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Prologue ~

 


 


March, 1798

 


The sea churned ceaselessly, yet the
groaning timbers held firm. Each succeeding wave struck the boat
with greater force. Cold rain poured down from the heavens,
flattening his hair against his scalp, blurring his vision. With
the constant moan of wind and water in his ears, Kerr could barely
make out the captain’s shouted comments, even though they stood
side by side.

Blowing hard. Damned hard.

The captain bellowed, “Bring down that
staysail!”

Unwilling to stand idle while others labored,
Kerr crossed the swaying deck to help. He grasped the rope he was
given and tugged with all his strength, grimacing as the braided
hemp scraped the blisters already burned into his palms. The
younger, less experienced men let their panic show; their elders,
wise in the ways of the sea, carried out their tasks with grave
efficiency. Fishermen by trade, these Manxmen worked as smugglers
in the spring months before the herring began to run, shifting
contraband to and from the mainland. Theirs was a sturdy craft,
eight tons and cutter-rigged, her hold crammed with crates of Bohea
tea, cakes of tobacco, and anker kegs of French brandy.

The pointed bow rose higher and higher, then
slammed down into an oncoming wave. Water poured over the gunwales.
Kerr, struck by the chilling salt spray, fought to keep his
balance.

The sea was in great uproar and
confusion....The line from Virgil’s Aeneid echoed in his
mind.

He wasn’t a religious man, far from it. He
couldn’t pray. Neither did he follow the example of his hero Aeneas
and plead with Neptune to calm the winds and waters. With habitual
fatalism, and a stoicism that would impress those Greek and Roman
philosophers he’d studied, he accepted that he would most likely
drown. And wouldn’t the fisherfolk and crofter be amazed when his
sodden corpse washed up on the beach at Port Mooar, with the
wreckage? They would bear him away to Castle Cashin—

No, he corrected himself. His family no
longer occupied their castle.

His wake would be held at Dreeym Freoaie, the
farmhouse on the heathery ridge. They’d bury him at St. Maughold
churchyard, among his ancestors. He’d get a decent funeral. There
weren’t many lords on the Isle of Man.

Laboring beside the men who struggled to
lower the flapping sail, he imagined the vicar’s oration.

“Baron Garvain was a godless sinner.
Demanding, ill-tempered, a stranger to the gentler emotions that so
enrich the lives of mortals. Considered by some to be clever, but
beloved by none save his parents and sisters. He died as unwisely
as he lived, swept from the deck of a smuggler’s boat....”

Bad enough, to perish in the middle of the
Irish Sea, mere miles from home. Even worse to leave the world
without making his mark. He no longer deserved his former
reputation as a scholar. At one time he’d hoped to improve his
family’s precarious financial situation with marriage to a rich
woman; that effort had ended with his disgrace.

He found a morsel of comfort in the words of
Epictetus. What then would you wish to be doing when you are
found by death? I for my part would wish to be doing something
which belongs to a man, beneficent, suitable to the general
interest, noble.

Well, he’d come damned close.

He had undertaken this perilous journey in
pursuit of a worthy cause: a scheme that, if successful, would have
ensured his family’s future and rescued his fellow islanders from
poverty and ignorance. He burned with the desire to carry his
project forward. How damnably, cruelly ironic that now, having
realized his duty and his purpose in life, he found himself at the
mercy of fate, of the gods, of whatever mysterious being was master
of the streaming sky and brutal waves.

A Manx lad, the youngest member of the crew,
hurried over to him, face contorted by fear and desperation. “Y
hiarn, I need the boat hook.”

Being addressed as “your lordship” in these
circumstances struck Kerr as highly contradictory—even amusing. He
found the item buried under a coiled rope and handed it over.

“We’re in deep water now, Lord Garvain.”

He was slow to realize that the captain spoke
literally rather than metaphorically.

“If we could get all that canvas off the mast
and pay out the sea anchor, we’d be able to ride out this gale. The
worst is past.”

In defiance of his confident words, a bolt of
lighting sliced the black, menacing sky. A violent surge of water
heaved the vessel up again, and Kerr braced himself for the next
fall.

The winds threatened to whip the half-lowered
sail from the mast. At the next onslaught of water, the captain
stumbled and fell to his knees, losing his grip on the tiller.

Kerr flung himself forward to seize it. He
tugged with all his might, refusing to surrender all hope of
survival. He would continue this battle with the elements as long
as he had the strength for it, and the wits.

Spare me, he called out to the remote and
disinterested ruler of the universe. Let me make the most of this
chance to prove to my parents, to my sisters, that their great
faith in me is justified. There’s so much I need to do.

His first prayer in years, and he hadn’t any
time to embellish it. His mind went completely blank as the boat,
no longer buoyed by the waves, was pulled inexorably down.

 


* * *


Cha vel Jee cur ort errey ny smoo na foddee
oo ymynrkey.

God lays on you no greater burden than you
can bear.

 


Manx proverb

 


 


~ Chapter 1 ~

 


 


This wake wasn’t the first Ellin Fayle
had attended. But no other had involved her so personally, or
affected her so deeply. All her losses had come so early in life
that she had no memory of them. She’d been born fatherless, and her
mother had also died within a few months of her birth.

Pent-up sorrow found its outlet in service to
the stunned and grieving Cashins. She’d covered their windows and
draped all mirrors and glassware with white cloths, as custom
required. During the day she helped the servants prepare food and
drink for those who came to Dreeym Freoaie at night.

On this second evening of the farrar,
people gathered to share reminiscences of the departed—addressing
each other in English, as befitted their status and refinement.
Lord and Lady Ballacraine, parents of the deceased, were surrounded
by those claiming kinship. Clouds of smoke wafted from the
gentlemen’s long-stemmed clay pipes, and the scent of tobacco
mingled with that of the turf burning in the chiollagh.

The earl’s tenant, Mr. Standish, was also
present. He sat apart from the others, unacknowledged and doubtless
unwelcome, the most disliked man in the parish and by far the
wealthiest. His large fist clutched a tankard of ale, and his red
head cocked attentively as his one friend, the linen factor,
addressed him in a low voice.

Ellin felt out of place in this room. She
belonged outside, with the crofters and mill workers who came to
pay their respects.

Lady Ballacraine was saying quietly, “I’ve
been fortunate to have Ellin Fayle here, and will miss her when she
returns to her family. Her grandmother’s need is greater than ours,
for her blindness makes her entirely dependent on the girl. But how
I shall miss having her about the house.”

Ellin noticed her dog by the door, regarding
her with a familiar intensity. In a display of impatience, Scadoo
danced about on her long black and white legs. Lowering her shiny
black head, she wagged it and growled.

Ellin hurried to over to open the door.
“Go—immee!”

The mongrel slipped through the gap. Ellin
followed, drawn by the sound of music and conversation.

The sedate wake within the house was a
contrast to the livelier scene outside. In the alley formed by the
farm buildings, she found the crofters who occupied his lordship’s
barony lands, and many of the laborers from his linen mill. Above
the clamor of voices, all speaking Manx Gaelic, she heard the
fiddler’s piercingly mournful tune. Earlier they had been singing,
and probably they would again. Just now they quaffed the earl’s ale
and served themselves from great platters heaped with the oatcakes
Ellin had made and the meat she’d carved.

She waded through the throng to meet her
Uncle Henry, nodding to everyone who called a greeting. “Did Aunt
Marriot come from Boayl Fea?”

“She stayed behind, to wait on anyone who
turns up wanting his drink,” he told her. “But it looks as if the
whole parish is here, having it free.”

After receiving assurances that her
grandmother and aunt were well, Ellin said, “I know not when I
shall be away home. Not before the funeral.”

“A sad day that will be.”

They were joined by Calybrid Teare, who
slipped a bony arm around Ellin’s waist. “Did you place
sweet-scented flowers round the shrouded body?”

“Yes. They’ve faded now.”

“Pick fresh ones, then.”

“I mustn’t be long away from the house, her
ladyship might want me. Won’t you do it, Calybrid? You’ve nothing
to fear from the spirits and the witches and the little folk who
roam at night.”

Her friend’s wise, earth-brown eyes glowed,
reflecting the light of torches and lanterns. “Of the two of us,
you had the greater love for the absent soul. Don’t be afraid, for
you wear the trinkets I gave you as protection from those who might
do you harm. And you can carry yn lhus.” Calybrid’s
black-garbed figure wandered over to Lady Ballacraine’s well-tended
herb plot, surrounded by a low stone wall.

Ellin’s faith in the pronouncements and
practices of the ben-obbee was complete and unquestioning.
She accepted the sprig of vervain the charmer offered and called to
Scadoo.

Together she and the dog wandered along a
winding lane to the place where the wild crab stood. Dark though it
was, Ellin could see bright flower heads in the thick grass that
grew around the twisted trunk. After plucking as many as she could
hold, she tied them together with a long blade of grass. She ran
her finger along the branches before snapping off a few to take
back with her. If she put them in the warm parlor, where candles
constantly burned, the tight buds would open.

While Scadoo trotted about, sniffing the wet
turf, Ellin breathed in air recently freshened by rain. The
westerly breeze had shoved the lingering clouds out to sea,
revealing a multitude of bright stars and a portion of the moon.
Tomorrow, the third day of the Cashins’ mourning and the eve of the
funeral, would dawn clear.

Too busy by day and weary in the evening,
she’d found no private time to grieve. In this quiet and solitary
place, long-suppressed memories came crowding in upon her: acts of
kindness, gifts generously bestowed and gratefully received,
confidences exchanged. But Ellin hadn’t laid bare all her secrets
to Lady Kitty, for she’d never mentioned her love for Kerron
Cashin, Baron Garvain.

His image remained clear in her mind, and
always would. He was tall and long-limbed, with stormy gray eyes
and unruly dark hair. Strong enough to work his father’s fields,
and so clever that he’d established a linen mill whose buildings
lined the glen and had created a great bleaching field near Port
Cornaa. A dedicated scholar, his favorite pastime was translating
Greek and Latin. Hot tears stung Ellin’s eyes she recalled his twin
sister’s fond praise of his brilliant mind. So many languages he
knew—not only Manx and English, but French and Italian as well.

Ellin’s encounters with the earl’s son and
heir had been infrequent and brief, and he’d paid scant attention
to her. From a distance, she had observed his bittersweet pride
when he’d married off his younger sister Lavinia to an English lord
and watched her sail away to start a new life. Ellin had shared his
anguish over his sister Kitty’s physical decline, reducing her to a
bedridden invalid.

When the Cashins had moved from their castle
by the sea to the farm spread across the ridge, only a short
distance from her uncle’s tavern, Ellin had seen more of the young
baron. Boayl Fea, conveniently, lay across the road from the earl’s
linen mill. She’d moved her spinning wheel to the front window,
just so she could watch him coming and going. Whenever he visited
the taproom, she was there to wait on him. If he found her at work,
he complimented the quality of her yarn. He’d granted every bold
request to borrow his books, enabling her to read aloud to her
blind grandmother. Once, when she’d returned his handwritten
translation of the Aeneid, he’d spent more than an hour
answering her questions about passages she hadn’t understood.
Another time, he’d interrupted his archery practice and shared with
her his favorite quotes from Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius and
other wise men.

But then he’d decided to leave the isle and
join Lady Lavinia and her husband in Italy. Ellin had been glad for
him, despite her overwhelming and wholly unjustified sense of
abandonment. Better that he had gone away. Her affection for
a man of noble birth and upbringing could only result in heartache.
A girl of her humble background could count herself fortunate to
marry a fisherman or linen weaver, possibly a soldier. Lord
Garvain, nobly born and destined for greatness, was too lofty and
remote.

And tonight, in the aftermath of the great
tragedy, she regretted more than ever that he’d wandered so far
from her, and the others who loved him.

 


 


No darkness in the world compared to the
hell-black night that cloaked Kerr’s island. No light was visible
in any direction. The lowland crofts and upland farmsteads lay
tucked into the folds of the landscape, hidden in their glens or
shielded by hills. His horse repeatedly blundered into thickets of
gorse and great clumps of heather. After the many dangers he’d
endured during the past twenty-four hours, he couldn’t complain.
Much.

His incoherent prayers had been rewarded.
He’d survived the sea’s cruelty, and the the smuggler’s vessel had
found its port.

Now he must carry out his vow. An immense and
daunting task had brought him home, and he had much to accomplish.
He depended upon Kitty’s assistance. In her letters she’d expressed
enthusiasm for his secret project, and her dedication to it matched
his own. With her support and understanding, he could prevail over
any obstacles, however formidable. Success might not come quickly
but when it did, it would blot out the various frustrations that
had dogged him during the years he’d spent off this island. And
perhaps he could rise above the wretched scandal that had tainted
him.

He prodded his horse with his heels,
reasonably certain he’d come to the lane he wanted. Narrow and less
steep than the church road, it was pitted with puddles and clogged
with mud.

A hare sprang out from the hedge, startling
his skittish mount. After a few tentative forward steps, the horse
shied again—this time at a dog surging from the undergrowth, in
pursuit.

“Walk on,” he said crossly. But the reluctant
animal had turned to stone beneath him, ears pinned back in terror
and alert to other sounds coming from thick tangle of branches and
ivy.

Awfully late for rabbitting, thought
Kerr.

The thick-brained beast would not budge.
“Aile niurin!” With his return to native soil, his facility
for swearing in Manx was restored. He continued to relieve his
frustration by reciting all the most vicious words he could
remember—and regretted it the instant a young girl crawled out of
the bushes.

She stared back at him in wide-eyed
disbelief, her shadowy face expressing surprise and alarm.

“Lord Garvain!” she gasped. “Where have you
come from?”

“London. Whitehaven. And Ramsey port, where I
hired this useless devil.”

She came forward to lay her hand on his
horse’s neck. Kerr felt the sudden easing of its stiffened stance
as the tensed muscles relaxed.

Moving nearer, the girl reached up to touch
his leather riding boot, and even dared to poke his leg.

Amused, he assured her, “I’m no apparition,
if that’s what you fear. I know you,” he realized. “From the
tavern.” To further convince her that he was human flesh rather
than ghostly spirit, he dismounted.

She was shorter than he, by many inches. Gold
rings dangled from her earlobes and a bead necklace circled her
slender throat. Her pretty elfin face he remembered, and her long
brown braid, but not her name. “You’re my sister’s little friend,
the girl who likes to read.”

“How did you get here so soon?”

“Soon?” Kerr gave a strangled laugh. “If only
you knew! I’ve spent two days trying to get across the Irish Sea,
in a smuggler’s boat. Last night’s storm blew us off course, and we
nearly foundered.”

“You’ve not heard, then.”

“Heard what?”

With a shake of her head, she answered, “The
news should come from one of your own people. Yet you need to know
why so many people have gathered at Dreeym Freoaie. Your lordship
will be joining a wake.”

That dreaded word stilled his heart.
Apprehension sharpened his voice. “Whose? Father, or Mother, or—”
He drew a harsh, quick breath. “Kitty.”

The girl’s sorrowful face gave him the
answer.

“When?”

“Yesterday. Between midnight and the dawn.
Her heart failed her while she slept.” Great tears spilled down her
cheeks.

His hands, bruised and stiff from his labor
on the smuggling boat, curled around her thin shoulders. He was
desperate to hold onto to a living thing, for a part of him had
died—without his knowing. The girl’s words had cleaved him in two.
He’d been so impatient to see his gentle twin again, to tell her
what he’d done. And not done. And intended to do.

He couldn’t imagine is life without Kitty in
it. In childhood their father had called her Drean, the wren, and
he’d been Shirragh, the falcon. Despite their different natures,
twinship had bound them together. So many times he’d known her
thoughts before she could utter them, and she’d read his mind just
as easily.

His fingers clenched in a spasm of anguish
and anger, digging into the girl’s flesh. When she raised her
tearful face, he saw that it mirrored a part of what he was
feeling. Pulling her close, he murmured into her silky hair, “My
veen—my dear.” Her body, warm and soft and vital, felt womanly
and comforting.

How often, he wondered, had he sought relief
from care in a female’s arms? And now this one turned to him,
seeking consolation. Once more he struggled to recall her name, but
his brain was numbed by what she’d just told him.

“My sister is at peace. She wouldn’t want you
weeping, not for her.”

“So says Vicar Cubbon, and Dr. Christian,
too. But Lady Kitty was my only real friend.” Stepping away from
him, she brushed her knuckles against each wet cheek.

Without her, his arms felt too empty.
Involuntarily he moved toward her before he realized what he’d
done, and stepped back. Looking down, he asked her, “Can you manage
a horse as big and stupid as this one?”

“Yes, my lord.”

Such a difference in the way the Manx and the
English addressed a nobleman. The islanders, so independent of
spirit, were respectful of his title but unawed by it, whereas the
people he’d met in England inevitably responded with a
self-effacing obsequiousness that was more annoying than
gratifying.

“Ride ahead of me and inform my parents of my
arrival. I’ll walk to the house.”

He needed a little time to prepare himself
for the unexpected ordeal awaiting him. Mourners, sympathy…a
funeral.

Kerr lifted her onto his saddle. Despite her
lack of inches and her body’s lightness, she was far from fragile.
He’d grown so accustomed to the helplessness of the typical English
miss that he was startled by this girl’s competence with the reins.
When he shorterned the stirrup leathers for her, he noticed that
her feet were not only tiny, but surprisingly well shod. Instead of
carranes, the rawhide sandals worn by the peasantry, she
wore proper shoes of black leather. She sat astride, her black wool
skirt bunched up, exposing a linen petticoat with a band of
decorative whitework at the hem. Its repeated motif was the
three-legged emblem displayed on the Manx flag, and carved into the
weathered stone of the island’s ancient and historic monuments.

Kitty’s handiwork.

Running his fingers across the distinctive
design, he said, “My sister made this trimming for you, didn’t she?
She embroidered all my handkerchiefs the same way,” he confided,
giving her a half-smile. “Even the borders of my neckcloths. She
wanted people to know me for a Manxman, wherever I might go.”

“We often sat together and sewed. And I read
to her while she sketched.” Her pink lower lip trembled, and she
squeezed her eyes shut as though holding back a fresh flood of
tears. “If my Scadoo comes looking for me, will you lead her to
Dreeym Freoaie?”

“Your dog flushed the hare? I saw her chase
it off into the fields.”

“You should have called her back! There’s a
witch who disguises herself as a mwaagh, and hops about the
countryside by night. Calybrid Teare says she’s far too sly to let
herself get caught, but if you meet her she’ll do you harm. To keep
safe, you must carry yn lhus. I’ve got some here—take
it.”

Marveling at the superstitious nature of his
fellow islanders, he accepted her gift of wilted leaves—vervain,
the herb revered by the Manx for its magical properties. When she
rode off down the lane, he quickly disposed of it. No evil spirit,
he thought grimly, would dare trouble him this night.

Why hadn’t he returned earlier? Why did he
ever leave? Nothing had turned out as he’d expected, not one of his
ambitions had been satisfied. Kitty, the only person capable of
assisting and inspiring him, was gone. As a result, his future
promised to be even bleaker than his recent past.

The girl’s dog ambled out of the meadow,
tongue lolling as she panted. Though her lean body was mostly
black, she had a snowy neck ruff and belly, and long white
stockings. With her pointed muzzle and plumy tail, she resembled a
herding collie, but her floppy ears and barrel chest belonged to a
different breed.

“Scadoo,” he greeted her, as she sniffed at
his legs. Shadow.

Tail upcurved and ears cocked, she darted off
in the opposite direction, back to the place where her mistress had
emerged from the hedge. Her concern over their separation was
palpable. Kerr repeatedly called her back, to no avail. Ignoring
him, she struck out across the meadow on her own, forcing him to go
after her. He did, keeping to the footpath that led directly to the
farmhouse at the top of the heathery ridge.

The dog paused near a spreading crab-apple,
nose to the grass as she searched out the girl’s lingering scent.
While Kerr retrieved the nosegay lying on the grass and a braided
garland of branches, his indifferent companion took off once more,
bounding up the hillside well ahead of him.

 


 


For his family, Lord Garvain’s unexpected
homecoming was a surprise, and a relief. Lady Ballacraine tenderly
washed and dressed her son’s injured hands, while Lord Ballacraine
elicited the tale of their son’s adventurous sea crossing. The
baron seemed reluctant to share the details, and Ellin, holding the
basin of water, guessed it had been far more hazardous than he
admitted.

“After the storm subsided,” he concluded
wearily, “we hoisted the canvas again and sailed before the wind to
make up lost time. Even so, we were a full day getting to
Ramsey.”

After Vicar Cubbon offered up a prayer of
thanks for the traveler’s safe return, Edward Corkhill, the parish
clerk, led the mourners in singing a psalm. The visitors began to
disperse, sensing that the diminished family would prefer
privacy.

Ellin made a swift circuit of the room,
collecting empty plates and tankards. She cast a surreptitious
glance at the young lord, now seated on a fireside bench, elbows on
his knees and head in his bandaged hands. She longed to go to him,
smooth his hair and murmur soft, soothing words as he’d done for
her when she’d wept.

Lady Ballacraine took his arm, and drew him
to his feet. “To bed with you, Kerron. You need your rest.”

“Must sit up with her,” he mumbled. “Through
the night. Can’t leave her all alone.”

“Ellin offered to do it.”

“Who?”

Ellin felt her color fade as blood drained
from her warm cheeks. In her distress, she very nearly dropped the
plates.

He was staring at her, his gray eyes somewhat
brighter. “Ellin,” he repeated—and smiled.

Concealing her pain, she forced herself to
respond in kind.

This man she had prayed for daily and dreamed
of nightly for more than three years, the dark and handsome lord of
her heart, hadn’t even remembered her name.

 


* * *


 


Loss is nothing else than change.

 


Marcus Aurelius

 


 


 ~
Chapter 2 ~

 


 


Shortly before dawn, Lord Garvain
curtailed Ellin’s night vigil. He thanked, her, absently patting
her shoulder, and sent her away.

A few hours later, upon waking in her attic
room, his was the first voice she heard.

It lured her from the warmth of the bed she
shared with Scadoo. Crawling out from under her quilt, she rushed
to the small-paned window overlooking the straid of farm
buildings. The baron stood below, dark head bowed as he buckled a
harness onto a sturdy Manx pony, speaking to his father in low,
urgent tones. When he finished, he stowed some implements in the
wooden cart—a sharp-edged spade, a shovel. This confused her, for
turf cutting wouldn’t begin for many weeks. Then, with a pang, she
realized that he needed them to dig his sister’s grave.

Scadoo leaped down, and padded across the
floorboards to nuzzle her knee.

“You’ll get your breakfast,” said Ellin,
fondly rubbing the white-smudged nose.

Instead of scrambling into her clothes and
hastily re-braiding her long hair, as she usually did, she was more
careful in her dressing. The certainty of encountering his lordship
prompted her to dispense with the unflattering black gown she’d
worn for last night’s wake and select a somber but better-fitting
brown one. Finishing her plait, she pulled on a pair of dark
stockings and slipped her feet into her good shoes instead of the
cowhide carranes she preferred when working.

Lord Garvain’s unexpected arrival was as
unsettling as it was welcome. Under other circumstances she might
have rejoiced, but this was a house of mourning. What was the
reason for his unannounced return, she wondered, peering into a
hallway mirror. Would he remain, or was this merely a visit?

This morning began as all others since she’d
come to Dreeym Freoaie. She begged scraps from Joney and fed them
to Scadoo. While helping the older woman with the usual cooking and
cleaning tasks, she was—as usual—told that she oughtn’t to be doing
servants’ work.

“This is no different than what I’ve done for
my Aunt Marriot every day of my life,” she replied, placing a pan
of oatcakes in the baking oven.

“Our young lord was away to the church before
I could feed him,” said Joney. “He’ll be wanting something to fill
him by now. Would you carry oatcakes and a potato to him?”

“Ta,” Ellin replied eagerly.

When the cakes left the oven and were cool
enough, she packed them into one of the canvas seed bags the sowers
carried into the fields. Hanging its strap over her shoulder, she
set out for Kirk Maughold. Scadoo, ever eager for an excursion,
shot across the freshly plowed ground where the earl’s flax crop
would be planted. The sun was up, and a refreshing breeze swept
down from the heights of North Barrule and Snaefell. Ellin took
great comfort in the beauty and promise of this new day.

Pausing, she hoisted her brown skirts to her
knees and retied the cord at her waist, the better to climb
verdant, sheep-grazed hills and to splash through stony fords. She
continued her purposeful march, admiring the sea view as she went.
Disputes over rights of way were common in Maughold parish, but
these landholders permitted Ellin to roam at will, an indulgence
she never took for granted. As always, she was careful to leave
gates as she found them, and kept Scadoo close, lest her pet
trouble the sheep and cattle in their path.

The chief landmarks along the coast were the
great castle planted on the island’s ragged edge, and the bold and
rocky headland rising just beyond it. Those gray stone battlements
and towers, more imposing than beautiful, represented to Ellin the
lost power and prominence of the Cashins. For the past four years
the disreputable Finlo Standish had occupied the hereditary seat of
the Earls of Ballacraine.

Ellin never came to the village without
remembering the man commemorated by its name. His life of piety and
austerity resulted in his being made a bishop, one so renowned and
respected that Ireland’s Saint Bridget came to Man to receive the
veil from his holy hand. This great event—and other scenes from his
ministry—had been carved onto the sandstone cross on the village
green, one of the oldest and most venerated of Manx monuments. The
simple church bearing Maughold’s name had a lofty spire with a
bell, and was surrounded by the largest burial ground in the
isle.

Ellin paused at the boundary wall to let down
her skirts and pushed open the gate. Scadoo loped past substantial
Celtic crosses and smaller headstones carved from slate. Vicar
Cubbon’s sheep mowed the grass near one of the keeils, rocky
remnants of the earliest chapel site. The Cashins’ shaggy cart pony
was cropping the tender grass in the shade of the church’s west
wall.

Lord Garvain stood in the long, deep trench
he’d carved out of the earth. Dirt clung to his shirt front, and
his knees were caked with mud.

“I brought food,” Ellin told him. He
looked weary, and so sad. “Could you not get anyone to help
you?”

“There’s only me. Father is too overcome by
grief.”

“You’ve got uncles, cousins.”

“Quayles, every one of them. My sister was
born a Cashin.” He climbed out of the pit and carried the save to
the stone wall.

She went to join him, but was distracted
when her shoe struck a hard object on the ground. Picking it up,
she discovered it was long and pointed, covered with dirt and
pocked by rust.

“A dagger,” he told her. “Look in my coat
pocket, you’ll find another relic. Keep them both, if you
like.”

She reached for his discarded garment and
located a small round disc with a curious emblem carved into
it.

“Bronze,” he said. “Probably belonged to a
Norseman.”

“The Vikings were here a long time ago,
weren’t they?”

“Hundreds of years past,” he confirmed. “They
conquered the island’s native Celts, intermarried with them, and
were eventually converted to the Christian religion. They might
have been buried by church rite, but they didn’t leave anything to
chance. The chap whose grave I disturbed was pagan enough to want
his weapon and a portion of his earthly treasure in the next
life.”

Ellin stared at the ornament, fascinated by
its antiquity. Did it possess magic, she wondered, was it valuable?
She must ask Calybrid Teare.

In the past, when the baron shared his books
with her, good humor had lightened his gray eyes and a smile had
softened his sharp-featured face. Today she found him somber,
unsmiling. Nothing she could say or do would relieve his pain, and
her helplessness made her own heart ache the more.

Glancing at the object in her palm, she said,
“Perhaps Maughold himself presided at the Norseman’s funeral.”

“They must’ve had much in common. Wasn’t he
some a marauder, before giving himself up to religion?”

“An Irish robber chieftan. After he repented
his crimes, Saint Patrick imposed a most rigorous penance—his body
was bound up in a heavy chain and secured it with a lock. Patrick
tossed the key into the sea and told Maughold not to remove the
chain until it was found. Then he placed Maughold in a little
leather boat and cast him out upon the waves. The current was so
strong it brought him to these shores in a single day.”

“And the islanders rescued him and presented
him to their bishop,” he said, “who convinced him become a priest.
But I can’t remember how he got free of that damned chain.”

Smiling, she said, “That’s the best part of
the story. The night before Maughold was to take holy orders, he
and the bishop were in the chapel praying. The bishop’s cook ran to
them, crying, ‘Behold what I found inside the belly of a fish!’ It
was the same key that Patrick had thrown into the sea, and opened
the lock.”

“Convenient. Though not for that gutted
fish.” He broke a small piece from an oatcake and flung it to her
attentive Scadoo. “Who saddled you with this mongrel?”

“Mr. Whaley, the Irishman. He’s got a black
retriever bitch whose litter was fathered by a shepherd’s collie. I
wanted to purchase one but when he brought Scadoo to the
thie-oast, our tavern, he wouldn’t take money.”

“He doesn’t need it. He’s as rich as he is
eccentric.” Lord Garvain chewed and swallowed.

“His wife has much money, ta.”

“Fortunate fellow.” He tossed another morsel
to her pet.

“Mrs. Whaley’s inheritance depended upon her
always living on Irish soil. So her husband packed all his ships
with dirt from Ireland and used it to make the foundation of the
mansion he’s building for her on Douglas Head. He asked Calybrid
Teare’s advice, and did exactly what she told him to.”

“The witch of Glion Cornaa?”

“A buitch commits evil deeds, but a
ben-obbee does only good.” It was an important distinction.
“Calybrid is a charmer, a healer.”

Looking up, he said wryly, “I don’t share
your belief in her magical cures. Some wounds can never be
healed.”

She’d meant to distract him with her chatter
about Saint Maughold and the Whaleys, and had failed. “Remember
what you said last night—Lady Kitty wouldn’t want me to be
mournful? You should be guided by your own words.”

“Do you think to comfort me, Ellin Fayle?” he
responded harshly. “Can’t be done.”

Wretched and exhausted and short of temper,
Kerr was haunted by the needy way he’d clung to the girl in despair
all those hours ago. She believed, mistakenly, that her sympathy
was required. And he resented the fact that she’d shared his twin’s
last years, which he’d spent pleasure-seeking in Italy and angling
for a London heiress.

“When you’ve lived a while longer,” he added,
“and suffered losses yourself, I’ll let you commiserate on
mine.”

Her face contorted as though he’d struck her,
and she regarded him in stunned silence. He fancied he read
reproach in her dog’s soulful brown eyes.

Kerr immediately regretted his hasty,
wounding words. “I’m sorry,” he muttered.

Gently she said, “You must be thirsty. I’ll
fetch water from the village pump.”

Little Ellin was as harmless and eager to
please as her dog, thought Kerr, watching the pair of them weave
through the uneven rows of headstones.

He was not in a companionable mood—far from
it. But the comely, friendly girl had done him a kindness in
bringing food and fetching water; she didn’t deserve to be
ill-treated.

He examined his hands, still stiff and
aching. Shoveling had raised fresh blisters.

“You should’ve left your bandages on,” said
Ellin as she presented a dripping firkin.

After several refreshing gulps of cold water,
he wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Thank you,” he said, trusting
his grateful smile to make amends for his earlier brusqueness.

During the years he’d been away, her face had
grown even prettier. His gaze lingered appreciatively on the
sparkling green eyes, creamy cheeks, and expressive mouth. The gown
of coarse linsey-woolsey was tight across her bust and at her
waist, sheathing a sweetly formed figure.

He was not, he discovered with a fresh burst
of annoyance, immune to her attractions. Her blossoming was a
reminder of the many risks of an impetuous entanglement with a
beguiling female. Thus far in his relations with the fair sex, he
had proved his inablitiy to master the lessons of the past. He
resolved not to repeat past mistakes.

As soon as Ellin sat down beside him, he rose
and and reached for his shovel. Lowering himself into the gaping
pit, he resumed his labor. While working, he reviewed the various
caresses and blows fate had bestowed during his long absence from
home.

He’d spent two glorious years living with
Garrick and Lavinia in their Venetian palazzo. On regular
forays to Rome and Florence and Naples, he had observed the many
wonders created by the emperors and had visited churches and
cathedrals. His extended stay in Bologna, for centuries a seat of
learning, renewed his desire to devote his life to study when he
returned to England. Not only had he admired paintings and
statuary—he also became enamored of Mediterranean women,
appreciating their warmth and exuberance in and out of bed.

Kerr accompanied the Armitages from Italy to
Monkwood, their Suffolk estate. He sat his examination at nearby
Cambridge, and matriculated at King’s College—where he suffered a
rude awakening. The seat of learning he’d revered for so long had
not been welcoming; in fact, it rejected him. Maturity was no
asset. Independent scholarship was insufficient preparation for the
parochial system. His chief pleasure came from common
extracurricular activities of wenching and gaming. When it became
apparent that a man so irreligious as himself was unlikely ever to
receive a fellowship, he was forced to accept the impracticality of
his lifelong dream.

“Still fond of reading, are you?” he
inquired of his silent observer.

Her brown head bobbed.

“Care to have my books? I’ll not have much
time for them, but no matter. I’ve abandoned my classical
studies.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ll be managing Father’s linen
mill.”

She exhibited a depth of distress that amazed
him. “Even so, you mustn’t give up your books!”

“I mustn’t?” Who was she to
object?

“You’ll starve your soul.”

Frowning up at her, he snapped, “I don’t give
a damn for your opinion, Ellin Fayle.”

Uncowed by his wrath, she responded calmly,
“It’s true, and you know it. That’s what makes you cross. Lady
Kitty would have said exactly what I did.”

He wanted to dispute that observation, but it
was impossible. “My sister would understand—she knew me far better
than you ever shall. Why don’t you go pick some flowers or play
with your dog, and leave me to finish my work in peace?”

She bounded up from the wall. Seizing the
empty sack, she fled the churchyard at a run. Her dog dashed after
her.

Damn, damn, damn.

Ellin Fayle’s clear and simply stated
perceptions irked him, but she’d been Kitty’s friend and for that
deserved kindness. She couldn’t help being young, he argued with
himself, and so untouched by the cruelties of life. She’d never
possessed any wealth to lose. As an only child, how could she
possibly understand the agony of burying a beloved sister, or the
desperate loneliness that resulted when the close bond of twinship
was severed?

He sliced the soil with his shovel, lips
pressed together and jaw clenched. He shouldn’t disillusion that
lighthearted child by demonstrating what happened to a man whose
optimistic dreams had faded—or shattered.

Finding his progress at Cambridge blocked,
he’d pursued matrimony. Lavinia, the family beauty, had married
advantageously, although unconventionally. Her husband love and
devotion, his fortune, and their delightful daughter and infant son
were splendid consolation for becoming a social outcast. Living
with them, Kerr had occasionally felt the tug of something very
like envy.

So he had embarked upon a search for a monied
bride.

His title, obscure though it was, served as
his entrée to London’s high society. His exotic background
and dark looks attracted one extremely eligible heiress, Lady
Felicity Walsingham. Her parents, possibly guessing his ulterior
purpose, warned their infatuated darling to beware the Manx lord,
thereby fueling her determination to have him. Kerr was receptive
to her flirtatious smiles and tempted by her dowry and future
inheritance.

A proper courtship, he quickly perceived, was
a wearisome business. Bored by the idle chatter of a sheltered
young aristocrat, thwarted by her virginity, weary of her circle of
friends, he sought other companions—lovely creatures highly skilled
the arts of pleasing a man, whose price was significantly less than
a marriage ring. The lost joys of intellectual attainment were
rapidly eclipsed by the heady, sensual delights he discovered in
the arms of actresses, opera dancers, and courtesans.

A malicious rival—who visited the same
brothels and bagnios that Kerr frequented—took it upon himself to
inform Lady Felicity about her favorite suitor’s amatory
adventures. Liberally embellishing the facts, he convinced the
Walsinghams and everyone else who would listen that Baron Garvain
was not only a rogue and a libertine, but a dangerous and predatory
seducer whose lusts were insatiable.

Felicity, enraged by Kerr’s infidelities,
hastily married Ralph Turnbull, his detractor. Within a mere six
weeks, the bridegroom was crowing that he would become a father in
the New Year.

Kerr was the subject of falsehoods repeated
so frequently that they took on the luster of truth. His sudden,
undeserved notoriety added to the genuine marks against him: his
lack of fortune, his great-grandfather’s purchase of an earldom
with profits from an intricate and lucrative smuggling network, and
his sister’s involvement in scandal four years previously. Family
history and reputed profligacy combined to place him beyond
redemption.

He’d brought home no academic degree, no
bride, no fortune. The destruction of his good name had intensified
his innate cynicism.

Now, the tragedy of losing his twin had
thrown him into a black hole of despair. What was left of his heart
ached like the devil.

And that, he reflected, scooping away another
shovelful of Manx soil, was why he could hardly bear to look into
Ellin Fayle’s trusting, adoring eyes.

 


 


Calybrid Teare, answering a tentative knock
upon her door, discovered a woeful Ellin standing beneath the rose
canes arching over the entrance to her thatched cottage.

“What’s the matter?” she asked in surprise,
for this girl was the most sunny- natured creature in the
parish.

“I’ve been at the church,” Ellin answered. “I
took the young lord some food.”

“Did he not like it?”

“He doesn’t like me.”

This plaintive reply disturbed Calybrid even
more. “Come in, both of you. Tell me all while I finish my
work.”

The girl and her four-legged shadow
accompanied her to the room at the back of the house, which served
as her dispensary.

Ellin placed a stool at the small worktable
covered with dried plant stalks. Her dog curled up underneath. “Can
I help you?” she asked.

“Ta. Strip these leaves and put them
here,” Calybrid instructed, handing over a wooden bowl.

In a voice of mystification, Ellin described
his lordship’s unfriendly behavior. “It’s bad enough, his not
noticing how much older I am than when he left. But what’s worse,
he’s not himself. I wish I knew what changed him so much.”

“Losing his sister.” Calybrid reaching for a
sprig and deftly shredded it.

“Not only that,” Ellin insisted. “He must
have left England for a reason. And he’s got no one to confide in
now.” She studied the plant in her hand. “What is this?”

“Scabious, for blue dye. Without it, the
earl’s weavers couldn’t make checked linen.”

“Lord Garvain is to manage the mill. He’ll be
working near Boayl Fea, and I’ll see him almost every day.”

Calybrid reached out to take one of the
girl’s busy little hands. “Ennoil—for you are my beloved—when you were a newborn
bab I vowed to your mother that I would protect you from all
harm. You’re the child of my heart, and whatever will bring you
happiness, I shall make sure that you have it. Our young lord is
handsome, and titled, and you’ve always had an affection for him.
But I also worry.”

Sparks glinted in the girl’s green eyes when
she said fervently, “I’d care for him if he were a farmer or a
fisherman. He’s as generous and good as his sister, though he’s
nothing like her. So restless. And impatient, with himself and
others. Demanding. Every time I borrowed a book, he made me
memorize a long passage. I had to recite it perfectly before he’d
let me have another. If not for him, I could never hope to be
mistress of the new spinning school.”

“It’s not teaching you’ll be dreaming of, now
he’s come home.”

“I’m not daft, Calybrid, I don’t expect him
to dream of me. It would take one of your charms, the most
powerful pishag of all, to make him—” Her face brimming with
hope, Ellin asked, “Would you you help me? You could.”

Her magic was powerful, but she didn’t
perform miracles. Calybrid pressed her fingertips to her temples
and thought hard.

“Please, Calybrid, say yes. For his sake as
well as mine. I could make him happy, I’m sure of it. You sell love
charms to other girls—why not me? I can pay.”

To be nineteen and in love was to be
vulnerable. Calybrid felt the weight of her forty years dragging
her down. A very long time ago Isbel Moore had made a similar
request, and afterward suffered great tragedy. Now her orphaned
daughter pined for an earl’s heir, a young man who was proud and
ambitious.

Rising, she moved to the tall wooden cupboard
containing the materials of her trade. Briefly she studied the neat
rows of pots and tins before taking down a small glass bottle of
fine powder. She tipped the contents into a silver chalice and bore
it back to her thie mooar. Removing the kettle from the hook
over the fire, she poured warm water into the cup.

“Lhiat myr holliu,” she murmured as
she offered it to Ellin. “To thee as thou deservest.”

“I’m supposed to drink it all?”

“Take nine sips.”

“Is the magic in the mixture, or the
cup?”

“Both.”

Watching Ellin drink, she wondered how many
love charms she’d given since learning the ways of a
ben-obbee. She used her hereditary powers and vast knowledge
for the good of her people, selling medicinal cures concocted from
herbs, counteracting curses, healing livestock, and providing
protection against the evil eye. Equally well versed in the
diabolical arts, she chose not to practice them.

Not even against Finlo Standish—her great
enemy.

Ellin took another tentative swallow. “I
thought it would have an unpleasant taste. There’s hardly any
flavor at all.”

Tenderly Calybrid smoothed the loose tendrils
of brown hair. “Lhiat myr holliu,” she repeated.

Isbel’s daughter was good enough for any man,
and far too good for most of them, she thought, love and
protectiveness burning in her breast. Ellin had bestowed the
priceless gift of her heart upon Lord Garvain. Far greater woes
than those he presently suffered would come to him in future, if he
should damage it.

 


* * *


 


Ta cooinaghtyn yn chree ny share na
cooinaghtyn yn chione.

The remembrance of the heart is better than
the remembrance of the head.

 


Manx proverb
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“We give thee hearty thanks,” the
vicar prayed, “for that it hath pleased thee to deliver our sister
out of the miseries of this sinful world....”

By foot and on horse the mourners had
travelled from all parts of the island to join the funeral
procession, marching along the church road to Kirk Maughold. The
mingled voices, raised in doleful hymns, drowned out the tolling
bell.

Others took comfort from religious ritual;
Kerr could not. His earliest ancestors, druids and pagan Celts,
lived on within him. His great heroes were philosophers and
thinkers, not saints. His grandmother’s Popish ways had given him a
strong distaste for piety. He cast a critical glance at her marble
monument, towering above the plainer gravestones of other departed
Cashins. Twice the size of her husband’s, it was carved with
flowery testimonials to her good works and many charities. What her
survivors remembered about Countess Mooar, the Great Countess, was
that she’d bequeathed the bulk of her great fortune to her Church,
leaving them destitute.

When the brief service concluded, Vicar
Cubbon made a private address to the bereaved family. Hearing the
recitation of his sister’s many sterling qualities, Kerr found his
contrary mind dwelling on her less laudable but more endearing
traits. Her wicked, witty teases. The sharp scolds that blasted
like a sea squall, and as swiftly faded. Her impatience when one of
her drawings didn’t turn out as she’d intended. In her
correspondence, she made no secret of the restrictions and boredom
of her invalid’s existence.

Now, her struggle over, her spirit free, she
lay with that Norseman whose earthly possessions he’d uncovered
yesterday.

She’ll be glad of the company, thought
Kerr.

He fancied he could hear her dear voice
urging him to be gone, to concentrate on living his life and not
stand here mourning the end of hers.

Turning away from the family plot, he found
Finlo Standish blocking his way.

The man’s vibrant red hair and massive frame
made him seem larger than life, and his heavy-boned figure carried
not an ounce of excess flesh. His powerful shoulders and chest
confirmed the story that he’d been a farmer in his younger days,
before he’d turned to manufacturing.

“Lord Garvain, your father and I are not on
the best of terms, and my condolences mean very little to him. But
I want you to know that even the local pariah esteemed your
sister—from a distance.”

The normality of the man’s voice surprised
and relieved Kerr, weary of the hushed and sympathetic tones he’d
heard from everyone else. Except from that pert—and all too
pretty—Ellin Fayle.

Inclining his head, he replied, “I appreciate
your telling me, sir.”

“Over the years I’ve learned the value of a
confidant—whether an acquaintance or a stranger. There may be days,
or nights, when you wish to discuss matters unrelated to your
departed loved one. You’d be welcome, any time you choose to call
upon me.”

Why would Standish, universally despised,
make a friendly overture to a member of a family that shunned him?
Loneliness, Kerr supposed. At least he had the good sense to wait
till Father was out of sight.

“My parents would be distressed if I visited
Castle Cashin while it’s occupied by their—” He sought an
inoffensive term but found none.

“Their enemy. I know their feelings, so you
needn’t spare mine.”

His father’s tenant, who fled the island in
disgrace and returned with a fortune, had always intrigued Kerr.
And never more than now, when he was determined to emulate
Standish’s great success as a mill owner.

His attention wavered from the man’s
retreating figure when he saw a brown head bob up from behind a
gravestone. A distinctive pair of bright eyes followed his march
across the burial ground.

He could pretend not to notice, but somehow
found himself changing direction. Ellin Fayle’s blooming face would
be a welcome sight in these grim surroundings.

“I thought you stayed behind at Dreeym
Freoaie,” he called, when he neared her hiding place.

“Just long enough to uncover all the windows
after the coffin left the house. By the time I arrived, the crowd
was so great I had to stand outside the church wall.” As he joined
her, she laid a stalk of apple blossom on the grass. “My mother and
my grandfather lie here.”

Confronting the pair of headstones, Kerr was
shamed by his assumption that she was unacquainted with loss. The
inscription on the smaller slate stated succinctly, Isbel,
beloved daughter of Magnus Moore, departed this life November 17,
1780. Judging from the description, she’d never been any man’s
wife—and therefore, her daughter had been born out of wedlock. A
clump of daffodils partly obscured the additional words carved near
the bottom, and he reached down to sweep them aside, revealing the
telling phrase, And her Infant.

Died in childbed, he deduced. Before
persuading her lover, whoever he’d been, to give her his name.

Illegitimacy was prevalent on the island, a
common condition and casually accepted. Many couples delayed tying
the knot until their passion bore fruit, and a marriage within two
years of a child’s birth legitimized it. He wasn’t surprised by the
fact Ellin’s bastardy.

“Where’s your devoted companion?” he
wondered.

“Scadoo? Most likely she’s inside the church,
napping under our pew. As she does every Sunday morning during
service.”

“Doesn’t the sumner chase her out?”

Her eyes twinkled. “Come to matins, and
you’ll find out.”

“I’ve no taste for prayers and preaching,” he
declared. “Funerals, either. The whole time the vicar was praising
my sister’s virtues, I was thinking how very unsaintly she could
be. Even so, she was the good twin, and I the bad one. My youthful
misdeeds would fill a catalogue. I broke the Sabbath in a variety
of ways. I pawned a religious medal my grandmother gave me to
purchase a naughty book.”

Aristotle’s Masterpiece. A slender
manual containing detailed and highly titillating descriptions of
physical relations between a man and a woman. Despite the many
benefits of education, there were some things one couldn’t learn
from books. Lovemaking was definitely one of them.



“What’s so amusing?” she asked.

“I’d better not say. I don’t want to
scandalize you.”

“You couldn’t,” she assured him. “You think I
don’t know you very well, but your sins are no secret to me.”

“Name one,” he challenged.

“You tried to raise a ghost.”

“I’m not sure that counts as a sin, Ellin.
Did one of my sisters tell you?”

“I was here that night. Some of the crofter
children dragged me here to watch. You carried your bow, and told
us that your arrows would pass straight through the specter.”

“It was a decade ago, at least. You must’ve
been a child.”

“Nine years old. I was terrified.”

That made him smile. “I was only showing
off.”

“You also committed a desecration,” she
accused.

“In what way? I recall making rather dramatic
gestures, and chanting a lot and—” His frown relaxed, and he
laughed out loud. “The tombstone! I wonder which on it was?”

“I can show you.”

She steered him to the lichen-covered slab.
It marked the resting place of one Margaret Corlett Fayle, buried
in 1756, whose spirit he’d tried to disturb.

“What became of my handiwork?” On that
long-ago night, he’d used the metal tip of his arrow to carve out a
small but significant circle into the slate, altering the woman’s
impressive lifespan of 100 years to an incredible 180
years.

“Uncle Henry complained to Vicar Cubbon that
his kinswoman’s grave had been vandalized. The mason repaired
it.”

“My belated thanks for not naming the
vandal.” Kerr knelt down, unconcerned about getting grass stains on
his best breeches. “A pity I left my blade at home.” He searched
the ground for a sharp rock. With its pointed end he attacked the
marker, chipping away at the mortar that filled and concealed his
decade-old incision.

“You deserve to be haunted,” Ellin told him
severely.

“My faithful wren of a sister will plead with
this departed soul to leave me alone. Kitty will defend me most
eloquently.” He seized the girl’s wrist and made her hold the
stone. “Now you’re an accomplice,” he said, forcing her to deepen
the cut.

Her gurgling chuckle delighted him.

“Beware,” he whispered in her ear.
“Wickedness is contagious.”

Calybrid’s potion, Ellin marveled, was having
its effect upon the baron far more quickly than she’d
anticipated.

She stared at their joined hands, paralyzed
by his nearness. He was so close she could feel him drawing in each
breath, and his breeze-tossed hair fluttered against her cheek. If
she moved so much as an inch, her breast would brush against his
arm. Should she?

Tortured by indecision, she kept still. In
her girlhood, merely being in his company had been a cause for
delight. The passage of time had altered and intensified her
desires, and she yearned not only to touch him, but to be
touched.

He released her and stood up. As he flung
away the stone, he said, “Mustn’t linger. Mother and Father have
worries enough without wondering what’s become of their scapegrace
son. I’ll see you later, at Dreeym Freaoie.”

“I’m not going back,” she told him. “My
grandmother needs me. My Aunt Marriot also.” She watched closely
for his reaction. He seemed untroubled by her disclosure.

Then he gratified her by saying, “Next time
I’m at the mill, I’ll stop by the tavern.”

This saddest of days, Ellin reflected when he
walked away, had brought her a small measure of hope—and joy.

She went into the church in search of Scadoo.
Beside the stone baptismal font she found Norris Martin, the linen
factor, and Edward Corkhill, clerk of the parish, a large book
under his arm. Her dog, lying at their feet, came to greet her.

“Miss Fayle, I’ll gladly return you to Boayl
Fea in my gig,” said Mr. Martin. “I must travel in that direction
myself.”

She accepted his offer gratefully.
Well-dressed and prosperous, Norris Martin had pleasant manners and
smiled almost constantly—even on the day of a funeral. Like
Sergeant Clucas of the Manx Fencibles and Donald Brady, an Irish
linen weaver with soulful blue eyes and a rich brogue, the
Lancashireman was a regular visitor to her uncle’s taproom. But no
one, and Ellin least of all, counted him among her suitors.

With typical detachment, he assisted her into
the vehicle. He didn’t object when Scadoo scrambled up, crowding
them in the seat.

“I’ve been looking over the Maughold parish
register,” he explained. “Though I was born in Liverpool, my father
was Manx, and there are many Martins and Norrises scattered about
the island. Today I made a highly significant discovery which will
assist my future investigations.”

She responded with an absent nod, her mind
busy with thoughts of Lord Garvain.

“I’m quite fascinated by the past, in a way I
never was before. I wonder, Miss Fayle, how much you recollect
about your earlier years? Have you any memories of your mother, or
where you resided before your aunt and uncle took you into their
home?”

Perplexed by the question, Ellin replied,
“None at all. I was an infant when I came to Boayl Fea.”

“You are contented with your life there?”

“I can’t imagine any other.” Only her
unrequited affection for Lord Garvain had marred her happiness. The
death of his sister, her kind friend, was the first tragedy she’d
faced. Discomfitted by the deeply personal nature of his inquiry,
she changed the subject by asking how his business
fared.

“Tolerable well. I’m bound for Laxey to
inspect the bleaching fields. After that, on to Douglas and Mr.
Moore’s linen factory. Your maternal grandfather, Magnus Moore, did
he belong to that branch of the family?”

“I cannot say. It’s such a common name
hereabouts.”

As his horse followed the road’s downward
slope, he commented, “It must be interesting, living at a tavern.
You learn the local news and gossip before anyone else, and meet
all the touring gentlemen who come from England to admire your
island’s scenery.”

“Those touring gentlemen view the Manx people
as entertaining curiosities,” she answered. “When I serve them they
speak very slowly, as though I’m simple-minded or deaf, and they’re
terribly disappointed when I reply in English. As for gossip, Aunt
Marriot always sends me off to the kitchen just when it grows
interesting.”

When they halted, Scadoo leaped down first
and ran in the direction of the stone house. An empty wooden ale
barrel stood on end at the front door, proclaiming to passers-by
that this was a thie-oast. The tailless cat seated on top of
it arched her back warily at the dog’s eager approach.

Ellin laughed. “Scadoo’s favorite game is
bouncing at Mottle and making her jump. My thanks, sir, for
bringing me.”

“My pleasure, Miss Fayle. I mean to return on
my way back from Douglas, when I’ll have more leisure for your
uncle’s ale than I do at present.”

The horse and cart crossed the stone bridge
that spanning the River Cornaa, and moved quickly out of view.

The public taproom was dark and deserted, and
last night’s visitors had displaced the wooden benches and chairs.
She put the furniture to rights before entering the back chamber.
For the women of the household, the thie mooar served as
kitchen, workroom, eating room, and parlor.

Soft female voices blended with the gentle
whir of the wheels.

“Here’s our Ellin home again,” said Aunt
Marriot.

“A timely return.” Embracing her frail and
sightless grandmother, she said, “Your bobbin is full, and your
distaff isn’t. Shall I dress another for you?”

Lifting her foot from the treadle, Mrs. Moore
replied, “Not yet. I’ve worked long enough.”

“The wind must have blown Ellin here from the
church,” her daughter commented. “Her cheeks are as red as her
petticoat, and her hair flies about.”

“Sit down, child, and I’ll comb it for
you.”

Ellin placed a stool before her grandmother’s
chair and untied her ribbon. She was glad to resume this familiar
ritual, and as the comb’s ivory teeth plowed through her unbound
tresses, she felt her cares dissolve. “Is the lambing
finished?”

“So says your uncle,” her aunt responded.
“He’s busy at the plowing now, in the old barley field. This season
he’s to plant his flax there.”

“Will he buy new fishing nets?”

“He says his old ones should last another
season.”

“I’ll help him mend them,” said Ellin.
“Did Calybrid charm the calf out of its sickness?”

“She did.”

The long-dead mother who dwelled in Ellin’s
imagination resembled Aunt Marriot. According to Calybrid, Isbel
had been the prettier sister, and the first to get a sweetheart.
Her aunt, so attractive and capable, might have found herself a
more refined husband, but not a better one than the tavernkeeper
who worked his own farm. Not only had he supported Marriot’s
orphaned niece and widowed mother all these years, he loved them as
he loved his wife—quietly, undemonstratively, but fiercely.

Uncle Henry was a Manxman through and
through, dedicated to his land and determined to wrest a good
living from it. He was fluent in the old language, unlike the
Moores, who had become Anglicized several generations ago.
Occasionally he muttered about his wife’s “airs and graces,” but it
was no secret how much he prized her.

Surrounded and shielded by her loving family,
Ellin had never felt the absence of the father whose name had never
been uttered in her presence.

“Hold your head steady,” Mrs. Moore chided,
“or you’ll get a scratch on your sweet face.”

Ellin smiled. How many times had that gentle
warning been uttered? Her eyelids drooped as her grandmother’s
steady strokes lulled her into comfortable drowsiness. Here,
everything was exactly as it had always been. Nothing could alter
the rhythm of life at Boayl Fea.

That evening her mind often strayed from home
matters to the much larger farmhouse atop the heather ridge.
Resuming her familiar tasks, so similar to those she’d performed
for the earl and countess, she wondered how they were bearing the
aftermath of the funeral. She could picture their son, his fine
face clouded by grief, his gray eyes dark with despair.

Later, when she went upstairs to her
bedchamber, she let her gaze cross the glen and the hills, to
Dreeym Freaoie.

She hoped Lord Garvain would soon come. When
he did, she’d say or do whatever was necessary to make him smile
upon her again.

 


* * *


 


Check your passions that you may not be
punished by them.

 


Epictetus, The Enchiridion

 


 


 ~
Chapter 4 ~

 


Leading his horse along the drive,
Kerr confronted Castle Cashin. The block towers and jagged gray
stone battlements of the centuries-old castle were impervious to
the passage of time or a change of occupant. The first difference
he noticed was that the flock of four-horned loghtan
sheep—which had wandered the lawn for as long as he could
remember—had been banished to a walled pasture. Yellow celandines,
now safe from their persistent chewing, spotted the uncropped
grass.

Two large marble urns were positioned on
either side of the front steps. He itched to remove them. The
classical ornaments clashed with the stark antiquity of the
weathered stone building, and their heavy pedestals crowded the
white crocuses. A portion of thick vine clambering up the East
Tower had been hacked away. The lavender plants growing around the
foundation were trimmed into a tidy hedge. New leaves unfurled on
the roses his mother and sisters had lovingly tended, now thriving
in a stranger’s care.

He stopped near the edge of the cliff to
watch the waves crash against the rocks below. Gulls and cormorants
dove down from the nearby heights of Maughold Head to pull fish
from the incoming tide. Yernagh, his Irish gelding, flung up his
head, almost jerking the reins out of his grip.

He scents the salt in the air, thought Kerr.
He recognizes his old home.

A mistake, coming here so soon after Kitty’s
funeral and on the very day he learned the terms of her will. He
carried the copy given him by his father’s lawyer. Standing in the
shadow of their birthplace, he read it again.

 


In the name of God, Amen.

I, Katherine Anna Cashin, spinster of
Maughold parish, being weak in body but sound of mind and memory
and understanding, do make and constitute this to be my last will
and testament.

I leave and bequeath unto my beloved
brother, Kerron John Cashin, the whole of the marriage portion
granted me by the Countess of Ballacraine, our departed
grandmother, after all designated bequests are paid. To him also I
leave my books and my pencil drawings...

I leave and bequeath to Ellin Fayle an
appropriate remembrance, to be chosen for her by my brother...

I further leave and bequeath the sum of £50
to be administered by my brother and father together, for
establishing a spinning school in Glion Cornaa within a year of my
decease...

 


Kerr folded the paper without reading the
other bequests, his breath coming out as a ragged sigh.

He should leave this memory-laden place and
return another time, when he could be more objective.

A glass portal—another jarring addition—swung
open. “Lord Garvain! I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

There could be no escape now. Drawing himself
to his fullest height, he said diffidently, “I’ve been at Ramsey,
ordering flax seed. In the neighborhood, you might say.”

“And no doubt you’d like to get out of the
wind. Fearsome, isn’t it? And a snowfall overnight—you can see how
it’s whitened the tops of Snaefell and North Barrule. Lead your
horse to the stable, and my groom will take charge of him. I shall
wait for you here, in my—in the library.”

A dart of fury struck Kerr on hearing that
swiftly retracted possessive. Dreading the awkward interlude to
come, he nonetheless did as Standish suggested. He’d stopped at the
castle for a very good reason—might as well stay to discover how
much he could achieve.

What awaited him inside stirred his
resentment even more than the changes outdoors. Making his way down
the central passage, he noted the fresh coat of paint on the walls.
The familiar portraits and landscapes were positioned incorrectly.
In the place of the long strip of drugget he knew so well was a
brightly hued Turkish runner, fringed at either end. Glancing into
the rooms along the way, he saw many costly embellishments.

The library delivered the strongest jolt. Its
diamond-paned casements were had vanished; the replacements had
broad squares of glass and unobtrusive leading. In the place of the
wooden door that formerly opened onto his mother’s garden was the
new one from which Standish had emerged, tall and wide and topped
by a Palladian fanlight.

Breaking a tense silence, Standish commented,
“Makes the room brighter than it was. This is Meanoie.” He
indicated a black Newfoundland.

A large dog for a large man. “Midnight—he’s
well named.” Nodding at the glass door, Kerr asked, “When was this
done?”

“Soon after I took possession, one of my
workers found the windows and sections of the door in an
outbuilding—still crated. Your grandfather had ordered them from a
Liverpool glazier but for some reason never set them in place.”

“A lack of funds,” Kerr answered. “Does
Father know?”

“I informed him of my discovery. He raised no
objection, nor to any of my subsequent improvements. Would you care
to see what else I’ve done during my tenancy?”

Curiosity superseded his reluctance.

Confronted by the elegant rose curtains and
Chinese floral wallpaper in the dining room, and the lavishly
upholstered drawing room chairs, Kerr tried to calculate the sums
they represented. His parents, concerned with keeping food on the
table and paying the doctor’s bills and servants’ wages, hadn’t
been able to afford such luxuries. The sensation of being a visitor
in his own home was extremely distasteful. Entering the chamber
that been Kitty’s, his depression grew. A cheery yellow-striped
fabric adorned the grand fourposter. A bed for a princess and hung
all about with her favorite color—wouldn’t she have loved it!

Equilibrium was restored by the absence of
any changes to the upper chamber of the East Tower. Family legend
stated that the first Lord Ballacraine had watched from the window,
awaiting the return of his smuggling vessels. His spyglass,
carefully preserved, remained in its customary place on the
leather-topped desk. Picking it up, Kerr extended the shaft and
pointed it at the hills of England, miles across the sea.
Great-grandfather, ruthless and ambitious, would approve of his
purpose in comeing here today.

“Shall we take a glass of brandy?” Standish
asked, reaching for the decanter.

When invited to take a chair, Kerr went
immediately to the high-backed one his late grandsire had occupied;
it resembled a throne, with ornamental carving and bulbous legs.
Seated there, he felt more like a potentate than the supplicant he
truly was, and the brandy burning in his throat bolstered his
confidence.

“How fares the Manx Linen Manufacturing and
Bleaching Company?” Standish inquired.

“In future we’ll operate as the Manx Linen
Company,” Kerr informed him. “We continue to produce coarse goods
for domestic sale—ticking, checked linen, shirting material for the
soldiers. Our retting and scutching mill was constantly busy after
last year’s harvest, and additional weavers were hired on during
the winter months. But our last year’s profits were flat.
Competition from Mr. Moore’s factory in Douglas forces us to keep
prices low, which prevents expansion and increased output.”

“Your father could borrow money necessary for
capital improvements.”

Kerr shook his head. “Several months in the
King’s Bench debtors’ prison makes a man cautious, and he won’t
overextend himself again. I developed an alternative scheme during
my time in London, which I regard as a more lucrative market for
our products. Everywhere I looked, I spied quality linen—ladies’
dresses, gentlemen’s shirts, window hangings, upholstery. I mean to
supply these avid purchasers.”

“Thereby ensuring the success of your family
enterprise.”

“Exactly.” Leaning forward, Kerr continued,
“So many of our weavers produce aanrit keyll—fine linen. We
had yards and yards of cambric on the bleaching greens last summer,
and it went unsold. I mean to send it to the mainland to be
printed. What’s more, Donald Brady, an Ulsterman, weaves damasks.
His brother is equally skilled. Their goods, exported to England,
would command a price high enough to offset the tariff.”

“In English markets you’ll have a multitude
of competitors, whose resources are far greater than yours.”

“Even so, I’m confident I can create demand.
Particularly in London, where Manx prints will be appreciated for
their beauty and quality—and novelty. I’ve consulted Richard Ovey,
a linen-draper whose clients include members of the Royal Family
and the aristocracy. I trust he’ll serve as my conduit to the
exclusive market I seek to supply.”

“What is the earl’s opinion of your
plan?”

“He hasn’t yet heard it. I’ve told no one but
my sisters. And my brother-in-law, Lord Garrick Armitage, who
agrees it’s an opportunity worth pursuing. Before the next meeting
of the company directors, I’ll commission a set of designs and
produce samples of printed goods. Brady will provide patterned
damask. I’ve just come into some money, enabling me to cover the
initial expense. You, sir, must be familiar with reputable printing
works in the north of England, and I’d be glad of your
recommendation.”

“There are a number of them in
Lancashire—I’ll make a list. You’ll want an experienced pattern
drawer, and the best copperplate engraver.” Standish took a
thoughtful sip from his brandy glass. “You surprise me, Lord
Garvain. Not so many years ago you were intent on scholarship—to
the exclusion of all else.”

“No longer,” Kerr responded. “During my
absence from this island I learned a great deal—quite unconnected
with the history and literature of Greece and Rome.”

“Suffered a setback, did you?”

“Of a sort. Several sorts, actually.”

“As did I, a long time ago. After a variety
of misfortunes, I devoted myself to business. Made me richer, but I
can’t claim to be any happier for it.” After a pause, the older man
added, “You’re a scholar still, my lord. Your questing mind has
moved in a new direction, that’s all. Nowadays you apply yourself
to the study of mills and manufacturing, and markets.”

“I’m not counting on Father’s support, or
Thomas Whaley’s. They may be reluctant to enter into a risky
venture. I’ve got Garrick’s proxy, for he supports my plans. The
vote might be two against two.”

“You require a fifth.”

“Would you consider investing?”

“If circumstances permitted. However, the
earl would oppose my involvement—most adamantly.”

True, Kerr acknowledged. Father was firm in
his views, and rarely changed them. “You’re a businessman—rather,
you were. Do you agree that this is a worthwhile effort?”

The rusty head moved up and down several
times. “Indeed it is. I perceive in you the determination and the
energy necessary to make your mark. Time will tell whether my
impression is correct.” Standish reached for the decanter. “More
brandy, Lord Garvain? It comes from the castle cellars and bears a
French name.”

Pleased by this favorable beginning, Kerr
extended his glass. “The spirits smuggled into this isle by my
forefathers were always the finest. We Cashins crave the best, and
usually manage to get it. By foul means or fair.”

 


 


The blustery wind counteracted the warming
effect of the brandy Kerr had consumed and he decided to stop at
the tavern—not only for drink, or to warm himself at the fire. He
craved a glimpse of Ellin Fayle’s charming face.

Boayl Fea, the House of Rest. Its original
name had long ago passed out of use. Proximity to two crossroads
made it a popular stopping place for travelers, and with Glion
Cornaa’s linen and corn mills so close, it never lacked customers.
Henry Fayle was not only a brewer and licensed publican, but also a
farmer and fisherman. His wife Marriot, the most reliable of the
local spinners, produced linen yarn of the highest quality. They
lived comfortably but kept no household servants, only a boy to
tend the cows and sheep and pigs. At sowing time and at harvest,
Fayle employed day-laborers.

Ellin Fayle’s dog kept watch in the
straid. Accustomed to visitors, she didn’t bark, but she did
rise to examine him. Her black fur was damp and matted, and mud
caked her long white stockings.

“How came you to be so dirty?” he greeted
her. “No wonder you’ve been left outside.”

The cowherd emerged from a low-roofed
building, and the hens skittered out of his path. “Shall I put away
your horse, y hiarn?”

“Here’s a copper to make it worth your
while.”

The lad took the reins and led the animal to
the stable.

Kerr approached the door facing the road, the
public entrance. The lamp in the hall hadn’t been lit, and the
taproom was uncharacteristically dark and empty. To signal his
presence, he stamped his boots to shake off the dirt.

Ellin Fayle hurried out from a back room,
wiping her palms on her apron front. “It’s you! Have you brought
the books, then?”

“Not today.” The offer of his texts had
slipped his mind.

She reached for a tankard. In an
entertainingly businesslike fashion, she asked, “What will
your lordship have?”

“Brandy.”

“We’ve got only rum. It’s good rum.”

“That’ll do.”

“I’ll get the bottle, and a proper
glass.”

When she returned to his table, he asked,
“Where is everyone?”

“Uncle Henry took Aunt Marriot to Laxey.
Grandmother went with them—quite an occasion for her, as she rarely
leaves Boayl Fea.”

She placed his drink on the wooden table, and
he slid a coin across the smooth, worn surface.

“I’ll make up the fire, but first I should
take the lamb out of the oven. If you’re cold, you might come into
the kitchen.”

“I’ll not be in the way?”

“I’d welcome your company,” she answered.
“I’m seldom so alone here.”

He’d never yet turned down an opportunity to
be private with an attractive member of the opposite sex, and he
wasn’t about to start now. As she led him away to the thie
mooar, he focused on the alluring sway of her hips.

Near the stone hearth stood three spinning
wheels and a cross reel for winding finished yarn. The room offered
him the the familiar and comforting scent of burning turf and was
brightened by flickering rushlights, both of which he’d missed
during his roving years.

Hunger gnawed at him when he spied the pot of
boiling potatoes and the dipper of milk on the hearth. “How’s that
lamb coming along?” he asked as she opened the beehive oven.

“Still breathing.”

“Breathing?”

“Come and see.”

Curled upon the flat baking stone was a
brown-fleeced lamb. It blinked at him, and yawned.

Before mirth overcame him entirely, he
managed to say, “I assumed you were roasting it.”

Ellin’s laugh rang out, a rich, golden sound.
“I’m reviving it. We lost a ewe last night, so Scadoo and I spent
much of the day looking for her lamb. She found it abandoned in the
field, one leg stuck in the mud—cold and near dying. I brought it
home and put it inside the oven to warm it. I’ve made a false teat
from one of my kidskin gloves by slicing away tip of one finger, a
trick Uncle Henry uses when he rears an orphan.” She picked up the
dipper. “I’m hoping it will take this milk. Perhaps I should add a
few drops of rum.”

He watched her tentatively dribble drops of
liquor into the container. After a pause, she added a larger
measure. His belly ached from his last attack, but this set him off
again.

Oh, it felt so good to laugh.

When he recovered his composure, he
cautioned, “Take care it doesn’t get too fond of the cure.”

“The spectacle of a drunken lamb frolicking
at Boayl Fea would draw people from all over the island—good for
business,” she declared, her smile dimpling her cheeks and chin.
She lifted the tiny creature from the pillow, cradling it in one
arm like an infant, and placed it on the table. “Stand up,” she
pleaded.

When he helped her support it, Kerr’s hand
passed between the spindly hind legs. “A female,” he reported.
“What shall you name her?”

“Rum,” she answered. “Could you pour the milk
for me? Not too much.”

He tipped the dipper into the glove, and when
she was satisfied he tied off the top with a string. A white trail
leaked across the table when he handed it over.

Ellin quickly inserted the pierced fingertip
between the lamb’s lips. They both waited anxiously, willing Rum to
suckle. When she did, they smiled at each other in shared
relief.

London, thought Kerr, was a world away from
this cozy Manx kitchen.

The starved creature nursed for a long time,
its tail twitching. When Ellin judged it adequately fed, she
transferred the newly christened Rum to the straw-filled cushion
and shifted it closer to the hearth.

“She’ll sleep now.”

“One’s first drink does have that effect.”
Kerr drained his glass.

“Will you have more yourself?”

He nodded.

This peacefulness was pleasant, after the
torment of his week. Sipping his drink by the fireside, he watched
the comely and curvaceous lass perform her tasks. She broke eggs
into a bowl and whisked them, crumbled oatcakes into the batter,
stirred the potatoes.

She gathered up a handful of flax line,
saying, “I need to dress a distaff for Grandmother. If she’s not
too wearied by her outing, she’ll be at her spinning tonight.” She
held the bunch of long, straight strands to her waist. “Can I beg
your assistance once more? Fasten this string round my middle,
tight enough to hold the flax.”

She positioned herself in front of his chair.
Her breasts were at eye level, tantalizingly close, thrusting
against the fawn-colored loghtan wool. High and full, they
would fill his hands.

His fingers fumbled with the string as he
fitted it around her slender waist. In an uneven voice, he
commented, “My sisters never learned to spin.”

“Why should they? Ladyships needn’t earn
their keep.”

“In our family, one can never be too sure.
For the Cashins, reversals of fortune occur with amazing
regularity.”

“The next reversal is destined to be
favorable, I’m sure. Thank you, that’s perfect.” She seated herself
beside him. Spreading her fibers over one knee, she separated them,
fanning the sections across her lap. “You haven’t any cause for
concern, my lord. Didn’t one of your philosophers said that fortune
seldom interferes with a wise person?”

The chit was quoting Epictetus. “You’ve a
good memory.”

With slow grace she rose again, and asked him
to loosen the string. He moved behind her and labored with the
miserable knot he’d created. Once she was freed, she spread the
prepared flax web across the table and wound it onto the
distaff.

A dangerously attractive girl, young and
fresh and sweet. Too tempting by far, with her winsome face and
delicate neck, and that ripe bosom. As his eye moved downward, he
noted a scarf tucked into her bodice. It was fine, sheer cambric,
delicately embroidered all over with white silk thread in a
familiar motif.

“I know that pattern.” His hand shot forward
and he tugged at her fichu, pulling it free. “The Three Legs of
Man, our national emblem. Exactly the pattern I want for my
damask.”

Her startled stare jerked him out of his
raptures. His eyes moved from her face to her chest, and he
discovered that he had bared an expanse of creamy flesh. He
couldn’t stop looking at the exposed tops of her breasts.

What the devil was he thinking? Passionate
impulses inevitably lured him into disaster. He couldn’t let it
happen now, when he had much to accomplish, and far too many
responsibilities.

He glanced down at the fabric in his clenched
fingers. “Kitty’s needlework?”

“My own. I copied a design she drew for
me.”

“I’d like to see it.”

She put down her distaff and hurried away.
Her swift tread echoed in the staircase, fading with her ascent.
She soon returned with her workbasket and set it on the table
before him. Raising its lid, she began removing the contents.

“I’ve used her pattern several times,” Ellin
was telling him. “See? I embroidered the three legs in gold thread
on a red background.” She handed him a length of material. “This is
a petticoat flounce.”

His mind raced as he studied the fabrics. He
imagined ells and ells of linen, block printed with a medallion of
rose madder with the legs in contrasting yellow, a vivid
combination. Yards of purest white damask patterned all over with
the Manx symbol.

“Here it is.” She gave him a piece of
paper.

The instant he saw his twin’s simple sketch,
he sensed her presence keenly, as if she’d stepped into the
room.

“This doesn’t compare to Lady Kitty’s other
drawings,” Ellin volunteered. “The scenes of fishermen and crofting
folk, and the mountains and the coast.”

“Watercolors? They have sentimental value,
but I can’t print them onto linen.”

“I meant the pictures she made with her
pencil, not her paintbrush. She covered sheet after sheet, but she
didn’t like to show them off. Her masterpieces, she called them—in
jest. But they were very important to her.”

Kerr recalled the phrase from his twin’s
will, bequeathing him her “pencil drawings.”

“She meant to send them to you when she
finished,” Ellin told him. “Sometimes she used a French word to
describe them.”

“I’ve not seen them. Where could they
be?”

“Lady Ballacraine asked me to put everything
away in the cupboard. They must be there still.”

“May I borrow this whitework of yours? Donald
Brady can copy it when he drafts his damask pattern.” He held up
the sketch. “And this—I’d like to have it block-printed onto my
cambric.”

If he asked, Ellin would gladly let him take
the entire basket and all it contained. She couldn’t understand his
repeated references to damask and block-printing, for her knowledge
of linen-making began and ended with the spinning process. But from
his excitement, she knew that he was involved in something
momentous, of great significance.

His dark and pagan beauty stirred her
emotions. She wantd to smooth the rough waves of black hair with
her hand. If she pressed her palm to his cheek, would that
sun-kissed skin feel cool or warm? Thick black lashes fringed his
gray eyes. Here was a hero in the flesh, straight from the Celtic
legends. Manannan Mac Lir, the island’s first ruler. The lawless
brigand Maughold, before his conversion.

Walking up to her, he said, “By summertime,
the most fashionable ladies in London might be wearing gowns of my
printed linen, woven from thread you made yourself.” His hands
spanned her waist, pulling her toward him. “You provided me with
inspiration at exactly moment I most needed it. And for that I
shall be forever thankful, Ellin Fayle.”

Before she could accept the amazing fact that
he was touching her, he bent his head to hers and began to kiss
her.

 


* * *


 


Heart skewered by shafts of desire,

the raging Beast, passion, out at prowl in my
breast.

 


Ovid, The Amores

 


 


 ~
Chapter 5 ~

 


The baron’s eager kisses revealed to
Ellin that her love for him, flowing from her head and her heart,
also dwelled in other parts of her body. Enfolded in his arms, she
experienced a physical need unlike any she’d ever known, so potent
that it dissolved all barriers. Nevermore would he be the elusive
Baron Garvain, standing so far away on his lofty pedestal. Kerron
Cashin, the man, had stepped down to take her in his arms, and he
was showing her exactly what it meant to be a woman.

His mouth, hot and insistent, sought to
devour her very soul. She opened herself to him, giving as joyously
as she received.

And when the kissing ended, she couldn’t
think what to say or do.

He was studying her in a way very different
from the disengaged manner familiar to her for many years. His
appreciative smile assured her that he liked what he saw.

“A bold expression of my gratitude,” he
murmured.

With breathless candor, she said, “I wish I
might do more.”

“Truly?” His fingers drifted lightly across
her cheekbone. “I’ll remember that, Ellin.”

A voice calling from the taproom shattered
this promising new intimacy. “Is anyone here?”

The baron stepped away from her just before
Norris Martin entered the kitchen.

The linen factor’s smile faltered. “Lord
Garvain.”

Hurriedly, Ellin explained, “There was no
fire yet in the other room, so I invited his lordship to have his
drink here. You may do the same.”

His arrival relegated her to the role of
serving girl, and that disturbed her nearly as much as his
intrusion upon a private—and miraculous—interlude. She went to draw
his ale, and after delivering it, she stirred the potatoes. While
the men exchanged comments, she finished preparing her
grandmother’s distaff. The familiar task took longer than usual,
her hands were so shaky and unreliable.

Lord Garvain questioned Mr. Martin about the
current state of the linen market, narrowing the discussion to
damask and prints. She expected him to mention his plan and show
the designs, but he didn’t. Whenever his keen, falcon-like stare
fell upon her, she sensed that he was silently urging her to hold
her tongue. To prove she’d understood him, she closed her sewing
basket and moved it to the cupboard shelf, out of the way.
Afterward, she caught his conspiratorial wink.

He used his carefully phrased questions like
a hook, prying out information about competing mills in Douglas and
elsewhere. The factor, clearly wishing to impress the baron with
his knowledge of the trade, talked freely.

Belatedly realizing how garrulous he’d been,
Mr. Martin said, “I shouldn’t have revealed so much. Your lordship
wouldn’t want me sharing your secrets with Mr. Moore.”

“You’re too ignorant to do me any harm.”

Affronted, the factor sat straighter in his
chair. “I’m the one who sells you firm’s goods to the
merchants.”

“And I hope you’ll continue doing so. But
I’ve implemented changes you know nothing about, the first of many.
My father and the directors have vested me with full authority as
manager.”

His tone was barely civil, and his expression
severe. Although affairs at the mill were none of Ellin’s concern,
she was in love with the baron and the factor was her friend. She
wished for a warmer relationship between the two.

She stuck the distaff pole onto the spinning
wheel and moved to the hearth to check the lamb, lying there so
innocently, its cloven hooves tucked under its fleecy body. From
Calybrid she must get a strengthening dram, similar to ones the
farmers used to heal sick sheep and cattle.

The sound of the cart rumbling into the
straid signalled her family’s return. Before rising, she
pressed her fingertip to Rum’s pale pink nose.

“I must go.” The baron loomed over her, dark
and compelling.

“Ta,” she agreed, nodding. “It’s best
to be safe at home before darkness comes. That’s when the
buitch stirs. And the moddey dhoo on the hill road,
and the buggane haunting the deserted tholtan.”

“Of course. I prefer to avoid your fearsome
witch or that black dog or the ghost,” he replied, a telltale
quiver in his voice.

But because she detected a warm affection in
his mockery, she wasn’t troubled by it.

When she swung the kitchen door open, her dog
barged in and brushed against his knees, leaving dirty smudges on
his leather breeches. “Oh, Scadoo,” she cried in dismay.

Reaching down, he pulled one of the dog’s
floppy black ears. “She’s forgiven. I shall return to find out how
Rum is faring.” In an undertone, he added, “Next time, my
veen, I’ll stay longer.”

Ellin treasured the promise in his words as
much as the endearment, for it was the sweetest farewell she’d ever
heard.

 


 


Throughout dinner, Kerr contrasted the somber
scene with London’s gaieties. A year ago, his typical evening had
included a ball or supper in a grand house, where he’d engaged in
flirtatious banter with Lady Felicity Walsingham. He’s passed many
a night, more than he could count, in bed with actresses whose
talents between the sheets exceeded the ones they displayed on the
stage.

The four years of Kerr’s absence had added
gray strands to his parents’ heads and etched lines on their faces.
They carried out the necessary duties of household and farm, and
though they bore their recent loss bravely, he knew they were no
more resigned to it than he was.

He had assumed that they were only dimly
aware of his London exploits, but tonight he’d discovered they were
far better informed than was comfortable for him.

Said his father, attacking the fish on his
plate, “I cannot fathom why my children can’t live in London
without entangling themselves in some appalling scandal. First
Lavinia, then Kerr.”

“You came to grief yourself, John, when you
went there. It was while you were shut away debtors’ prison that
our daughter got herself into difficulty.”

“True. But our son has no such excuse.”

Eager to shift the subject away from himself,
Kerr described Ellin Fayle’s method of warming her foundling
lamb.

“Ever a tender-hearted girl,” the countess
commented. “Her remarkably sunny nature brightened your sister’s
darkest days.”

“Kitty left me the responsibility of choosing
an appropriate memento for her friend.”

“I suggest you give her Kitty’s dress
materials,” said his mother. “That would save the Fayles the
expense of her bride clothes.”

Kerr’s eyebrows lifted. “She’s got a
suitor?”

“More than one, I should think,” the earl
commented. “At the tavern she’s always surrounded by fellows. The
linen factor. Weavers from the mill.”

“Your sister often teased her about Sergeant
Clucas, from the garrison at Ramsey.”

Which one had taught the girl how to kiss?
Not Martin—he didn’t look at all hot-blooded. Probably the soldier.
Many a girl responded to a man in uniform, although he would have
expected his Ellin to be more discriminating.

“She may certainly have the fabrics,” he
said. “I know she’d also be very glad to have Kitty’s books. Isn’t
there a set of Miss Burney’s works? And other authors—Richardson,
Fielding, Goldsmith. She should also have a drawing or watercolor
as a keepsake. She was telling me about some pencil sketches, a
series of them.”

“Those belong to you,” his father stated,
confirming what Ellin had told him. “Landscapes, mostly. And
illustrations of island legends. Kitty made them for you, so you
may whatever you please with them.”

After dinner, Kerr climbed the staircase, his
heavy tread echoing the thud of his heart. Curiosity took him to
Kitty’s room—which he’d avoiding, dreading the emptiness he would
find there. As he gazed upon empty the chair beside the window, he
could hear her soft voice encouraging him to go—to Italy, to
Cambridge, to any place his dreams and ambitions led him. Even as
she wished him Godspeed, she must have feared she might not be here
to welcome him back and hear of his adventures.

Set into the wall was a tall, narrow cupboard
in which he discovered several thick portfolios, each formed by two
flat boards sewn together and tied with frayed ribbon. He carried
them downstairs to the parlor, where Joney was lighting the
candles, and piled them on the gate-leg table.

Addressing him in Manx, she grumbled about
the cold and pulled her shawl tight against her body.

This chill affected him not at all, for his
whole attention was on this mysterious and unexpected legacy from
his sister.

The first and thickest book bore the title
Scenes of Manx Life. Within he found abundant proof of his
twin’s observant eye and talented hand. The pencil work on each of
the large sheets was exquisitely detailed. Her drawings provided a
visual tour of their island. He recognized all the landmarks, and
many of the busy characters she depicted. Herring fishermen
unloading their catch, shepherds with their flock, weavers,
reapers, milkmaids.

The pretty girl at her spinning wheel, with
dog beside her, was the one he’d kissed tonight. Ellin Fayle’s
image appeared repeatedly, in various guises and poses. She danced
with a military man, her long braid flying. She labored in a field,
stacking sheaves of flax. She herded half a dozen loghtan
sheep, Scadoo trotting behind with tail aloft.

These subjects were charming, but Kerr was
unable to determine their significance, if any. Puzzled, he turned
over a sheet.

Manx Scenes, fifth version, was the
notation Kitty had written on the back. New design for linen
toile.

Toile—the French word Ellin hadn’t
remembered. She’d probably never heard of the stylized fabric
patterned with landscapes and views of pastoral life like the one
in his hand.

Now he understood the purpose of his twin’s
masterpieces. She’d made these pictures for a single, specific
purpose—to be engraved onto copper plates and printed onto Manx
linen.

The next volume was crammed with
illustrations of classical and allegorical subjects, novels, plays
and poems. Scenes from the Odyssey. Dido and Aeneas—Ellin
was the model for the lovelorn Dido, and Kerr detected his own
likeness in Aeneas. He studied depictions of popular Manx legends
and myths: the voyage of St. Maughold, the Fairy Cup of Kirk Malew,
the Mermaid’s Courtship. He and Ellin appeared as heroes and
heroines from the island’s history—Manannan Mac Lir and his bride
Fand, King Olave and Queen Emergaid. And as characters from
Shakespeare.

He reached for the third, impressively thick
collection, helpfully labelled Designs for Floral Prints. It
contained watercolors, mostly of flowers—sprigs of purple and green
heather, nosegays of roses and lilac and larkspur tied with pink
ribbon. Exactly like the multicolored images that decorated
block-printed fabrics, crafted to appeal to the feminine eye.

Closing the boards, Kerr placed his head in
his hands and shut his eyes. “Thank you,” he murmured.

Incredibly, within the space of a single day,
he’d gained everything necessary to proceed with his scheme for the
mill. He was ready to conquer the world of manufacturing, and set
himself up as the lord of linen-makers. With Finlo Standish’s
goodwill, and the drawings inherited from his sister, nothing and
no one could hinder his progress.

 


* * *


 


Ta ferrishyn as beishtyn ayns dagh voayl
jeh’n cheer veg shoh,

as kinjagh te d’imraa dy vel ad er num vakin
oie as laa.

There are fairies and ogres everywhere in
this little land,

And ’tis often said that they are visible
both night and day.

 


Manx folk song

 


 


 ~ Chapter 6 ~

 


 


Casting a wary glance at the
tumbledown, long-abandoned dwelling, Ellin touched the lucky stone
she wore threaded on a ribbon around her neck. Calybrid Teare had
provided the necessary protection against danger before sending her
to the hill farm for plants. She’d braved gray skies and blustery
winds, but the elements were less fearsome to her than this haunted
tholtan.

Keep well away from the house, her friend had
warned.

Calybrid’s reluctance to share the place’s
dark history meant it must be dreaful indeed. In the tavern the
crofters swapped tales about a buggane and reported strange
occurrences—the work of local witches or those small
mischief-makers who roved the parish by night.

Ellin resumed her work in the sadly neglected
garden. These plants, which had long ago outrun their original
bounds, were the same ones fillng Calybrid’s cottage plot.
Yn lhus, the vervain, grew rampant, with its
companion motherwort. Lurgadish and lus y chias
saghey—the medicinal herbs pennyroyal and feverfew. Coming upon
a clump of columbines, she sliced deep into the surrounding soil
with the point of her spade.

As she dug, her gaze occasionally strayed to
the roofless shell of stone walls. Years ago a fire had blackened a
portion of the house. At one end stood an elder tree, its trunk
bent and scarred, and near the gaping doorway bright daffodils
blossomed. The straid was overrun with weeds, and its
buildings were in a forlorn state of decay.

She excavated the plants with care, keeping
their clustered roots intact, and wrapped her gleanings in a
dampened cloth. The earth, cool and moist, stuck to her fingers. It
was pleasant to be outdoors again after four long days at home,
spinning, waiting, hoping—and fretting, because Lord Garvain had
not yet returned.

This morning she’d visited Calybrid, seeking
an interpretation of his kiss and his subsequent neglect. The
presence of her friend’s nephew John Teare, had inhibited her, and
she hoped he’d leave before she delivered the requested
columbines.

A mistle thrust perched in the elder pierced
the silence with song. Eager for a glimpse of it, Ellin gathered up
her bundle and approached the ruined house.

An enormous shape passed the gaping window
hole, and terror turned her legs to stone.

Forcing herself into action, she turned and
hurried down the hillside as fast as she could.

“Stop! Don’t go!”

The buggane was calling her—chasing
after her. In her haste she stumbled over a protruding rock. Down
she went, falling hard enough to knock the breath from her
lungs.

She lay sprawled in the rough, rust-colored
heather, helpless. But she could remember one phrase from the
Lord’s Prayer, Livrey shin veih olk...Deliver us from
evil....

“Are you injured?”

The voice was gruff, yet she detected a note
of genuine concern. Daring to look up, she saw Finlo Standish
towering above her.

“I think not,” she panted.

“I’m sorry I frightened you.”

So was she. It would be at least a week
before her heartbeat resumed its normal rate. “I feared you were
the ghost.”

Enormous hands reached down to her. “Let me
help you up.”

“I’m dirty,” she said, displaying her muddy
fingers.

He was not deterred. The instant she was on
her feet again, she searched for her bundle of plants.

“There’s water in the trough, if you want to
wash.” When she showed hesitation, he said curtly, “No
buggane lurks here, I promise you.”

As they crossed the field together, he said,
“I never paid much attention to the local legends, and I’ve
forgotten the ones I did know. Whose spirit haunts this farm?”

“A murderer, strong enough to kill a man with
a single blow. It happened in that field.” She pointed toward the
stone boundary wall. “He also died—I’m not sure how. Now he roams
the hills and valleys with Gob ny Scuit, whose legs are so long
that in only three strides he can travel from the eastern slope of
North Barrule all the way to the sea. On winter nights he howls
down at us from the mountains, or stands upon the shore and
roars.”

“You’ve heard him?”

“Everyone does. He’s very loud.”

“But you’ve never actually seen him?”

“I don’t want to,” she said frankly. “He was
a crofter, they say, because after harvest he sometimes creeps into
people’s barns at midnight to do some threshing.”

He startled her with a great boom of a laugh,
powerful enough to drown out Gob ny Scuit’s shout. “Not such a bad
fellow, after all.”

“And there’s a moddey dhoo who prowls
along this stretch of road after dark, searching for his master
till dawn.”

“A black dog? I’m not afraid of it. I’ve got
one of those myself.”

Ellin continued, “You must never linger at
the ford in the river, near Towl Eaynin y Ruyghey, the Cave of the
Red Man’s Daughter. Trapped inside is a little girl, who cries
constantly for her father to return and rescue her. It’s the
saddest sound—it haunts you forever. Unless you’re carrying yn
lhus in your pocket, or wear a magic stone.” She fingered the
one dangling from her neck. “Calybrid Teare, the ben-obbee,
will sell you a charm for protection.”

This time his laugh was not so hearty. “Don’t
be so sure. She’d probably prefer I fall victim to the
buggane, or the moddey dhoo.”

So he was aware of Calybrid’s hatred,
thought Ellin. What evil had he committed to inspire such venomous
dislike? His unpopularity had never been explained to her. She
simply knew that his very name brought frowns to faces; his
presence at a gathering produced a powerful undercurrent of
tension. Born a Manxman, he was nonetheless regarded as an
outsider—an unwelcome one.

“You are impressed by Calybrid Teare’s
supposed powers,” he said in a tone that clearly conveyed his own
opinion.

“No charm of hers has ever failed. She would
never cause harm to anyone. The Teares have been healers since—the
beginning of time, I think. Her father learned his skills from his
mother, and he taught them to Calybrid. A male is always followed
by a female, and a female by a male. She’s training her nephew John
from Ballawhane. He studies her book of magic and cures, and she
shows him how to mix medicines.”

“Not if I stood at death’s door would I trust
a mixture given me by that witch-woman,” he stated firmly as he led
her to the drinking trough of hollowed stone. “I’ve seen you
somewhere before.”

“At Dreeym Froaie.” She plunged her dirty
hands into accumulated rainwater and dried them on her
overskirt.

“That’s it—I paid a condolence call, not that
anyone cared. Who are you, where’s your home?”

“I’m Ellin Fayle. I live at Boayl Fea, my
uncle’s farm—the tavern by the river.”

“The same Ellin my friend Norris Martin
mentions so often?” He smiled. “You’re the reason he’s so
down-hearted whenever he leaves the island for Liverpool. He fears
some soldier fellow or one of the weavers will claim your
affections before he can.”

Troubled, she said, “I didn’t know he felt
that way.”

“If you’re so doubtful, he’s managing his
courtship very ill.”

“I can’t marry Mr. Martin,” she said
firmly.

“One of his rivals has taken your fancy?
Someone who also fancies you, I hope.”

The memory of the baron’s fiery kisses warmed
her cheeks. Avoiding her questioner’s watchful brown eyes, she said
shyly, “I believe so.”

“I rejoice to learn at least one young person
in this parish is lucky in love. No chance for poor Norris. And I’m
guessing Lord Garvain has suffered a disappointment—doubtless
that’s why he fled London.”

Lady Kitty, with gentle candor, had revealed
her brother’s hope of marrying an heiress—a ladyship. Had he made
an offer and received a refusal? Did he love her still? Jealousy
and regret churned Ellin’s stomach.

“I look forward to attending your
nuptials—and would welcome an invitation. For I’ve not been to a
proper Manx wedding since—” He shook his red head sorrowfully. “Not
since my own. The old Earl of Ballacraine was still alive, lording
over us all, and Countess Mooar played Lady Bountiful. The Cashins
were wealthy. I was not—never expected to be. But I had a good
wife, and a fine piece of land to work.” He paused, then said, “In
those days, this place had a name. Ballanard, the farm on the
height.”

He’s lonely, she thought. Small wonder,
living in that great castle, shunned and hated by all. Her
ingrained prejudice against him was softened by a vague pity.

“You’ll have a long wait for my wedding,” she
warned.

“Nonsense,” he said heartily. “Pretty as can
be, with more suitors than you want or need—you’ll get a husband.
Though you do look a bit young for wifehood. Tell that sweetheart
of yours to wait a year or two.”

“I’m nineteen,” she blurted.

“The impatience of youth,” he said, smiling
down upon her. “Away home with you, Ellin Fayle. And try not to
grow up too soon.”

 


 


Calybrid moved about her stillroom like a
restless raven, black skirts whipping with her every turn.

“Finlo Standish! Putting a terror into
you—how like him! Mooidjean! Blackguard!”

“He didn’t mean to frighten me.” Ellin
glanced over at John Teare, a wiry, dark-complexioned youth several
years her junior. He shrugged his thin shoulders, similarly
mystified by his aunt’s tirade.

“What was he doing there? I should never have
sent you to that place.”

“Did you know it’s called Ballanard? That’s
what he says.”

“I care nothing for what he says!” her
friend retorted, seething with rage. “I don’t trust him, and you
mustn’t, either. Don’t let him near you again—promise me,
Ellin.”

“I promise.” She didn’t bother to ask why she
shouldn’t, having more important matters to discuss. “I need to
talk to you about that potion you gave me. The one I drank from
your silver cup.”

Calybrid returned to the table. Untying the
bundle, she inspected the wilting columbines. “Do you remember what
these are used for?” she asked John.

“To make syrup for a sick throat,” he
responded promptly.

“Which part?”

“The leaves.”

“Ta. The plants must go into the
ground at once. I’ve prepared a place at the corner of the
garden—take this traval. And be sure to water them well
after you’ve done.”

With a nod, the lad took the implement his
aunt held out to him and carried the columbines outside.

Seating herself across from Ellin, Calybrid
reached for her hands. “You’re troubled about the young lord. Has
the love charm not yet acted upon him?”

“Calybrid—he kissed me! Last week.” Ellin
shared the thrilling tale of Lord Garvain’s visit. “After I gave
him my embroidery, he was happier than I’ve ever seen him. He
embraced me and put his lips on mine. And I think he would’ve done
it again, if Mr. Martin hadn’t come in. When he left, he promised
to return. But he didn’t,” she concluded regretfully.

Calybrid’s dark eyes flashed with triumph.
“Kisses—a promising sign. He couldn’t come to you because business
took him across the water. He’s in Liverpool. Joney told me when
she bought a pishag for the abscess on her hand.”

“Will he be there long?”

Calybrid rarely made predictions about future
events, and composed her reply carefully. “When he can no longer
withstand the force of your longing, you shall see him again.”

“I should take another dose,” said Ellin
decidedly.

She smiled. “It’s time for you to feed a
charm to him.” Crossing to her shelves, she reached for the
bottle containing the white powder she’d fed to Ellin. “I’ll put
the mixture in a vial small enough to keep in your pocket. When he
visits the tavern, pour a few drops into his ale.”

While she combined the necessary ingredients,
she fumed over Finlo Standish, too large a threat to ignore.
Because of him, she was increasingly tempted to explore the darker
and more dangerous realms of her art. Tonight, after John had read
his lesson from her secret book of spells, she would look up a
curse to bring great misfortune to her enemy.

If he’d remained in seclusion, hidden away
behind the castle walls, she would have left him alone. His
seven-year lease on the earl’s property was due to expire in three
years—they’d pass quickly enough. When the Cashins reclaimed their
home, Standish would seek a place to live. Was he roaming the
countryside in search of available land? He was wealthy enough to
purchase all of Glion Cornaa if he wanted to, and build the
grandest, most ostentatious mansion on the island. But no—she
couldn’t let that jouyl, that devil, invade her life again,
and destroy the peace she fought so hard to maintain.

She combined her powder with a harmless
cordial made from elderflowers, then decanted a portion of the
mixture into a small bottle of cut crystal. Presenting it to Ellin,
she said, “Be vigilant, and soon as you’re able, put this into the
young lord’s drink.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, eyes shining.

She looked and sounded so much like Isbel
that Calybrid’s heart shuddered. “Ellin, my magic can quicken the
baron’s affection for you. But he’s the earl’s heir, and no power
of mine or yours will change that. What is it you seek from
him?”

“His love.”

“No wedding ring, or promise of one?”

Said Ellin, with quiet dignity, “I dare not
hope. If he truly cared for me, I could be his—anything he
asked.”

“Shall I tell you the fate of a nobleman’s
pet, child? You’ll be cuddled and fondled when he’s in the mood for
it, and afterward forgotten—until that bwoid between his
legs sends him running to you again. He’ll be pleased to let you
bear his bab, but he’ll not give you his name. He craves
power and money, and respect, which he’ll never get by marrying
you.”

“You’re harsh, Calybrid.”

“Life is harsher. Every action has a
consequence, and you must be prepared to meet it. This is your time
to determine the extent of your desires and the limits of your
strength—not later, when there’s no turning back. You’ve kept up
your reading and studies to become mistress of the spinning school.
Any involvement with Lord Garvain—or any man—will ruin your
chances. Parents would expect you to provide an example of morality
and decent conduct to their impressionable young girls. Ta ennym
mie ny share na berchys—a good name is better than riches. If
you don’t believe me, ask Finlo Standish,” she spat.

“Already you’ve tossed me into bed with the
baron and have me bearing his child, all because of a few kisses.”
The smile dimpling the rosy cheeks quickly faded. “If you know what
the future holds for me, don’t conceal it. Shall I be loved?”

Her mother had asked the same question—long
ago, when Calybrid had been boastful of her powers and foolish
enough to play fortune-teller.
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