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MY IMMORTAL PROMISE




Prologue



She was twenty-seven when she’d first acquired a taste for blood. A grown woman, past her prime, and good for little except hard work. And she did a great deal of that. She worked all day in the fields, cared for their animals, and in the cottage she cooked and washed and made certain they had light and fuel. Then he came home and worked her in bed. She usually made it through it all unscathed, provided she kept her mouth shut.

But sometimes she didn’t, or more aptly, couldn’t. Sometimes the devil inside of her made her say something. Like that long-ago night.

Gareth had been hungry. According to him, he’d just come in from the fields and, damn it, he was famished! Where was his dinner? Aedammair knew he’d been a few cottages down, drinking ale, but she hadn’t commented. Not then, at least.

She had told him dinner wasn’t ready. She’d had to patch a hole in the roof and had gotten a late start.

His dark brow lowered over red, veined eyes. He sat at her clean table, scattering crumbs all over it as he crammed her fresh-baked bannocks in his mouth. “Damn it, woman, I am short on temper tonight.”

Her gazed traveled downward as she said, “That isna all yer short on.”

She would have slapped her hand over her mouth had she not held a ladle in one and a turnip in the other.

Never mind that she had spoken the truth. Color burst in his cheeks, a red so deep it was almost purple. He looked as if he was ready to explode, and likely he was, as there was no disputing her statement.

And so that was how later that evening Aedammair found herself huddled on the floor of the cottage she shared with her husband, barely able to see out of two swollen eyes and unable to crawl to the bed because her body was so battered. She thought she had broken bones—ribs, arm, legs—but she was not sure.

She could not cry. She could do nothing but lay there and wish to die.

And then someone was there, in her cottage. A woman. Aedammair was ashamed and wished to hide, but could do nothing. Everyone knew he beat her, but no one had ever seen her like this. The woman touched Aedammair’s face. She could barely see the woman through the watery red haze. She had dark hair and pale skin, but that was all Aedammair could discern.

It was your man, wasn’t it child?”

Aedammair couldn’t nod, but she tried.

The woman made a sound of disbelief as she pushed a lock of red hair out of Aedammair’s face. “Men are worthless, disgusting vermin. We do not need them.”

Aedammair wished that were true. But she would probably starve without Gareth. It was the Highlands; there was no work for a lone woman. No one would take her in if she left her husband. She wished she could kill him and find another man, but who would have her now? Her bones would probably heal crooked and her face would be scarred.

“I see you do not believe me,” the woman said. “Would you like me to show you?”

Show her? “I…do n-not…” She couldn’t get the rest out. Her face hurt too much and her teeth wobbled. The woman swam before her as tears filled her eyes. Her teeth. She’d always had good teeth.

“I ken, child. More than you know.” Her hand stroked over Aedammair’s hair. “You do not understand. But you will. When you wake tomorrow night, you will be a new woman, free of this pain and weakness. We will choose a new name for you. And then you will come back here and make your husband suffer as he has made you suffer. When that is over, you will come with me and we will live a new life, free of men and their base wants and needs. Would that please you?”

It sounded heavenly. Was that what it was? A place where she was free of this pain, free of Gareth? Where justice would finally prevail and Gareth would suffer all he had inflicted on her?

“Aye,” she forced the word through her raw and bloodied lips.

“Good,” the woman said, and there was a smile in her voice. “This will only hurt for a second, and then the pain will be gone forever.”







Chapter 1



Drake stood in the dark alley, gaze fixed on the village center, waiting. It was full dark. The night was quiet, cool, devoid of insects. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness, but without the moon it was still difficult to make out any details.

The witch should have escaped by now. Drake’s gaze narrowed on the dark smudge of the thieves’ hole, marked by a pole. Earlier that day the witch’s hands had been nailed to the pole, but later he’d been ripped free and thrown down into the hole.

Drake had seen the cycle often enough in the past six months. It followed a similar pattern each time: the witch was captured, tortured into confession, and then waited in a hole or other prison to be executed. And through each one, Drake observed—an interested bystander, nothing more. On occasion he would plant suggestions if he thought it prudent, and he always made certain the witch had opportunity to escape eventually.

The escape was of vital importance, since he had to be captured by another village in order to start the whole process all over again.

They’d been through this dance a number of times and the pattern was always the same. Usually by now the witch had escaped and was slinking away into the night, with the occasional frantic stop to feed on a farm animal.

But tonight was different. Drake continued to wait in the darkness, his lips tight, his fists opening and closing rhythmically, debating whether to leave the safety of the darkness. He scanned the town square again. The windows of the houses surrounding the square remained black. He sprinted across the square, dropping to a crouch beside the thieves’ hole. He surveyed the square again.

He leaned over the wood grating. “Luthias,” he called in a loud whisper. “Luthias.”

Nothing but silence. Drake sat back on his heels, listening and waiting, wondering if the witch had finally died.

A baobhan sith did not die easily; Drake knew this, so the silence puzzled him. True, the cycle of abuse had been ongoing for months, and any human man would have died long ago—or, at the very least, been permanently crippled from all that Luthias had endured. But Luthias was not a human man and had been through worse than the relatively tame bit of torture he’d been subjected to in this village. A dunking. The wheel. Some rocks on the chest. Nothing a baobhan sith couldn’t recover from in a few hours.

“Luthias,” Drake called again, his voice a harsh whisper. Still no answer.

Drake’s chest constricted. If Luthias was dead, then it was over. Drake could be finished with this duty he’d assigned himself.

And move on to the next one, the one he had been using Luthias to avoid.

Drake’s head bowed. He stared sightlessly at the ground. He was tired, weary to his bones. His taste for vengeance had been satiated. If Luthias was not dead now, he would be tomorrow, when they burned him at the stake.

Drake stroked his beard. Had it not been for the dreaded task that followed, he would have loved to be finished with this one. It had been six months. Doubtless the thing that waited for him believed he did not intend to fulfill his promise at all. And that was not true. Drake MacKay honored his promises, even the ones that were misery to even contemplate.

It was time to go. He had done what was necessary to protect his family and punish the man who persecuted them.

But it was over now.

He secured the grate over the thieves’ hole. He had unlatched it earlier so that Luthias could easily escape. Let him meet the village’s sentence. It was in their hands now.

After another visual surveillance of the village, Drake returned to the safety of the dark alley. His horse was stabled close by. Now that he’d made the decision, he didn’t want to waste another moment on Luthias.

He saddled his horse and led it out of the village. When he was clear of the last cottage, he mounted and rode into the night, bound for the far northern highlands and a promise overdue.

 

The island was exactly as Drake remembered it. Windswept, treeless, lonely. A lethargic bell clanged in the distance as a goat wandered through the tall grass. The clouds broke, and sunlight blinded him. He squinted as he crossed the island, following the sound. He remembered the last time he had made this same journey under very different circumstances. He had come here with murder on his mind. To take revenge on the thing responsible for his years of misery. Instead, the blood witch had saved the life of his friend.

This was not a woman who granted favors out of the kindness of her heart. In fact, technically, she wasn’t a woman at all and probably didn’t have a heart. She was a baobhan sith. A blood-sucking witch. And he owed her a life.

His life.

It wasn’t worth much these days anyway.

He waded through the tall grasses to the top of the hill. A lush green valley, dotted with white puffs of sheep, spread out before him. The baobhan sith’s house nestled in the side of a hill, not immediately visible to the unobservant. It had a new door—no doubt thicker than the last one, which he had hacked through with an ax.

The door was locked from the inside, but he had expected no different. Baobhan siths were nocturnal creatures. They derived their power from the night or the moon—he didn’t know which. Because of this they often hid themselves during the daylight hours.

He pounded on the door, not really expecting any response. When none came, he settled down beside the door, crossed his arms over his chest, and closed his eyes.

He slept fitfully, startling awake frequently, hand on dirk, wondering where he was. The moment he remembered, his body relaxed, his eyes turning to the door, still closed, then to the sky, gauging how long until the sun set. Then he shut his eyes and slept some more.

He dreamt, too. Strange, vivid dreams that seemed real and yet couldn’t be. He saw the baobhan sith in his dreams, walking in shadows, just out sight. He would tell her to stop running and come out where he could see her, but she only faded further away.

The next time he woke it was in increments and with care. His eyes opened to the darkness. He didn’t move as he waited for them to adjust to the gloom. It was night, but no stars or moon were visible. A thick fog had moved in from the water and hung around him, clammy. He suppressed a shiver.

He got to his feet, listening. Sheep bleated in the distance. He felt along the grass wall until he touched the door. It was open, just a crack. He pushed on it, and it creaked inward.

Muscles tensed and ready, he stepped into the house. The darkness was complete; not a single candle lit his way. He had a vague recollection of his last visit six months ago. There had been a table several feet to his right, and on it had been a fat, squat candle. He moved toward the table, hand outstretched until he touched it. His hands skimmed over the tabletop, searching for candle and flint.

Before he encountered anything, there was a scrape, then a spark. A halo of light spread across the table.

She sat at the table across from him, the flickering candle in front of her, her long, slender arm lowering the flint matches to the tabletop. The candlelight lit her hair so that it burned like fire, deep auburn and copper.

The sight of her there sent a jolt of energy through him. His hands curled into fists. She was so still, so quiet. He could discern nothing by her blank expression.

The silence stretched out interminably until Drake felt compelled to say, “Well. I’m here.”

Her head tilted slightly to one side as she regarded him thoughtfully. Silken copper hair slid from her shoulder to fall behind her back. “It took you long enough.”

He lifted a shoulder. “Aye, well…”

She looked away, disinterested. “You can go.”

Drake frowned at the woman before him. She seemed different somehow. Previously she had been enigmatic, mysterious…now she just seemed bored.

“No,” he said. “I made a promise, and my word is good.”

She waved a pale hand in his direction. “Apparently.” The emotionless line of her mouth curved minutely into something resembling a smile. “Your honor is noted, Drake MacKay. No one will speak ill of the solidarity of your word. I release you from your promise.”

Drake had been dreading this moment, dreading coming to this island, and most of all, dreading the fulfillment of his promise. Her words should have been welcome. And there was a sigh of relief in his soul. But the larger part of him was annoyed.

She stared up at him, waiting. Her eyes were large and sultry, curtained with thick auburn lashes that seemed too heavy for her to hold up consistently, so they lowered, shadowing her eyes and making her thoughts elusive.

“I came a long way,” he said. What was he doing? Arguing? My God—was he insane?

Apparently he was, because rather than run to the boat and row back to the mainland, thanking God for this reprieve, he was still here.

She seemed as puzzled by his strange behavior as he was. “I imagine you did. And if there had been some way to get word to you about this, well…” She lifted a palm and shrugged. “Well, I wouldn’t have done it anyway, so never mind about that.” The corners of her mouth pulled tight, and she exhaled. “You are released. Do not be a fool and question it.”

His brows drew together as he regarded her. She was right. There was no sense in questioning such a gift. He was free. He inclined his head, not willing to thank her verbally. She held his gaze for a long moment. Then her gaze drifted away, disinterested.

Drake backed out of the house and closed the door. He stood outside, hesitant for some inexplicable reason. She seemed so odd. Not that he had known her well, but he had spent a fortnight in her company, and during that time she had been very different. Though insouciant and understated, she had still seemed alive. Witty and clever; conversant. He had not found her company objectionable.

The woman inside was a shell.

He turned away from the door. Whatever ailed her was not his concern. He was free, and that was all that mattered now.

He rowed back to the village, relief washing over him in slow waves. He had stopped thinking about a future. There had been no point. His future had been sealed when he had made the promise to the baobhan sith. But now the future opened before him again, full of possibilities. Where did he go from here?

The thought was such a profound one that he stopped rowing. His oars trailed through the water. Before the blood witch had saved his friend Stephen, he had lived his life seething with anger and misery over his wife’s horrible death, needing someone to blame. And that someone had been the baobhan sith. But then she’d helped him, and though he hadn’t forgiven her, he no longer felt compelled to revenge himself on her.

Luthias had been punished.

The blood witch had released him from his promise.

What now?

The sudden hollowness in his chest unnerved him. It seemed abnormal to view the years that stretched ahead of him with no interest.

He was no longer young, but neither was he an old man. He would find another woman, have sons. He’d lived practically as a monk since his wife had died. That needed to change.

He pulled at the oars with new vigor, letting the hard work dominate his thoughts. He kept at it until the bow hit the beach. He dragged the boat ashore and left it, trudging up the pebbled shore. No one paid attention to him. The fishermen were further down the coast where a narrow dock extended out into the water, readying their vessels to set sail. It was very early; the sun had not yet risen.

Shops and houses clustered just past the waterline. Drake had not rented a room, so he entered the tavern and dropped wearily onto a bench. The taverns never closed, since the fishermen came and went all night. The smell of bread and porridge filled the air. Within seconds a tall, lean woman stood over him with a tankard of ale and one thick brow arched. Drake tossed his coin on the table. She exchanged the ale for the coin and left him to his drink.

Drake drained the tankard and then a second. He wanted to drink away the troubling thoughts that plagued him about future and family. He had just started his third when he realized the men sitting at the table behind him discussed the baobhan sith. He paused, then slowly brought the tankard to his lips, shifting backward to eavesdrop better.

“She rejected the offering again,” one of the men said, his voice deep and gruff.

“What does that mean? What does she want?” another man asked. This one sounded smaller, his voice thinner. He was frightened.

There was a brief silence. An exhalation. “Human blood,” deep and gruff said ominously.

The silence drew out longer this time.

“So…what do we do?” a different one asked in a low, harsh whisper. “Do we send her a human?”

“Mayhap we should wait,” the thin voice said anxiously. “Mayhap she doesn’t care about us anymore.”

“The last time we waited and prayed,” the gruff voice said, “bad things happened. She killed entire herds of animals. Dried up the fishing. Preyed on humans. No.” Drake imagined him shaking his head decisively. “No more. We have been at her mercy too long. I say we kill her.”

There was a sharp intake of breath. “It canna be done. She canna be killed.”

“Everything can be killed,” gruff man drawled.

Drake’s heart beat into the silence. He realized that he had stopped drinking and sat very still, head tilted toward the men. He took a drink of his ale and leaned forward on the table, rubbing the back of his head wearily.

His antics to appear as if he wasn’t listening caused him to miss what was being said.

“…told me the only way to kill one was to cut their heads off and burn them to ash.”

“How do we manage that when she lives on an island? She knows who is coming and going. There is no surprising her.”

“Then we have to outnumber her. And daytime is the best time.”

Drake couldn’t listen anymore. He stood and left the tavern. He paced outside for a moment, his chest a knot, teeth clenched. They were going to kill her. And it sounded as if maybe they knew how. He raked a hand through his hair and stopped short, staring out to sea. It was too dark to make out but he saw it in his mind. A green place, populated with peaceful animals. A calm place, a safe haven, not the lair of a baobhan sith.

She wasn’t his problem. She had released him from his promise, and if he had kept walking to the stables rather than stopping to have a drink, he would never have known any different.

But he did know. And he couldn’t just ignore what he knew. He owed her. Being released from a promise was one thing, but deliberately allowing someone who had aided him to die…well, that was quite another.

He headed for the beach and the skiff he’d left resting on the pebbled sand. Urgency mixed with impatience in his gut. He had thought he was finally free of everything, ready to start fresh, and here he was, in the thick of it again. But no sense starting anew when there was unfinished business to resolve. Some part of him felt better with a task, a mission, something to distract him from thoughts of the future.

He shoved the skiff into the water and stepped in, rowing back toward the island and his promise.







Chapter 2



Hannah sat on the beach, waiting. The breeze off the water was chilly, but it didn’t affect her. A cool breeze did not refresh her on a warm day, and cold, wet days did not make her uncomfortable. She did not shiver or sweat. Still, she intellectualized the temperature differences. Acknowledged them and then dismissed them.

She had been waiting for weeks now, but so far, nothing. She didn’t always sit on the beach, but after her unexpected visitor she had grown restless. Where were they? Were they really so stupid and cowardly?

More than six months ago the nearby coastal village had experienced more excitement than they’d seen in years. Witches. Not just tales but real witches in their midst. Drake MacKay and his family.

Hannah was their resident witch, to whom they were accustomed. This pack of witches had brought witch-hunters and trials and then had dragged Hannah into it. Nothing had been the same since.

However, those witches had left and gone on with their lives. And Hannah was back in the position she had worked so hard to overcome. The villagers feared her again. They were whispering and blaming.

Her hand had been forced. She had to shift the balance back in her favor or find a new home. So she had gone to the mainland one night and appeared at Tam Guthrie’s bedside. She had given him explicit instructions about how to kill a baobhan sith, and had even implied that God had chosen him for this exalted fate . Of course she had appeared in the guise of an old woman, wrapped in a cloak, her face smudged with dirt. She had also used the power of suggestion on Tam, a gift all blood witches possessed. Some humans were more susceptible than others. Tam was highly susceptible. He had lain in bed, his blankets wadded in fists under his chin, and blinked at her owlishly. She had given him the information and left. In retrospect, she supposed she should have made him repeat it back to her. After all, he had been drunk. He’d thought it was a dream, which was what she had intended, but an important dream. A portentous dream. A dream to act on. Now, she had begun to fear that he did not remember it at all. Or worse, thought her a malevolent visitation and therefore ignored it for fear of being fingered a witch himself.

She sighed, her mouth flattening into a bored line. Perhaps it was time for another dream in a different guise. The prospect held little interest. It just seemed another tiresome task and perhaps not even necessary. This generation of villagers talked a lot but did little else. Mayhap it was just time to move on.

Last night she had thought the moment had finally arrived. She’d awakened at dusk and had immediately sensed a presence on the island. She’d been prepared. Perhaps a bit excited, too. Her adventure with the MacKays had reminded her how uneventful her life had become. She relished a diversion.

It had not been the villagers come to lynch her. It had been Drake MacKay.

Temperature she could not feel. But shock she could—all the way to her dead marrow.

She had never thought she would see him again.

It had been…unsettling. She had almost reevaluated the decision she had arrived at over the past few months. Until she had remembered who he was; that the passionate, intelligent man was only part of the picture. He was also reckless and vengeful. Deeply angry. Not a good candidate to become a baobhan sith. The kind of man who might abuse such power.

She went still, a distant sound drawing her from her thoughts. Her toes dug into the sand, an unfamiliar heaviness in her chest that she recognized as a building sigh. She released it, her shoulders lowering, but she didn’t feel any better.

The faint dawn light couldn’t penetrate the thick cloud of fog. But sound echoed. The sound she heard was the swish of oars cutting through water.

Someone was coming.

She stood, bare toes curling into the sand as she strained to see. Her eyesight was far better than a human’s, but it couldn’t penetrate fog. And the night was nearly gone anyway, taking with it all that made a baobhan sith special. She stood motionless, breath frozen in her chest, waiting for the craft to become visible. Was it Tam and the lynch mob? She should return to her house and lock the door until nightfall. But something held her there, compelled her to stay and see.

The shadow of it emerged first. A skiff with a lone rower. A lantern hung on the stern, swaying gently to the rhythm of the rowing.

She frowned. There was something familiar about the figure—the set of his shoulders, the line of his dark profile. The realization jarred through her.

Drake had returned.

She let out a breath, toes curling tighter into the beach, as if holding her steady. Why would he do that? Why would he come back when she had set him free?

Hannah could only stare, rooted to the beach. As if sensing her gaze boring into his back, he stopped rowing and twisted around.

Their gazes met through the haze, the memory of last night and the weight of a man’s promise passing between their eyes as his skiff drifted on the current. A wave rolled under the skiff, raising it higher and pushing it closer to the beach.

He wanted something. There must be something to gain by keeping his promise. There were those who wished to become a blood witch, those who were failing at life and would do naught but evil as a baobhan sith. But that description did not fit Drake, so it must be something else.

He stepped out of the boat and pulled it to the beach.

“You’re back,” she said, unnecessarily. Her gaze traveled over him, from boots to black, wavy hair. He was a striking man; tall and lean and muscular. Blue eyes pierced her with purpose and intensity. His black hair was longish and in need of a cut. His beard, however, was trimmed and hugged the square set of his jaw.

“Aye. I’ve come to warn you.”

She took an internal step backward, she was so surprised. “Warn me of what?”

He breathed hard from his labor, hands on his hips. “The villagers, they’re plotting to lynch you.”

Again this man, always full of surprises. No wonder she had once thought him suitable. She smiled slightly, amused that he thought she would be afraid of a few villagers. There was also a foreign twist in her chest. He had rowed all the way back to her, in the fog, like the devil was on his tail, just to tell her she was in danger.

“It won’t be the first time. Why do you think I live on an island? I have been run out of more villages than you’ve had birthdays.” She tilted her head, her smile coy. “You were worried about me.”

His lip curled. His gaze remained steady. “I owe you a life.”

She let out an incredulous breath, ignoring the mild sinking in her chest. “Then consider your debt now fulfilled. I am warned.”

His brows lowered. “What are you going to do?”

She shrugged, crossed her ankles, and lowered herself gracefully onto the beach. “What is there to do?”

“You can’t just sit here and wait for them to come for you. You have to leave. Hide.”

She placed a palm on her chest. “You amuse me.” She looked fondly toward the hidden line of coast. “They are harmless. Tam probably stirred up a bit of trouble, but that man couldn’t find his own arse with a dung beetle.”

Drake’s lips compressed. He blew exasperation through his nose. “You don’t understand. They know how to kill a baobhan sith. Someone told him.”

“I ken. I told him.”

His surprise couldn’t have been greater had she kicked him in the groin. He frowned at her and finally managed, “You?”

“Aye.” She nodded, watching his eyes. What would he do now? He was not the type of man to give up, even when deeply unhappy. Witness his continued life after the death of his wife, whom, Hannah knew, he had loved deeply. He’d lived on though he obviously found it abhorrent. He no doubt would find Hannah’s “giving up” distasteful.

“You want to die?”

Well, that wasn’t why she had stirred Tam up, but Drake seemed so scandalized that she decided to continue that fiction. She leaned back, wrapping her arms around her knees. She wore a thin gown—all she ever wore most days, since few people came to the island—and it puddled in the sand around her. “I have lived a long time. Longer than any human has a right to. I’m ready to move on.”

“Then move on!” He waved his arm elaborately, encompassing unseen distant lands. “Leave the island, move to Italy—but don’t just give up and let them win.”

“I didn’t realize it was a competition with winners and losers.”

“Life is a competition,” he hissed through bared teeth. “The one who stays on top till the end is the winner.”

Her heart skipped. She rolled forward with a sigh, feet tucked up underneath her and chin on knees. His passion excited her, sparked something inside like fine wine, making her want to sustain the feeling. So she pricked at him some more. “Then you win, Drake. Go enjoy your victory.”

He made a sound—the beginning of a protest—that he cut off sharply. His boots crunched in the sand as he paced away, stopped, then paced back. Hannah never looked at him, though the beat of her heart sped up the tiniest bit. This man was an enigma. She knew he loathed her. And yet he could not abandon her to fate.

The woman in her wanted to tease him. The devil in her calculated how she could make use of his sense of duty to her. “What else did you overhear? Are they coming soon?”

“I know not…but I think they wilna wait long.”

She nodded. She was ready. They would come during the day, thinking her helpless. But she had lived a long time and had found there were no new schemes under the sun. Men just replayed the old ones over and over again. She was in no real danger.

Beside her, Drake’s hand curved around her upper arm, hauling her to her feet. As it was day, she had no more strength than a mortal woman, and she was at his mercy. It infuriated her and was the very reason she had retreated to the island: so she could remain in control. It was the very reason Tam and his gaggle would never set eyes on her during the day. People interacted with her on her terms.

“Let’s go.”

He dragged her to his skiff and tried to force her into it. She stiffened her stance and put her hands on his arms. They were granite, immovable.

“What are you doing?”

“This is suicide, and that is pathetic and sinful. I won’t let you do it. You’re coming with me.”

“No. I’m. Not.” But her words had as much impact as her hands did on his solid arms. When her stiff stance impeded his task, he simply slid an arm beneath her knees and swung her into the air. She still hadn’t caught her breath when he plopped her down on a cross plank.

She immediately tried to stand, but he placed a large, warm hand on her shoulder and held her in place. She looked up at him, making herself relax the tight set of her lips. She was not accustomed to being dominated by anyone. It was unnerving and strangely…exhilarating.

“Why are you doing this? I released you from your promise. You are free to go away and forget about me. In fact, I really wish you would.”

A lie; a bald-faced lie. She didn’t want this to end. Not yet. Normally by this time she was fast asleep, and indeed, her limbs grew heavy with weariness, but her mind was alert to his every move.

He shook his head, climbing into the skiff while keeping his hand firmly on her shoulder. “It’s not that simple. I canna let you do this to yourself. For all I know it is m y fault. Mayhap you’re unhappy because I did not come sooner—”

She choked on laughter. It amused her that he would think that a man held such power over her life. Hardly. She was not a weak human anymore who let men mold her and destroy her.

“You think this has aught to do with you? I am not so lonely that I would end my life over a man such as yourself.”

He stared down at her, his eyes skeptical. “Whatever your reasons, I cannot let you do it. At least not until you give me a chance to try to fix whatever is wrong.”

“It is not something that can be fixed. And if it were, you would not be the person to make it right.”

“Well, let us determine that elsewhere. This place is no longer safe.” He stepped out of the boat, hand still planted on her shoulder. “Aye?”

Hannah sighed. She was settled on this island. She had been here longer than she had lived anywhere else. But in truth, ennui had set in. She was bored and Drake represented a tantalizing diversion. She supposed the island was going nowhere. And maybe it was time to move on anyway, make a home somewhere new. It always frightened humans when blood witches didn’t age.

“Very well.”

He nodded and, cautiously, as if he didn’t truly believe her, removed his hand from her shoulder. He gripped the boat’s stern and pushed it into the water. She noted the ripple of muscle in his forearms. He was a fine man and well worth the diversion.

“We’re leaving now?” she said, one brow raised in surprise.

He hopped into the skiff with her and took up the oars.

“You give me no time to change into appropriate travel clothes and tend my sheep?”

“No,” he said firmly. “No time.”

“Surely you can give me a few hours? I have no money, nothing to barter with.”

“I have money.”

“I am aware of that. But I do not want your money. Besides, I doubt you have enough to compensate me for what I am leaving behind.”

His brows drew together in consternation. “Damn stubborn woman.”

She smiled. He couldn’t see it yet, but this dance they engaged in would inevitably end in pleasure and then death.

She looked forward to it.

 

Drake paced while Hannah went about her house contemplating her belongings, trying to decide whether to pack them. It felt to him as if she purposely drew this out, lingering over each item as long as possible for no other reason than to raise his ire. She was the type of woman to do that—to find the raw spots and start scraping. Of course, she wasn’t really a woman at all, so mayhap that explained it.

He fixed her with a severe look designed to motivate her to move faster. Instead of being cowed, she pulled her thin shift over her head, exposing firm, supple, alabaster flesh, round in all the right places. His blood quickened at the sight; his tongue went dry. He turned on his heel and left the dwelling, mumbling that he would see to the beasts.

He stalked to the barn, which was set into the side of a hill, and unlatched the fence. When he threw it wide, the sheep trotted out excitedly. He watched them, an almost painful frown between his brows. It wasn’t right. She was not a real woman, not human. She wasn’t supposed to look like that.

He was not a fool. He came from a family of witches, and now his niece and her husband were blood witches. He knew they were not monsters. But Hannah was different. She was an ancient creature who had denied life to his late wife. Her choices were arbitrary and cruel. He could not forgive her for that or see her as anything but a monster.

He owed her a life. That was the only reason he’d come back.

Still…she looked like a human woman. An impossibly desirable woman. And he was a man with strong desires that he’d denied for a very long time. He grabbed the pitchfork and tossed fresh hay over the floor with angry, vigorous movements.

He felt a presence and turned. Hannah stood in the doorway behind him. She wore a gown fit for travel, but in a finer weave of cloth than that worn by the women he was accustomed to. A plaid arisaid was slung around her shoulders, and her blaze of cinnabar hair fell over her shoulder in a twisted plait. A satchel hung from her hand. The sun was behind her, hiding her face in shadows.

“What about your sheep?” Drake asked, stabbing the pitchfork into the hay at his feet and leaning on it. “They’ll die.”

She stepped into the barn and her face was visible again, softened by the dust-filled air.

“A boy comes to the island once a sennight to care for them, bring food and supplies.” She waved a hand at the high shelves stocked with grain. “Where do you think this comes from?”

“I thought you used magic or some such.”

She smiled. “Or flew it over on my toad?”

He shrugged and tossed the pitchfork aside. So she had not been concerned about her animals after all. She had just wanted to fetch her things.

“Are you ready?”

She tossed her plait over her shoulder. “I suppose.”

He brushed past her, not offering to take her satchel, and led her back to the beach. It set wrong in his gut to let a lady carry her things while he went empty-handed. He had to keep reminding himself that she was not a lady; she was something else and was far stronger than he was.

“We cannot return by way of the village,” he said over his shoulder. “I will row to the west, until we are clear of it before we go ashore.”

She didn’t reply. At the skiff he finally took her satchel and tossed it into the stern. It was not as heavy as he had expected. She climbed in and sat on a cross-plank, folded her hands in her lap, and waited. She appeared deceptively prim and obedient. An illusion designed to deceive stupid men.

Speaking of stupid men…

What the hell was he doing? What the hell was he supposed to do with her? And why the hell couldn’t he just be happy that she had released him from his promise? Why did he have to keep complicating matters?

He’d had the opportunity to put all of this behind him, and yet here he was. He pushed the skiff into the water and almost gave in to the urge to give it a final push—away from him. He would stand on the shore and watch her drift away. And be stranded on her island.

Instead he sat opposite her and took up the oars.

He felt her gaze on him as he rowed. He ignored her, keeping his own gaze fixed on a spot in the distance. She said nothing for a time, until he began relax, falling into the rhythm of rowing.

“What did you do with the witch-hunter?”

She meant Luthias Forsyth. He fixed her with a hard stare. “He is dead.”

A fine auburn brow arched. “How did you manage that? Baobhan siths are very hard to kill.”

“Mayhap; easier when they want to die. The challenge was keeping him alive.”

Her chin rose slightly. “So you made him suffer?”

He wondered at her questions. Of course, she had been the one to turn Luthias, at Drake’s own request—yet another thing he owed her for—so in a sense she was Luthias’s mother, his creator. She didn’t look unduly troubled by what Drake had said. Nothing ever appeared to trouble her, but surely something had to. Just because she was a blood witch didn’t make her emotionless. Stephen and Deidra were blood witches and much the same as they had been before, outside of drinking blood and sleeping all day.

“Does it hurt you, his death?”

“Hurt me?” Both auburn brows rose in surprise, and she leaned back slightly. “No, but I didn’t feel that he died. Usually I get some sense that they died or I dream of it. You are sure he is dead?”

Drake shrugged. “No, I didn’t see him die. If he’s not dead now he will be soon. He’d turned into a pathetic creature. He was waiting to be burned when I left him.”

“You act as if you care so little, and yet you’ve spent many months making this man miserable.”

“It was justice. Someone had to do it. No one in this godforsaken country gives a damn what happens to witches. They slaughter them like kine and care less. Someone had to do something.”

“Is that what you’ve appointed yourself? Warden of witches? Here to make certain justice is served and witches are free to perform magic?”

His rowing paused only a moment. “You mock me? You, a creature yourself?”

Her lips curved. “Just because I am one doesn’t mean I think we’re doing good works. I am no nun.”

He gave a triumphant laugh. “So you admit you are evil.”

The full curve of her lips widened as her gaze traveled over him and he felt it, as if she’d touched him.

“Well, I’m not a good woman.”

And in that one phrase there was an abundance of meaning. A vision of her skin as she pulled the gown over her head shimmered in his mind, and he forced it away angrily. “You’re not a woman at all.”

His venomous words elicited no reaction from her. Her expression didn’t change—it remained seductive, teasing. “So I am a pathetic creature? Like Luthias?”

“I don’t know what you are.” He had to look away from her when he said that. He didn’t know why, either. He knew how to read people, and the shift of his own eyes indicated he was equivocating. And yet he wasn’t even aware of what or why he equivocated.

“Why are you doing this then, if you disdain me so?”

“I owe you.”

A surprised laugh erupted from her, pulling his gaze back to her. “I do not see how that could be so. Apparently you don’t owe me common courtesy, which is the least a person deserves, think you not? I find it difficult to believe you owe me so much and yet cannot speak with a civil tongue.”

Drake’s jaw clenched as he stared back at her serene face. Her words—a firm rebuke, as if from a mother to her miscreant child—burned through his heart. She hadn’t the common courtesy to do that which came so easy and natural to her: create life where life faded. She had no heart, no emotions. She had let his wife die, destroyed his life and his future, and yet she sat here talking about courtesy.

Boiling rage and buried sorrow stiffened his lips, charred the words as they passed through them. “I am enduring you because it is what God expects of me. But I will not be your friend.”

“Courtesy does not require friendship.” The mother again, a slight, amused smile shadowing her lips. No fear. No feeling.

“Courtesy,” he spat. “Do you say ‘prithee’ and ‘thankee’ afore you drain a man of blood? Or when you watch an innocent die, do you have the courtesy to apologize for being too evil to help?”

She regarded him for a while, long dark red lashes blinking slowly over green eyes. “You are surely a man of your word, Drake MacKay, to subject yourself to such a loathsome creature. Your wife, I’m sure, would be proud—”

Drake threw down the oars and pointed a finger in Hannah’s face. “Do not speak of my wife. You desecrate her memory by even speaking of her.”

She did not even flinch. Her eyes never blinked or left his to flit at the finger threatening her. There was no anger or insult visible in her expression. He could not wound her. Could not make her feel the misery he felt. Instead she contemplated him and said, “No, Drake, I think it is you who desecrates her memory.”

If they hadn’t been stuck in a skiff he would have thrown back his head and yelled his frustration. He needed to stalk away because he wanted to hit her. Except she looked like a woman and he would never hit a woman. He wanted to yell at her to shut up. But she would not care and would not shut up. Rage smoldered in his chest. He took up the oars again and rowed with new vigor. The muscles across his back and his arms flexed and contracted with each stroke.

He waited for her to scrape scrape scrape at the raw wound she had opened, but apparently she had the decency to shut her mouth.

His vigorous exercise eventually burnt away the anger until all that was left were the ashes of shame and he could not even look in her direction. Had Ceara seen how he had spoken to Hannah, she would have been aghast. He had forced her to leave her home, and now he treated her with contempt.

His heart sagged in his chest. Hannah was right; his behavior was not worthy of his late wife. If any desecrating had been done this day, he must shoulder the blame.
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