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MY IMMORTAL PROTECTOR




Prologue



STRATHWICK, SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS

1597

It was another troubled night for Deidra. Her father blamed it on the storm—the screaming wind, the driving rain, the rumbling thunder. But it wasn’t the storm; at least not entirely. The storm made the creatures restless and frightened. And when they were afraid, Deidra didn’t sleep.

William MacKay sat on his daughter’s bed in the candlelit room. He’d already checked under the bed and behind the screen and deemed them animal-free. Deidra believed him. She would know if creatures were in the room. She knew it was all very strange to her father. There had been a time when Deidra had been more comfortable with animals than with people, a time when the thoughts and feelings of creatures had comforted her.

Now they haunted her.

Her cries of terror had brought her father rushing to her room. He sat with her now, gazing down at her with furrowed brow. Rain danced against the shutters. Her new stepmother, Rose, stood in the doorway, red hair streaming over her shoulders, pale brow creased with concern.

“What is it, sweeting?”

Tall dog, tall dog, tall dog. The frantic chant filled her mind, pressing out other thoughts. She slapped her hands over her ears just as Billy, the large mastiff, nosed past Rose, searching for its master. Once it saw that William MacKay was in Deidra’s room, relief poured from the dog. He crossed the room to sit at William’s feet. Unfortunately the chant continued, but now it was filled with adoration and hope of table scraps later.

Deidra couldn’t stand it. She wanted them out of her head. Her body went stiff, eyes screwed shut and teeth clenched. Get out! Leave me alone!

Her father’s hands circled her wrists. “Deidra? What is it?”

Rats were on the move, in the walls, heading for the kitchens, excited at the prospect of rummaging through the rushes for dropped food.

Something growled in her head, rumbling in her chest and growing louder, filling her like the thunder. No more, no more, no more. Her father took her shoulders and gave her a hard shake.

“Deidra! Look at me!”

“She’s growling,” Rose whispered, her voice hushed with concern.

Deidra twisted, hands gripping the sides of her head. “Make them stop, Da, I pray you!”

Her father gathered her close, arms wrapped around her. “What is it? The animals?”

The rats, the dogs, even the horses, all of their thoughts filled her mind like a roar. She had no thoughts of her own; she was nothing but a container they filled.

“Aye,” she whimpered. “Make them stop, please, Da, please, please, please!”

Her father’s arms tightened. He didn’t say anything, and, young as she was, Deidra understood why. There was nothing he could do. Nothing anyone could do. They were witches, and this was their lot. They could not undo what they were. When you were born a witch, you died a witch.

“Why, Da, why? I don’t want to be a witch anymore. Why are we this way?”

He inhaled deeply, his eyes shifting inward with thought. “My mother told me it was a baobhan sith.”

“A blood witch?” Rose asked quizzically, approaching the bed.

William sat back and nodded, his hand still on Deidra’s back. She liked it there; it was warm and strong and comforting. When he was with her, she felt mayhap she could bear the thoughts, mayhap even learn to ignore them one day.

She swiped at the tears that leaked from her eyes and tried to focus on what her father was saying. It was easier to ignore the animals when she had something else diverting her attention. She asked, “What’s a baobhan sith?”

He smiled at her. “A witch that drinks blood and has many special powers. They derive power from the moon. My great-great-grandsire made a pact with one many years ago.”

“I thought they killed men,” Rose said. “All the stories I’ve heard tell of them luring young men with their beauty and dancing, then draining their blood. You can talk to them?”

William shrugged and ran a careless hand over his graying hair, leaving it in disarray. He wasn’t an old man, but his black hair had a metallic sheen to it from all the silver strands.

“Aye, apparently so,” he said.

Rose sat on the end of the bed. “What sort of pact?”

“I don’t really know, exactly. His son was dying…he asked for the magic to heal him…and the baobhan sith made him a witch,” he said as he smiled down at Deidra, “a healer like Rose and I.” He shrugged. “And we’ve had witches in the family ever since.”

“A pact,” Deidra whispered with wonder. It was so simple.

Her father rubbed his hand over her head. “Aye, lass. That’s from whence MacKay magic springs.” He stood, planting a kiss on the top of her head. “You’ll be fine now?”

Deidra didn’t know if she would. She still heard the animals, but now she had something to ponder, something to distract her from all the noise in her head. She nodded, since she knew it would please him.

Rose and her father bid Deidra a good night and left her alone in the darkness. She closed her eyes and listened to the rain tapping against the shutters. Animals chattered in her head, and she thought about pacts and baobhan siths.

Her situation had seemed hopeless before. But suddenly she had options, possibilities.

If pacts could be made to create witches…perhaps they could be made to take magic away.







Chapter 1



TWELVE YEARS LATER

For a while, Deidra thought Luthias had actually forgotten about her.

Hoped. Prayed.

But she did not possess such blessings. Apparently he’d been no more than distracted, busy hunting other witches. Word had reached her of a spectacular witch trial and hanging in the lowlands—complete with torture and dunkings. The images it brought to mind made her want to crawl under her bed and hide like she had when she’d been a wee bairn. No doubt Luthias’s stink was all over those trials.

Luthias Forsyth was a witch-pricker, a man well versed in the torture and execution of witches. The past few decades had been very prosperous ones for Luthias and very dangerous ones for Scotland’s witches…and women. That was the difficulty with being a woman in Scotland. One did not have to be a witch to burn for witchcraft. One merely needed breasts.

That had changed for a time in 1597, when King James had rescinded his edict that had allowed witches to be hunted and killed like wild game. But King James ruled England now, too, and the Presbyteries had control of Scotland. Witch hunting was regaining popularity. Today, it had come to Strathwick. Again.

For the past three days Deidra had hid in the tower room of Strathwick, her family’s home. It had been a while since she’d been forced to hide out in this manner. So long, in fact, that she’d begun to hope that perhaps the hiding was finally over.

She stretched out on the bed, reading by candlelight a chapbook about Saint George slaying the dragon. When she was younger, she had loved these stories, but the older she’d grown the less likely the stories had seemed. She had read her father’s histories and attempted to read her mother’s journals and herbals, but she couldn’t stay awake while reading any of them. She had read and reread their translations of the Greek myths. There was nothing left to read but these chapbooks, and they just made her roll her eyes. She shut the book with a sigh.

A dog had followed her upstairs and now sat beside the bed, staring at her. When she turned even slightly in its direction it whined softly and shifted from foot to foot.

Deidra ignored it.

She never knew how long Luthias would nose around the village, asking questions about her, making sure she wasn’t practicing magic. Checking up on her. Once, when he’d come, she had not hid. She’d been eighteen and feeling very idealistic and full of the need to cure injustice. She had imagined how, when he came sniffing around her, she would give him a flaying about all the innocent women he had murdered. She’d thought that somehow she would be able to make him see the error of his ways….

It hadn’t turned out the way she’d planned. By the time he’d found her, she’d been surrounded by animals—dogs, cats, sheep, chickens. It had been difficult to explain them away when he’d asked why all the animals in the village migrated to Goodwife Anne’s house, where Deidra assisted in the shelling of peas.

She had started out strong, telling him it meant nothing; they were pets, that he was the monster, not the girls he killed. His long angular face had hardened to granite, and he’d started in on her, calling her a foul witch who communed with the animal spirits, quoting the Bible and how she was a blemish on humanity. In the end, she had run away, more frightened and confused than ever. He had followed, harrying her home, promising that soon she too would pay, as all witches did.

Her father had run him out of the village and threatened to kill him. He’d stayed away for a time, but of course he’d come back. He always came back, and when he returned he brought reinforcements. From that day forward, when he’d brought a guard of mercenaries with him, rendering her father powerless. The only thing Deidra had been able to do was hide.

He was so persistent, so intent on her. She hadn’t practiced any sort of witchcraft in more than a decade, and yet still he was obsessed with her. She didn’t understand why he couldn’t just forget, move on, hunt other witches. And she supposed he did in the time between visits, but he never forgot about her. Every year he returned, as reliable as the seasons, and stayed for several days. But this time nearly two years had passed with no sign of him, and she’d begun to hope.

There was a tap on the door. Deidra closed her book and twisted toward the door. “Aye? Come in.”

Her stepmother, Rose, peeked her head around the edge of the door. “Are you hungry?”

Deidra swung her legs over the side of the bed and sighed. “Not really.”

Ignoring this, Rose entered, balancing a tray, and crossed the room. The warm smell of herbs wafted to Deidra and her stomach rumbled. Rose set the tray on the bed.

“I heard that,” she admonished. “Stop being a wee fool. You will eat my soup.” Rose rarely took no for an answer. A strong woman, made of steel and as beautiful as a well-honed sword. Deidra wished she could be more like her. She doubted Rose would hide from Luthias.

Rose smiled as she uncovered a dish to reveal a savory bean soup, warm bread with jam, and dried fruit. All of Deidra’s favorites.

Deidra sighed but gave her stepmother a grateful smile. Rose was an amazing woman and had more than made up for the years Deidra had been motherless. She had married William MacKay twelve years ago. She was still a relatively young woman—in her thirties—but her hair had turned almost completely white. Her face still held a youthful beauty, but neither William nor Rose could resist using their healing magic at every opportunity, and it aged them both. Yet another reason Deidra hated this witchcraft curse—it would eventually take away everything that mattered to her. It had already altered her father and Rose’s life in ways they’d not anticipated.

After they’d married, Rose had borne William a son, Ross. And had miscarried every pregnancy since. It was the healing magic; something about it made her different, made her unable to bear any more than Ross. And now Ross was gone, sent to King James’s English court to learn English ways so he would not be a heathen like his parents.

Luckily, thus far Ross had shown no signs of magical ability. It appeared he might be like William’s brother, Drake. Deidra envied him.

“Is Luthias still in the village?” Deidra asked.

Not meeting Deidra’s gaze, Rose fussed with some currants that had spilled out of the little bowl.

“What is it? It’s been three days and he’s still here?”

Rose straightened and planted her hands on her hips. “I think you’re just going to have to show yourself. He knows you’re here somewhere and he’s not going away until he sees you.” Her voice and face softened. “It’ll be just as it always is. He’ll see you are not doing any magic and go away.”

Deidra dropped her chin on her fist and glowered at the wall. She did not want to show herself. A dozen years had passed since the incident that had sparked Luthias Forsyth’s obsession with her, and Deidra was no longer a child but a woman…and yet she still trembled in his presence. She felt eight years old again, terrified and wanting to bury her face in her father’s shirt.

“I should go away,” Deidra murmured. “It brings danger to you and Da when he comes here searching about for witchcraft. There is plenty to find here. One day he will strike against you for sheltering me. I feel it.” She shook her head, fear gripping her shoulders tight. “I bring danger on us all.”

“What foolishness. Don’t be ridiculous.” Rose pushed the tray at her insistently. “You know we won’t hear of it. You will stay here with us until you marry and that’s the end of it.”

Deidra chose to ignore that and picked at the currants instead. No man would ever marry her. She was one and twenty, and not a single offer had been made for her. Her parents took her to gatherings, but the men she met did not seem to find her looks pleasing or her person interesting. It was her hair. Wild and woolly, like a sheep’s. She’d heard what the other lasses said about her. She was ugly and a mute, raised by animals. No, she would never find a man with such references.

She snatched a roll off the tray and stood, pacing the room. “I will live in the mountains, somewhere far away from here, on the Continent perhaps…the Alps, in a remote chalet where he’ll never find me and I bring danger to no one.”

Rose made a dismissive sound and waved a hand. “That kind of behavior never brought anyone any happiness. Remember you Stephen Ross?” She raised her copper brows. “We all loved him well, but he was so miserable he couldn’t see it. So away he went and now everyone thinks he’s a monster, living in the mountains. No friends or family. People fear him.”

Deidra did remember Stephen Ross. He’d been a young man when she’d been a child. Crippled in an accident, he’d tried to live among friends and family, but the pain and bitterness over what had happened to him had cankered his soul and made him unpleasant. Eventually he’d moved to one of his estates in the far north to live in isolation.

“People say he is a baobhan sith,” Rose said. “That he traps unsuspecting travelers and drinks their blood. Would you like them to say that about you?”

Rose was clever, playing on Deidra’s need for acceptance and approval. Deidra disliked the taint of witchcraft. But she ignored the question and slid Rose a dubious sidelong look. “I thought blood witches were all women.”

Rose shrugged. “I suppose they can be either men or women. I know not.” Rose smiled slyly. “Perchance Mr. Forsyth could tell you more about them. Go see him and find out.”

Deidra scowled and returned to the bed, where Rose sat. “Is it true? Is Stephen Ross really a baobhan sith?” She still remembered the tale her father had told her as a child, about how her great-great-great-grand-sire had made a pact with a blood witch. She’d always found the story compelling but not particularly useful. After all, she’d assumed the baobhan sith were not real. A story told to children to keep them close to home.

When Rose didn’t reply, Deidra pressed, “So…do you believe in the baobhan sith? Do you really think there is such a thing?”

Rose gave her a mildly condescending smile. “If you grew up in my family…and married into such a family as I did…well, you would understand that anything is possible.”

This was true. Rose’s sisters were both powerful witches. Rose herself had married a witch. And Deidra was a witch, though she hadn’t used her magic in years. At least not intentionally. To be precise, she had become proficient at ignoring it, and it didn’t trouble her overmuch these days. But that mattered little in Mr. Forsyth’s world. He knew what she was capable of. He had seen it with his own eyes. And even now, though she might deny her magic to herself and to others, the animals knew and would never allow her to forget it. They sensed it in her and flocked to her. Most of them did not have the capacity for reason. They did not understand that she would never speak to them again. They all wanted something, so they kept trying.

“Drake went to a blood witch.”

Deidra nearly dropped her bread. Her jaw did drop. “Uncle Drake?”

Rose nodded, the corners of her mouth tight, her gaze turned inward. She obviously wasn’t certain she should be speaking of this, but she had decided to anyway. “Do you recall when Ceara was ill? And your father and I could not cure her?”

Deidra remembered well. Aunt Ceara’s deadly ailment was what had turned her parents’ hair white through their constant attempts to heal that which not even magic could cure.

“He took her to the blood witch.”

“And?” Deidra prompted, breathless.

Rose shrugged. “I know not. Ceara is dead. Drake is…different. But he did say that he saw her. So there must be such a thing.”

The baobhan sith was real after all. Deidra was intrigued. Perhaps another path lay open to her, one she had not previously considered. However, the visit had not benefited Ceara. Perhaps she should go to the source, find out what had really happened.

Her mind turned to Stephen Ross. She’d not known him well. He’d been a good friend to the MacDonells, Rose’s family. He was the illegitimate nephew of an earl and very wealthy. He could afford to live off in some remote castle, far away from the stares. She remembered the way he’d limped, the lines pain had drawn in his youthful face. He’d not been born crippled, but Deidra had not known him when he’d been a whole man.

What Deidra remembered most of all when she recalled Stephen Ross was that he’d been beautiful. She’d found him angelic in countenance and particularly enchanting when he’d smiled, which had been rare. He’d never paid much attention to her, except once, when her animals had bothered him. He’d bellowed like a baited bear, terrifying her. She’d cut a wide swath around him after that.

But that had been a very long time ago. She was not a little girl but a woman, and he did not scare her.

Much.

Rose patted her knee. “Think about showing yourself, aye? Maybe then he’ll go away.”

Deidra smiled wanly. Even if Luthias did go away, he’d just come back. He would keep coming back until she could prove she was not a witch.

When Rose was gone, Deidra gathered up the rest of the currants and bread, wrapped them in a napkin, then stuffed the napkin into a canvas satchel. She placed the bowl on the floor. The dog preempted its instinctive rush forward and sat back, staring at her with pleading eyes, flanks quivering with hope.

“Go ahead,” she said.

The dog’s nose disappeared in the bowl.

Deidra crossed the room to her clothespress and threw open the doors. Scanning the interior, she grabbed fresh stockings and a clean shift. She started to close it then ran a hand over her wild, unruly curls. She snatched up her comb and stuffed it in the satchel with everything else before closing the doors.

She hesitated, standing in the center of her room, satchel in hand. She wanted to leave immediately, to get as far away from Luthias Forsyth as possible. She crossed to the bed and sank down on it. It would be unwise to leave now. Someone might observe her leaving and report back to Luthias.

It would be a few more hours yet before the castle went to sleep.

So she waited.

The dog finished eating and stared at her expectantly, trying to communicate with her. She could feel it pushing at the membrane of her thoughts, but she would not allow it entrance. She walled it out, just like she did all creatures. It had a name, but she refused to use it, refused to acknowledge it.

She lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling, the weight of time and her task pressing on her soul.



Luthias had grown tired of this little hamlet. Year in and year out he came here, keeping track of the animal whisperer. He slept in smelly crofts with the rustics, who stank and fed him food unfit for animals. He had never married, and he had no family save a sister he hadn’t spoken to in a lifetime. His was not a life for a family man. He lived like a nomad. Still, he had a house in Edinburgh, and it would have been nice to have had a woman waiting for him there.

But it was not his lot. God had handed him this calling, this gift of rooting out witches, and he was obligated to use it in His name. Still, there had been a time when a wife and family had been possible. That was before the MacKays. Before Deidra.

Tonight he slept on a cramped mattress stuffed with heather and probably crawling with fleas, which he had paid far too much for. His men had found stables around the village, though one slept outside this croft, protecting him. A blanket hung between Luthias and his hosts, but that did not block out the sounds of the smith rutting on his wife. They thrashed about, grunting and huffing and whimpering. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d lain with a woman, but he was certain that when he had, it hadn’t been nearly so noisy.

The blanket stirred, and a moment later a small face peeked around the side of it. The smith’s son. Luthias glared at the lad and the face swiftly disappeared…but seconds later he was back, staring with wide, serious eyes, all the while the tanner strained and groaned on the other side of the blanket.

Luthias thought he might go mad.

He threw back the itchy wool blanket and struggled off the mattress, grabbing his cloak and rushing out of the croft into the cool night air.

He stood under the waning moon and inhaled deeply of the crisp air, thick with peat smoke. His legs twitched from agitation, and he jigged his foot impatiently.

He would leave in the morning. The witch hid from him and would not show herself. He usually did not back down from a challenge. He’d smoked witches out before, but this one’s family was different. They were white witches. Luthias had long subscribed to the notion that the only good witch was a dead one, but that had been before he’d witnessed William MacKay heal a dying man. That could not have been the devil’s work, for the man had been William’s enemy—and that enemy had been doing God’s work, trying to end William MacKay’s life. True evil would have let him die. True evil would have relished in the revenge. True evil such as Deidra MacKay.

She had been the murderer that day. She had set her hellhounds on the man, a whole horrifying snarling pack of them, and they had ripped the man’s throat out while she’d looked on with approval. And she’d only been eight years old.

The image of such a small lovely child committing such a vile, inhuman act had haunted Luthias for twelve years now. God had made him witness to that horror for a reason. God haunted him with nightmares of the child for a reason. Every day since he had walked away from Deidra, he had regretted it. He had tried to comfort himself with the knowledge that trying a child was illegal and he’d honored the law. But he knew in his heart it had just been an excuse. God’s law superseded any law created by man. He was God’s servant, and Deidra MacKay offended God. It was his calling to keep her from committing any further horrors and to punish her if she transgressed. She was not a child anymore; had not been for some time. It was past time for him to set things to rights.

He took his calling very seriously.

The twitching stopped, but he didn’t want to go back inside. He didn’t think he could sleep in that croft tonight anyway. He crossed the dark yard and lowered himself onto a log. It was too dark to travel in such terrain, plus his men needed their sleep. Tomorrow they had a long journey ahead of them. He’d caught word of another witch in the lowlands. This one heard the voices of the dead and used her magic to find lost objects. Evil. He shuddered just to imagine the kind of evil that raised the dead for profit. He would come back to Strathwick and seek another opportunity.

As he sat contemplating his next assignment, he became aware of movement in the distance, near the castle. He sat very still, watching. A lone figure moved silently through the darkness. But he was wrong; he soon saw that it was not alone. In the distance behind it followed an entourage of figures low to the ground. Dogs, it appeared, or mayhap wolves.

Luthias recoiled inside, his lips curling.

The animal whisperer, out skulking about after everyone else was asleep. As he watched, he noted she carried a satchel. She disappeared into the stables, then reappeared moments later leading a horse. He watched her until she was gone.

She was leaving Strathwick.

He felt an unfamiliar tugging at the corners of his mouth and realized it was a smile. He’d finally smoked her out.

A change of plans was in order. He would not be heading directly to the lowlands after all. God had finally rewarded his patience with opportunity. It was time to set things right.







Chapter 2



Bráighde Pele crouched upon a jagged black mountaintop. The castle was not far from MacKay lands, but it still took Deidra two days to reach it. Its name meant “hostage tower,” and it was no mystery why the castle had acquired it. Craggy rocks and a thick forest surrounded it on all sides. The overgrown rubble of an abandoned kirk blocked the way to the south. This was dangerous and difficult terrain to traverse, discouraging all but the most determined.

An odd choice for a cripple…but not for a baobhan sith. In fact, it was the perfect lair for a blood witch—away from prying eyes. Deidra’s pulse stepped up a few beats with hope and excitement. The idea that her life could soon be transformed from nightmare to normal was almost too much to contemplate. It swelled inside her, threatening to overtake her and make her reckless. The horse felt the excited trembling in her thighs and wanted to understand. It probed at her. She blocked it, her jaw set, shutting her mind against it.

It had been a difficult journey for Deidra. She loathed sleeping outside. Animals sensed her presence somehow and flocked to her, all wanting something. Unlike most people, she had nothing to fear from even the most dangerous beast, but that mattered not. She would rather fear them than be stalked by them.

The tower rose before her, reaching high above the castle walls. Many years ago—even before Deidra’s father had been born, when the castle had been nothing more than a simple tower—it had been owned by the MacKays and used to hold pledges. When the MacKay lairds had kidnapped enemies and held them for ransom, they’d locked them up in the tower and forgotten about them until the ransom was paid. Sometimes it had been a very long time before that happened. Often, the hostages hadn’t lived to see release, and so the ransom had had to be returned…or fought over. It was a place of death and darkness, and it made Deidra’s chest heavy with dread.

The Rosses of Irvine had purchased the castle and the land around it many years ago and built the tower up into a grand estate. Stephen owned it now and had moved into it nearly a decade ago. Few had seen him since, though he did send occasional letters to family and friends.

As she drew closer, the sky seemed to grow thicker and darker above the castle. It was no more than her imagination, but the place exuded dread, as if cursed and forgotten. Deidra pulled her wool araisad closer to her neck. She didn’t understand why anyone would choose to make such an unpleasant and isolated place their home—unless they had something to hide. A baobhan sith. He had to be one.

It was late afternoon by the time she rode beneath the portcullis and into the courtyard, tired and hungry. She’d been forced to dismount and walk the horse the last few miles. She couldn’t guess what kind of hospitality to expect from Stephen Ross. In the Highlands, it was expected of a laird to extend hospitality to those of rank, regardless of the laird’s circumstances. But Stephen Ross was not normal.

It didn’t take long for Deidra to find out what kind of welcome she would receive. Servants rushed at her seconds after she entered the courtyard. Men crowded around her, grabbed her, and hauled her away from the horse. Her nervous excitement transformed into panicked confusion. She pushed at them, her skin crawling. Their hands were all over her body, patting her down as they searched for weapons. They confiscated the knife she’d strapped to her thigh.

“I’m here to see Stephen Ross,” she said over and over, but her words elicited no response—not even eye contact. It was as if the men were mutes.

Her horse was led away, and one of the men gripped her upper arm in a firm hold, leading her forcefully across the courtyard and into the castle. Her heart hammered in her throat, her breath coming in small gasps as terror tightened her chest. Baobhan siths murdered people—ripped their throats out and drank their blood. She had not told anyone where she was going. No one knew where she was. She could disappear and no one would ever suspect she’d come here.

Foolish. Foolish. Foolish. And impulsive.

The men led her to an enormous room, its high ceilings carved with dragons and griffins. A huge chair, its back to Deidra, crouched before a blazing fire. A bear skin draped the back of it, and more skins covered the arms.

The men shoved Deidra until she stood before the chair, her back to the fire. Sprawled in the thronelike monstrosity was Stephen Ross, but not the Stephen Ross Deidra remembered from her youth.

Even as a cripple Stephen Ross had not been a small man. He’d not been over-tall, but he had been broad and thick with muscle. The man that sat before her was enormous. He wore a white shirt that hung open, exposing a muscled chest furred with light blond hair that traveled down a hard abdomen, disappearing beneath a thick leather belt.

Pale blue eyes regarded her without emotion. His blond hair had grown long and hung loose over his shoulders and down his back. He was still an exceedingly handsome man, but pain had deepened the lines beside his mouth and eyes, showing the passage of years. Pale whiskers stubbled his chin and upper lip. He looked disreputable and dangerous. Not at all like a harmless cripple.

His arms rested on the chair arms, and he gripped a tankard in one of his hands. He stared at her beneath dark blond brows. The men exited the room, leaving them alone. Deidra stood mutely before Stephen Ross, trembling uncontrollably. The blasting heat from the fire at her back did nothing to dispel the chill fear that gripped her.

He took a long, thoughtful drink from his tankard, his gaze remaining fixed on her. Then he said, “I know you.”

His presence overwhelmed her. She couldn’t form a coherent thought. She trembled from the inside out. Her mouth opened and closed, but nothing came out.

He lowered the tankard to rest on the chair arm. His gaze scanned her from head to toe. “Are you from the village?”

Deidra managed a small shake of her head.

“What do you do?”

She blinked. “I—I don’t understand.”

He sighed with studied patience. “What do you do?” Each word was enunciated, as if she were an addlepate. “Do you work magic with your hands? Your body? Your mouth? What will it be tonight?”

Though innocent in experience, Deidra was not innocent in knowledge of what went on between men and women. Nevertheless, his comment struck her as so inconceivable that her mind scrambled for some meaning other than the one his words conveyed. He hadn’t just assumed she was a common village trull. He couldn’t have.

His brow lowered into a frown. “You’d think you would have cleaned up a bit first.” He waved a hand at her, encompassing her travel-stained attire and ending with a baffled wave at her head. “Or combed your hair and removed some of the foliage.” He slurred his words slightly, indicating that he’d drunk more than one tankard. He took another deep drink, watching her all the while.

Heat rushed to her cheeks. She patted at her hair self-consciously and felt the leaves stuck in there. She pulled them out, dropping them surreptitiously to the floor.

He wiped a hand across his mouth. “You’d better be impressive, sweet, or I’m not paying full price, not for a wench that wilna even pick the leaves from her last tumble out of her hair.”

And with that bit of crudeness, there was no doubt what he inferred. Her jaw unhinged as she stared at him in stunned silence. It had been a very long time since she’d last seen Stephen Ross, and even then, she’d been a child and had not actually known him. Nevertheless, this was not what she remembered. In her memory he’d been a charmer, not a whoremonger.

He reached a hand out to her, strong fingers curved invitingly. “Come closer, wee dustball. Let us put that sweet mouth to good use.”

She gaped at his hand. “You think I am a whore? That I came here to…to…to…” She was so appalled that she couldn’t even say it. Her lip curled in disgust. “You make me sick.”

He lowered his hand but didn’t look terribly surprised at her indignation.

She swept her arm out to encompass the room. “Is this what you’ve become? A pathetic cripple, lying around drunk, paying whores to make you feel good for a few moments?”

His eyes narrowed to pale blue slits. “I assure you, lassie, it will take more than a few moments.”

Deidra rolled her eyes. “You cannot help me. I can see that now. You are no baobhan sith. You are just a sad lonely man who has to pay for companionship.”

He leaned back in the chair, rubbing his fingers over his lips. “And when she speaks, she spews forth poison.”

“At least I don’t spew forth whisky fumes.”

He glowered at her for a moment, then his mouth curved. A second later he chuckled. He raised his tankard in a salute to her.

“You are Rose and William’s bairn.”

This surprised Deidra. After a second she nodded, though inwardly she recoiled at being referred to as a child.

“I thought I recognized the eyes and the hair.” He raised his finger as if to trace her features, then dropped it heavily so that his hand rested again on the fur-covered chair arm. “But it was the mouth that gave away your heritage. Only Rose has such a gimlet tongue.”

“She is my stepmother, not my mother.”

“She raised you since you were a wee thing.” He held a hand out to indicate a child’s height. “You obviously learned your razor wit from her.”

Deidra loved her stepmother and normally would be proud to be compared to her…if the comparison had been made by anyone else. How dare such a waste of flesh pretend to know her? He knew nothing.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “The earl of Irvine is a well respected man. You obviously did not learn to be a sot and a lecher from him.”

He feigned a scowl. “I sense disappointment. What is it you said before? I am no baobhan sith? What is that?”

Deidra sighed and looked heavenward. He didn’t even know what a baobhan sith was. This was a wasted, useless journey. “A baobhan sith? A blood witch? Surely you jest. I thought everyone had heard the tales of the blood witches.”

“No, not everyone.” He shifted in his chair and glanced to his right. Another, smaller chair was beside him. He indicated it with a careless wave. “Pray, have a seat and enlighten me.”

Deidra remained rooted to the spot. She had not forgotten his rudeness. She was still insulted.

He stared up at her, his pale eyes probing. “You’re still in a chuff, aye? Well, I apologize. How’s that? Smooth your fur any?”

Deidra’s lips tightened and her arms folded closer to her chest.

Stephen sighed. “Come now. Accept my apology…or at least pretend to. What else will you do? It’s late, you’re in the middle of nowhere, and I offer you a hot meal and soft bed. Indulge me.”

He had a point. Deidra didn’t really want to, but it was late and she was stuck here for the night. She sank into the chair. The bone-deep ache from two days of hard travel and fitful sleep on a hard ground throbbed through her. Every muscle pulsed with exquisite pain as she relaxed in the chair. It was a fine, well made chair, just like everything else she’d seen in the castle thus far. The soft pillow she sat on had been skillfully embroidered, and a skin hung over the chair back and arms, cushioning the wood and making the seat extremely comfortable.

“Hungry? Thirsty?” Before she could answer, he gave a harsh shout. Seconds later, a man entered the room. “Fetch our guest some food and drink, and prepare a room for her.”

The man bowed out and Stephen turned his attention back to her. He cocked his head slightly as he regarded her. “Deidra…aye?”

She nodded and he smiled, pleased with his memory, which apparently had not been impaired by the excess of spirits.

“Good. Deidra—tell me now the tales of the baobhan sith that I was deprived of in my youth.”

Deidra leaned back in the chair with a contented sigh and looked skyward in thought. Truth be told, she was glad for a reason to sit and talk to someone about the baobhan sith. It wasn’t as if she could tell anyone back home what she wished to do. But what did Stephen Ross care? And even if he wanted to, it was doubtful he could stop her.

“Well, the most common tale sings of four young lads on a hunting trip. They shelter for the night in an abandoned cottage. They are sitting around the fire, talking and singing, when one of them wishes for women to keep them company. Immediately women appear. They are beautiful women—”

“Like you?”

Deidra’s mouth opened to respond negatively when she suddenly realized what he’d said to her. Her mouth snapped shut. His elbow rested on the arm of his chair, and his chin sat on his fist as he stared at her as if enraptured by her tale. Or by her.

Heat flooded her cheeks. Did he jest? She knew she was not beautiful. She had wild, unruly hair that she had given up on a long time ago. And as for her shape, she had none. She was small and unwomanly—straight as a lad. She was also considered strange and unfriendly by most people.

He was jesting…or drunk. Or both. Either way, she would not participate in the game.

She forced herself to speak, shaking her head and swallowing convulsively. “No, no, of course not. They…they were womanly…with long flowing hair, and fine shapes…womanly shapes. And voices sweet as nightingales.”

He arched a blond brow as if he didn’t believe her, but he said nothing.

“So,” she continued, tearing her gaze away from his rapt stare. Her voice became strange and uneven, difficult to squeeze through her constricted throat. “The men danced and sang with the beautiful women…but soon the dancing became lascivious and wild. Then suddenly the women changed. Their eyes became catlike and they grew fangs and claws. They tore into the men, ripping out their throats and drinking their blood. One of the men was a papist and wore his rosary. The witch touched it and screamed an inhuman shriek. He took that opportunity to escape from her. She pursued and caught him. But he was canny this time and threatened her with the rosary, warding her off until morning. When the sun came up, the blood witch had disappeared.”

Stephen’s servant appeared with a tray laden down with food and drinks. He set it on a table between their chairs.

“The ale is mulled. Have some.” Stephen waved at the tray.

Deidra hesitated, then took the ale. She was hungry and thirsty. She drank deeply of the warm, spicy brew, then chose a bannock from the tray and bit into it, sighing deeply at the rich, warm taste.

He smiled, but there was strain around his mouth. He leaned toward the tray slowly, like an old man, and took the bottle of whisky, grabbing the throat of it and falling back heavily in his chair.

So he was still in pain. She hadn’t been certain, as he looked well enough, but then again, he hadn’t moved from the chair since she’d arrived.

“You traveled all of this way,” he said. “A woman, alone, because you thought I might be a blood witch. And yet, by your own description, they are evil, dangerous creatures.” He drank whisky straight from the bottle and wiped a hand across his mouth. “You want something only a baobhan sith can give you. And it is extremely valuable to you. Indeed, it is so valuable you are willing to risk your life for it. If I were a baobhan sith, I would be ripping your lovely throat out right now, aye?”

Deidra’s hand crept to her neck. “Aye, I suppose so.”

“It seems…oh…” He raised a shoulder and looked skyward, as if searching for words. “Mayhap a trifle stupid? And here I’d always believed you to be an intelligent lass.”

Deidra smiled ruefully. “You don’t know me at all, and you certainly have no idea what I left behind. Maybe a baobhan sith would be welcome in comparison.”

He raised both brows thoughtfully and nodded. “Aye, I hadn’t considered such a thing, sheltered as you are by both the MacDonells and the MacKays. They love their own, cosset and dote on them. But you’re still unhappy.” He inhaled deeply, leaning to the side to contemplate her. “So you left something bad behind you. What if it followed you? Did you think for a moment that I don’t want your trouble? Why do you bring it to me?”

Deidra opened her mouth in protest, then snapped it shut. She supposed he had a point, and that had not occurred to her. “He didn’t see me leave. I escaped without anyone’s knowledge. Besides, he’s after a witch…and you’re obviously not one.”

Stephen nodded. “You’re the animal whisperer, aye? I remember that.”

Deidra grimaced. “Not anymore. I stopped talking to them over a decade ago. Unfortunately, they haven’t stopped talking to me.”

“So the animals still talk…you just stopped listening.”

“That’s right.”

He studied her. “Interesting.”

Deidra shrugged. “Not really.”

“Clearly, someone back home finds it fascinating. They know you’re still a witch and will not let it go.”

He was pretty sharp for a sot. She continued to reevaluate whether or not he was actually drunk, but he kept pouring the whisky down his throat and slurring his words. It was very confusing.

His gaze narrowed. “But why a baobhan sith? What can a blood witch do for you?”

Deidra smiled without humor. “You’ll never know, will you, since you know nothing about them.”

He smiled back, but his was full of mirth. “That’s not entirely accurate, sweeting. I said I’d never heard of a baobhan sith, but once you explained what one was, I realized that of course I knew of them. I’d just heard them called other names.”

“Really.” Deidra’s lips flattened. She felt strangely irritated that he was not ignorant of blood witches. “Such as?”

“On the Continent they are called strigoi. They are witches who died and came back to drink the blood of their families. Then there are the dearg-dul and deamhain flhola in Eire. Bloodsuckers both, but not terribly threatening, since a pile of stones atop their grave keeps them put.” He shrugged as if bored by the subject. “And there are other names and stories.” He rubbed his fingers over the stubble beneath his lips. “But I had not heard of a baobhan sith before today. So…you believe these stories, aye?”

Deidra hesitated. “I believe the story of the baobhan sith. Of these other creatures you tell of…the red thing and whatnot…well, I know nothing of them and cannot say one way or the other.”

He kept rubbing at his lips, but she could see it was more to hide his smile than aught else. “But you have some proof of your bloodsucker, aye? Pray tell, if it pleases you.”

She lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. “What care you? You’ve already made up your mind that I am foolish and empty-headed.”

His hand dropped and his eyebrows flew up in astonishment. “What?”

“Aye, I am no addlepate. I can see your smirk.”

“I am not smirking.” He recomposed his face to grave seriousness. “I do not think you are foolish and empty-headed. You are clearly a thoughtful and intelligent woman. And I vow that I am truly, deeply curious about your quest.”

She didn’t believe him. At least not entirely. She didn’t think he cared one whit about baobhan siths or any other form of blood witch. However, he had to be rather lonely, sitting in his big room, drinking himself into a stupor and comforting himself with whores. She supposed he wasn’t quite ready to lose her company. And for some reason, she felt reluctant to retire just yet.

“Very well.” She sighed dramatically, as if it were much more trouble than it actually was. “I know because my uncle Drake met a baobhan sith.”

Stephen frowned dubiously at her. “Drake, you say? I know Drake.”

“It is true. He did.”

Stephen’s frown deepened. “Tell me.”

“You remember his wife, Ceara?”

He nodded gravely.

“She was very ill…like your back.” Deidra lowered her eyes, unable to hold his gaze when speaking of his injury. She remembered how bitter Stephen had become when neither her father nor Rose had been able to heal his back. It had been a caustic dram to swallow. After all, that’s what the MacKays did. They healed with magic, and yet they’d done naught for him. It was sometimes that way. They could heal many things, but not everything. Preexisting conditions, such as a ruined back that had already mended incorrectly—such a thing could not be undone because it had already healed. The fact that it had healed wrong didn’t make it any less healed.

“I seem to remember Ceara being ill, not a cripple.”

Deidra glanced up. “No, she wasn’t cripple, but still, there are ailments that are similar in the fact they cannot be healed. My father and Rose were able to help her temporarily, but it always returned. We suspected witchcraft but could find no evidence of that, even with Aunt Isobel and Aunt Gillian’s help.” She shook her head. “My parents did all they could. They healed her over and over…She is the reason they are both completely white haired. She was killing them. Finally, one day, she told them to stop….”

Stephen nodded thoughtfully but did not respond.

“There is a story about how the MacKays got their magic. My great-great-great-grandsire made a pact with a blood witch. Uncle Drake thought maybe he could make a pact with a blood witch, just like our ancestor did.” She shrugged. “But I guess it didn’t work out, because Ceara died anyway and Uncle Drake has shut himself up in Creaghaven for years…just like you. People say you’re a baobhan sith, because you close yourself up here. No one sees you…stories circulate…” She gave him a sheepish smile. “Bráighde Pele is on my way to Creaghaven…so I thought I’d try.”

He smiled back, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m sorry to disappoint. But I am just a man, and not even a whole one at that. If I were a baobhan sith, you wished to make a pact with me?”

“I thought if the baobhan sith can give magic, mayhap it can take it away.”

“And your uncle’s failure tells you nothing? Such as maybe there is no such thing as a baobhan sith? Or if there is, she doesn’t grant wishes?”

Deidra’s lips thinned mutinously.

“Why not go to your uncle? Find out what his experience with the blood witch was?”

“Well, that is what I plan to do tomorrow.”

He propped his chin on his fist. “Well, I am glad for your mistake. Had you chosen another route, I would not have had the pleasure of your company this evening.”

Deidra tried to take a drink of mulled ale to hide the trembling of her lips, but her throat closed up and she coughed and sputtered. At the moment, she was glad, too.

This was the Stephen Ross she remembered. The handsome charmer she’d been completely enamored of as a child. She found that she was not as immune as she had assumed she would be. She had a terrible time speaking to most men, but something about this evening, or about Stephen, had made it easy for her to talk. Until now. Her tongue knotted up again.

She reminded herself that he was doing nothing more than making do with what he had available to him tonight. And now he was being flirtatious and charming in hopes that she would finish out the night giving him for sweet words what he would have paid coin for otherwise.

It was rather insulting when she considered it logically.

She found her tongue again. She set her tankard down and stood. “Thank you for your hospitality, but I must start out early in the morning.”

He contemplated her from his seated position. His expression was enigmatic, strange, as if he found her the puzzling one. She squeezed her hands together to stop herself from wringing them. She wanted to say something but felt it was better for her to leave it at that. He must understand what she meant. She had made it clear that she was not here for his amusement.

After a long moment he braced his hands on the arms of his chair. His face set into hard, uncompromising lines. Then he hauled himself up. The muscles stood out on his arms and his jaw grew rigid.

He was even more formidable standing than he had been sitting. He stood nearly a head taller than her and twice as wide in breadth. His shirt still hung open, giving her an eyeful of tense, hard muscle. She swallowed and quickly averted her eyes to stop herself from staring.

When he stood, he let out the breath he’d apparently been holding. “I’ll show you to your room.”

He limped across the room. Deidra hesitated, then followed.

Outside his chambers, he led her down a corridor to a flight of steps. A lantern sat in a deep depression in the wall, giving them a dim, wavering light to see by. A rope banister was bolted into the stones. He took the stairs a bit slower, but still, Deidra was impressed with his mobility.

“You get along quite well,” she commented. “I’d imagined you bedridden or some such, not nearly so…mobile.” And muscular. In her experience, cripples were often wizened and weak. Stephen looked quite robust.

“Aye, I suppose, for half a man.”

Bitterness edged his voice as he gripped the rope railing. She understood why muscle layered his arms and chest. He used his upper body to compensate for the weakness in his lower limbs.

At the top of the stairs he paused, palm pressed against the wall. Deidra reined in the urge to place her hand on his back and ask if he needed her help. He wouldn’t want it, she knew that.

He recovered quickly and led her to a door at the end of the corridor. He pushed it open, then stood aside so she could enter.

It was a huge chamber. The enormous bed was the centerpiece, draped with silk curtains. Her eyes slid past the bed to seek out the windows. There were two, and the shutters were open, allowing the cool breeze in.

“Will this be adequate?” he asked.

She turned toward him, nodding. “Oh, aye. It’s very nice. If I don’t see you in the morning, I wish to give my thanks again, and to wish you well.”

He inclined his head. When he stood like that, tall and straight, it was hard to believe he was crippled, but then he turned and limped toward the door.

“Good night, Deidra.” He didn’t look back as he shut the door behind him.

As soon as he was gone, she rushed to the windows and closed the shutters up tight. The room was practically perfect. She turned a circle, pleased she was up so high. This was how her room was back home. She sometimes had problems with birds, but for the most part the height kept away any beasts that thought to trouble her.

She collapsed on the bed and closed her eyes. Tomorrow, it was off to see her uncle. She hadn’t seen him in years and wasn’t relishing the confrontation. She didn’t know what she would say to him and couldn’t imagine how he would react. She was discouraged by her meeting with Stephen, but she reminded herself that his being a blood witch was nothing more than a rumor. The information she had on her uncle was more solid, as he had actually seen and spoken to a blood witch.

Still, it was difficult to sustain real disappointment. Somehow, her evening with Stephen had left her with a pleasant warmth, as if she had finally met someone who had somehow managed to see past the animal whisper to the woman beneath.



Stephen returned to his drawing room, but didn’t sit. Lounging in front of the fire with a bottle of whisky no longer held the same appeal as it had just a few hours earlier. He imagined Deidra in his tower room. Her slight, feminine body, the wild, wonderful curls, her large, clear blue eyes. He’d seen many beautiful women in his life, and she wasn’t one of them. She was not homely—far from it—but she was not a beauty either. She was intriguing, adorable, delightful. She would leave in the morning, possibly before he was even out of bed, and he would not see her again. Maybe never.

That was unacceptable.

She had come to him, sought help from him, and now he regarded her with a sense of ownership and responsibility. Logically, he knew she was not his responsibility and would never be his in any manner. But it didn’t diminish the feeling.

Deidra MacKay had barged in and disrupted his uncomfortable but routine life. It was not a particularly happy life, but he managed. The monotony of it had lulled him into a sensation of being carried on a sea of inevitability, of fate. But not anymore. Deidra the animal charmer had swept the cobwebs from his eyes and revealed how empty his life really was.

He thought about the task she’d set for herself. Finding a baobhan sith. Upon initial examination it seemed absurd. But when he considered the matter more closely, it was not at all foolish. One would assume the stories of blood witches were naught but tales told to frighten children, but Stephen knew better. He had seen magic in his lifetime, in both his own family and his friends’. He’d grown up surrounded by witchcraft and magic, and it had never touched him. He’d remained immune.

And he was sick to death of it. If there was such a thing as a baobhan sith and there were pacts to be made, by God he wanted his share of the magic for once. He was weary of being a cripple, weary of the pain. Even now it dug and twisted in his back, like a stake rammed deep. For years he’d feared they’d somehow left the bullet deep in his spine, but both Rose and William MacKay had assured him there was no bullet in there—merely a spine that had healed crooked, causing him to suffer endless agony.

He snagged the neck of the whisky bottle and took several long swallows. It did little to dull the pain these days. He might be forced to resume taking the poppy juice. He hated the poppy juice—or, more aptly, he hated himself when taking it. The whisky didn’t do him any favors either, but at least he could think straight when imbibing. When he took the poppy juice, he was not himself. His thoughts scattered and grew muddled. Sometimes he would write things, and when he read them later, they were senseless babblings.

He took the whisky to his bedchamber and called for a servant to ready him for bed. He could dress and groom himself, but a woman came in each night to work his back hard with her fingers and fists. It was blissful agony, exhausting him, but eventually it lessened the pain and usually helped him sleep.

Tonight it just hurt. Her hands were sharp little rocks, digging into his muscles and making the pain worse rather than better.

“Stop!” he finally bellowed, frightening her so that she backed away, hands clasped under her chin.

She was a big woman, with strong hands and arms, but she had an odd, feminine wilting-flower disposition completely at odds with her stout physique.

“I’m so sorry, sir. What did I do wrong?”

He slumped back onto the bed and buried his head in his forearms. “Nothing—just leave me.”

He heard her scurry out of the room. He lay motionless on the bed, face pressed into his arms. The whisky dragged at him, pulling him down. He fought at the oblivion tonight. If he gave in to it, he would not wake early.

He pushed himself off the bed, teeth grinding, back screaming. He gathered some personal items, some poppy juice and whisky, then thought that perhaps he might need food, too. In the kitchen he wrapped bannocks in a napkin and tossed in dried meat and apples. He wrote a short missive and addressed it to Rose at Strathwick.

He went to the stables. There he told the groom he would be leaving in the morning and asked him to inform the steward. Before the boy left, Stephen gave the groom the letter to Rose, then sent him to sleep elsewhere. Stephen found a soft pile of hay, rolled up in a blanket, jammed another rolled-up blanket behind his back, and waited for the throbbing in his back to subside. It did, incrementally.

The groom would tell everyone how their master eschewed his grand soft bed to sleep in the stables, and they would all think he’d finally gone over the edge. Stephen didn’t particularly care. This was the only way he could be certain she wouldn’t leave without him.

Judging by her response to him that evening, she would not want his company. Too bad for her. She would get it anyway. He might be crippled, but he was not an invalid. He could function quite well through the pain. Sometimes he was useless the next day, but that would likely work to his advantage as well. She was a compassionate sort and would not leave him to suffer.

He finally drifted off to sleep. It didn’t seem as if he’d been asleep long when a soft voice drew him from his slumber. The dim stable swam in and out of his vision, and his stomach lurched. His back had locked into position. There would never be any jumping out of bed in the mornings for Stephen Ross. During sleep, his back tended to freeze. The next morning, getting out of bed was a nightmare. But it was a nightmare he’d grown accustomed to. There had been a time when he’d toyed with the idea of actually becoming an invalid. Putting himself through the misery of moving every single morning for the rest of his life had been almost too much to bear. But in truth, the longer he didn’t move his back, the worse the pain grew. Daily activity, along with the rubs and exercise, had minimized the pain as much as possible. That and liberal doses of alcohol. He supposed the human body wasn’t much different from any tool—regular use and the application of a lubricant kept it functional.

His stomach still heaved, and his head felt thick and foggy. He only hoped he didn’t need to bock. It would be quite unpleasant, since he wouldn’t be rising from the hay anytime soon. Lying in his own vomit was not an experience he enjoyed.

He lay still, listening to the voice, willing his mind and body to calm.

“Leave me alone.” The words were ground out softly, steel girding every word. “You have a groom to tend you and besides, I don’t care!”

A horse blew and stomped a hoof.

Was she leaving already? Stephen lay helpless, and slightly panicked, wondering if he could force himself out of the hay before she left. He was reluctant to begin thrashing about or call for help. He knew she already saw him for what he was—a cripple—but there was no need to rub his ailment in her face. He did have some dignity.

“Be silent!” she hissed.

Stephen could only imagine that she was speaking to the horses, since he had not said a word, nor had he heard anyone else in the stable. Her voice had taken on a hysterical edge, so he decided it was time to lighten the mood.

“Forgive me,” he said. “I must have been talking in my sleep.”

He heard a frantic scrambling, then she shrieked. “Who’s there?”

“It’s just me.”

“Where? Where are you?”

“Over here in the hay, trying to get some sleep…and not having much luck with all the arguing.”

She came into view, legs apart, hands on hips. “You’ve been spying on me.”

Stephen’s head was beginning to clear. His stomach had finally settled. He shifted, getting an arm beneath him. His back gripped and he decided that was far enough for the moment.

“Hardly. I was here first, and I was asleep until you came in.”

She scowled down at him. She had cleaned up since he’d seen her earlier. Her clean, scrubbed face was porcelain smooth, her cheeks pink with emotion. Her wild curls had been somewhat tamed and hung to her shoulders in soft corkscrews. Still, a few pieces of hay stuck in her curls, making her look as if she’d just had a tumble. His groin tightened at the sudden image of her in the hay, beneath him.

“I thought you didn’t talk to animals anymore,” he said.

“And I thought rich men slept in beds.”

He smiled. “I suppose we both have some explaining to do, eh?”

“Humph.” The sound was very derogatory.

In the hopes of encouraging her to talk to him, he decided to be honest with her.

“I came out here to sleep because I didn’t want you to leave before I woke.”

She blinked and took a step back. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why?”

“Well…I thought you might need some company on your journey—a companion. After all, you’re a woman alone, and such an undertaking isn’t safe.”

She folded her arms over her chest and leaned back slightly, brows raised. “And you think you can protect me?”
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