound. She turned to Magnus and shook her head. “I’m so sorry.”


  Magnus stood, wiping his face with his sleeve and pulled Genny to her feet beside him. He looked at Tom, Melody and Connor, who’d gathered around, along with his own people. “Let’s go inside. I believe there are things we need to discuss.” He clutched Geneva’s hand like a lifeline as they all trudged into the house.


  In the library, Magnus slammed the door behind them and yanked Geneva into his arms, ignoring the others. He held her tightly, his face buried in her curls. His voice cracked. “I’ve driven another soul to suicide. How do I live with myself after that?”


  She held him close, offering more comfort than he’d ever known. “Quentin made his own choices. And about Isobel…” Then she told him that Cat and Edda had admitted to killing his wife and child. “Even then, she was looking to her future as lady of Torkholm, I think. She wasn’t right, Magnus. None of them were fully sane. I’m sorry.” She hiccupped.


  So was Magnus. His grief and guilt would be with him a long, long time. But perhaps, now, he’d have love to help him through it. “You said that before. Ah, Genny, I can’t be sorry you’re in one piece. Especially not if—well, that’s a talk for later. Right now I only have one more question.” He plopped her into a chair and dropped to one knee in front of her. “Geneva MacKay, will you marry me—stay here on Torkholm as both physician and wife?”


  “Yes.” She launched herself to the floor and into his arms.


  The room exploded in applause and tears, hugs and handshakes.


  After things calmed, Magnus sat and drew Geneva down onto his lap. “Now tell me, how did you end up at the circle?”


  With help from Alice and Ian, Geneva explained Alice’s discovery, their hike to the circle and the spell she’d reflected. “I felt the power of Torkholm—I don’t know why, Magnus, but your island helped me. My injuries from earlier have all healed completely.”


  Magnus exchanged a pointed glance with his uncle. “I don’t know, love. I’m only glad the magick was there to save you. I can’t believe Quentin, of all people. He’d have been laird in time, anyway, but he was always urging me to marry.”


  “Perhaps he didn’t understand what she was doing,” Rannulf said. “He wouldn’t be the first man blinded by his woman’s desires. Or maybe he just didn’t want to wait.”


  “I think,” Geneva said slowly, “that he might have believed what he said about technology and magick. I found some books in the library with his name on them—he was a devout Luddite. He may have been trying to protect you the only way he knew how—by convincing you the magick was angry at your introducing steam and gas power to the island.”


  “Aye.” It was a bit of hope to cling to that Quentin might have not tried to kill him outright. His cousin’s betrayal and death hurt more than a gunshot, but at least Geneva was safe and willing to stay beside him forever.


  “I didn’t mean to kill them, Magnus. I’m a doctor, and now I’ve murdered. How do I live with that?” She sniffed into his shirt.


  “No. You only did what had to be done. ’Twas they who cast the killing spell, and the island itself that reflected it. All you did was save yourself. There’s no crime in that.” He hoped someday she’d be able to accept that. Perhaps… Aye. Tell her, the magick whispered. To hell with their audience.


  He tipped up her chin to look into her eyes. “It may not have been only yourself you were protecting, you know. My uncle told me today that sometimes the island grants its power to an heir—even when the heir has yet to be born. When she was carrying me, my mother healed like the lairds do.”


  She sat up so swiftly her head bumped his chin. “What? Are you suggesting I might be pregnant? We were careful…” Her face burrowed back into his shirt. “Blast it. Even the best precautions can fail. Of course it’s possible.”


  Her brother coughed loudly.


  “Oh, shut up, Connor.” Her brow wrinkled as she looked up at Magnus. “Nonetheless, it would be quite a feat for the magick to tell and to act this soon. Maybe it has nothing to do with a child. Perhaps whatever force controls the magick sensed somehow that I was trying to protect you.”


  “Perhaps.” He kissed her ear. “I wouldn’t mind, you know. Would you? I intend to marry you, regardless.”


  She shook her head. “I never thought I’d have the opportunity to have children, but I’d love one or two. Even if the timing makes some of the gossips start counting on their fingers.”


  Rannulf coughed. “About that, lad. I may have left out a bit of information, just to give you a much-needed kick in the arse. Your mother had the power long before you were conceived. From the moment your father fell in love with her, it seemed the land approved. She broke an arm at sixteen, before they were even wed, and it healed in two days. You didn’t come along for another four years.”


  “Isobel didn’t…” Of course not. He hadn’t loved Isobel, and she hadn’t loved him. No wonder the magick had never accepted her. He kissed Geneva again. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll find out soon enough, the same as any other couple. In the meantime we can keep trying.”


  She beamed up at him, ignoring her brother’s low growl. “Aye.”


  “And now,” Rannulf said, turning to Alice who sat beside him on the sofa. “I’m too old and sore for this kneeling business, but I’m asking you, Alice, if you’ll have me as a husband. I’m an old man who never thought to find love again, but you’ve stolen my heart. I’ll go with you to Mull, if that’s what it takes.”


  Alice’s lip trembled as she grinned. “I’ll have you. I love you, too, old man or not. It took me thirty years to find the love of my life. I’ve no intention of letting you go.” She blinked. “You know I can’t have children, but at our age, I don’t suppose that matters.”


  Rannulf laughed and dragged her onto his lap for a thorough kiss. “Of course you can. We just won’t start from scratch. Ye can have a share in all three of mine.”


  “Three?” Magnus looked at Rannulf. “Is there something you never told me, uncle?”


  Rannulf snorted and counted on his fingers. “Catherine. Rodney. Magnus. Are you daft, lad? Of course I consider you my own. I raised you, didn’t I?”


  “Aye, you did.” Magnus laughed. “Well, Alice, will you accept the lot of us?”


  “Grandchildren, too—five of them, so far.” Rannulf wiggled his eyebrows at Magnus and Geneva. “More soon, unless I miss my guess.”


  “I accept.” Alice kissed him hard. “And I think they need us right here, don’t you? I’ve no reason to return to Mull, other than to pack.”


  “I’ll have to go to Edinburgh, to close down my practice,” Geneva said. “Will you mind, Magnus?”


  “Aye, but you’ll be worth the wait.”


  


  Epilogue


  Torkholm, six weeks later


  Geneva and Magnus stood at the newly macadamized airship pad in the castle park and waved goodbye to her parents and grandparents, who had come for the wedding. Alice and Rannulf had gone to Paris for their own honeymoon, leaving the younger newlyweds to see off the last of the guests. Geneva had settled in quickly to her new life, as wife, lady of the manor and doctor for the people of the island. While she missed the bustle of the city now and then, she wouldn’t have things any other way. Where Magnus was, there was home.


  “Alice and my mother took to each other like long-lost sisters.” As the airship disappeared from view, Geneva laughed at the antics of two Scottish deerhound puppies near her feet, wedding gifts from her grandfather, who raised the rare Highland breed. “Mother and Melody have both promised to visit over the Christmas holidays, and with the new teletext cable, we’ll be able to communicate anytime we like.” The cable had been laid just before their wedding, a week earlier.


  “I’m sure they’ll visit often. And you can take the airship to see them now and then. At least for the time being.” He squeezed her hand.


  “We’ll see.” Geneva hadn’t, as it turned out, been expecting, which meant she’d been more able to come and go than she might be later. That had made it easier to pack up her belongings and practice for her move to Torkholm.


  Now though—well, she wasn’t absolutely positive yet, so she hadn’t said anything to Magnus. They were so in tune that she suspected he knew anyway. She was sure he’d be delighted, and a child would go a long way to help him cope with his losses. His nightmares had eased in the last few weeks, but weren’t totally gone. “I’m in no hurry to go anywhere.” She looked up into his beautiful eyes and smiled. “Except perhaps to our room. I’m feeling suddenly sleepy—I think I need an afternoon nap.”


  “Funny, I think I need one too.” With that, Magnus whistled to the pups and took Geneva’s hand. Together, the laird and his lady ran all the way to their chamber.


  * * * * *
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