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Chapter One
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Trace Huntsman would have punched Kenzie Gregor in the face if the bastard hadn’t looked too miserable to defend himself. So he hauled the highland warrior several yards down the driveway instead, out of earshot of the two women getting out of the large black SUV.


“Mind telling me what in hell is going on here?” Trace asked through gritted teeth. “And you damn well better start by explaining why the ‘lost soul’ moving into my house just happens to be your sister.”


“If I’d told you I wanted the apartment for Fiona, would you have rented it to me?” Kenzie asked, the determination in his eyes warring with his obvious guilt.


Deciding that was a rhetorical question, Trace looked over his shoulder to see Eve Gregor wrap an arm around her sister-in-law and all but drag Fiona toward the outside stairs leading up to the second-floor apartment of his old New England farmhouse. He turned back to Kenzie. “I offered to keep an eye on one of your displaced time travelers; I did not agree to babysit the little sister of a powerful drùidh who will turn me into a toad if anything happens to her.”


Kenzie shot him a tight grin, although it did little to soften his expression. “It’s not as though we pulled your name out of a hat, Huntsman. Matt and I rented your apartment precisely so you can keep an eye on Fiona for us.”


“Goddamn it, she’s your sister, why can’t you keep an eye on her? Better yet, why can’t your brother? He’s a wizard, for chrissakes; all he has to do is conjure up a protective bubble to put around her.”


“Do ye not think we wouldn’t prefer to do just that?” Kenzie asked softly. “But what kind of life can she possibly have if we treat her like a child? Believe me; for as hard as this is on Fiona, it’s sheer hell for Matt and me.” Kenzie gestured toward the house. “Which leaves us with you. It’s our hope that by forcing Fiona to live on her own, she will eventually rediscover the strong, self-reliant woman she was before that bastard raped her and stole her courage.”


“Then build a house on your land and let her live under your watchful eye.”


“Fiona needs to be in town in order to become part of this community. She must learn to trust people—men in particular—and that won’t happen unless she realizes society is a blessing instead of a curse.”


“But why me?”


“Because Matt and I trust you.”


“Then you and your brother are idiots. Hell, my own mother doesn’t even trust me enough to water her plants and feed her cat when she goes out of town.”


Some of the tension eased out of Kenzie’s shoulders, and this time his grin actually reached his eyes. “You won’t need to water Fiona or feed her. In fact, Matt and I prefer you do nothing for her other than make sure she’s safe. Her rent is paid up for the next six months, her cupboards will be stocked with a week’s worth of food, and she has five hundred dollars in cash.” He shrugged. “When she gets hungry, she will have to walk to the store and buy what she needs, and when her money runs out, she’ll have to find a job.”


Trace was incredulous. “You expect a woman born in eleventh-century Scotland to just walk into a modern business and get a job?” He snorted. “There’s not much call for washing clothes in the creek or spinning wool into yarn these days. No, wait,” he said, snapping his fingers. “Fiona was a red-tailed hawk for several centuries; maybe the town could hire her to control the pigeon population.”


Kenzie scowled. “Fiona knows how to read and do numbers, and she can be quite resourceful when she’s not jumping at shadows. Which is why you mustn’t coddle her, either.”


“Well, sure. I’ll just give you a call, then, when your dead sister’s body starts stinking up my apartment.”


The towering highlander’s grin returned, but quite menacing this time. “Do not underestimate her, my friend, or it’s likely your body I’ll be carting off. Fiona may appear delicate, but I’ve seen her go after a pack of wolves with only a stick when they tried to snatch one of our spring lambs. She was ten, and the wolves were smart enough never to return.”


Trace dropped his head in defeat. “Goddamn it. I didn’t sign up for this, Gregor.”


Kenzie headed toward his SUV. “Ye may wish to clean up your language around her,” he said, his chuckle equally menacing. “When she was eight, Fiona washed Matt’s mouth out with soap for taking God’s name in vain. But knowing she’d never catch him in a footrace, she waited until he fell asleep that night and then shoved a lathered bar of soap halfway down his throat.” He stopped and opened the rear hatch. “So consider yourself warned. Fiona rarely gets mad, but she will get even.”


Trace grabbed one of the boxes out of the back of the truck and started toward the stairs. Great. Wonderful. Friggin’ fantastic. Why should he care if Matt Gregor turned him into a toad? Living under a rock waiting for a fly to land on his nose had to be better than babysitting an eleventh-century woman who had turned her fear of men into openly aggressive hatred.


Which was a shame, really, considering that Fiona Gregor also happened to be stunningly beautiful. Dammit to hell, he’d be beating two-legged wolves off with a stick once every bachelor within fifty miles realized a pretty new lamb had just moved into town.


Trace suddenly stopped in mid-step. Wait a minute—did that mean the Gregor brothers thought he was a goddamn eunuch?


Well, Christ, they really were idiots if they had never considered they might have just conned the fox into guarding the henhouse.


•   •   •


Fiona squinted against the sunlight shooting through a knothole in the wood and slowly sat up as much as the sharply slanting ceiling allowed, giving a disheartened sigh. She made no apologies for hating men, but she surely was tired of being afraid of them. And she was quite disgusted with herself for going into a full-blown panic last night when Trace Huntsman had knocked on her door to tell her that electricity didn’t grow on trees and that she needed to turn off the lights in her apartment.


Afraid he might decide to push through the rickety old door and turn them off himself, she’d run through the rooms like a madwoman, shutting off lamps and frantically searching for wall switches. She’d turned off every last bulb, even though he’d said she could leave one on just before he’d walked back down the outside stairs.


Thoroughly shaken by the late-night encounter, she had tried resorting to her old habit of sleeping in a closet, only to discover that all three of the apartment closets were simply too small. So she’d dragged her blankets into the large cupboard built under the attic stairway, curled into a tight ball in the dark, and eventually fallen asleep.


Blinking against the bright morning light when she opened the door, she decided to make a latch for the cupboard that she could lock from the inside. And before she started scrubbing every crack and crevice in the kitchen and bathroom, she should probably gather some of the sweetgrass she’d seen growing down by the sea and make a mattress for it as well.


“It won’t be my permanent bed,” she assured herself as she crawled out and stood up. “But having a hidey-hole is only prudent, and there’s no reason it can’t be comfortable as well as secure.” Maybe she could also disguise the fact that it even existed; some well-placed furniture and a large wall hanging over the door should do the trick.


But her shoulders slumped as she stared down at the gaping cavity. A modern woman wouldn’t have spent the night hiding in a cupboard—even if she did live above a big, strong-looking, disgruntled landlord.


“I am well aware that electricity doesn’t grow on trees,” she muttered, walking to the bathroom. She stopped to look into the mirror over the sink and found gold-colored eyes exactly like her mother’s glaring back at her. She began unbraiding her hair. “Just because my brothers tricked you into renting this apartment to me, that’s no reason for you to march up here in the middle of the night growling like an angry bear. You could have just called my cell phone and nicely asked me to turn off the lights. Or is acting civilized beyond the ken of modern warriors, too?”


Fiona decided it was beyond her ken how little men had changed in a thousand years, especially considering that technology had progressed out of this world—literally! People had actually walked on the moon, yet every blasted man she’d ever met—in this century or in her old time—was still a bully.


Including her brothers.


Fiona stripped out of the clothes she’d slept in, then reached past the tattered shower curtain surrounding the bathtub and turned on the water. She felt bad for having spoken so bluntly to Eve yesterday, when her sister-in-law’s feigned excitement had turned to horror the moment they’d walked into the apartment. No, she probably shouldn’t have said she considered this a rather nice prison compared with her last one, as Eve had grown even more appalled and started to go tell Kenzie the apartment wasn’t fit for a dog to live in.


Fiona had immediately stopped her, saying she’d willingly live in a cave if her dear, sweet, loving brothers thought she should, seeing as how they seemed to know far better than she did what was good for her. And besides, with a little work, she could make the place quite cozy. She didn’t have anything else to do now that they had each in turn banished her from their homes.


Aye, she’d definitely been too blunt, Fiona decided as she stepped under the hot spray of water. After making up her bed and unpacking some of the boxes they’d spent last week filling with household goods, it had taken her almost two hours to persuade Eve—who obviously felt guilty for siding with Kenzie—that she was actually looking forward to putting her personal touch on her new home.


Not that this old house could ever be as nice as her brothers’ homes, especially the veritable castle Matt and Winter were building up in the western mountains of Maine. And even though Kenzie and Eve lived in a century-old farmhouse similar to this one, theirs had just gone through a major renovation that had transformed it into a fortress the devil himself couldn’t destroy.


Whereas this place … well, Fiona figured the roof was staying attached only by the grace of God, the furnishings and appliances were older than she was, and if the floors creaked any louder, she’d likely be deaf in a month.


On the plus side, however, it did have running water, indoor plumbing, and electricity that she happened to know came from power lines—although she wasn’t sure where the power in those lines actually came from.


But just as soon as she worked up the nerve, she planned to visit the building full of books Eve’s mother, Mabel, had told her about and find out for certain how electricity was made. And the next time Trace Huntsman felt the need to give her a lesson on modern technology, she intended to point out that she hadn’t grown out of a tree.


That is, assuming she could also work up the nerve to actually talk to the growling bear.





Chapter Two
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Trace reached into his pickup to start the engine, flipped the defroster on high, and closed the door to scrape off the ice last night’s freezing rain had left on his windshield. But as he rounded the front of the truck, he stopped and looked up at the darkened second-floor windows and scowled. If he hadn’t heard his ceiling creaking again last night, he might think his new tenant had somehow managed to turn herself back into a hawk and had flown away.


Not actually having seen Fiona since she’d moved in, Trace had feared he really was going to have to tell Kenzie to come get her body. But every night for the last six nights, he’d watched the lights go off the moment he drove into the yard and heard what sounded like a mouse tiptoeing overhead late into the evening. And every morning, he would back out of his driveway and wait on the road, and sure enough, the lights would come on the moment his invisible tenant was certain he was gone.


He felt a tad guilty for having stormed up there the first night to point out that just because electricity was included in the rent, that didn’t mean she could keep every damn bulb burning all night. But, still sore at being duped by a couple of eleventh-century highlanders, he hadn’t been in a generous mood.


Trace chuckled humorlessly as he scraped the passenger side of the windshield. He’d have liked to have been a fly on the wall in the two Gregor households as Kenzie and Matt discussed Fiona’s future with their twenty-first-century wives. He didn’t know Winter Gregor very well, having met her only last month when she and Matt had driven Fiona down from the mountains, but he’d gotten the impression the woman had felt a tad guilty herself.


Whereas Matt Gregor had simply looked relieved. Having a long-lost sister suddenly show up while dealing with a new infant and fighting sleep deprivation had obviously been too much for the powerful wizard, and Matt had somehow persuaded his wife—who had also shown signs of needing a good night’s sleep—that Kenzie and Eve were in a much better position to help Fiona adjust to her new life.


But seeing his own impending fatherhood and two a.m. feedings fast approaching, Kenzie had, in turn, decided to pawn Fiona off on his good buddy, who just happened to have an empty apartment he desperately needed to rent.


Trace climbed into his truck, directing his scowl at himself. Apparently, working twelve-hour days wasn’t as good an excuse as having a baby, whereas his own military background made him a perfect chump to babysit a beautiful woman afraid of her own shadow. “Oh, and while you’re at it, Huntsman,” Kenzie had said just before leaving, “could ye maybe help us help Fiona get over her fear of men?”


Trace snorted and backed out of the driveway. There was no us, as he hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the highlander since.


Great. Wonderful. How friggin’ fantastic lucky was he to get sucked into the remains of the Gregor clan—that just happened to be a family of magic makers. That’s what his other good buddy, William Killkenny, called them, anyway; and William should know, since he was a ninth-century Irish warrior. Only instead of traveling through time as a noble little hawk like Fiona Gregor, Killkenny had shown up in Midnight Bay last spring as a goddamn dragon.


Trace had thought he’d left his war behind in Afghanistan five months ago, but it seemed he’d only exchanged one nightmare for another. Whereas Matt Gregor was some sort of ancient drùidh, Kenzie Gregor, it turned out, was a soul warrior, who helped time-traveling displaced souls cursed to live as monsters become human again.


Which was what had originally brought William Killkenny here.


But then, Trace’s cousin Maddy was why the Irishman had stayed.


And because whoever or what ever had cursed the displaced souls didn’t care for Kenzie’s interference, this desolate section of the coast of Maine had been weathering freak storms every time the evil forces came up against the highlander.


Mainers could deal with good old-fashioned homegrown bogeymen—because any idiot knew you only needed a shotgun to send them scurrying—but dragons, mermaids, demon wolves, and magical tigers … well, Afghanistan wasn’t looking so ugly anymore. At least he’d understood that fight, even if he hadn’t liked his personal role in it, whereas now he couldn’t even tell the good guys from the bad guys.


Take the magical tiger, for instance; turned out it was another powerful drùidh by the name of Maximilian Oceanus, from what was supposed to be the mythical continent of Atlantis. Mac was the one who had turned Fiona Gregor back into herself, as a thank you to Kenzie for helping his own sister escape some bad-ass fiancé.


Carolina Oceanus had been the area’s latest tourist attraction, a mermaid that had quickly displaced Midnight Bay’s infamous dragon when Trace, in a moment of outright insanity, had broadcast a Mayday that he had spotted a naked woman swimming ten miles out in the Gulf of Maine.


Noticing that the lights in the upstairs kitchen had come on, Trace blew out a heavy sigh and headed toward the docks. All he’d dreamed about for the last two years was coming home to Maine and living a quiet, peaceful life as a fisherman, where the only battles he waged would be against Mother Nature, and the only demons he had to fight were the ones in his head.


Dammit, magic wasn’t supposed to be real.


But Matt Gregor and Maximilian Oceanus sure as hell weren’t selling snake oil, William Killkenny certainly knew more about the art of war than most modern generals, and Kenzie Gregor … well, dammit, he had seen Kenzie turn into a panther.


And if that wasn’t proof enough, Trace had several new scars on his already battered body as evidence, made by a pack of demonic wolves that had shown up in the last hurricane-force storm that had nearly wiped Midnight Bay off the map.


Yes, he could see his hope of a peaceful life heading to hell in a handbasket.


But that didn’t mean he had to let a beautiful woman with vulnerable golden eyes sucker him into going along on the ride. He’d already been there and done that, and he was smart enough to learn from his mistakes.


Especially the ones that nearly killed him.


•   •   •


Fiona stood on the sidewalk at the end of the driveway, snuggled inside an ankle-length wool coat, as the November sun struggled to warm the air above freezing. She smiled down the street in the direction of Dragon Cove, feeling quite proud not only of having survived six whole days living on her own but also of actually enjoying herself. She rather liked nobody constantly reminding her how lucky she was or telling her what she should be thinking or doing or planning to do, and this morning, her newfound freedom even had her feeling brave enough to venture into town.


Well, maybe only semibrave, since she wasn’t exactly going alone.


Not that Gabriella would be much help if they got into any sort of physical confrontation, but the young girl certainly had plenty of moral support to offer. And truth told, Fiona had every hope that Gabriella’s courage, however naïve, might actually prove contagious.


Not seeing any sign of her new friend, Fiona turned toward the house that was slowly starting to feel like home and realized that the sad-looking structure appeared more abandoned than lived in, although attempts had been made to rectify that.


A new coat of yellow paint covered the bottom half of the house, while the top half still had patches of weathered wood showing from years of neglect. Broken shutters—some holding on by a single hinge—hung crookedly beside the upstairs windows, and decades of seagull droppings made the black roof appear almost white. The porch that ran across the front and down the left side of the three-story structure had patches of new lumber holding the rotten wood together, and its roofline sagged so badly that it gave the illusion the house was smiling.


A large maple tree on the front lawn had been felled by a storm—a while ago, judging by the color of the exposed trunk—and the branches were still waiting to be sawed into firewood and stacked inside the long shed that connected an equally run-down barn to the house. And there was enough grass and weeds covering the dirt driveway to feed a small herd of goats, except where a path had been made by her landlord’s pickup, which was—thankfully—rarely there.


Such was the life of a lobsterman, Eve had explained in an attempt to reassure Fiona that her landlord would hardly be around. Trace spent not only long hours at sea on his lobster boat but many hours mending and rigging his traps, cutting bait, and repairing the new boat he and his partner had just bought.


It certainly was fine with her that the man left before sunrise and didn’t return until after dark. Having the place to herself went a long way toward making her exile bearable.


Well, bearable except for Kenzie’s rule that she couldn’t ask for help from anyone even remotely related to her. And for some stupid reason, her dear, sweet, loving brother had decided to include Eve’s mother, Mabel Bishop, as well as Madeline and William Killkenny, in his imperial dictate.


But then Fiona went back to smiling, this time quite smugly. Gabriella Killkenny had not been mentioned by name, likely because Kenzie assumed that William’s little sister would be too busy struggling with her own sudden appearance in this century to be helping anyone, much less another displaced time traveler.


Which only showed how little men knew about women. Seventeen-year-old girls, no matter what century they were born in, had the resiliency of oak trees. Beat them, break them, even kill them, and they sprouted right back up—usually even more determined to master their destinies.


Lord, she hoped courage really was contagious.


Because by the time a woman reached twenty-nine years of age, she’d already learned many of life’s harsher lessons, not the least of which was that men are by nature brutes and, more often by choice, bastards.


Fiona took a calming breath, willing herself not to go there. She was a human being again, living in a wondrous new century, and she needed to let go of the past if she hoped to have any sort of decent future. Those bastards may have stolen her innocence and ultimately killed her and her son a thousand years ago, but she refused to let them kill her newly resurrected dreams.


She only wished she could have another babe without needing a man to conceive one. Surely in this modern time, there was some miraculous means to make that happen. Men mostly got in the way of child rearing, anyway, with their endless demands, rules that made sense only to them, and punishments that rarely fit the crime.


“Fiona!”


Fiona turned to see Gabriella running up the sidewalk, her coat unbuttoned and her long auburn hair flapping in the breeze. “What’s the matter?” she cried in alarm, rushing forward as her gaze darted behind the girl. “Is someone chasing you?”


Gabriella halted and glanced back down the sidewalk before giving Fiona a quizzical look. “No. What makes you think that?”


“Then why were you running?”


Gabriella shot her a smile, throwing her arms wide. “Because I can.” She looped her arm through Fiona’s and started walking toward town. “I’m so glad you invited me to go shopping with you. I wish to go to the bookstore and buy something called a magazine that Mabel told me about. It’s especially for young women, and Mabel said it will be easier to learn how to read if it’s something that interests me.”


Fiona started to tell Gabriella that Eve’s mother had also taught William to read when he’d been a dragon and that she had sat perched on a branch and learned right along with him, but the girl just kept on talking.


“Mabel said the magazine is filled with pictures as well as with something called articles that explain how I can apply makeup and do my hair. And she said there are even suggestions on how to talk to boys,” she continued excitedly. She suddenly laughed. “Only William walked in just then, and he said that I was not to talk to any boys. Ever!” She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, Mabel believes that if I stay focused on my lessons all this winter and through next spring, I should be ready to attend school next fall with the other young people my age.” Gabriella frowned. “But it appears I’ll be in school only one year, and that just when I’ve made friends with everyone, we’re all going off to different schools, called universities, in distant towns.”


“Did you have much trouble sneaking away?” Fiona asked when Gabriella stopped to take another breath.


The girl laughed again. “Have you met Maddy’s daughter, Sarah? She was more than willing to help me sneak off, saying she needed the practice for when she’s seventeen.” Gabriella squeezed Fiona’s arm looped through hers. “I believe I’m going to like being an aunt, even if my ten-year-old stepniece is smarter than I am.”


“Just temporarily,” Fiona assured her. “You’ll soon catch up to the women your age in this century.” Fiona stopped walking, her bravery suddenly deserting her when she saw all the vehicles and people. “Maybe we should come back later, when the town is less busy.”


“But that’s when shopping is the most exciting,” Gabriella countered, starting them off again. “It’s the people that make it interesting.” She gave Fiona a curious look. “Was your eleventh-century village very small?”


“We lived high up in the mountains, well away from everyone.”


“But you must have gone into a nearby village regularly to barter for goods.”


Fiona dropped her gaze to the sidewalk. “My family made a point of keeping to ourselves, as we weren’t welcome in society.” She stopped and looked Gabriella directly in the eyes. “Unless somebody had need of the magic. Then it was suddenly okay for them to sneak up to our cabin with their trinkets and bribes and ask Mama to cure a sick child or make the rain stop or have her mix them a special potion.”


“Your mother was a magic maker? Like Mac?” Gabriella asked in surprise.


“Nay, not like Maximilian Oceanus. The man who gave you your life back and brought you here is a drùidh, whereas my mother was a Guardian. As … as I believed I was when I died and came back as a hawk.”


“But what’s the difference between a drùidh and a Guardian?” Gabriella asked.


“Drùidhs protect the Trees of Life, which are what power the world, whereas Guardians protect people from the drùidhs.” Fiona snorted. “Only it seems I wasn’t a Guardian after all, since I couldn’t even protect myself from Maximilian. He was so certain he was doing my brothers a huge favor by giving me back to them, he didn’t seem to care that I didn’t want to be human again.”


“You didn’t?” Gabriella asked in surprise. “But why?”


“I was safe as a hawk, and I liked helping Kenzie free those poor, displaced souls from the dark magic. But now I’m just a powerless woman again.”


Her friend frowned. “Women aren’t powerless.”


“No? So, you’re saying that in the ninth century, you could choose who you married or, if you preferred, that you didn’t marry at all?”


“Well, of course not. But only because I was too young and inexperienced to make such an important decision.”


“So your mother could have made the decision, then?”


“Well … no. My father would have chosen for me.”


Fiona nodded. “Exactly. And you couldn’t hold land in your name, you had no say in political matters, and you even had to ask permission to go visit a friend.”


“But this isn’t the ninth or eleventh century; it’s the twenty-first, and women have lots of power today.” Gabriella grinned. “You should be thanking Mac for bringing you to this century.”


“If that’s true, then how come you had to sneak away today instead of simply telling William you were going to town with me? And how come I wasn’t even asked if I wanted to live over a man I know absolutely nothing about? I’ll tell you why,” she rushed on when Gabriella tried to speak. “Because my dear, sweet, loving brothers decided it was for my own good.”


“But that’s not what William—” Gabriella’s face suddenly darkened, and she looked away.


“What?” Fiona demanded, nudging her. “What did William say as to why Matt and Kenzie banished me? Come on, Gabriella,” she implored more softly. “You’re the only friend I have. Please tell me.”


“Um … I overheard William telling Maddy that your older brother sent you away because you were—” Gabriella finally looked at her. “Because you’d grown possessive of your new niece and that whenever baby Fiona started to cry, you would rush to her before Winter could, as if she were your child. And Matt told Kenzie that if he didn’t make you leave before his son was born, you’d start mothering his new babe, too.”


Fiona must have visibly recoiled, because Gabriella took hold of her shoulders. “But then Maddy told William she knows for a fact that your sisters-in-law are the ones who suggested you move into a place of your own,” she continued. “They believe that you won’t ever become a modern woman if you continue hiding behind your brothers.”


“Eve and Winter are the ones who sent me away?”


“No, they set you free!” Gabriella took another deep breath. “I know you died giving birth to your son,” she continued softly, “and that he died a couple of weeks later because your papa had gone mad by then and didn’t know how to care for a babe. And I know that you were … raped just like me.” She smiled sadly. “But all that happened over a thousand years ago, Fiona. And Maddy told me that if I don’t let go of my anger, I will be giving the bastard who raped me even more power. He took my chastity and my life, but that doesn’t mean I have to give him my spirit.”


“But those men took something from us that we can’t ever get back,” Fiona whispered. “Even if we wanted a husband after what they did, no man would want us. We … we’re used goods, Gabriella, no better than camp followers or whores.”


Instead of being shocked, the young girl gave a musical laugh. “Omigod, don’t ever let Maddy hear you say that! I said almost the same thing to her last week, and she got so angry I thought she was going to explode.” Gabriella started them toward town again. “I think you should invite Maddy over to your new home for tea and ask her to explain how men view women today.”


“I’m not allowed to talk to Madeline,” Fiona muttered, dragging her feet in an attempt to slow them down.


Gabriella laughed again. “Nobody is the boss of you anymore, Fiona. You are a modern, independent woman now, and you are the one who decides who you talk to.”


Fiona suddenly stopped walking when she got a strange feeling deep in the pit of her stomach. “You’re right,” she whispered, the unraveling sensation making her light-headed. “Matt and Kenzie gave up their rights to tell me what to do when they sent me away, and I am master of my own destiny.” The dizziness blossomed into something akin to euphoria, and Fiona slid her arm through Gabriella’s and started striding down the sidewalk. “Come on, my smart friend, let’s go see if that bookstore has any magazines for women my age!”





Chapter Three


[image: Images]


Fiona’s renewed bravery lasted less than twenty minutes, however, before that all too familiar knot in her gut returned when the door opened and two men strode into the bookstore, the breadth of their shoulders spanning the aisle and effectively blocking her and Gabriella’s escape.


The store owner, who had introduced herself as Ruthie, looked up from the magazine she was showing Gabriella. “Oh, hello, Johnnie,” the older woman said, her smile immediate. “And Jason. How’s your dad doing?”


“We’re just heading over to Ellsworth to bust him out of the hospital,” the bearded man said, although his sharp dark eyes were focused on Fiona.


Feeling like she couldn’t breathe, Fiona pretended to be interested in a magazine farther down the aisle. But when she tried pulling Gabriella with her, the girl gave her a frown and tugged free, apparently not the least bit alarmed that they were trapped.


“That was quick,” Ruthie said in surprise. “Clive’s only been in the hospital for what, five days? He broke his leg in three places, and they’re already letting him come home?”


The sharp-eyed bearded man, who was the older of the two and about Fiona’s age, gave a chuckle. “It’s more like they’re kicking him out—or, rather, kicking Mom out. Ever since Dad fell off the roof, she’s practically been living at the hospital, complaining that the nurses are doing everything wrong and that he’d heal faster if she could bring him home and get some real food into him.”


Ruthie snorted. “Sonja’s just as opinionated at Grange meetings. Still, I’m glad Clive is—Jason, why is your jacket squirming?”


Fiona tried leading Gabriella out of grabbing distance of the men, but the young girl tugged free again and actually stepped toward them. “What have you got in there?” she asked. “It sounds like an animal whimpering.”


The man named Jason, who appeared three or four years older than Gabriella, slid down the zipper on his jacket as he walked closer, and a dark pink nose and yellow fluid eyes popped out in a tangle of frenzied legs and dust-colored fur.


“Oh, a puppy!” Gabriella cried, reaching for it.


The squirming pup gave an excited yelp as it vigorously strained to get to her. Nearly dropping it in the process, Jason lunged forward just as the puppy leapt into her arms. “Careful,” he said with a chuckle. “Or he’ll wash all those pretty freckles off your face if you let him.”


Fiona stood frozen, so overwhelmed by feeling trapped that she couldn’t even rescue her friend when the young man’s large hand shot out to turn the pup’s eager tongue away from Gabriella’s face, as the girl had also gone perfectly still, her huge blue eyes locked on Jason as a blush crept into her freckled cheeks.


Jason suddenly groaned, his own face darkening, and tried to take the puppy away from her. “Aw, hell, I think he just peed on your coat.”


Gabriella hugged the puppy to her chest. “That’s okay, I don’t mind. My niece has a puppy that piddles on me all the time.” She finally looked down at the squirming bundle in her arms, and the puppy immediately started lapping her face, making Gabriella giggle as she fought to control it. “What’s his name?” she asked between licks as she looked up at Jason again.


“He hasn’t got one, so we’ve just been calling him Pest,” Jason said. “Because you’re a great big pest, aren’t you, boy?” he added, rubbing the puppy’s head even though his gaze remained locked on Gabriella. “You want him? Mom said we have to find someone to take him before we bring Dad home from the hospital, because she’s afraid Pest will trip him up when he’s trying to walk with his crutches.”


“And if we can’t find a home for him,” the older man said, “then we have to take him to the animal shelter in Ellsworth. Ruthie, didn’t I hear you were looking for a dog?”


“I was,” Ruthie said, her expression growing distressed as she reached out and let the puppy lick her fingers. “But I adopted a couple of kittens instead, so I won’t have to rush home every night right after I close the store. Oh, Johnnie, you can’t just drop him off at the shelter! All those barking dogs will traumatize the poor thing, and he might catch one of those kennel diseases. Thelma Goodie got her dog there, and after paying a fortune in vet bills, she still ended up putting the poor thing to sleep.”


“This one’s the only pup we haven’t been able to place,” Jason interjected. He shot Gabriella a smile. “He sure seems to like you. He’s got an impressive pedigree. His daddy is a three-time grand champion field hunter, and we drove all the way to Nova Scotia to get his mom five years ago, and she’s the best ocean duck dog in the area.” He nodded toward his brother. “Johnnie trained Maggie himself. We got nine hundred bucks each for his six litter mates, which is a steal for a Chesapeake Bay retriever with great bloodlines, but we could sell you this little guy for seven hundred.”


“Oh, I would love to have him,” Gabriella said, lifting the pup to rub its fur on her cheek. “But where I’m living right now is bursting with people. I couldn’t possibly get a dog of my own until my brother’s house is finished being built and we move into it.” She suddenly thrust the pup into Fiona’s arms. “But you could take him. You have that whole apartment to yourself, and your landlord doesn’t have a dog.”


“I … but …” Fiona couldn’t say anything because every time she opened her mouth, the puppy kept licking her. She was finally able to wrestle the quivering mass of muscle under control, and after darting a frantic glance at the two men, she grabbed Gabriella’s sleeve and dragged her farther down the aisle.


“I can’t just bring home a dog without asking my landlord’s permission,” she quietly hissed. “What if he doesn’t like dogs and says no? Then what am I supposed to do with this little guy?”


“But you said he’s never there,” Gabriella countered. “Heck, it would probably be months before he even realized you had a dog. Oh, Fiona, think of how much company he would be for you. And you’ll be able to take him for walks around town, and he’ll grow big and strong and protective. A dog is just what you need.”


“Who’s your landlord?” Johnnie asked, making Fiona jump when she realized the two men had followed them down the aisle.


“It’s Mr. Huntsman,” Gabriella answered for her. “Do you know him? Fiona is renting his upstairs apartment. His is the large yellow and sort of white house down by the ocean on the edge of the village, just a short walk from here.”


“You live over Huntsman?” Johnnie asked in surprise, looking at Fiona. “Hell, I went to school with Trace, and I know for a fact that he likes dogs. I tell you what,” he said, reaching out and rubbing the puppy’s ear. “You take this little guy off our hands right now, and you can have him for six hundred.”


Fiona couldn’t even speak, much less think; she could only picture the seven months she’d spent in hell the last time she hadn’t done something a man had asked her to do.


“But you said you’re taking him to the shelter,” Gabriella interjected when Fiona didn’t respond. “So you should give him to my friend, and that way, you would know he’s going to a good home.”


Johnnie Dempster continued looking directly at Fiona. “Five hundred,” he said quietly.


“I’ll buy him from you!” she blurted out when Gabriella started to protest again. She immediately shifted the puppy to one arm, reached into her pocket and pulled out the small money purse Eve had given her, and thrust it toward him.


But Gabriella snatched it out of her hand. “Three hundred,” the girl said.


Fiona shot Gabriella a threatening glare and spoke to her in Gaelic. “You will not barter with this man,” she hissed. “I am naming the puppy Misneach, and to pay any less would demean my new pet.”


“Misneach?” Gabriella repeated, slaughtering the word with her ancient Irish brogue. She suddenly smiled. “You’re naming the pup courage?” she asked in Gaelic.


Speaking in her native tongue seemed to have a calming effect on Fiona—that is, until Johnnie Dempster said, “I have no idea what language that is, but we really have to get going.” He shot Gabriella a frown and then looked at Fiona again, his direct stare somewhat menacing. “I heard that Barry Simpson at the Shop ’n Save across the street might be looking for a new duck dog, and that’s our next stop after we leave here. So I’m actually doing you a favor by offering him to you for five hundred, considering Barry would probably pay seven.”


Fiona clutched Misneach to her chest. “I beg you, Gabriella,” she pleaded, once again in Gaelic, “give the man his five hundred dollars, and please let’s get out of here.” So I can run home and crawl into my cupboard and never, ever come into town again, she silently added.


Gabriella lifted the flap on the wallet and pulled out the money inside. The girl painstakingly counted the paper bills out loud, until she reached five hundred dollars exactly—all the money Fiona had to her name.


But if that was the price of getting out of the store without angering the men, so be it. She nudged Gabriella. “Pay him for the puppy,” she said, this time in English.


Just as soon as Gabriella handed him the money, Fiona grabbed her friend’s arm, dragged her past the man named Jason, and headed for the door.


Only Johnnie Dempster started following them. “How about if I bring his papers over to you this evening?” he asked, reaching around Fiona to open the door.


She took a relieved breath when she stepped onto the sidewalk and saw all the people milling about. “What do you mean by papers?” she asked, feeling slightly more in control now that she was no longer trapped.


“His kennel club papers,” Johnnie said, giving her a frown. “If you ever want to stud him out, you’re going to have to register him.”


“That won’t be necessary,” she said, again pulling Gabriella closer when Jason came up beside her. For hadn’t she seen firsthand how men would separate their prey under the guise of being nice, just before they turned into brutes?


“We’ll follow you ladies to the Shop ’n Save,” Jason said, “and show you what food the puppy should eat. You can also buy a collar and leash there.”


Fiona didn’t want either of these men following them anywhere. “Misneach will eat what I do,” she said, wondering why they thought she would buy special food for a dog. She started walking in the direction of home. “And I saw a soft rope hanging in the barn, so I don’t need a collar or leash.”


“Gabriella, you forgot your magazine!” Ruthie called out, waving it in the air as she stood on the sidewalk.


Gabriella pulled Fiona to a stop. “Oh, I really want to buy that magazine,” she said. “Wait right here; I’ll only be a minute.”


“You’re just going to tie a rope around his neck?” Johnnie Dempster asked, his expression incredulous.


“And you can’t feed him people food,” Jason added, equally appalled. “It’ll make him puke.”


“Not to mention turn him into a beggar,” Johnnie growled.


Fiona bumped into a lamppost, as she’d slowly been inching away from them. “I’ve had several dogs before, and I’ve never fed them special food.” She glanced back toward the bookstore, wishing Gabriella would hurry.


“Come on,” Johnnie said, making her bump into the post even harder when he suddenly plucked Misneach out of her arms. He shoved the dog at his brother. “You stay here and wait for Gabriella, and I’ll take—” He smiled at her. “Fiona, isn’t it? I’ll take Fiona across the street and help her pick up what she needs.”


As desperately as she wanted to wait for Gabriella, Fiona didn’t dare resist when Johnnie took hold of her elbow and led her off the sidewalk, stopping only to look for traffic before guiding her across the street to the Shop ’n Save. But surely Gabriella was safe with Ruthie, and they were in the middle of town, after all, whereas she had been all alone in the woods, far from anyone who might hear her scream, when that bastard had stolen her a thousand years ago. Not wanting to cause a scene, she let Johnnie Dempster lead her across the street. But she did feel it was important to point out that she had no money left, so he wouldn’t think she expected him to pay.


“I have no money to buy food and a leash and collar,” she said, clutching her coat closed at her throat and wishing she was still a hawk so she could fly away. “All I had was the five hundred dollars I gave you,” she told him, glancing over her shoulder for signs of her friend.


He didn’t even slow down when the grocery store door suddenly opened all by itself. “Don’t worry; it’ll be my treat. Mismatch needs a collar and proper dog food.”


“Misneach,” Fiona said, even as she wondered where she got the courage to correct him. “And I can’t possibly accept such a gift from you.”


As if she hadn’t even spoken, Johnnie led her down one of the many aisles in the large store and stopped in front of a display of goods that had pictures of cats and dogs on them. “What in hell kind of name is Misnutch?” he asked. He looked at her, his expression disgruntled. “He’s a hunting dog; you have to give him a noble name like Winchester or Magnum or Decoy. Or at least give him a masculine name like Bruce or Henry or Rex or something.”


“Misneach is Gaelic for ‘noble one,’” she blatantly lied.


Apparently mollified, he turned to the display. “I haven’t seen you around town before,” he said, fingering several ropes with clasps on the ends. “Did you just move to Midnight Bay? And was that Gaelic you and your friend were speaking back there at the bookstore?”


“Yes,” she said, finally able to breathe normally now that he’d let her go.


He glanced over his shoulder and lifted one brow. “Isn’t Gaelic some old Irish language or something?”


“I’m Scots.”


His beard bristled around his grin. “And you have a lovely accent, Fiona …? What’s your last name?”


“Gregor.”


His grin disappeared. “You related to Kenzie Gregor?”


Fiona took the opportunity to step away when a woman pushed a cart full of food past them, although she didn’t quite have the nerve actually to bolt. Johnnie Dempster was a big, long-legged man, and she probably wouldn’t even reach the door before he caught her. “He’s my brother.”


“Then how come you’re living at Huntsman’s?”


“Because I wish to be independent.”


Simply stating it out loud—to a complete stranger and a man, no less—made her feel somewhat braver, despite the fact that she was still effectively trapped.


No, she never should have come to town today.


“What’s your favorite color, Fiona?”


“Excuse me?”


“How about gold, to match your beautiful eyes?” he said, his own eyes smiling. “Or maybe red, like your hair—although I suppose it’s more of a strawberry blond. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen such a long, thick braid of hair on a woman.”


Recognizing that his interest in her had become more than just a means to get rid of his dog, Fiona felt the knot in her belly rise into her throat, leaving her unable to speak.


Johnnie blew out a sigh and returned to fingering the ropes on display. “You’re a bit gun-shy, aren’t you?” he murmured, pulling a bright orange rope off the hook. “Some guy must have burned you really bad. Here, forget about matching anything,” he said, thrusting the rope toward her. “No self-respecting Chesapeake would be caught dead wearing any color other than blaze orange.” He picked up one of the shorter orange belts from the display and snapped it closed to visually gauge its size. “This collar should fit Mismatch, but you’re going to have to buy him a bigger one in a few months.”


Not daring to correct him again, Fiona thrust the leash toward him. “It’s very generous of you, but I can’t let you buy these for me. You have my word of honor; I will come back another time and buy them myself.”


Instead of taking the rope, he snapped the collar onto the end of it, leaving it dangling from her hand, and then turned and began searching the colorful bags with pictures of dogs on them.


Fiona eyed the display of leashes and collars, calculating her chances of hanging hers on the hook and running out of the store before he could catch her.


But then what? She couldn’t just abandon Gabriella.
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