CARRIED AWAY BY A DEMON LOVER
Black Broch was no place for a foreign visitor, but Caitlin Montgomery paid no heed to the fearful mutterings of the villagers. Not when the ruined castle drew her like a gateway to the world of the fairies and demons that had once ruled this land. Her escape was cut off when a dark figure rode down from the mist-shrouded ruins and carried her away, into that lost world of myth and legend.
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HEART OF DREAMS
GOODNIGHT, MY LOVE
THE SMALL PARCEL looked quite ordinary, he thought with satisfaction as he carried his newest purchase into the study. No one would guess the power and means to riches that lay beneath the ordinary brown-paper wrapping . . . not even the used book seller. The merchant had been interested only in the extravagant price he’d been able to garner.
Though eager to examine his treasure, he first carefully bolted the door and pulled the heavy curtains across the room’s single large window. He required utmost privacy for this intellectual sojourn into the past. The compendium he’d been seeking for a decade held the key to his future.
Sitting at the polished oak desk, he slit open the wrapping with a pair of antique silver scissors. His hands trembled slightly as he removed the ancient leather-bound volume embossed with intricate twining gold leaf. The pages inside were yellowed with age and the dust made his hands itch and his nose quiver. He paid the small inconveniences no mind. Rather, he pored over the first paragraph:
The Ogham Alphabet was especially favoured by the Celts of Pre-Christian times, when it was used for magical and divinatory purposes . . .
Nothing new here. Impatient, he thumbed farther into the book, until he found the alphabet itself. Gazing over the series of strokes arranged on either side of a dividing line brought a smile of gratification to his lips. Runes. Never before had he seen such a complete, beautifully-defined set. Eagerly, he continued on.
The last section of the book contained the magical quatrains.
Once more, he was ready to carry on the quest. Laying the book down carefully, he took a key from the desk drawer and rose to unlock the carved wooden cabinet sitting against the north wall. He ran his fingers over the wands of hazel wood and blackthorn, basic tools for the adept, but passed over them to choose the silk-shrouded casket and the sheathed dirk, both of which he carried back to the desk.
A ragged map lay at the bottom of the casket. Finally, it would serve its true purpose. He opened the book again, searching for the legendary quatrain. Upon finding it, he shouted in triumph and read aloud in Gaelic:
“His sword shall not pierce
His wrath shall not burn
His word shall not halt
His power shall not carry in either world.
By the power of this spell
Such is the lot of The Prince of Air and Darkness.”
At last, he had the edge to prevail. Nothing would stop him now.
MIDNIGHT. FOG. DARKNESS palpable enough to touch.
Caitlin Montgomery shivered. Deciding she’d had enough of Scottish country ambiance, she turned up the rental car’s heater to drive away the damp night chill. The small vehicle inched along the steep winding road, its headlights barely cutting through the drifting mist. Knowing that sheer drops might lurk on either side, that the car could too easily drop off the road and into a narrow salt-water loch, made Caitlin nervous. In this rugged area of western Scotland called Strathclyde, the land was deeply penetrated and chopped by the sea.
What she wouldn’t give to be home right now, cruising a nice multi-lane California freeway with plenty of highway lights and bright neon signs advertising restaurants and bars. She’d never experienced such a spooky sense of total aloneness, not even when driving through a seedy part of Santa Barbara by herself.
Her shoulders were beginning to ache from hunching over the wheel. And though the night was cold, she was so tired she had to keep a window cracked to remain alert.
If only she hadn’t stayed so long in Inveraray. She should have started back for the village of Droon and her Bed and Breakfast hours earlier, before the fog had settled over the coast. But she’d had such a fascinating time exploring an old graveyard and sketching the stones, then visiting with some locals at a pub afterward, she’d forgotten the time.
She shoved the car into second as it groaned up an incline, then slowed the vehicle when the mist cleared at the top. The fog had been hiding a dim, faraway moon whose glow revealed the craggy black shapes of mountains in the distance, strips of open water, and, nearer by, the dark outlines of low stone walls which enclosed fields of heather and gorse.
Caitlin peered closely, trying to catch any stray pinprick of light. She’d spotted a couple of thatch-roofed crofts when she’d driven in the opposite direction that morning. Nothing visible now. Too bad. The presence of other people in the vicinity would make her feel better.
Safer.
The car nosed back into the fog and rolled downhill. When the engine coughed, Caitlin immediately switched into neutral and gunned the accelerator. All she needed was to be stranded out here in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night.
At least it was only the steep roads that were dangerous, she assured herself. No muggers or drug addicts . . . or crazy would-be suitors lurking about. Her feeling of unease could be due to the newness of the foreign setting. Since she’d arrived in the British Isles mere days before, she was neither used to the steering wheel being on the right side of the rental car, nor the one-lane rural roads.
Caitlin looked for landmarks through each break in the fog. Nearby lay a circle of cairns, ancient Celtic burial mounds. Beyond, perched on a rocky promontory above the sea, were the massive ruins of a legendary castle called Black Broch. The mist swirled again and she sighed with relief when she caught a glimpse of the Halt sign at the corner of the intersection. At last. On the other side of the road stood a bigger sign pointing toward Droon. Soon she’d be safe and warm in bed.
But as the car crawled to a stop, the engine coughed again, then sputtered into silence.
“What?” Annoyed and disbelieving, Caitlin turned the key in the ignition. Nothing. “I can’t be out of gas!” Not when the gauge showed the tank was half-full. And there couldn’t be anything wrong with the battery or the headlights wouldn’t be blazing. “You can’t be stalled!” She tried the ignition again. Click, click. Click, click.
Definitely stalled. “Damn!” She hit the steering wheel with the flat of her hand.
What a mess. Nearly a mile to Droon and no one else driving by. What to do? Stubbornly trying to start the car one last time, Caitlin clenched her jaw when it wouldn’t cooperate. Putting it in neutral, she got out and pushed the vehicle onto the gravel shoulder. What a night. She wouldn’t get to bed until the wee hours of the morning.
Cursing, she grabbed her sketchbook and stuck it in her purse, then slung the bag over her shoulder and tightened her lightweight blue trenchcoat, wishing she’d worn a thicker sweater underneath, one of good Scots wool. The creak of the crossroads sign in the breeze made her shiver. She was reluctant to turn the car’s headlights off and enshroud herself completely in darkness. She didn’t even have a flashlight.
Suddenly, through the fog, came the soft clop, clop of approaching hoofbeats.
A pony-cart, perhaps? The throwback to an earlier time was not an uncommon sight in rural Scotland. Her spirits rising, Caitlin called, “Hello? Is somebody there?”
No answer. But a form took shape beyond the beam of the headlights – the tall shadowy silhouette of a man on horseback. She backed up when the horse and rider stepped right out of the fog. Steam rose from the great shimmering beast’s nostrils and his eyes glowed red as he pranced directly toward her.
“A-h-h!” She stumbled further backward, flattening herself against the car.
The black horse snorted and tossed his head when his heavily cloaked rider sharply drew in the reins. She could almost imagine she was gazing at a vision. Were the animal’s eyes really red? And what kind of face was the rider’s cloak hiding? A skull, perhaps?
Goosebumps rose along her skin. Her heart pounded. She suddenly remembered the superstitious housekeeper’s warning that very morning at breakfast: “Nae be gettin’ caught at a crossroads in the midst o’ the night or the divil hisself’ll take ye.”
What a comforting thought. Then again, if the apparition were indeed the devil, he could give her a lift somewhere. Despite her attempt at humor, she flinched when the rider started to pull back his high collar. But the face revealed by the lights of her small car was that of a man – a very handsome man with dark windblown hair and chiseled features.
He frowned down at her. “Are you ill, lady?” His voice was deep, his accent more cultured British than Scottish brogue.
Caitlin shook her head and let her breathing slow as she realized she’d let her imagination get away with her. How ridiculous. The rider was a human being, not the devil, and his horse’s eyes had only glowed red because they’d reflected the headlights.
She finally managed to point at the vehicle. “My car’s ill, not me.”
His brooding frown didn’t waver. “And what might you be doing out here this night?”
“Isn’t it obvious? The engine died. I’m stranded.”
He glanced about. “You are alone?”
Suddenly uncomfortable, she quickly said, “I’m on my way to the MacDonald Bed and Breakfast near Droon. The owners are expecting me.” A small white lie, but one that made her feel better. “Do you know anybody around here who has a phone? I’ll get someone to come and pick me up.”
“I have no knowledge of my neighbors.”
“Well, what about you?” she asked reluctantly. “Can I use your telephone?”
Though she wasn’t certain she wanted to enter this man’s abode. He might be fully human and devastatingly handsome, but something about him frightened her . . . an air of danger. Surely this man had sensed her fear when he’d appeared out of the mists, and yet he’d done nothing to assuage her uneasiness.
He told her, “I own very few modern conveniences.”
“And I suppose that means you’re no good at fixing cars.”
His horse stirred restlessly and he shifted the reins. His intense blue eyes, startling in contrast with his dark hair, flicked over her. “Are you truly alone, lady?”
Wishing she could say she had an army of friends nearby, Caitlin inched her hand toward the door handle. Her instincts told her to be on guard. “Why?”
“I have had problems with trespassers of late.”
So that explained his unsmiling watchfulness. She sagged with relief and dropped her hand. “Don’t worry, I’m no trespasser. I merely want to get to my lodgings. Looks like I’m going to have to walk.” She glanced at the car’s dimming headlights. “And if I don’t watch out, I’ll have a dead battery as well as whatever else is wrong with this bucket of bolts.”
As she opened the door to turn the lights off, she felt edgy. Now she would be alone with the brooding stranger in the dark. At least the mist was starting to lift. The black shape of the horse and rider loomed in pale moonlight, then edged closer with the creak of leather and jingle of bit.
“I will take you to your lodgings,” he stated, reaching down for her.
She stepped back, her heart pounding again inordinately hard. But then she had reason to be wary of aggressive strangers. “Uh, I don’t ride.”
“But I do. You need only sit in front of me.” He already had an iron grip on her wrist and was pulling her toward him. “Put your foot in the stirrup and jump up.”
An order, not a suggestion. She tried to jerk away. “No, really . . .”
But he didn’t let go. “You are very strong-willed.”
“I told you I don’t ride.”
“You will reach your lodgings much faster on horse than by foot.” He laughed softly and his slight accent thickened for a moment, “I mean you no harm, lass.”
“I’m not so sure about that.”
“My offer was meant to be chivalrous, not threatening.” He slid his booted foot out of the stirrup. “Allow me to take you to your lodgings.”
Without waiting, he lifted and seated her before him sideways, so that her legs dangled against one of his. The hard muscles of his chest pressed into her softer flesh and his breath was warm against her nape as he reined the animal and turned it toward Droon. Caitlin’s nerves fluttered and she squirmed, trying to get comfortable, fully aware of the man’s warm hard thighs pressing into her bottom.
“Hold onto me,” he commanded.
She had no choice if she wanted to maintain her balance. She slid an arm beneath the cloak and about his waist. She judged him to be fairly tall, over six feet, and he was lean and hard with muscle.
The horse tossed its head and lengthened its stride until they were galloping. Holding onto the rider with one arm, a handful of mane with her free hand, Caitlin felt as if she were flying through some kind of wild romantic dream. The road to Droon skirted the sea – on one side, moon-silvered hills and glens slid past like magic, while on the other, waves sang at the foot of sheer rocky cliffs.
Earth and water.
The wind fluttered the rider’s cloak behind and about them. High above, thousands of stars flamed in stunning glory.
Fire and air.
But the ride was far from some dream. Aware of the flexing muscles of the galloping animal beneath her, hearing the rhythm of the pounding hooves, Caitlin was also all too conscious of the physical presence of the man in whose arms she rested.
Flesh and blood.
The ride would be over too soon, she thought.
Though she hadn’t told him where the MacDonald place was located, the stranger headed his horse in the correct direction. How odd, after his insisting he had no knowledge of his neighbors. Perhaps he meant personal knowledge, she told herself. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t know who lived where. He slowed his mount as he turned it onto the gravel road that led up to the manor.
The magic had to end. Indicating her guest cottage beyond the larger building, she broke the spell. “Over there.”
He guided the horse to her doorstep and reined it to a halt.”I trust I have delivered you whole and unharmed.”
“Yes. Thank you.”
He took hold of her chin and turned her face toward him, his accent coming to the fore again. “You had no need to fear my mount . . . or me, lass.”
Reaction from his touch shuddered through her as she said, “The name’s Caitlin Montgomery.”
His eyes were shadowed, yet she imagined they blazed with more than a passing interest as he said, “A lovely name for a lovely and spirited woman.”
His voice was low and throbbing and affected her far more than she might like. Whispers of heat fluttered through her. He was a stranger, for heaven’s sake, and she didn’t know anything about him. Remembering the last time she’d been so attracted – nother mysterious man who’d proven to be dangerous – she tried to wiggle free, but he held her fast about the waist.
“Good night,” she said pointedly. “I’m sure we’ll run into each other since you live around here.”
He acted as if he had no intention of letting her go. His finger gently tracing her lower lip made her insides tighten. “If you truly want to see me again, you shall.”
“Is there some reason I shouldn’t want to see you?” Caitlin struggled with herself – her reaction was definitely inappropriate – and searched for her infamous determination. “Have you got a bad reputation or something?”
“Some would say so.”
She firmly pushed at his restraining arm until she could slide down from the saddle . . . only to have him stop her mid-drop. He had hold of her waist again, though this time she was turned and pulled against him, her feet dangling. She was amazed at his strength. And at her inability to object in an effective manner.
“Here’s to whether we meet again or no.”
Without giving her time to think, he covered her mouth with a searching kiss. And it was sheer instinct that opened Caitlin’s lips, that allowed her to share his breath. As their tongues touched, her back arched and she wound her arms about his neck. Heat spread from her middle, making her blood sing. But the kiss was over as swiftly as it had begun. With another soft laugh, the mounted stranger let her slide to the ground. Feeling oddly dizzy, she nearly stumbled as he rode away.
A minute or two later, she had located her keys and let herself into the cottage. Fearing the lights would nearly blind her, she made her way through the shadows and collapsed on the bed. As she lay there, tired but now strangely wakeful, she swore she could still hear hoofbeats.
She touched her lips in remembrance of the kiss and wondered what had possessed her to let a man whose name she didn’t even know get so close.
WHEN CAITLIN OPENED HER EYES again, bright sunlight streamed through the cottage windows. She groaned and turned over, stiff and sore from sleeping on top of the bedspread fully dressed.
She couldn’t remember falling asleep. She also wasn’t sure if she’d actually hitched a moonlight ride with a nameless man on horseback the night before or if she’d dreamed the episode.
Surely something uncommon had happened or she wouldn’t be lying there in her trenchcoat.
She rose slowly, groaning again, and went to the window to see if her car was parked outside. The drive was empty.
So she had hitched a ride.
And she certainly had been kissed.
The clock showed nine-twenty, still in time for breakfast. Hungry, Caitlin washed up, ran a brush through her hair and pulled on fresh clothing, then headed for the main house. Outside, she examined the damp earth and gravel for hoofprints, puzzled when she couldn’t seem to find any.
Entering the manor’s spacious entryway, she made her way down the hall. Several guests sat in the dining room beyond. The older American couple, silver-haired Professor Abernathy and his petite wife, were carrying on a lively conversation with the MacDonalds and Julian Taylor, the London antique dealer, all of whom Caitlin had met when she first arrived.
“Don’t think I’m not careful of the people I take in,” Mary MacDonald said firmly. “I accept only those who are referred by the agency in Glasgow. I don’t want the riff-raff. Why, Sally Campbell had an antique chest taken from her own home in Droon. And right beneath her very nose, too.”
Mrs. Abernathy clucked. “How terrible.”
Mary addressed Julian. “And have you ever been approached with such goods in your store?”
“Stolen articles?” Julian paused. “It’s hard to say for certain, but I hope not. I’d wager the thief who took that chest wanted it for himself.”
“Nevetheless, you have to be careful,” Professor Abernathy put in, between puffs on his pipe. “There are those who would steal the Loch Ness monster if they could get hold of it.”
Alistair MacDonald didn’t react to the other man’s humor. His rugged mustached face wore a disapproving expression. “I met man in Greece once who was ferreting out a huge chunk of marble column in his luggage.”
Julian shook his sleek head. Then he spotted Caitlin coming toward the group and broke into a smile. “Well, good morning, Miss Montgomery.”
“Caitlin,” she said. “Good morning everyone.”
“Yes. ’Tis a glorious day we’ll be having after the damp and fog of last eve,” Mary said.
Julian rose and pulled out a chair for her. “You’re looking lovely, as usual.”
“Thank you.”
Yesterday, Julian had gone out of his way to praise her rich auburn “Highland” hair after she’d admitted having a Scottish grandfather. Sitting, she spotted the platter of scones in the middle of the table. Her mouth watered.
“Is there any coffee left?” she asked Bridget, the plump cook and housekeeper.
“Aye, an’ some eggs and a wee bit o’ bacon, too, if ye will.”
“I know I should have been a bit more prompt.”
Mary waved an elegant ringed hand. “Don’t be worrying yourself. A vacation’s for relaxing. No strict schedules.”
Caitlin smiled. “That’s very gracious of you.”
“Living graciously is what we like to do best,” said Alistair.
Caitlin thought that was the truth, just as she was certain the MacDonalds didn’t really need the extra income from the bed and breakfast. A successful middle-aged businessman who’d retired early from his export/import business, Alistair had told her he now divided his time between his hobby of studying Scotland’s history and legend and joining his talkative wife in playing host to international visitors.
As soon as Bridget brought her a cup of coffee, Caitlin helped herself to a scone and slathered it with butter.
“Late night?” Julian asked.
“I left Inveraray later than I expected and got caught in the fog.”
“Find something fascinating in the town?”
She nodded. “Old tombstones with Celtic designs. I did several sketches.”
“And you’ll turn them into exquisite jewelry, I ween,” said Mary, smoothing a stray brown hair into her chignon. She turned to Mrs. Abernathy. “Caitlin is a famous artist.”
Caitlin laughed. “I only wish I were famous.” She’d been lucky enough to sell a line of her jewelry to a department store chain the year before. Her career as a designer was barely taking off. “I’m merely doing well.”
Well enough to please herself, at any rate. After years of pursuing her interest as a hobby and selling at craft fairs, she was finally able to concentrate on designing full-time. As well as a badly needed change of pace, this research trip would give her ideas for a new line that would allow her to explore Scotland’s past. Always fascinated with the mystical, this country would provide a goldmine of inspiration. She’d never thought she would get this far at such a young age.
Bridget delivered the eggs and bacon and Caitlin dug in.
Mary went on. “It’s especially nice that your new line will have an old Celtic theme.”
Mrs. Abernathy, a quiet motherly-looking woman asked, “Could you show us some of your creations?”
“I’m afraid most of my Celtic jewelry is only at the design phase.” Caitlin laid her fork aside to explain. “My older pieces are simpler, mostly fairies and castles and unicorns with crystal horns.”
“They sound lovely,” said Mrs. Abernathy.
Julian leaned closer to Caitlin and met her gaze steadily. “I would also like to see your jewelry or your sketches . . . whenever you’re willing to show them to me.”
The flirtatious Englishman was attractive enough in a blond, sharp-featured way. Around forty, intelligent and sophisticated, Julian would make a nice dinner date. Though he could hardly compete with the mysterious horseman from the night before – Mr. Cloak and Fiery Steed.
Uncomfortable at the memory, which still seemed difficult to believe, she ate her breakfast while Professor Abernathy and Alistair MacDonald re-introduced the topic of stolen artifacts.
“At least Scotland doesn’t have too many national treasures laying about that are portable,” said Abernathy. “You can’t pack Hadrian’s wall or standing stones into your suitcase.”
“Aye, but there still is gold about. Gold armor and weapons buried in those old Celtic cairns, they say,” Alistair pointed out. “At least according to legend, there’s supposed to be a wealth of gold beneath Black Broch. They say the castle was built atop the largest cairn of all.”
“But men dug in the past and never found it,” argued his wife.
Bridget hovered in the background. “Or they came up cold and dead.”
“I heard there were some deaths connected with the place,” Alistair admitted. “Maybe it has a curse like King Tut’s tomb.”
“It be far worse than any blathering curse,” muttered Bridget.
The mention of the old castle ruins sent a chill up Caitlin’s spine. She pushed her plate aside and changed the subject. “Is there a mechanic in Droon? My car stalled out near the crossroads last night.”
“Your car stalled?” Mary said in surprise. “And how is it that you got home? Surely you didn’t walk all that way?”
Caitlin felt her neck grow warm. “Actually, I got a ride.”
“From a shepherd?” asked Alistair. “Or someone from the village?”
Caitlin shrugged. “I assume the man lives near the Black Broch area. He didn’t tell me his name.”
Bridget was rigidly staring at her. “And just what would this man be lookin’ like?” asked the housekeeper.
“Mid-thirties, handsome, dark hair. He was riding a black horse.”
Alistair laughed. “You came home on horseback?”
Bridget’s eyes grew wide. “And ye met him at the crossroads?”
Uh, oh. And what kind of superstitious proclamation was the housekeeper about to make now?
“A horseback ride by light o’ moon,” intoned Bridget, continuing to stare closely at Caitlin. “And handsome as Satan himself, weren’t he?”
“Is this man someone you know, Bridget?” Alistair asked as more chills crept up Caitlin’s spine.
“No one I know personal, praise the Lord.” She nervously twisted the dish towel she’d been holding and cautioned Caitlin, “Miss Montgomery, you should be puttin’ salt around all your doors and windows and nae be gang out again at night.”
Julian laughed. “Come now, what is this hocus-pocus?”
Bridget continued to speak to Caitlin as if they were alone in the room. “And nae be lookin’ out the glass at night, neither. God help you, meetin’ his eyes is a direct and true invitation.”
“Don’t scare her with your country myths, Bridget.”
“Warning her is a Christian duty, sir. Ah, and she could lose her soul along with her heart . . .”
“To whom?” asked Julian.
“The curse o’ Black Broch. The Guardian. He’s been there since time out o’ mind.”
Alistair MacDonald objected, “But Caitlin’s not after gold.”
“But he’s after her,” insisted Bridget. “He’ll be takin’ a lass when he’s of a mind to – some o’ them always up and disappears. My mother and my mother’s mother warned me about him. A guardian he may be, but he’s also a divil, a Demon Lover.”
Demon Lover.
Bridget’s words conjured the memory of a dark cloaked figure astride a great black horse, nose blowing flumes of white steam in the mist . . . and Caitlin wondered if she mightn’t be better off if her experience turned out to be a vision, after all.
She’d already had one experience with a dangerous man and she wasn’t about to court another.
DROON WAS A TINY, picturesque village that had once depended upon fishing. Boats still plied the town’s harbor and lobster pots sat on the pier, but the cobble-stoned main street featured a brand new tartan and souvenir store, as well as a small art gallery, an “historic” inn and a fancy tea shop. Caitlin stopped by the latter before picking up her car. Being early spring, she had her choice of linen-covered tables. The hostess, an iron-haired middle-aged woman was very attentive.
“Another wee cuppa tea?” she asked before Caitlin had even finished the first.
“Yes, please. And I’d like a second crumpet as well.”
The jelly-filled, buttery sweet rolls were addictive. As were the shop’s mouth-watering shortbread cookies and chocolate covered gateaux. Taking advantage of the “Land O’Cakes” meant exercising to offset the calories. Perhaps she’d walk in the surrounding hills after she retrieved her car from the mechanic the MacDonalds had recommended.
Thinking again about the breakdown made her shift uncomfortably in her seat. But then she knew her nerves were still bothering her after the incident in California. With each hour that passed, her encounter with the mysterious horseman seemed more and more like a dream. Not a nightmare, exactly, but eerie nevertheless. And yet she was certain his rescue had been real. So, who was he? Alistair agreed the stranger had to be someone who lived in the vicinity. Demon Lovers didn’t exist except in folk superstition or fairy tales.
Or art.
Caitlin thought about creating some ‘Demon Lover’ jewelry designs to exorcise her feelings. Expressing herself creatively always improved her mood. She pulled out the small sketchbook she always carried and started to doodle a horse’s head.
“Ah, now isn’t that bonnie,” said the shop’s hostess, returning with the tea pot and a crumpet. “Are you an artist?”
Caitlin nodded and self-consciously shut the sketchbook.
“There was a flock of artists in the village last summer,” the hostess prattled. “They weren’t a very talented group in my opinion. Why, one strange lad splashed colors onto his canvas every which way. Said he was painting important landmarks of Scottish history.” She snorted. “You should have seen his picture of Black Broch, a muddy mass of black and gray . . . with streaks of red, probably for blood, o’ course.”
Caitlin immediately saw the horseman in her mind’s eye, the image tainted by the mention of blood. “The ruins above the crossroads?”
“Aye. The scene of many a bloody battle, don’t you know. One Laird buried a whole regiment alive in a stony pit. They say the screams of the poor trapped souls could be heard for miles.”
Caitlin shivered. “A gruesome history.”
The hostess nodded. “The lad claimed he even heard the screams himself.”
“Probably a bad dream.” Caitlin wondered if the artist could be her mystery man. “What did this guy look like?”
“U-mmm, short and plain of face. A bit on the stout side.”
“Oh.” Not her midnight rider.
Before leaving the tea shop, Caitlin asked the hostess if she knew of anyone who fit the mystery man’s description. The woman said no. As did the elderly pharmacist who owned the chemist shop next door.
“You can be certain no one lives in or near that pile of rocks,” the pharmacist insisted, adjusting his wire-rimmed spectacles. “Not unless it’s Auld Sandy, I suppose, passing through with his flock of sheep.”
Caitlin grasped at any possibility. “Old Sandy?”
“Aye, stay out of his way. The poor soul is crazy.” Obviously aware of Caitlin’s intense interest, the man explained, “Auld Sandy is half-wild, a hermit of sorts. He’s lived alone up in the mountains for years with his sheep and people say that he cannot speak English at all any more. He just ba-a-as.”
Caitlin eliminated Old Sandy from contention.
“Some people say there’s only ewes in Sandy’s flock and they follow him for love,” the pharmacist went on, taking Caitlin’s money and handing her change. “And why not? He probably smells and looks like a sheep himself by now.”
Despite herself, Caitlin joined the elderly man in laughter. “I’ll give Old Sandy a wide berth if I happen to run into him.” Though she couldn’t say the same for the mysterious rider, who was handsome enough to appeal to any woman, even if he might not attract sheep.
But Caitlin wasn’t smiling when she entered the mechanic’s place, a new tin-roofed garage that had been built between two stone houses. Jack, the sturdy, bushy-browed, grubby man who’d repaired her car, showed her a thick handful of blackened wires. “Look it this, will ye? Burnt to a crisp. It’s a wonder yer engine dinna blow up in flames.”
Caitlin frowned. “What causes burned out wires?”
“A fire in the engine.”
“But I didn’t see any smoke.”
“Tha’s wha’ I’m tellin’ ye,” Jack said. “’Twasn’t no fire. The engine is nae damaged at all.” He held up the wires again. “So how could this happen?”
Puzzled herself, Caitlin admitted, “You’ve got me.”
The mechanic shook his head and led her to the work table near the wall. “Wha’ a mystery.” He gave Caitlin a receipt and she paid him, though the car rental agency would reimburse her. “Nearly makes a man believe in fairy fire.”
The statement made Caitlin pause and stare. “What?”
“Ah, ’tis nothing but a bairn’s tale. Ye know, magical flames that burn blue and eat up some things while nae touching others.”
Remembering reading about the legend as a child, Caitlin nodded. “The type of fire that doesn’t smoke.” The appearance of her mystery man had certainly been the stuff from which legends were made. “Say, do you know of anyone who lives near Black Broch – a tall, dark man of about thirty-five or so? He’s good-looking, has black hair, rides a black horse.”
Jack’s reply was decisive. “Sorry, I dunno anyone who fits tha’ particular description.” Then he fixed his bushy gaze on her. “Wha’ were ye doing about Black Broch anyway? MacDonald said yer car up and died there in the middle of the night. Sometimes there be smugglers about even in this modern day.”
“Smugglers?”
“Aye, men who bring in goods by sea. Desperate, dangerous men. Ye should be careful.”
And with that abrupt pronouncement, Jack left her to take care of another customer who had entered the garage.
Dissatisfied with all that she’d heard of Black Broch and the explanations of who her mystery man might be, Caitlin drove out of town. Instead of stopping somewhere near her bed and breakfast, she found herself heading directly for the crossroads. Though nobody seemed to know the midnight rider, she was drawn to the site of their encounter, her fascination nearly morbid after hearing tales of bloody battles and smugglers.
Besides, she rationalized, she had her Demon Lover designs to work on and where better than in this atmospheric place.
Hoping she wasn’t tempting fate, she pulled over on the road where she’d left the car two nights before. Frozen to her seat for a moment, she stared out the window at the cairns nearby, then the ruins of the aged castle on the promontory above, dark stones that brooded against the clear blue afternoon sky.
Black Broch put her on her guard even while drawing her closer.
Climbing the steep hill would certainly be good exercise, and she was thankful she’d worn walking shoes with her casual sweater and pants. She locked her purse in the trunk, took her sketchbook and set off. She was nearly out of breath by the time she reached the top of the promontory and she paused to lean against a fallen stone. Glancing up, she noticed a falcon coasting on the updrafts high overhead. The bird dipped its wings and drifted lower.
Black Broch was larger than it looked from the road, Caitlin discovered as she explored. And as forbidding up close as its reputation. Only parts of the structure were still intact. Near the edge of the cliff overlooking the sea loch, a couple of towers stood tall and solid, their narrow slits of windows once meant to protect the inhabitants from enemy arrows. Castellated walls that had crumbled in places connected the towers and surrounded a weedy inner courtyard.
Caitlin approached an arched opening that led into the stone-paved courtyard. Her pulse quickened as she peered about. A salt-laden wind gusted off the sea, soughing about the old castle with near-human moans. Goose bumps rose on her neck and she glanced around furtively. But then, she’d only have Old Sandy or smugglers to deal with at the worst, she told herself, and the latter surely wouldn’t be about in broad daylight.
Though she might have a problem with a territorial bird. The falcon Caitlin had seen suddenly swooped low, shrieking so loudly she ducked into the courtyard for fear the bird intended attack.
“Crazy featherhead!” she yelled. The talons of a bird of prey could really do some damage. Thank goodness, the bird took off again.
She looked around the more protected courtyard, colder and spookier up close. Caitlin hugged herself, wishing she’d brought her coat. Sunlight never reached some of these dark shadows. They were as cold and forbidding as they’d been when the castle had originally been built. Before, really.
She knew that on this same site, a fortified tower or “broch” had existed in the time of the Celts. Caitlin wondered about the Celtic cairn that was supposed to lie beneath the castle’s foundations. Had the medieval builders ever dug down into it? Was that the same place where the evil laird had buried the soldiers? And where was the dungeon? Castles always had dungeons.
Trying not to spook herself with such musings, she peered closely at the walls as she wandered along. When some faint carvings attracted her eye, she scratched away dead vines to find a line of runes.
“Incredible.”
Awed that the hand of another human had created the magical symbols thousands of years before, she forgot her unfounded fears and opened her sketchbook to draw. But first, she lightly ran her fingers over the marks, hoping their power had been meant to do good, not evil.
“TRESPASSERS! INVADERS! ATTACK, ATTACK! Take up yer sword!”
Having been deeply and soundly asleep, Bain Morghue groaned as Ghillie Brown shook him until his teeth rattled.
“I tell ye, there be an enemy about! Take up yer sword!” screeched the old man.
Bain opened a hostile eye, ready to throttle his servant, when the meaning of Ghillie’s words suddenly sank in. In one smooth movement, adrenaline surging, he rolled his long body out of the great four-poster and wrapped his plaid about him. Ghillie handed him the claymore and scabbard that had been hanging on the headboard. The stones on the pommel caught the light as Bain withdrew the deadly length of steel.
“Enemies – where?” he demanded.
“In the courtyard! In the courtyard!” Ghillie squealed, nearly doing a little dance in his desperate excitement. “They be seeking a way to get in and kill us both!”
Forever worried that intruders could mean the end of him, Bain hurried toward the steps that led up to the main entrance, his bare feet slapping on cold stone. Reaching into a crevice at the landing, he cracked open the great door and slipped out quickly before it closed behind him.
Sword drawn, he prepared to shout a war cry as he hurtled into the courtyard. The sound died in his throat when he saw who whipped about to stare at him, her big green eyes round, her face ghost-white against the red of her hair. He was hit hard, his immediate response physical, the same as he’d experienced upon seeing her the first time. No matter. He didn’t know her or her connections. She could be a thief. Or worse. She didn’t belong here.
“And what is it you’re up to wandering about where you’re not wanted?” A few more strides brought him towering over her. He shoved her hard against the wall. She made a choked sound and dropped the tablet she was carrying. It took all his will to ignore her softness. To steel himself against her alluring woman-scent. “I didn’t give you leave to set foot on my property,” he went on in his most intimidating tone. “I could kill you where you stand!”
Her eyes grew wider. “K-kill me?”
Though he could think of a thousand things he would rather do to her – with her – Bain kept himself in check. “You do understand the word kill, do you not, lady?” For good measure, he brandished the claymore in her face. “Now . . . what are you doing on my property?”
Speechless, she stared at him defiantly.
He tightened his strong grip on her arm until she cried out and grew frantic. Struggling, she yelled, “Let go of me!”
“Orders?” he asked, his voice purposely soft and menacing. “I should be more accommodating if I were you, lady.” He wondered if she’d been sent to test his defenses.
Wild to get away, she struggled futilely against his greater strength, at last managing to stomp on his bare foot.
“Ah-h!” His face contorted in pain, but he didn’t release her. “You little vixen!”
She tried to stomp his foot again, but he grabbed her other arm and pushed her back, looming over her so closely that her panting breath feathered his face. His groin tightened and he was tempted to kiss her. To let his long-unassuaged lust consume them both. Then perhaps she would give him the satisfaction of seeing her quake.
She had the audacity to glare at him. “I didn’t do anything wrong!”
“You’re trespassing. ’Tis a crime.”
“Then call the authorities and leave me be! You’re nothing but a bully.”
“You dare reproach me?”
“I’d dare more if I could!”
Surprised by and respecting her grit, deciding that perhaps he had made a mistake and that she was no threat, after all, he laughed and let go. Off-balance, she stumbled backward, smacking her head hard against the stone wall. Her lashes fluttered and her knees gave way.
Bain caught her before she fell. “Silly nervy lass,” he growled, raking a hand through her hair and coming up with a smear of blood. “Now look what you’ve done.”
Look what she’d done?
Caitlin’s heart ricocheted in her chest from immediate fear and something she couldn’t quite define . . . something that went deeper . . . and was infinitely more dangerous. But she was too weak to object when he picked her up and carried her out of the courtyard into the wan afternoon sunlight. Her head throbbed. She ignored the pain and the lump that lodged squarely in her throat and the little thrill that the proximity and expanse of his naked flesh gave her. She moaned and closed her eyes.
A minute later, she opened them again to find they’d entered a cool dark passage. The horseman was descending. Of any possible imagined scenario, she would never have expected the man to appear wild-haired and half-naked in a trailing plaid, brandishing a sword. She would never have imagined being carried off by him. At the bottom of the steps, light beckoned from an open door.
“Ghillie!” he roared so loud, her head throbbed even worse.
“Can you tone it down, please?” she whispered weakly.
He paid no attention and yelled again, then brought Caitlin into a firelit room to lay her across a cushioned throne-like chair. She wasn’t sure if the place actually resembled a medieval reception hall – fireplace, sconces of candles, high rafters and tapestries – or if she was delirious.
She thought she must be hallucinating for sure when the person named Ghillie appeared. He was a very short, ugly man with weathered leathery skin nearly the same brown color as his clothing. Although bald, Ghillie had tufts of hair growing from the tops of his huge ears that made him look shaggy. She blinked into his beady little eyes and groaned.
“Get hot water and a clean rag,” the rider ordered. “The lady has hurt her head.”
Ghillie seemed reluctant. “But, Laird . . .”
Laird? Her midnight rider was a nobleman?
“No buts, go fetch what I ask for. She is not our enemy.”
Muttering to himself, the strange brown man skittered away.
And Caitlin leaned back against the cushions, once more to close her eyes. And to pray . . . if only she could get out of the place unscathed. She’d had enough experience with a threatening if fascinating man.
When the throbbing quieted, she opened her eyes. Ghillie was staring down at her, basin and rag in hand. He wrinkled his bulbous nose as if in distaste. Masking her fear once more, Caitlin glared at him and quickly sat up. Ghillie croaked and jumped back, water sloshing. Despite being told she meant no harm, he was obviously as afraid of her as she was of him.
Surprised, she felt stronger at the knowledge. “Where did the hulk go?”
Ghillie wiggled his bushy brows. “Who? Who? Laird Morghue?”
“Morghue? Is that his name?”
“The Laird be changin’ his clothing.”
“Good idea. It’s cold to be wearing nothing but a bolt of fabric.” Though she admitted Morghue had been quite an eyeful. Since Ghillie continued to stand like an unmoving rock, Caitlin reached for the basin and rag herself. “Can I have those?”
He surrendered the items gladly and scurried away.
She winced when she touched the back of her head and felt the rising egg-sized lump. Putting the basin on the stone floor, she immersed the rag in the hot water, wrung it out and started to clean her wound.
Strong fingers clasped hers in mid-action. “Allow me. You can’t see what you are doing.”
Her muscles froze and she had to force her arms down. She couldn’t relax, not remembering how he’d talked of killing her with the fancy sword with its gold hilt and jeweled pommel. He came around to the front of her chair. Reluctantly, she noticed he looked almost as good in the black trousers, shirt and boots as he did without them. Expressionless, he knelt and held her jaw steady as he gently swabbed at the lump. She tried not to flinch or react to the tingling warmth of his touch.
Even so, she couldn’t help but grit out, “Haven’t you done enough to me already?”
“You hit your head yourself, lass. It wasn’t I who did the damage. Besides, you were trespassing.”
“If you’re so uptight about someone coming onto your property, you ought to put up fences and signs.” She paused, thinking about the inquiries she’d made in Droon. “Incidentally, nobody seems to know this castle is your property. They don’t even know you.”
He didn’t respond. Turning her face directly toward him, he gazed so deeply into her eyes, she caught her breath and all thought fled. For a moment, she was lost . . .
“Your pupils seem normal.”
His observation broke the spell and she squirmed a little and cleared her throat. “At least I don’t have a concussion.”
He rose, towering over her. “So you can be on your way.”
Oddly enough, she was dismayed. Only moments ago, she had prayed to escape unscathed. And now that she had permission, she was reluctant to run. She wanted to see more of the fascinating place . . . and of Bain Morghue. He was dangerous, yes. Maybe that was part of his fascination. That and a seething virility she couldn’t deny, that made Neil Howard pale by comparison. Thinking of how that short-lived attraction had turned out, Caitlin was beginning to wonder whether she was drawn to the wrong sort of men.
If he’d really meant to hurt her, Caitlin told herself, he could have done so rather than taking care of her injury. If she were cautious, she should be safe enough for a while longer.
She licked her parched lips and once more ignored her good sense that told her to run while she had the chance. “The last time we met, I believe you said I could see you if I wanted to.”
“And so you have.”
“But now you’re kicking me out?”
“I respect your courage and am giving you your freedom, lady. There’s a difference.”
He said it so seriously, she once more had to tamper down her alarm. “So, what – you were considering locking me in your dungeon?” She couldn’t help herself. “Who do you think you are, some medieval overlord?”
“I know who I am, as do my enemies who seek me.”
She frowned and muttered, “Sounds like a fairy tale to me.”
“Fairy tale! Fairy tale!” muttered Ghillie in the background, making Caitlin realize he was lurking nearby.
She glanced toward the sound as he opened the shutters of a high, narrow window. A large bird flapped inside and sank its talons into a leather-covered perch near the wall.
Again wondering if she were dreaming, Caitlin murmured, “A hunting falcon? I guess you do live like a medieval lord. Not that it gives you the right to be so high-handed. Furthermore, as far as seeking you out is concerned, I’ve been asking around about you and I’ve yet to find out your full name.”
“’Tis Bain Morghue.”
Finally. “Lord Morghue?”
“Bain will do,” he said.
“I’m Caitlin Montgomery.”
“Fine, brave Caitlin, and now that we’ve established the niceties, I fear I must encourage you to leave again. It will soon be dark outside.”
The more he tried to get rid of her, the more she felt like digging in. Who gave him the right to push her around? They didn’t live in feudal times.
“I’m not afraid of the dark.” Not normally. She glanced at the heavy wooden table on one side of the fireplace. A flask of amber liquid glimmered there, surrounded by several goblets. Her mouth was so dry she could barely swallow. “I could use a drink before I leave. Is that brandy? Sherry?”
“Neither.” Bain’s tone was clipped. “You wouldn’t care for it.”
“A sip or two would soothe my headache, get my blood pumping again.” And give her a little time to find out more about this mysterious man and his castle. She wanted answers. And to dispel the notion that she lacked solid judgment when it came to men. When Bain didn’t make a move, she said, “Surely you owe me one gesture of hospitality.”
He gazed at her measuringly.
And unexpectedly, he broke the fine thread of tension between them by laughing. “All right, then, I see how it is.” His voice mellowed to a smooth and rather seductive tone, making Caitlin’s toes tingle and her senses go on alert. “You shall get what you want, fair lass.” He turned to the man who seemed to be his servant. “Ghillie, pour us out two goblets.”
“But, but . . .” the brown man huffed.
Bain merely stared mercilessly until Ghillie did as he wished. Then he dragged a chair up close to Caitlin’s. Ghillie brought the drinks on a pewter tray. As Caitlin reached for hers, the brown man looked directly at her, eyes wide.
“Is it poison or something?” she asked, hand hovering.
“Of course not, or it would also kill me,” Bain assured her. When she finally took her drink, he motioned Ghillie away. “It’s only my own specially distilled liqueur.”
She stared into the goblet – old-fashioned hand-blown glass in which the substance seemed to glow. Smiling, Bain lightly clicked the rim of his to Caitlin’s before taking a sip. She hesitated – for who knew what dangers lurked in the goblet – then told herself that if he could drink the stuff, she certainly could. She took a tiny sip. The liqueur was soothing, smooth, slightly sweet, yet light, and most definitely alcoholic. Perhaps it was her mood or her injury, but the mere taste of the stuff went directly to her head.
Indeed, her pain already receding, Caitlin took a bigger sip and watched the room pulse with warmth. “It makes me feel a lot better.”
“I’m sure you would feel nice anyway.”
Titillated, she noted the flicker of the torches reflected in his intense eyes. For a moment, their blue nearly seemed a shade of violet.
“You can stay here all night if you wish, lass.”
Startled, Caitlin sat up straighter and felt the blood creep up her neck. He certainly wasn’t implying she could curl up by herself in front of the fire. “I only wanted a drink, not a proposition.” Though she also had to admit she found the idea oddly intriguing considering the man had given her such a fright. His expression knowing, he crooked a rakish eyebrow at her. “Sometimes you receive more than you bargain for.”
The reminder brought her back to her senses. “You’re very attractive, Mr. Bain Morghue, but awfully full of yourself. We’ve barely met.” Feeling his very presence bearing down on her, she tried to keep it light. “And I’d have to know more about you and this situation before I even agreed to be friends.”
“Sometimes there are no easy explanations.”
“Try me.” Realizing he could take that the wrong way, she immediately rushed on. “I mean, tell me how you managed to obtain this property without any of your neighbors knowing about it.”
His smile appeared almost demonic as he slid a hand along the arm of his chair until their fingers were mere centimeters apart. Her pulse surged. She yearned to be touched, so strongly that she was shocked at herself, but somehow she managed to slip her own hand onto her lap.
“You do own this castle, don’t you?”
He leaned forward. “Aye.”
Nervously, she inched farther back in her seat and glanced at the nearest tapestry, a herd of does fleeing a hunter. “So, did you, uh . . . buy this place recently?”
His look seared her. “I’ve owned it time out of mind.”
Time out of mind? Hadn’t she heard that phrase before? She couldn’t quite remember where or when as she considered the subject of deeds in the British Isles. Perhaps they could stretch back a very long time.
“Are you saying you inherited this castle? Then how come no one in Droon knows that? Why hasn’t anyone heard of you?” She held up a cautioning hand, partially to keep him at bay. “And don’t give me some answer about people who seek you will know you and so on.” When he didn’t answer, merely stared at her as if he were looking inside her, she prompted him. “Surely there’s an explanation that makes sense, like . . . maybe you’ve been an absentee landlord for years.”
“That is true,” he finally said. “I have other similar holdings in Scotland, as well as in Ireland and Wales that have taken my time.”
“Castles? And why have you come back here?” She glanced about. “Are you fixing up the place? It’d make a great tourist attraction. Maybe even an inn of sorts. You must be wealthy.”
“I have gold beyond measure.”
“Gold? Now that has to be an exaggeration. No one hordes gold these days.” Although he would indeed need big bucks to deal with fixing up castles.
“All right, stocks, bonds, whatever you wish to call it.” Then she caught her breath when he reached over to brush back a tendril of her hair. “Red is a bonnie color.”
Face warm, she stirred in her seat and tried to forget about how handsome and mesmerizing he was. And how centered. She hadn’t gotten his mind steered in another direction, after all. She reminded herself he might be dangerous on every level and therefore couldn’t let down her guard. Glancing at the tapestry, she saw there was actually only one doe in the design, not a herd, and that the hunter seemed closer than she’d thought originally. She shifted uncomfortably – her mind was fuzzy with liqueur.
But not fuzzy enough to let him continue playing with her hair. She knew where that would lead. She brushed his hand away and tried to distract him once more.
“So why hasn’t anyone around here heard of you? Do you own Black Broch under a corporation name or something?”
“You are a very clever and lovely lady.”
He grasped her hand, giving it a squeeze that alarmed her even while it sent little thrills of pleasure zinging up her arm. He drew her nearer, yet didn’t really pull. She squirmed. It would be so easy to give in. His gaze was hypnotic . . .
Giving in would be a mistake, perhaps the biggest in her life. “So what’s the name of this corporation?” she croaked.
He frowned, let go of her hand, and for the first time, leaned away from her, back into his chair. “I grow tired of this interrogation. I have my reasons to keep my own counsel.”
Relieved that he’d put some distance between them, she hazarded a guess. “Real estate rivals?”
“Rivals?” He nodded. “There are those who would plot against me. For your own sake, keep your visit here secret.”
“My sake?”
“Most would not believe you, anyway. But, enough.” He leaned forward again, his tone silky. “Now ’tis your turn. What are you really doing here?”
She knew he meant this very place, this very moment, and was certain he’d like her to admit she was besotted with him and longed to jump into his bed. Her heart raced and her insides quaked with a more encompassing kind of fear than she’d experienced earlier.
“I thought this castle would provide inspiration for my new jewelry collection. I’m an artist.”
He stared at her thoughtfully. “Hmm, someone who sees beyond this world. Is that why you’ve asked for me, sought me out so diligently?”
Was he suggesting he himself was not of the ordinary world? “I want to do some designs that are based on the myth of the Demon Lover,” she said, drawing on Bridget’s fantastic tale. “You’d fit the role quite nicely – romantically handsome, powerful persona, mysterious, an air of danger.”
His momentary surprise turned to laughter. “Only an air of danger?” He leaned even farther forward to graze her cheek with a lazy finger before he took firm hold of her jaw. “Then it’s off to my lair, lass, to prove I’m truly dangerous. I’ll sample that fair soft skin all of a piece.”
She felt like she was being zapped with raw electricity. Was he going to kiss her? She’d be lost for sure. Intuitively knowing that if she allowed it, he could dominate her at some primal level she wanted to keep within her own control, she pulled away and rose from her chair, her limbs lethargic with too much sitting and strong alcohol. Still, fear of any kind was sobering.
“You are absolutely incredible. You ought to be an actor.”
He rose as well. “You think my words part of an act?” Then he took hold of her shoulders and drew her tightly against him, belly against belly, thigh against thigh. Her breasts flattened against his chest. “Is what you’re feeling not real?” He smiled and angled his head as if to take her mouth. “A Demon Lover is what you seek, eh? Then beware, fair Caitlin, for once you find him, running will do you no good. He will have power over you, even in the dark.”
Desperately, she turned her face and pushed against him. “Let go! I don’t need to run. I already told you I’m not afraid of the dark.”
“You are very courageous.”
She looked at him defiantly, her heart in her words as she thought of her younger brother. “I’ve fought the darkness and won. Gone into the deep night of the mind and brought back someone I loved . . . and I know I could do it again.”
He frowned, his hold loosening. “You must be very powerful.”
“My love was powerful. That’s all the magic I needed.”
Though her adult, professional fascination with spells and fairy tales and crystals began when her little brother had been lost inside himself. Her work had grown from beliefs that were mostly left behind with childhood.
“Heart and willpower. You are blessed with both.” He allowed her to step away. “All right, Caitlin Montgomery, you may do as you wish – go or stay.”
“I’m leaving.” While she had the chance and before he got her to reveal other secrets, which wouldn’t make her look so strong, after all. Relieved at a deep if inarticulate level, she glanced at her watch. It still showed five o’clock. “My watch must have stopped.”
“The door is this way,” Bain told her, walking away.
She followed him out of the firelit room, into a long passageway and up a flight of stone steps. What should she say when they parted? What if she never saw him again? She was contemplating the question when he opened the door.
“Good night, Caitlin.”
The same salty wind was blowing but the afternoon had turned to twilight. Gloaming, the Scots called it.
Caitlin turned and stared at Bain for a moment until he raised her hand and kissed it, turning it over to likewise set his lips softly against the palm. Her skin reacted to the light brush and she backed away.
“I shall dream of you if we don’t meet again,” he told her, retreating inside.
Not meeting again – that’s one thing she feared.
And, yes, she still feared him also.
The door shut.
And the thought made her heart ache. “Why won’t I see you? Are you leaving for one of your other sites?” she called, but if he heard, he made no response.
Mysterious, reclusive man.
And not-too-bright woman, she told herself, glancing about. Escape while you can. But she didn’t have a flashlight or even a match to show her down the steep dark hillside.
And Bain Morghue had candles.
Glancing up at the tower she’d just left, she moved forward to knock, surprised when she couldn’t make out the shape of a door. Where was it? She hadn’t so much as taken two steps away. Circling the tower didn’t help either. She finally concluded the door must have been the tricky kind, similar to those that swung out to reveal secret chambers.
And she was tired, injured, and still a tiny bit tipsy from the strong and unusual liqueur. The latter was probably the reason the rocks and bits of heather looked so beautiful as she meandered down the side of the promontory. Even the sound of the waves in the loch sounded like high, sweet, beckoning voices.
Everything seemed more intense because of the intoxicating drink, no doubt the reason she’d responded to Bain the way she had. For no matter how handsome he was or how appealing he appeared to be, Bain Morghue was a dangerous man, one who would be reckoned with on his own terms.
Thank God she had escaped his lair unscathed this time.
HIDDEN BEHIND ONE OF the larger stones in the cairns below Black Broch, he watched Caitlin Montgomery descend slowly, get into her car and drive off.
Strange.
He hadn’t considered her a potential opponent.
All that prattle about designing jewelry. All that innocent fresh-faced interest in the beauty of Scotland. All that surprise over the stalled car and the midnight ride.
Usually astute, he had believed her, thought her authentic. Of course, there was another possible explanation for the American woman’s entry into the castle today. A simple explanation. His enemy had rightfully earned his reputation as a womanizer par excellence.
He fingered the sketch book he’d managed to pick up in the small courtyard, closer than he’d ever gotten before. He’d opened the pages and seen her amateur attempt at drawing the old runes. If she were a rival, she had hardly reached his own level of expertise. And she could be quite useful. Hadn’t she kept his enemy so busy, the bastard had not been aware of the threat so close to his inner abode? Even the sharp-eyed sentry hadn’t detected his presence.
Rising, he stared up at the dark castle, wondering if he should use her or rid himself of possible competition. It would take some serious thought. In the end, he would utilize every weapon, take every measure, use every ounce of strength necessary to get what he wanted.
Soon.
“MY WIFE AND I are going to Lochfynton to see the standing stones tomorrow morning,” Professor Abernathy told Caitlin early the next evening in the parlor where everyone would gather for a traditional before dinner sherry. He took a sip. “We thought you might like to join us.”
Though she didn’t need alcohol after being so tipsy the day before that she’d gone to bed without dinner and slept fourteen hours, Caitlin politely tried her own drink. The sherry wasn’t nearly as tasty – or as heady – as Bain’s brew. But then, dangerous or not, Bain Morghue was heady enough for any red-blooded woman. He seemed to seethe with seductiveness and power.
Suddenly realizing the professor was waiting for her answer, Caitlin snapped back to the present. The standing stones. She was already looking forward to seeing the local monoliths similar to Stonehenge.
“How kind of you to offer,” she said graciously. “You’re sure I won’t be intruding?”
“No, no, not at all. Mrs. Abernathy and I want to get to know you better.” The professor leaned in a little closer. “It’ll be nice to spend time with another American. Sometimes I have to fight through the native accent to comprehend what’s being said,” he admitted.
“I understand completely,” she murmured, distracted by bits of images and sounds that flitted through her mind.
No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t close herself off from her encounter with Bain, a fact that disturbed her deeply. But surely she could handle the Scotsman after her experience with Neil. For one, it had taken several dates to recognize Neil’s dark side, while she’d recognized the darkness in Bain straight off. Forewarned was forearmed, right?
“Professor. Caitlin.” Julian joined them and looked at her with great interest. “We seem to have missed each other yesterday evening and you didn’t join us for breakfast this morning. You must have made some exciting finds.”
“Not that exciting.”
At least not today, when she’d taken what she’d hoped would be a mind and spirit-cleansing walk about the countryside. Instead, she’d dwelled on Bain. And for some reason, no doubt due to the warning he’d given her, she was hesitant about bringing up her encounter with Bain to anyone. That she felt as if he had a hold over her made her distinctly uneasy.
“I saw your car parked in the driveway,” Julian said as Alistair and Mary and the professor’s wife joined them, glasses in hand. “A new model. What was wrong with it, anyway?”
“The mechanic wasn’t certain,” Caitlin said. “Some mysterious burned out wires. All he could suggest was fairy fire.”
Julian started while Alistair laughed and said, “Quite the imaginative one, that Jack.”
“May the Dear Lord protect us!” Bridget stood frozen, halfway to putting away the sherry decanter, a beautiful piece of cut crystal with a stopper in the shape of a fairy. “Ye shouldna laugh at what ye nae ken, Mr. MacDonald.”
“Now Bridget,” admonished Mary kindly. “There are no fairies. Jacko is full of stories is all.”
Bridget shook her head in disagreement and replaced the decanter in the liquor cabinet, then swept out of the room, mumbling ominously to herself.
“Fairy fire? Is that some kind of local legend?” asked Mrs. Abernathy.
“No, not local.” Mary warmed to the topic. “All of Scotland is riddled with legends. Our sherry decanter pays tribute to the tale of fairy wine, you know.”
“Fairy wine?” Caitlin echoed faintly.
“A magical brew that’s said to intensify the senses,” Mary went on. “To make things more beautiful or more frightening. Of course legend has it that any potion or food a mortal takes from a fairy has the power to bind that person to its magical giver forever unless the giver chooses to release the person.”
The others smiled and laughed at the idea. But not Caitlin.
Uneasily, she remembered how, after drinking Bain’s brew, all her senses had seemed more alert, how her fright had multiplied . . . and her longings. And it was true, she’d spent far too much time thinking of Bain. But fairy wine?
“Speaking of legends,” Alistair said. “Some friends of ours would like to meet you, Caitlin. They’re interested in seeing your jewelry designs and willing to share their knowledge of Celtic myths, a particular interest of theirs. Perhaps tomorrow afternoon?”
“All right.” Caitlin couldn’t pass up such a terrific opportunity. And she had to admit she wouldn’t mind some company so she could get over this growing obsession with a man she would probably never see again. Thinking about him wasn’t good for her at all. “I appreciate all the help I can get.”
“Sounds like you’re going to have a full day tomorrow.” Julian moved closer as if determined to be the focus of her attention. “Have you had the chance yet to explore Droon?”
“I drove around town after I picked up my car yesterday.”
“Then took the road out along the coast?”
“Actually, I followed it all the way to Black Broch. That old castle is really a fascinating place.”
The firelight tete-a-tete came back in goose-bump-producing clarity. The way Bain Morghue’s touch had made her bones melt. The way his eyes had devoured her. The way his threat of sampling her all of a piece had aroused as much as frightened her. She told herself she should try to learn more about the mysterious man. Surely if he really were The Morghue, a Scottish Laird, the MacDonalds would know of him. And some reality sharing would make her feel safer.
Bain had insisted that people would not believe her, she remembered, had hinted she keep quiet for her own sake. His other warning, his reference to rivals kept her
tongue in check. She would not leak out Bain Morghue’s presence. In her mind, what were probably real estate rivals had become enemies, and at some level, she felt as if his enemies were her enemies. A ridiculous idea – after all, she didn’t even know the man – and yet one she couldn’t shake. In some strange, indefinable way, she felt a connection to him despite his threats.
“Black Broch?” Julian mused, his brow furrowed. “You ought to avoid that place. Today I heard a convict is loose in the vicinity. Supposedly a dangerous, desperate man. If he’s hiding amidst the rubble of Black Broch, you could have put yourself in danger wandering around alone.”
A convict loose. A dangerous, desperate man. Bain? A chill shot through Caitlin. The description certainly fit.
“Don’t worry, I’m always careful.”
But how safe was a woman when faced with a near-naked man brandishing a claymore, and worse, a mesmerizing quality that made him unforgettable?
THE GLOAMING. TWILIGHT. Barely forty-eight hours after her second encounter with the most fascinating man she’d ever met, Caitlin stood in a circle of standing stones, which loomed over her like rugged if inanimate giants, and replayed their meeting in her mind.
And wondered if they would meet again. She knew she should hope they wouldn’t.
She’d dreamed of him the night before. Whether asleep or awake, she remembered every detail of Bain Morghue. Dark hair, perpetually windblown. Chisled features. Strong, yet gentle fingers. Blue eyes nearly violet. Seething virility. Too bad he’d frightened her so, that she hadn’t been able to properly appreciate his appearing before her in nothing but a plaid. Now she longed for another look, the chance to see whether her memory betrayed her or whether he really had the most beautiful male form she’d ever seen.
Caitlin sighed, both wishing for and dreading another encounter with her mysterious midnight rider. Was she really attracted to the wrong sort of man?
The day that should have been stimulating had grown flat quickly. After remembering she’d left a nearly full sketchbook lying amid the damp stones of Black Broch, she’d swallowed her frustration and come here to the windswept area near
Lochfynton that morning with Professor and Mrs. Abernathy. The couple had been so happy to talk to another American that they’d never stopped. Another sketchbook in hand, she hadn’t been able to draw the ancient Celtic patterns decorating the standing stones.
That afternoon, the MacDonalds and their friends, the Fergusons, had been so interested in seeing her designs and in finding out about her plans for the research trip, that they’d barely mentioned The Guardian of Black Broch before cutting short their discussion of Celtic myth. Of course, they’d promised to make it up to her another day.
And afterward, she’d suffered through an incredibly boring early evening tea. Julian Taylor had caught her going into the tea shop and had insisted on joining her. Though he was good-looking and ostensibly charming, he’d talked about antiques until Caitlin had wished she’d never heard of the subject.
Or maybe it was just that she’d met Bain Morghue, after which all other men would seem boring.
She certainly was popular with the people at the B&B, especially with Julian, who had asked to see her again. She’d been ready to turn him down, but then she’d thought better of it. He was nothing like Bain Morghue and she wanted to prove something to herself about the men she chose to see.
Though, at the moment, she greatly appreciated being alone.
But was she?
A scuffle of gravel made her whip around, staring off toward the darkening path that led to her car. No one in sight. Probably some small animal. She tamped down the slight thrill that shot through her . . . the memory that threatened to panic her.
Caitlin told herself to stop imagining things. The standing stones were the reason she was there, and soon it would be too chill and too dark to accomplish anything.
She closed her eyes and tried to imagine what it might have been like to be part of this corner of the world three thousand years before. The Bronze Age. No modern conveniences. Only the earth and its riches on which to rely. The wind swept eerily through the circle of rugged stones set on end by a primitive people who had used them for religious or astronomical or agricultural purposes.
The gods worshipped by Bronze Age people had eventually come to be called the elder race . . . or fairy-folk, if one wanted to be even more whimsical.
Fairy folk . . . fairy fire. . . fairy wine.
Caitlin shivered.
The Scottish mist was laving her upturned face. She opened her eyes. The weather was turning and she hadn’t yet gotten one sketch. Determined to accomplish something before she was forced to leave, she opened her notebook and drew closer to one of the stones, irregular in width, craggy at the top. While several of the others were decorated with the simpler and more common cup-and-ring markings of The Bronze Age, this one was covered with a more intricate design – lozenges, chevrons and triangles had been incised or pecked in a number of combinations over most of the surface turned toward the ring’s center.
Sketching quickly, Caitlin was busily filling the page when her sense of unease returned twofold. The back of her neck prickled. Her pencil hovered over the paper. Her heart thumped strongly in her chest. Neither noise nor movement betrayed another presence, yet she was certain she wasn’t alone, as if her sixth sense had been finely honed somehow . . .
No fool she, Caitlin closed her notebook with the casual air of someone who had finished her business. She backed off, looked around, her manner innocuous but her gaze intent. Nothing. Yet the instinctual warning didn’t fade. She’d had no such warning the night Neil had been waiting for her outside of her apartment building. Still keeping her composure, she stuffed her notebook into her shoulder bag – she wasn’t about to lose another one – and headed for the path to her car.
It was only when her sneakered foot touched gravel that she more than sensed another presence. The sounds of rustling clothing and furtive footfalls seemed magnified to her ears. And from the corner of her eye, she caught a dark blur to her left traversing the narrow opening between two of the standing stones.Dark, but not familiar. A man, but not Bain, she told herself. Someone who’d been sneaking around and spying on her.
Her stride lengthened and she had keys in hand even before she got to the car. She was locked inside in seconds, driving away from the ancient site in less than a minute. Her arms were tense, her fingers stiff around the wheel. Her eyes kept darting to the rear-view mirror as the sky turned a threatening charcoal gray.
The mist thickened, casting droplets of water against her windshield. Taking a broad curve a tad too fast, Caitlin slowed and turned on the headlights. The wipers. The radio. Maybe some music would help her relax.
She took a deep breath and settled back into the seat, hummed to the classical piece she recognized if couldn’t name. Her heartbeat steadied, her stomach settled. She’d just about convinced herself she’d been imagining things when another set of headlights swung behind hers as they, too, rounded the curve. But from where? She hadn’t passed any buildings. Or any crossroads. The other car must have come from behind some outcropping along the road near the standing stones.
Caitlin’s pulse accelerated and her foot grew heavy, making the small car do the same. The headlights behind her fell back and she knew a moment’s relief. Seconds later, the other car regained the lost distance.
Her instincts had been correct all along.
They warned her now: that the person following meant her no good.
She sped along the winding, narrow road too fast for even a clear day. And this was Scotland at its most threatening. Dark and dangerous. Like Bain.
For an instant, she wondered if the man following her could be the mysterious Laird himself, giving her yet another scare. But no, this was too stealthy an approach for the likes of him. He leaned toward the theatrical. No doubt he would prefer to ride his hellish steed down on her, claymore drawn and raised in threat.
And somehow, if it were Bain, she was certain she would know.
Thunder rumbled overhead and lightning split the sky, for a moment illuminating the road before her. Caitlin’s stomach dropped as the car nosed down through the curtain of rain and fog. She was starting the treacherous drive along the sea loch, a section of the road too narrow for two cars to pass each other. She’d been told that cars traveling south backed up to the occasional gravel-covered shoulder to let a northbound vehicle go by. Pray God there was no oncoming traffic this eve.
She checked the rear-view mirror. The headlights were closing in on her, sliding to her left. Was the crazed person really going to try to go around her? Impossible. She would be pushed off the road. And the drop to her right was so steep that the mere thought of it kick-started her heart.
She had no choice.
As dangerous as it was, she threw caution to the wind, pressed the accelerator and prayed she would keep to the curves and not drive straight into the sea.
Some higher power had to be with her, for as distracted as she was by the danger of the elements added to the person behind her, Caitlin kept her little rental car on all four wheels and seemed to know where each hairpin curve lay before reaching it. She safely made it around nearly a dozen before the road straightened and widened once more. The fog and rain were so heavy she couldn’t see the drop, but she remembered the road veered away from the sea, the shoulder flattening to gravel and grass.
Safe, thank God. Her eyes flashed to the rear-view mirror.
The other car made it through, as well.
Caitlin didn’t slow for a second. Her mind whirled. What now? How to ditch the maniac? What if he were the crazed convict someone had told Julian about and what if he followed her to the MacDonalds’ place?
She would just have to outdrive him, disappear into the mists so he couldn’t find her.
Instinctively she drove straight for the crossroads, her accelerator flattened to the car’s floor. Within seconds, it seemed, she lost the lights behind her. If only she could keep up the pace. Her eyes flicked to the rear view mirror again and again. No other car. But she wouldn’t relax, wouldn’t believe that he wasn’t there. He was ready to pounce, somewhere behind her . . .
Approaching the crossroads, she experienced her first breath of relief and only then slowed. She had to in case someone was coming from another direction.
Then lightning lit the sky, revealing the crumbling old tower that stood sentry above. The air crackled and boomed and another streak of white heat found its target in an ancient tree standing next to the road. A loud crack and a major limb separated from the trunk and descended before her as she practically stood on the brake to avoid a collision. She fought to keep her car in control as it swerved and twisted and bucked. And below her, the earth seemed to shake as the giant tree limb hit the pavement.
Caitlin’s car came to a stop mere feet from the leafy branches.
Even so, her pulse didn’t steady, she didn’t feel any overwhelming relief, for she couldn’t pass the obstruction. Throwing a glance over her shoulder, she spotted a flash of lights through the curtain of rain. Instinctively, she abandoned the car, its engine still running, and climbed the promontory blindly, not for a moment questioning her direction.
Within seconds she was drenched, her shoes sodden, feet squishing and slipping inside them, yet she plunged on, not bothering to look back. She didn’t need to. She could feel her pursuer lurking somewhere behind her. All her senses seemed magnified.
So did her fear.
“Bain Morghue, I need your help.”
The words were out of her mouth before she’d even thought them. Ridiculous. Crazy. Even if he were still in the area, he couldn’t hear her. And he would more likely threaten her again rather than rescue her.
She could depend on no one but herself.
She could do it. Escape. The dark was her friend rather than enemy. Remember that. She was breathing hard, straining from the climb and the fear that seemed to have become an integral part of her life the past few days. But she was almost over the top. She gave herself a mental push, knew she could lose herself in the castle ruins.
Head down against the wind and rain, she forced herself forward until she thumped into something hard and unyielding that stopped her in her tracks. A human blockade. Familiar.
Bain.
She didn’t have to see him. She knew.
He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and swept her in a half circle. Lightning flashed, revealing his intent face as he mumbled something unintelligible – another language. Gaelic? More lightning split the sky around them, so bright and blue-white, Caitlin was blinded and hid her face.
She didn’t look up when Bain dragged her forward, taking her a few yards away into a space protected against the elements. Should she be relieved? Or afraid? Honest with herself, Caitlin knew she was both.
As he continued on through the dark in what seemed to be an underground tunnel, she whispered, “How can you see where you’re going without a flashlight?”
“No need for subterfuge,” he told her in a normal tone. “You can speak freely. You are safe with me.”
As usual, he hadn’t given her a direct answer, but this time Caitlin didn’t care. Bain knew where he was going, and for the moment, that was good enough for her. Still frightened, she leaned into him until she realized that he was as dry and warm as she was cold and wet. Of course. He’d tucked her under the edge of his cape, which had protected him from the rain. Not wanting to get him as soaked as she was, Caitlin attempted to pull away, but Bain kept her fixed to his side.
“Now is not the time to be prickly.”
And despite herself, she started to laugh, the reaction to her mind-numbing fear. He stiffened but kept going. She was still laughing when he stopped and put his hand out. Something clicked and a door creaked open, revealing a large room lit by flickering light.
Bain let go and Caitlin entered, levity forgotten, eyes widening in awe. At first she’d thought it the same room as before but then recognized what surely must be the great hall of the castle. With a ceiling supported by wooden trusses arched on the bottom and peaked at the top, the room had to be at least thirty feet by seventy, almost as much space as a house. Rather than being cold and damp as one would expect from a stone room on a night like this, a comforting warmth reached out to her from a wall-sized fireplace big enough for a full-grown person to walk around in.
She automatically moved toward that end, the only area of the room in use. A long, heavy-planked table on one side was covered with candelabra. Rich tapestries, larger and more intricately woven than any she’d seen before, hung from the wall around the fireplace, while a thick woven rug and pillows lay on the floor before it. A mahogany leather couch facing the flames added a modern touch. She rubbed her arms and unsuccessfully tried to keep her teeth from clacking.
“Remove your clothing before you catch your death.”
In reaction, Caitlin whipped around, but before she could protest, Bain held out a robe of dark red velvet that he’d produced from somewhere. She took it from him and shivered when their fingers touched.
His eyes were in shadow, but she could feel them touching her, too.
She didn’t like the sensation – she bloomed inside like a flower to a hothouse – and yet she felt no trust for this man who lived in shadows, who couldn’t even answer the simplest question in a straightforward manner.
“Turn around.” She scanned the candlelit room to make certain Ghillie was nowhere in sight.
“You are already in my power, Caitlin,” he murmured, his lips turning up in amusement. “You called for me, did you not? You needn’t hide from me.”
Fear stalked her once more. Fear that he might be right. Fear that he had indeed given her some ‘fairy wine’ that bound her to him whether she would or no.
Then he did as she ordered and gave her his back.
Pulling off her soaked jacket, Caitlin quickly replaced her sodden sweater and pants with the robe, wondering what fate had in store for her. Bain hadn’t been far from her thoughts since they’d met. Perhaps he felt the strong and strange connection, too. Whereas before she was consumed by fear of physical danger, now some equally dark, disturbing emotion swept through her – fear of her own attraction to him.
“Oh, that feels better,” she said, fastening the robe around her damp skin. She kept her tone light. “You can turn around now.”
“As I could have any time I pleased.” Bain’s gaze swept from her to the wet clothing she was holding. He took the dripping garments from her. “They will dry quickly near the fire. As will you.” He indicated the pile of pillows.
Caitlin took the couch instead. There she removed her shoes and socks and rubbed her feet dry with the hem of the robe while he hung her clothing on pegs next to the fire, then did the same with his cape. Tonight he wore a full-sleeved midnight-blue velvet shirt with his black pants and boots. The rich garment made him even more handsome, if that were possible. When he turned back to her and saw her safely curled up on the couch, he lifted a brow, but he said nothing, merely swept up her sneakers and socks and placed them on the hearth.
“Now, tell me why you called me,” he demanded, settling on the pillows near her.
She felt like demanding to know how he had heard over the noise of the storm, but she deemed the question useless. He wouldn’t answer.
“Some man followed me all the way from the standing stones near Lochfynton. I think he wanted to force my car off into the sea.”
He didn’t react as she expected. His expression remained passive, slightly pensive, sending a chill up her spine. Could he have known? But how?
“That does not explain why you sought my aid.”
“I don’t know.” Caitlin shifted her position, drawing her knees to her chest protectively and wrapping her arms around them. She stared into his eyes, tonight as dark a blue as the midnight velvet. As much as she might prefer to lie, she couldn’t quite manage it. “I hoped you would help me, I guess.” Her exposed feet grew chilled and she tried arranging the robe to hang over them.
“Let me.”
Before she knew what he was about, Bain took hold of her ankles and pulled her feet to his chest. As he warmed them for her, his hands were gentle yet provocative. “We are drawn together by a bond,” he said. “A darkness that would frighten most people.”
He was frightening her right now. Her skin pulsed with an instant eroticism that took her breath away. The tingling sensation spread. Making her thighs quake. And her breasts tighten. She really should stop him immediately. Only she couldn’t.
“I don’t believe we are bound,” she gasped.
“You deny your own experience, the darkness of the mind you told me you fought?”
Her experience with Neil intruded for a moment. “There are different kinds of darkness. Even I am afraid sometimes,” she admitted.
His hands stilled and cupped her toes, which now glowed with heat. “But you entered it and brought back one you loved. Tell me about this person.”
She might not be willing to discuss Neil, but Ty was a different story. “Ty – my brother – was only seven when it happened. One of his friends was murdered in the school playground, shot by another child playing with his father’s gun. Ty was standing next to his friend. Was splattered with his blood. The trauma was too much for him. Ty withdrew. Holed up inside himself. He rarely spoke. Stopped relating to other kids. Except me sometimes. I was twelve, too young to accept losing him forever.”
“A difficult time for you both.”
Caitlin remembered how she had wept over the loss her parents had tried to make her accept after months had passed and professional counseling had failed. “I refused to give him up to the darkness. I truly believed that if he had someone to cling to, someone to come back to, eventually he would. I read him stories and told him tales about spells being broken and obstacles overcome by magic. I spent every free moment I had with him, praying, hoping, believing that magic could break the spell that had stolen Ty from our family.”
“And you succeeded.”
“Eventually. Though Ty has never forgotten what happened. It still affects him. He’s quiet and keeps to himself a lot, but he’s not lost like he once was. “In my heart, I can’t help believing magic brought him back to us.”
“There is wondrous magic to be found in this world if you believe. Not many would have been so brave. ’Twas you who were the magic to your brother,” he said softly.
Hands on her ankles once more, Bain tugged and Caitlin slid off the couch and onto his lap. Her heart pounded more wildly than it had during the drive over the sea loch road. Surely he could hear its beat. His hand smoothed her still-damp hair from her face. He cupped her cheek. Drank from her eyes. Her gaze was locked with his. She looked deep, deep, past the midnight blue to their dark centers. She read desire and something more. Something dark and inexplicable.
He masked her view into his soul by crushing his mouth over hers. Their tongues danced to a rhythm older than time. Her arms wound around his neck as though they belonged there. A faint voice asked what she thought she was doing, giving over to a stranger, a mysterious midnight rider whom no one knew. He could do anything to her. Anything. And who would be the wiser? And why didn’t she care?
All she cared for was the taste of his mouth, the feel of his flesh against her fingers, the beat of his heart as it sang with hers. When his hand slipped down from her cheek to her neck and then to the opening of her robe, she adjusted her body to give him leave to stroke her tender flesh. To find her lace-encased breast, her aching nipple. His fingers left a trail of fire where they touched her sensitive skin.
Fairy fire.
He slid a hand up the inside of her thighs and instinctively she parted them, allowing him access. He made a sound deep in his throat . . . then suddenly raised his head.
And she was amazed when, with obvious effort, he pushed her away.
“That should not have happened,” Bain muttered. “We should not be so intimate when we canna be together.”
“Why not?” she asked before realizing the implication of her question.
He set her from him, rose, then helped her to her feet. “Your clothing should be dry. You can dress and I will take you to your vehicle.”
“Why don’t you ever answer a person’s questions?” Angry at him for making her want more – especially at herself for not resisting – Caitlin spun toward the fireplace and retrieved her clothes. “It really ticks me, the way you play all mysterious when it suits you. Are you trying to hide something? What is your problem? Will you please answer me for once?”
Bain turned to her, his expression bleak. “I, lady, am lost in a darkness from which there is no escape.”
THE WORDS WERE out of his mouth before he could stop them. Bain followed the admission with an old Gaelic curse as he stared into great green eyes that went all wide and soft on him. Plumbing their depths, he read a compassion that found its uncomfortable rest within his being.
“No escape?” Caitlin murmured, her intention of changing out of the robe seemingly forgotten for the moment. She dropped the garments onto the couch. “From what?”
Her robe slipped a bit on her shoulder, revealing soft white flesh. He took a deep breath, knowing he should be heeding the heat in his groin, not testing the honesty of a stranger. What a foolish impulse. The story of the brother and the lady’s own heroism had obviously affected him more deeply than he cared to acknowledge. He hadn’t known such a love was possible. He was used to dealing with those who put self-interest and greed above everything.
“I was only making a figure of speech,” he hedged.
“Is this your darkness?” She glanced about as if really seeing her surroundings for the first time. “This crumbling castle? Or is it something more?”
His heart beat swiftly at her insight. Not that he would confirm any conjecture she might make. “Sometimes we are trapped by circumstances.”
“Circumstances,” she echoed, “or your own actions?”
Her gaze narrowed and he sensed she mentally took a step back in an effort to break their fragile connection.
“Some crime, perhaps?” she probed. “Is that what you meant?”
“You have quite an imagination.”
“We already established that, but I’m not drawing on my ingenuity now,” she told him. “Rumor is there’s an escaped convict hanging around the area. One who’s dangerous and desperate. I was warned he might be using Black Broch as his cover.”
Though he wouldn’t give her the truth at any rate, Bain knew a moment’s disappointment. “So you think me a criminal. Do I look desperate, lady?” Purposely, he turned his most intimidating expression on her, yet was not the least surprised when she held her ground, only the flutter of her lashes and the deepening of her breath indicating he had any affect on her at all. “Do I frighten you?”
That she lifted her chin and said, “Evasive, as usual, but then what did I expect?” amused him.
For now it was she who was avoiding giving direct answers. Bain had no doubts that he did frighten this Caitlin Montgomery, no matter how brave a face she showed him. He observed it through her eyes . . . a fear that went far deeper than mere concern for her skin. Lovely, soft skin, he thought, distracted for a moment by his urge to sample it yet again. This fright went all the way to her very soul, and he guessed he was not the original source, but the immediate catalyst. She had reason to distrust. Another man?
Bain hated the thought.
Hated that he could care.
He’d gone too long without a woman. None had ever gotten past his natural armor before. This one was making him feel things best left alone . . . and far too easily for his peace of mind.
“You remind me of a bully I once knew,” Caitlin said. “He wanted people to be afraid of him so they couldn’t see through him . . . couldn’t guess that he was nearly consumed by his own demons.”
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