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I

had thought I’d be willing to live at the gates of Hell rather than at Castle Campbell with Jeremiah’s mother. Well, it seemed I was getting my wish. The wind howled, waves crashed and the keep where we were doomed to live lay in front of us. It was a stone nightmare.

“It looks sturdy enough.” Jeremiah kept his horse close to mine. Wise man. He must have sensed I was thinking of bolting back to Edinburgh.

“Sturdy.” I smiled at him, though a sudden wind shift made tears come to my eyes. The moat must have been used to empty every chamber pot in Scotland.

“I’m sure it can soon be set to rights.” Jeremiah reached for my hand. “I had hoped for better.” Of course, he had. The king had given him a fine title and he was now Guardian of the Coast. Lord Jeremiah Campbell gave me the kind of smile that melted my heart.

I squeezed his hand. “It looks forbidding in the moonlight. That is surely a good thing in a keep. Enemies beware!”

“I don’t like that it looks deserted. But I’m told the last Guardian died more than a year ago.” Jeremiah turned to my bodyguard. “Valdez, see Gloriana into the keep and stay by 
her side there. Who knows what lies inside? Take a dozen men with you. Look sharp.” He glanced over his shoulder at the ruins of several crofter’s huts. “I’ve business to see to here.”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine. Valdez will bring men we trust and who would dare defy a king’s order?” I ignored the dread tying my nerves in knots. We’d already heard gossip that the previous Guardian hadn’t died of disease. He’d been killed by the ruthless pirates harrying the Scottish coast. Jeremiah was a famed warrior, but his daring deeds had been on land. What did he know of the sea?

“Jeremiah, you look sharp as well, my love. I have no desire to be stuck in this desolate place without you to warm my bed.” That put a smile on his face as he leaned in for a kiss before riding away. Of course, I would make the best of it. The king had decreed we were to live here, and Jeremiah’s new title was an honor. Or so we had thought.

We were travelling at night, of course. My man is a vampire and now so am I. Yes, Gloriana St. Clair will do anything for love, even give up her humanity. I didn’t regret it. The Campbell clan had long been vampires and Jeremiah’s most trusted men, those he’d brought with him from home, understood why we avoided the sun. The company of soldiers the king had sent along with my lover were not as understanding. Captain Burnett, in charge of the king’s men, his scowl permanent it seemed, stopped Jeremiah before he could go far. As usual he was full of questions.

I smiled at the captain. I knew he had no patience for domestic matters and would have preferred Jeremiah had left me in Edinburgh. I felt his stare and knew he waited for me to ride away.

“Jeremiah, take care of your new duties. I will see what can be done to make the place habitable before we rest at dawn.” 
I hid a sigh. I was no housekeeper. Unfortunately, the woman who had made our place cozy in London had stayed behind in Dollar, the town below Castle Campbell. My maid, Mercy MacLean, was good with hair but she was young. I was afraid she would be useless when it came to setting up a household. She rode in a wagon with my clothes and bedding and I could hear her shrill complaints from where I sat my horse.

“Jeremiah is right. There’s no guarantee of a welcome here.” Diego Valdez, my personal bodyguard, was already motioning for men to join us.

“The king gives away property as rewards. I hope he didn’t leave some poor soul without a home.” But I knew it was possible. King James did what he chose. This large island facing Ireland had been held by the Duke of Argyll. After the duke died, it became part of a dowry for his widow.

Now it was divided between my Jeremiah and Robert MacDonald, who had married Argyll’s wealthy widow. The Campbells and the MacDonalds had been fighting for centuries. Since the king now demanded clan unity, the two men had been ordered to share the island and “Make peace.” None of the Scots were happy about it.

“There is only one way to find out if we are welcome here.” Valdez led the way, his troop of men surrounding me as we rode toward the forbidding castle. The open drawbridge creaked ominously when the first few men cautiously rode across it. But it held, so we followed.

Inside, the air made my nose twitch. Mortals must be watching us though I could not see any. I knew Jeremiah had sent word weeks ago that he was coming to take his new post. Surely there should have been some effort made by the people living here to prepare for their new master. If so, I couldn’t see it. There were abandoned carts, piles of hay dropped where 
they’d been delivered and a general air of neglect. A half dozen chickens ran about, a sheep bleated and smoke drifted from several chimneys. Signs of habitation were everywhere, but no people were in sight. Wise of them, actually. I wanted to shout and box some ears for their slovenly ways.

A door slammed somewhere in the keep and I jumped. Foolish. No mortal would get the best of me and certainly not of Valdez and his well-armed men.

Jangling keys announced the coming of a woman who walked carefully down the stone steps from the floor above us and into the courtyard. She wore a plain black gown that told me she must be in mourning. Her hair had one streak of white under her cap, but her face looked young. Her dark eyes swept over me and my troop of men. I slid from the saddle and into Valdez’s helpful arms.

I noticed a marriage ring on her finger. “Madam. Good evening.” I bobbed a curtsy, not sure of the woman’s status. We hadn’t been led to expect a lady in residence. Oh, this was too bad, if we were taking her home from her.

“Is it?” She looked up at the sky where the moon rode high above us. “I think ‘tis a bit late for a call. Who are you and what do you want?” Her voice quavered and she was clearly upset. “If you are here to rob me, you are too late.” She swept her hand around. “I have naught left here of any value.”

“I am sorry. We sent word…” I stepped closer. “Let me make myself known to you. I am Gloriana St. Clair. My, um,” Blast. This was where it always got awkward. “My companion, Lord Jeremiah Campbell, has been sent here by the king. He was recently given this keep as part of his new holding as Guardian of the Coast. King James himself decreed it.”

“Of course. The king finally remembered us. I should have expected this.” The lady laughed bitterly. “You say you sent 
word…” She looked around. “I haven’t seen… But then I didn’t want to open any missives that came.” She put her hand to her forehead. “Letters are stacked in my solar. I thought they were condolences I wasn’t prepared to read.”

I waited. What else could I do? The woman took a steadying breath and almost choked on the foul air. She frowned, her eyes darting around the inner courtyard. What she saw made her clutch the stone railing.

“Clearly I have grieved too long. I beg your pardon for the state of this courtyard. I have not attended to my duties since…” She pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbed at her eyes. “No matter. Guardian of the Coast. That was my husband’s title. Now that I am widowed and failed to bear Ralph sons and an heir, my home is no longer mine.” She shuddered and pulled a shawl around her.

What could I say for comfort? It was a fact that a woman with no sons was at the king’s mercy. She was lucky, I supposed, that King James hadn’t sent along a man for her to marry. The lady must not have a fortune of her own. I hated to think what her future might be.

Did she have family? A brother or other male connection who might take her in? I didn’t want to start questioning her now when she was clearly barely holding herself together. If I offered her a place here, would that be an insult, or an answer to her prayers?

My own standing was wobbly at best. Since Jeremiah and I weren’t married, I stood as his hostess because he wished it. In fact, I was simply his mistress. The widow had every right to look down her nose at me as a brazen doxy. Jeremiah’s mother had certainly taken that stance. I braced myself for whatever this lady decided as her welcome. Since she didn’t seem to know what to say, but just kept staring at the filthy courtyard, I 
spoke.

“How long has your husband been gone?” I finally asked.

She closed her eyes. “Almost two years. I suppose I must be grateful it took his majesty so long to remember that Ralph had been killed by those filthy pirates.” She staggered and sat on the stairs as if her legs could no longer hold her. “Give me a moment. Foolish of me to be surprised. I will pack my things and get out of your way as soon as…” She leaned over and buried her face in her skirt.

“Wait, please. There is no need to be hasty.” I rushed to her side and laid my hand on her back. “We have no wish to put you out into the night. Stay. I am no hand at making a place habitable. I could certainly use your help here if you are inclined to give it.” I didn’t dare look around. If the moldy straw on the ground and reeking air was anything to go by, this lady was no hand at making a home either.

She sat up and stared at me, her face streaked with tears. “You are young. Of course, you have no experience with death. How it makes you lose all hope, all will to…” She studied the enclosure then and moaned. “God, I am shamed by my neglect here. You must think me horrid to let my home become such a filthy…” She shook her head.

“I am sorry. Obviously, the servants here have taken advantage of my mourning period. This is not how I keep a home. But after Ralph died… I couldn’t seem to care enough to oversee…” She shredded her handkerchief.

“I have known death, Madam. I was a widow when I met my Jeremiah. It can make you think there is nothing left for you.” I squeezed her hand. “And sometimes that is the fact of the matter.” I took a breath and coughed. Oh, but the place needed a good cleaning!

When she looked up, I found a smile. “Mayhap together we 
can bring this keep to rights again. May I ask your name?”

“Oh, I have lost all manners!” She stood and offered a curtsy. “Forgive me. I am Lady Anne McGee. You are right. I am a widow now and at the mercy of whatever comes.” She stood straight, her refinement clear in her bearing. “I have no fortune of my own and now with Ralph gone…” She put her handkerchief, or what was left of it, to her eyes. “Well, I hope your, um, man has more luck with the horrid pirates than Ralph did.” She closed her eyes and crossed herself. “God bless and keep him. He would be disgusted at how I’ve let his home go to ruin.”

“I have men here. They will help with the cleaning.” I looked over my shoulder and saw one of the lads we’d sent for from Castle Campbell. “Colin, I’m sure there are some local workers here that are keeping out of sight. Roust them out and let them know they answer to Lord Campbell now. There will be no slacking with a new Guardian in charge of the keep.”

“Aye, mistress.” Colin touched his cap and began giving orders.

“Of course, there are people here. Though the king’s soldiers left after Ralph died, the castle holds many who live and work here. Where are they?” Lady Anne walked back down the steps. “Holly, Douglas! Get out here and show yourselves.” She was already looking better than the pale wraith who had first appeared when we’d arrived.

A man and a woman scurried from a building that must have been the kitchens since the smoke coming from the chimney smelled of cooking meat.

“Douglas, why was the drawbridge down? We are lucky these people seem to mean us no harm.” Lady Anne looked down at the straw beneath her feet. “And why hasn’t the courtyard been cleared away? Set the maids to work, Holly. I 
want everything scrubbed until it shines. The courtyard is a disgrace!”

“The drawbridge broke, my lady. Got it down on market day but then the chain came loose and no one here knew how to fix it.” The man, who wore dirty pants and a loose shirt, wiped his hands on that shirt. He had obviously been eating when called.

“And no one saw fit to tell me about it, Douglas?” She walked up to him and sniffed. “You smell like bad fish. My God but this is outrageous.”

“You was in your room, my lady. You know you don’t like to be disturbed there.” The woman spoke up. She had a generous bosom shrouded in a grimy apron that marked her as the cook. She wore a dusting of flour on her chin and hands. “There’s no bad fish here, I swear it. That smell is Dougie. He won’t take no bath. Says it’ll give him lung fever.”

“He’ll not step foot in the house until he does bathe. That’s my order. Do you hear me, Douglas? Take a dip in the sea if that’s all you can stand.” Lady Anne was red-faced. “Pass the word to the rest of the servants. No one waits on me unless they are clean in body and wear fresh clothing.”

“There is no other servants here, my lady.” Holly, the cook, wiped her hands on her dirty apron. “They left when there was no wages coming. I tried to talk to you through the door but you kept tellin’ me to go away.” She seemed to shrink at the look she got from her mistress.

“Run to the village then and get them back. I have coin, hidden away. I can pay whatever is owed them.” Lady Anne dabbed her eyes again. “Yes, I lied when you got here, Mistress Gloriana. Can you blame me? Living with the fear of those pirates returning has made me wary.”

She straightened her shoulders and faced the cook. “It is 
clear to me, Holly, that you have been enjoying a bit of a rest while I mourn for my husband. I am not going to mourn any longer. We must put things to rights here. If you want to keep your place, you will both do as I say.”

“Aye, my lady.” There was much bowing and scraping as the two backed away.

I enjoyed the sight but certainly hadn’t enjoyed the smell. At least I didn’t need to eat anything coming out of what was surely a filthy kitchen. Almost as if she could read my mind, Lady Anne shook her head.

“To think I’ve been eating food she prepared with those filthy hands!” Lady Anne looked sick. “Holly was always a good cook, not slovenly. I think she has been mourning too.”

“You may excuse her if you like, just take comfort in the fact that in your own grieving, my lady, I doubt you ate much at all.” I took her arm again. “Now you will have company. Mayhap with others to occupy your time, the pain of your loss will begin to ease.” Poor lady. She was going to have to adjust to more than just ordinary company. The shape-shifters among the men from Castle Campbell were always careful but if we had a battle with the pirates, it was possible Lady Anne would see things she’d consider impossible. One look at a man turning into a beast and she’d run screaming into the night.

“I hope so.” She glanced at the sky again. “It is late. We must find you a bedchamber.”

“I’m sorry we arrived at such an unusual time. My protector, Lord Jeremiah Campbell, insists on working during the nighttime hours. I know it will seem strange, but I have become used to it. It is surely when the pirates will raid anyway.” I followed the lady into the massive stone building. “You’ll find that Jeremiah and I sleep the day away and make the most of our nights.”

Lady Anne didn’t know what to say to that. After all, Jeremiah was the new lord and his word would be law. Finally, she nodded.

“You are right. The pirates always came at night. They like a full moon and it was during one of those times that my Ralph…” She turned her face away. “It sounds as if your man will do well here. I hope he kills every one of the bastards.” She straightened her shoulders and led the way into a great hall where we could seat dozens of men for a meal in front of a massive stone fireplace.

At least someone had thought to make a fire. It wasn’t large enough to truly warm the room, but torches were lit and I could see that an effort had been made to keep this part of what was truly a castle, tidy. Some rather fine tapestries hung about on the stone walls to keep out drafts. The rushes on the floor needed changing but it wasn’t nearly as bad as the outside had made me fear.

I was introduced to two large dogs while I continued to try to explain our strange habits without really explaining the life of a vampire. This was not my first encounter with a mortal. Thank the gods Anne was still too surprised by our arrival to ask many questions.

“Our meals are taken care of by my maid. You can tell your Holly not to bother to feed Jeremiah and me. But the soldiers will need provisions. We brought some with us and there’s a cook of a sort with the men. I’ve heard complaints that he has no imagination.”

“Holly knows how to set a fine table. Obviously, she has been taking advantage of my lack of interest.” Anne sighed. “Come, I will show you the master’s bedchamber. It will be the best place for you and your man, once it is aired out.” She stopped in front of a closed door at the top of the stairs. “I 
have not had the heart to look inside since...” Anne had already told me she occupied the smaller solar.

“I understand.” I reached for the handle and slowly opened the door.

I could see her late husband’s clothes still hanging on pegs. A trunk at the foot of the bed was open as if the master had just left for battle. Several swords and a small shield were inside.

Lady Anne couldn’t speak, merely looked around then bowed her head as if in prayer. Finally, she blew her nose and stepped into the room. “Ralph loved weaponry. He died fighting for the king and now it’s as if he never lived!” She picked up a shirt that had been tossed on the large bed. “Oh! The dogs have been sleeping in here! I swear a flea just bit me.” She threw it down and sobbed. “The dogs did love him so!”

“Of course, they miss him.” I put my arm around her. “As do you.” The large hounds came bounding into the room, sniffing at our skirts. Fleas. That was something that I would not tolerate. The bites couldn’t wake me from my death sleep, but I would certainly feel them once the sun set.

“I am disgraced.” Lady Anne pushed away. “Let me see what I can do. The bedding…”

“I brought my own. Give me some time to clear things away. You are not used to our sleep schedule and must rest. Leave this room to me. Jeremiah and I must be abed here by dawn.”

Lady Anne hugged me. “Thank you for being so understanding, Madam.”

“Oh, call me Gloriana. Please.”

“Well, Gloriana, I am lucky you aren’t tossing me out into the cold.” She jumped when Colin appeared in the doorway with an arm full of wood. “I will leave you to get settled while I 
find my bed. Good night.” She hurried away, her eyes on the floor.

“A fire in here. Thank you, Colin, for thinking of it. This is obviously where Lord Jeremiah and I will be once the sun rises.”

Colin dropped the wood in front of the large hearth and made quick work of getting a fine blaze going. Once he was satisfied with that, he walked over to the trunk and picked up one of the swords. “Jeremiah will like this. It’s fine work.”

“If he notices it. This keep is a disgrace. And the bed is full of fleas.” I rubbed the ears of the nearest dog. They had taken a liking to me, unfortunately. I scratched my arm. “Will you get a few lads to help you haul out this bedding? We also need someone to scrub this floor. But it will do no good until you wash the dogs.”

“What? You’re putting me to dog washing now?” Colin laughed when one of the dogs jumped on him, almost knocking him down. “I like hounds, but it seems like that’s work for a scullery maid.”

“Lady Anne told me these are fine hunting dogs. Clearly, they are given the run of the castle. I think it a fine idea if Bruno and Buster will be your responsibility now.” I laughed at the look on Colin’s face. “Just think, Colin. The keep will need food. You can use the dogs to help you hunt and provide for the men. Jeremiah is sure to take notice of your worthiness.”

“But I am a warrior, Gloriana. I came to fight pirates, not hunt for food.” He stood stiffly, his hands fisted.

“I am giving you a chance to show you are a responsible man, Colin, not the boy who stole Mistress MacNally’s drawers on washday and waved them from the tower at Castle Campbell.”

Colin’s face turned red. “It was a lark. No reason for 
everyone to get in such a lather about it.”

“You embarrassed a worthy woman.” I could not let myself smile, though one was tugging at the corner of my lips. The very serious Mistress MacNally wore drawers made of a bright red with lace trimming, more suitable to a Haymarket doxy. No wonder Colin had been tempted to show them to the world. It was the same goodwife who always lectured the restless boy on his failure to come to church.

“You are sure? This is not a way to keep me out of the fighting? My ma was makin’ a fuss about me comin’ here.” Colin pulled out the sword and made a few feints with it, showing off his efforts at fighting. I wasn’t impressed.

“We need to feed the men. You will be busy with those hounds, searching for deer, hare, who knows what you will find in those woods? Pick someone younger you can name your assistant.” Well, that made the boy’s eyes light up.

“Very well. Benjie will do the job and be glad of it, little coward.” He nodded and grabbed one of the dogs by his collar. “Can’t see him fighting pirates.”

I hoped neither of the young boys from Dollar had to do such a thing. “Make sure you get them clean and every flea off of them. Send me those men and a cleaning crew first.”

I knew Jeremiah would be pleased with my decision. After a string of mishaps, Colin’s parents had despaired of him. Jeremiah had taken him under his wing, glad to have someone with him who had been raised near Castle Campbell and understood about vampires. Colin had proved to be smart and eager to show everyone back home that he could be a hero. So far, we hadn’t had any tests of his fighting skill. I hope when we did, he didn’t do anything rash.

“Let’s go, hounds.” He finally caught the other one and dragged them away. “Bloody nuisances, I say.” He was 
muttering curses as he hauled them down the stairs.

It took several hours before the room was fit to have Mercy and some of the men haul in our own bedding and our clothes. I could feel that dawn was near. But where was Jeremiah? He knew he couldn’t get caught by the sun.

“There’s a stout lock on the door, mistress, so you will not be disturbed during the day.” Mercy was not happy. She had already let me know her own living quarters were barely habitable and beneath her station as a lady’s maid.

“You’ve done well, Mercy. I will make sure we hire maids aplenty to help you once we’re settled.” I’d demanded a tub be filled so I could wash away the dirt from the night’s work and our journey from Edinburgh.

“Thank you, Mistress Gloriana. I’m afraid those I’ve met so far are a lazy lot. Full of questions as well.” She laid a cloth near the fire to warm. “I know to keep myself to myself. They’ll not find out your secrets from me.” She looked around the room and frowned. “It’s very late. I’m sure the master will be here soon. Shall I send Colin running for him?”

“Jeremiah is a grown man. He wouldn’t like to be fetched like an absent-minded boy.” I let Mercy help me out of my dress then settled into the hip bath. “You may go find your own bed. I will take care of myself.” The warm water felt heavenly. I leaned back and closed my eyes, enjoying the first rest I’d had in hours.

“Yes, I am a grown man. Shall I prove it?” Jeremiah’s deep voice made me look up with a smile.
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he small copper tub I sat in couldn’t possibly hold two. Jeremiah lifted me out of the water and gave me a lingering kiss before he wrapped me in that cloth warm from the fire. He washed quickly and grabbed a cloth of his own then pulled me close.

“I wish we had more time before the sun rises.” His body against mine stirred me just as it always did. Our wrappings fell to the stone floor.

“Time enough, I think.” I ran my hands over his hard angles and firm muscles. My man had always been a warrior. He’d been in his prime when he’d been turned vampire and would never change.

“Ah, lass, you are right.” His grin made my heart dance as he picked me up and carried me to our bed.

“I heard the castle was a filthy mess when you arrived. I admit, I dreaded what I might find here but you have our bed as cozy as ever.” He lay me down and looked his fill then dropped a kiss on my breast, lingering just where he knew I liked it. He raised his head and smiled. “Well done.”

I grabbed his hair and pushed him to me again, humming with pleasure. “It was no easy task. We are taking a home 
away from the widow of the former Guardian of the Coast, Jeremiah. It is a disgrace that there seems to be no provision for her.” I pulled his head up to look in his eyes. He knew I’d once been in the same situation and had nearly starved. “Is there anything we can do?”

“I will see about her tomorrow. I really can’t think about another woman right now, my love, when I have you lying under me. Let me feast on you.” He kissed me then, deeply, with a hint of fang that made our blood mingle in my mouth.

I wanted him desperately. Just as I always did. We had a connection that I couldn’t deny. Not only did I love him, but I’d changed everything for him. Deciding to become vampire was a decision I had not made lightly. Now we could be together forever.

Forever? I tried to imagine it and failed. This love making me breathless was still new. But I wondered if time would make us tire of each other. Most men I had known liked variety. That Jeremiah might wish for another made me tighten my grasp on his shoulders. How could I be enough for him?

I offered my vein to my lover. He took me then, the pull at my neck only making the way he made me his even better when he surged inside. I was soon calling his name. Oh, I almost hated that he could drive me mad so easily. Why was I in his thrall? I’d never had the answer to that. Instead, I let go. I took my pleasure then pushed him onto his back so I could drink my own fill at his vein. It was the way we enjoyed each other. Jeremiah was not a selfish lover. I thanked the gods for that. When we both were sated and sunrise pulled us toward our death sleep, I dragged the covers to my chin.

“Did you lock the door?” I had to ask. We were in a strange place surrounded by mortals who had no idea what we were. I was new enough to my vampire state that falling into that 
death sleep still made me wonder if I’d ever wake up again. We were so open to attack when we died at sunrise and there were pirates . . .

“Aye. I put Valdez at the door to guard us.” Jeremiah tucked the fur robe we’d brought with us around me. “You are safe, my love. I will always do my best to keep you that way. Do not worry about the pirates. There is not enough moonlight yet to tempt them, so they say.”

“Good. We must be on our guard. The people here are full of tales of their daring. And they are led by a woman, Jeremiah!” I sat up and stared at him. “She is ruthless.”

“So I heard. The villagers were eager to talk of how the last Guardian was killed by her.” He pulled me close again, soothing me with a hand through my hair. “I know you are not afraid, my own fearless woman.”

“I don’t like to see you in danger, Jeremiah.” I sighed against his chest. “We have had to face too many dangers since we met. Too many enemies are eager to test your immortality.” I thanked the gods my love had been up to the challenge.

“The last enemy was no match for you, my love.” Jeremiah chuckled.

I could tell he was not taking this seriously and I pinched his hard shoulder. “Do not laugh about this. Lady Anne is crying herself to sleep every night. I’ve been widowed once. We may not be married, but I would still be left alone in the world if something happened to you, my lord. You think I would not grieve?”

Jeremiah rolled me under him. “I love you for your concern, Gloriana. Remember, Lord Ralph was not a vampire, now was he, with our skills? This red-haired witch who dares raid Scottish lands will not last long once I meet her.”

“You are arrogant. We don’t know what the woman is. She may be

 a witch for all we know. Some witches have powers that scare me.” I kissed his chin, rough with evening beard. “Fine. I will try to put the pirates out of my mind, but they are why we are here. Yes, they have come at night before, but what if they decide to change their ways and attack during the day? If they broke in while we were sleeping…”

“We are well guarded. To make sure, I have talked to the villagers. I am convinced the pirates have a spy among them. Word will reach the Irish woman that we brought many men and three ships to fight them. The pirates would be foolish to raid during the day when our cannons will have clear shots at them. Their only chance for success is at night when we passed the word that the guards will be few and most of the men will be asleep. The captain of the king’s troops is still not happy with our strange sleeping schedule but he finally saw reason.” Jeremiah chuckled. “Of course, we will be more than ready for a nighttime attack.”

“You are clever, Jeremiah. I am sure the captain will realize there is no greater warrior than you.” I smiled against his chest.

“He has not seen me fight. We will get along well enough once we are in a battle together.” He stretched and pulled me closer. “I noticed the courtyard is already looking better but the captain decided he doesn’t want his men trapped inside where the drawbridge is old and the moat a stinking mess. He will keep the horses here, but had his men cleaning out stalls first. Then he plans to build shelters for the troop’s sleeping quarters outside.” Jeremiah yawned. “I like that Captain Burnett is so careful.”

“He must show you respect, Jeremiah. Oh, excuse me, Lord Campbell.” I snuggled up next to him. “I do like the sound of that.”

“Titles are cheap. The king hands them out like ha’pennies to urchins.” Jeremiah’s arms went around me. “If I can rid Scotland of the pirates, now that will be something to be proud of.”

“Yes, indeed.” I couldn’t fight the pull of the dawn another moment. Jeremiah’s arm went slack and I knew he had fallen into his death sleep. Pirates. The word was enough to make me shudder, except I couldn’t move at all.
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Jeremiah was out the door as soon as the sun set. I did not dare delay him. I knew he took his new role seriously and wanted to learn more about the pirate attacks. It had been months since the beginning of the new year and his appointment. The people had suffered without protection while we’d been delayed in Edinburgh. Plans had to be made, men sent for and supplies gathered before we could even set out for the island. Now snow was melting and we could see signs of spring.

Even though I would have liked to have lingered in our cozy bedchamber, I sent Valdez off to sleep then made my way downstairs. I wanted to see what I could do to make this castle into our home. The rest of the men who had been assigned to guard me sat at one of the long tables in the great hall lingering over platters of food.

“Good evening, mistress.” Colin jumped to his feet and nudged the man next to him until all the men were standing. “Can we get you something to eat?” Then he flushed. He knew I was vampire and didn’t eat mortal food. “I mean…”

“I have already broken my fast but, thank you, Colin. Please, sit, all of you, and finish your evening meal.” I took my 
place at the head of the table. “I hope the food is to your liking.”

“It’s all fish, mistress,” one of the men grumbled. “Cooked well enough but I am used to a bit of meat on me plate.”

“Colin, perhaps you can take a few men and go hunting soon. If Lord Campbell doesn’t need you for something else.” I studied what had been put in front of them. No surprise that this castle so close to the sea served fish. The Highlanders would have to get used to that. The dish did look and smell tasty.

I wasted a few moments wishing for the days when I could stuff myself with good food and the hot chocolate I loved. Well, I’d chosen love and forever over mortal meals. Not a bad trade, but the delicious smells were a torture. I pretended to sip the ale one of the men poured for me and encouraged them to talk. Most of them were from Edinburgh and didn’t know the truth about their master and mistress.

“Aye, we’ll hunt tomorrow. The cook claims there’s plenty of game to be found hereabouts.” Colin looked down the table. “I’m to be in charge. Mistress Gloriana says so. Master of the Hunt.” He grinned when one of the older men said something in Gaelic. “That’s right, Mick. I may be young but I’m a right good shot with a bow and arrow. Wait and see.”

I listened to the men spar with each other over who would bring down the most pheasant or perhaps a deer and wondered where the women of the castle could be. Lady Anne probably still hid in her solar, fearing we’d cast her out, but there should be maids filling the men’s tankards when they ran dry. I got up and shook out my skirt.

“I will be back in a moment.” I waved the men back to their seats when they stood again then followed my nose to the doorway which led to the kitchens. Some kind of fish stew was 
on the hob if my sense of smell could be trusted. Not that I had been served that in London. Some forgotten memory struggled to surface.

Several years ago, I’d been found on the stones near the Globe Theater, my memory lost. The only thing I could bring to mind at that time was the name Gloriana. Where had I come from? Did I have a family? It was as if my life had started at that moment. My luck had been in when kindly actor Michael St. Clair had claimed me as his wife. After he’d died, I’d been starving, on the verge of selling myself, when luck had brought me Jeremiah one night. He’d saved me and shown me a side of life I’d never imagined existed.

“Why aren’t my men being served?” I put my hands on my hips, ready to pick up a wooden spoon and lay into one of the slovenly maids sitting at a table in the large kitchen.

“Mistress.” The two jumped to their feet, bumping into each other in their hurry as they assayed curtsies. “We were waiting for the pudding to be ready.”

“It’s been ready and there is ale to be served, ye lazy slugs, so get to it.” The cook wiped her hands on her apron and rounded the table. “I’m that sorry, mistress, but these two are all who would come until the lady herself doled out some coin.”

“Thank you, Holly.” I pulled out the purse I kept at my waist and tossed some coins on the table. Jeremiah had been very generous with me. “Will that pay for some decent help? I don’t want to trouble Lady Anne with this.”

“Aye.” The cook took a coin and bit into it. Her smile lit her face. “I’ll have more maids and a sturdy lad or two here in an hour. Your Mercy took to her bed with a stomach upset. I dosed her but I’m afeared she’s got a bun in the oven if you know what I mean.” She winked.

Oh, gods, I did indeed. Mercy had been dallying with one of the town footmen during our time in Edinburgh. She’d shed some tears when we’d left but the man had claimed he had no desire to join our household or leave Edinburgh when, at her urging, I’d offered him a post. Now it seemed she was going to have his baby.

“Where is her room?” I looked around. The kitchen was clean, organized and I could see Holly knew how to run a kitchen. The first time I’d seen her she had worn a dirty apron but no more. I guess with her mistress locked away, even the cook had lost her will to keep up appearances. Now, she was tidy and stood proudly among her gleaming pots and pans. Holly showed me the way to Mercy’s door.

“How often do the pirates raid the area? Have you seen them?” I couldn’t forget Lady Anne’s husband had died at their hands. Who else had been killed?

“Ah, mistress, they are a plague on us, that they are. Any time there is good moonlight, we must be ready. They row in small boats from their ships and come ashore, screaming like wild things.” Holly shuddered. “They’re led by a woman, if you would believe it. She’s got flaming red hair and wears britches like a man! Carries a sword and doesn’t hesitate to use it. I saw it myself. Cut the arm clean off Jeremy MacAdams.”

“Gods!” I leaned against the wall, my stomach roiling. “Why? Why are they coming here?”

“For plunder, mistress. I hear their own land is barren. So they take what is ours—sheep, food and all manner of goods. Stripped the castle of most everything once the master was laid to rest. We fought them, yes, we did, but the king’s soldiers would not stay after Lord Ralph was gone. They took off right after Lord Ralph was killed and never looked back.” Holly dabbed her eyes with her apron. “We even had some of 
our girls taken by those pirates if ye can believe it.”

“No!” I was working up a true hatred for these murderous savages.

“That leader of theirs holds a grudge against all Scots and the English, so they say.” Holly gripped my arm. “Lord Ralph was a good fighter. He killed many a pirate before she got him. I heard one of them was the woman’s own father. Don’t know if that’s true, but the raids have been worse since she took over. Stands to reason if she’s after revenge.”

I stepped away from the wall. “Well, she’ll be sorry once my Jeremiah and the captain go against her.” I tapped on the door Holly pointed out as Mercy’s. “Rest easy on that score.”

“Poor Lady Anne shut herself in her room and wouldn’t come out until you arrived. Mistress, you can be sure I’ll not rest easy until that red-haired vixen’s head is on a pike next to the castle’s gate.” Holly turned and headed back to the kitchen.

I had nothing to say to that. Instead, I heard Mercy’s weak response to my knock and entered her bedchamber. The room was little more than a jail cell and a truly sad affair. The air was stifling and reeked of recent illness. Mercy was pale and lay on a straw pallet. There was a peg for her clothes. Her bowl and jug to wash in were sitting on the floor. I made up my mind to find her better quarters, maybe upstairs near my own bedchamber.

“Holly told me you were feeling poorly. I am sorry to hear that.” I had no place to sit so I stood in front of the door.

Mercy struggled to get to her feet.

“No, stay where you are.” I hurried to kneel by her side and brushed her hair back from her damp forehead. “Tell me the truth now, Mercy, and I will not fuss at you. Are you with child?”

Big tears rolled down her cheeks as Mercy nodded. “I was foolish. I know it. He was so handsome and I wanted to please him.” She flushed. “Please myself too, truth be told.”

“I know. He was a fine-looking man, but not the marrying kind if we are to be honest with each other.” I took my handkerchief from my sleeve and dipped it in her water jug. Then I wiped her tear-streaked cheeks. “That’s all right. You are safe here and I will make sure you and the babe will have a home and be taken care of as long as you wish to stay with us.”

“Mistress Gloriana, are you sure?” Mercy gripped my hand. “I, I have disgraced myself. My own ma would have nothing to do with me if she knew.” She bowed her head. “I cannot go home like this.”

“I could never leave you to fend for yourself. We will see this through together.” I braced myself for her eager hug and patted her back. She then insisted on getting up and going upstairs to set my bedchamber to rights.

The truth was I saw myself in her. It was only because a vampire could not sire a child that I hadn’t found myself in her position. I had made love with Jeremiah because I couldn’t resist him. What if I had been left with a child? I couldn’t imagine raising one in the vampire life. I would have had to run away and try to take care of the babe by myself.

Oh, this was a foolish fantasy! My body might envy Mercy the life she carried inside her but I had given up the chance for that when I had chosen Jeremiah and his promise of forever. I couldn’t deny, though, that I looked forward to seeing her bloom with her pregnancy and to holding her babe once it was born. Mercy was pretty and her footman had been tall and handsome. The babe would be irresistible.

I had just reached the top of the stairs when Lady Anne 
joined me. She still wore her black but had obviously made an effort to fix her hair and add some jewelry. The ugly cap was gone.

“Mistress Gloriana, I am glad to see you up and around. May I take you on a tour of your new home?” Lady Anne gave me a small curtsy.

I answered with a curtsy of my own, determined to show her the respect she deserved. I was sure this was difficult for her, turning over her home to a stranger. I had questions, of course. But, first, I wanted to reassure her, just as I had Mercy.

“Lady Anne, is there a place we can talk privately?” I gestured toward her room. I had been in a few castles since I met Jeremiah. In Castle Campbell, the lady of the castle, Jeremiah’s mother, had a solar where she ruled the place like a tyrant.

“Certainly, come in.” Lady Anne led the way. She actually had two rooms. The first was a kind of sitting room. I could see a bedchamber through an open door. A fire blazed in the fireplace in this one. Chairs with cushions covered in fine needlework along with a settle covered with a cushion were arranged in front of it. The remains of what had been her dinner sat on a tray on a table next to a window cut into the stone. The food was barely touched. No wonder the lady was thin and pale. I would have to find a way to encourage her to eat more, but couldn’t offer to dine with her, now could I?

“This is lovely.” I walked over to the window. A fine tapestry had been hung over the window to keep out the cold, but someone had tied it back. “You can see the sea from here!” It was a glimmer in the moonlight.

“Yes. I will not be surprised by the pirates again.” Lady Anne came to stand beside me.

“Have you seen them?” I glanced at the jeweled chain that hung around her neck. She also had a fine gold pin that held the ring with her keys. Pirates would not have left such treasures.

“I see you looking at my chain. I had my jewels well concealed. I was also hidden when they came. Ralph insisted on it.” She took off the ring that held her keys. “Here. These are the keys to the castle. They belong to you now.”

“Please, keep them. I know nothing about running a large dwelling such as this.” I expected disdain from her when I said this. I had gotten plenty of that from Jeremiah’s mother. She knew I’d spent time with an actor at Shakespeare’s Globe theater. Married or not, that was all Mag had needed to know to brand me a slut. Unfortunately, the label slut was accurate. In fact, my marriage had been a lie. Michael had invented it to give me his name and an air of propriety. One night with Jeremiah and I’d fallen into his bed. I’d never admit that to Mother Campbell to prove her right.

“Surely you will learn.” Anne kept trying to put the keys into my hands. “There must be someone you brought with you who can serve as housekeeper. I know my own mother never lifts a hand to run her own castle. She has a worthy servant who manages everything.”

I spared a moment wishing for my friend Maggie’s sturdy presence. She had given birth to her daughter after the new year and sent word she and the babe were doing well. We’d both learned to read and write in the company of Jeremiah and his man Fergus who were men of letters. I was glad she’d wed Fergus, but his family of shape-shifters had not happily welcomed Maggie, a mere mortal. Now they were eyeing the new babe for signs she might become a shape-shifter. Luckily for Maggie, the traits they waited for would not emerge until 
the lass turned nine or ten. Would I be selfish if I sent for her?

“I have no one now.” I pushed the keys back into her hands. “You would be doing me a service if you would continue managing things until I can send for someone.” I would do it. Send for Maggie and see if she could persuade Fergus to come back to serve Jeremiah. I knew my man would be happy to see the shifter again. They had fought battles together before and been good friends for years. There was no one Jeremiah trusted more than Fergus Turnbull.

“If you are sure.” Lady Anne sighed and gestured for me to sit. She moved a piece of needlework out of the way and took a seat in front of the fire. “I cannot believe you trust me to oversee anything. For the past two years, I have let the work here go. Before that, I spent most nights hiding.” She ran her jeweled chain through her fingers. “Ralph insisted.”

“Hiding from the pirates.” I leaned forward. I really wanted to hear more about the murderous creatures. “Where did you go?”

Lady Anne sighed. “There is a secret room under the stairs that I locked myself inside when the call went out that the pirates’ ships had been sighted. It is small and dark and,” she hugged herself and shivered, “terrifying.”

“It sounds horrible! But safe.” I reached out to touch her skirt.

She covered my hand. “I hate it but there is room for both of us in it.”

Cower in a little room while everyone I loved fought? That was not my nature. I leaned back and shook my head.

“I cannot imagine leaving Mercy, Colin, and all the people who work here to take care of themselves. I would not be so—” I stopped myself before I could say more. I wanted to say I wouldn’t be so selfish or craven. I would fight to help save the 
people who depended on me. But then I’m a vampire, not a soft, helpless mortal like the delicate Lady Anne.

“Pray forgive me. I realize you were only doing what your husband insisted you do.”

“Yes, he said I would distract him if he had to worry about me during a fight.” Lady Anne plied her handkerchief as her tears fell. “I hated to hide there like I had no use. I wanted to pick up a sword and do something. But what?” She stood and walked to the fire. “I know nothing of swordplay. Ralph refused to teach me. Women are not meant for such things, he said.” She whirled, suddenly angry. “That did not stop that red-haired vixen from using a sword to stab my Ralph through the heart, now did it?”

“The pirate. The people here speak of little else. I’m so sorry.” I led her to a chair. I spotted a decanter and poured her a goblet of what smelled like a very fine brandy. “Here, drink. If you like, I’ll get my bodyguard to teach us both how to wield a sword. Though I’m not sure hiding in your little room isn’t still the best thing for you.”

“If you can be brave enough to stay out and fight then why can’t I?” She drained the goblet then set it on the table.

I couldn’t begin to list all the reasons why a vampire had the advantage over any mortal but especially over one as delicate as the elegant Lady Anne. I picked up her needlework. The tiny stitches were creating a scene of seabirds over the waves. I would never have the patience or the skill to even think of making such a work of art. And this lady wanted to fight? I was afraid at the first sight of blood she would swoon to the ground.

“I have fought before. When one of Jeremiah’s enemies attacked us. It is not something I want to do again, but I believe I can persuade Valdez to train us to defend ourselves 
with a knife or a short sword. If you wish to learn.”

“Yes, please. I hate hiding. Waiting for endless hours in the dark while others risk their lives for me. The air was close. Sometimes I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I did not dare light a candle.” She stood, her cheeks flushed. “I say if that Irish witch can fight, then so can a Scottish one.” She walked over to refill her goblet. “Drink?”

“Not for me. I have important matters to discuss this evening and need a clear head. But go ahead. I am sure you deserve a tot or two.” I smiled as I said that and kept my seat in front of the fire. Once Anne filled her goblet, she took the chair facing me.

“These important matters. Despite your request to have me oversee the running of the castle, are you sure you weren’t planning to send me packing? I wouldn’t blame you. There is no place for me here.”

“You may stay as long as you wish. I truly know nothing of running a household. My maid is expecting a babe and will be of no use in a few months.” I leaned forward. “You are obviously well born, Lady Anne. I wonder if you truly have no one to go to, no family. Perhaps it is selfish of me to ask you to take over the management of the castle. To act as my housekeeper.”

“My father is dead. My mother remarried hastily. Her husband took everything Father built and is having a fine time gambling it away. I am afraid if I go home, he will arrange a marriage for me to someone who holds his debts.” She finished her drink in an unladylike gulp. “This is the last of the good brandy. I hid it well. The pirates got the rest. Damn them.” She shook her head. “Holly said you brought your own provisions and are sending hunters out to fill the larder.” She stared into her empty goblet. “Staying here sounds like a fine 
idea. I wonder that you want me, though. What you found when you arrived does nothing to recommend me.”

“You were grieving. Now it’s time for you to step out of your rooms and become the lady of the manor again. I’m sure you were doing a fine job of it before your husband was killed. Lord Jeremiah and I have our own business to attend to. We will be able to rout those pirates more handily if we don’t have to worry about the daily problems that a castle this size may present.” I took her empty goblet and set it on the tray with the dirty dishes. “We need you. Will you take on this task?”

“Are you saying you really plan to fight with your Lord Jeremiah? The way you talk…” Anne stared at me.

“Oh, he will deny it. Of course, he wants me to stay out of the way, to hide in a room like you did when the pirates attack.” I walked over to the fire. I still felt the cold and heat, though most vampires claimed not to.

“It just is not in my nature to be idle. Domestic matters don’t interest me. What does are figuring out ways we can rid the coast of these madmen and women who seem determined to leave us nothing of value.” I slammed a fist into my other hand. “I want to have Jeremiah’s back. Whether he likes it or not.”
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V

aldez was waiting for me outside Lady Anne’s door when I left her. I don’t know how he did it, but he always found me wherever I went.

“I heard you talking to the lady. You know Jeremiah is not going to allow you to fight the pirates.” He walked with me down the stairs.

“Obviously I am allowed no privacy!” I should be used to it, but did he have to listen at closed doors? “The truth is, Valdez, I may not have a choice. They could come at any time. Surely you don’t think I’m going to cower in some locked room like a scared mortal woman.”

I stopped and looked down into the great hall. The men had left and two women were clearing off the table. There was still a good fire going and I could see a bucket of suds ready for them to wash off the table and benches. It was a promising start to making the castle look decent. Valdez wisely didn’t comment.

“I meant it when I said I want you to teach Lady Anne and me how to use a knife and short sword to defend ourselves.” I looked up at Valdez. His scowl meant he was going to be difficult. “I know, you must ask the master.” I poked him on the 
arm. “Let me. I can cozen him into it.”

“I don’t doubt that.” Valdez gestured for me to walk ahead of him down the stairs. “I can imagine your persuasions. I won’t deny you need to protect yourself. I have a few tricks I can teach you.”

“That’s all I ask.” Well, and work with a sword. I could add that later.

“I have seen you with a knife, Gloriana. You have a few natural moves that aren’t bad, but you can do better and Jeremiah has told me you can be quite fierce when faced with danger. Lady Anne is another matter.”

I laughed. “Yes, she looks like she will probably shy away from actually pricking someone. But she may surprise us both. She is furious with the pirate queen. Give Anne a chance to avenge her husband and we may find she is up to the challenge.” I knew just how much anger could drive a person to do what must be done. Even kill. I’d done it before and was still haunted by the sight of a man with a missing eye being sucked down into hell.

“Knife skills or not, I think hiding is exactly what Jeremiah expects of you.” Valdez lightly touched my arm so I would look up at him. “Do you want to be a distraction to him? This Lord Ralph was right. Women in a fight serve only to make a man worry. Where is she? What can I do to protect her instead of myself? A glance here, a move there, and a man can end up with a sword through his heart. They say the worthy Lord Ralph died keeping the pirates away from the castle where he knew his lady waited.”

“Should I have stayed in Edinburgh? Is that what you’re saying?” I shook my head. “Jeremiah likes my company. He wanted me with him.”

“You have bewitched him, mistress. Campbell’s men 
whisper of it.” Valdez ignored my gasp. “There’s nothing to be done now, so we might as well make the best of it.” He waited for me at the bottom of the stairs. “What will you do this night? You have successfully passed the running of the castle off to Lady Anne so now what is your pleasure?”

I was tired of his displeasure
. Valdez was handsome, too handsome, and could shift into any kind of beast he chose. Jeremiah had hired him to shadow me at all times, unless my lover was with me. I had been in danger before but we had vanquished that one-eyed enemy. Was a bodyguard still necessary? I would like to dismiss the Spaniard. But with pirates only a short voyage away, I knew Jeremiah wouldn’t allow it. I stayed silent as I walked through the castle and outside, Valdez trailing me.

The men were having a shooting contest. Colin seemed to have organized it and had set up targets against some bales of hay with the men taking turns with bows and arrows. There was much shouting and casual betting. Apparently the best archers would join Colin for hunting on the morrow. I stopped and watched, wishing I had some skill with a bow.

“Mistress Gloriana, come join us. Have you ever held a bow, done any shooting?” Colin was grinning, loving his new position as Master of the Hunt. He was a handsome lad, but young, and barely able to grow what passed for a short beard.

“You’ll see. Hand me a bow.” I had no idea if I had ever shot an arrow or not. There were so many holes in my memory. Did I have this skill? When Colin plucked a small bow from a rack behind him and handed it to me, I instinctively held it properly. It felt familiar in my hands.

“Let me see if I can hit your target.” I notched an arrow then swung the bow around. Several men shouted and threw up their hands to cover their heads, pretending fear that I would 
shoot them. With lots of laughter and much scurrying about from my audience, I set the bow and pulled the string back to nestle it against my cheek. My excellent vampire vision made eyeing the target easy. I aimed then loosed the arrow. To my shock and the delight of the men, I hit the painted circle dead center. It seemed I had played this game before and did it well.

“Do I have a new archer in my ranks?” The deep voice behind me made me spin around and drop the bow to my side.

Captain Burnett nodded approvingly. “I had no idea, Mistress Gloriana, that you had such skill.”

“It was a lucky shot.” I gave him a quick curtsy. The man was usually very serious. I was surprised to see him here, away from his men, and smiling.

“Why not try again?” He pulled an arrow from the quiver next to the rack and handed it to me. “I admit I am intrigued. It is not often a beautiful woman has such a talent for archery.”

Woman, not lady. I certainly noticed that difference in address as I notched the arrow. I didn’t want to encourage what I was afraid was a flirtation. Yes, I was Jeremiah’s mistress. This wouldn’t be the first time I had been treated as less than a wife. Was I taking the captain’s sudden friendliness for something more because I was sensitive to not being wed? Perhaps. Still, I was a little angry as I eyed the target, aimed, then sent the arrow on its way.

“Another good shot!” Captain Burnett exclaimed as the men cheered. “When we’re attacked by those dreaded pirates, we must put you on the battlements, Mistress Gloriana.”

“Tell Lord Campbell that, Captain, I beg you. I am not content to hide or tend to my needlework while there is fighting to be done.” I handed the bow to Colin. “While I am delighted to see you, I am surprised. May I ask the purpose of 
your visit?”

“I came to pay my respects to Lady Anne. Do you think she will receive me? I knew her father. He was a fine man.” The captain gazed up at the castle walls. “I met her once. Before she was married to Lord Ralph.”

This was unexpected and good news. I knew the captain was a widower. His wife had died several years before in childbirth. The stern captain was handsome and from a good family. He was in the king’s favor or he would not have the command of the troop here. Would Lady Anne consider him if he pressed his suit? She had certainly been in mourning long enough to satisfy any notion of propriety.

“Come with me and we’ll see if she is receiving visitors.” I led the way inside. I was happy to find Anne out of her rooms and in the great hall, directing the maids.

“Lady Anne! Here is Captain Burnett, the commander of the king’s troops, to see you.” I saw her flush. “I believe you have met.”

“I’m not sure…” Anne tore off the apron she’d put over her black dress and touched her hair. She had braided it and wore it coiled neatly at the back of her neck, leaving her ugly cap in her rooms. Her flush made her very pretty indeed. “It was some years ago, I believe.”

“Malcolm Burnett, my lady, at your service. I met your father on several occasions. My parents own an estate that marches with his.” The captain pulled off his hat and bowed. “I visited your mother and her husband there before I took this assignment.”

He had not given me the courtesy of a bow, but I was too happy to see this promising start with Lady Anne to dwell on it.

“Why don’t you take the captain up to your solar, my lady, 
while the cleaning here continues. I’ll send a maid with some refreshments. Perhaps Captain Burnett has news of your family.” I took Anne’s arm and practically dragged her to the stairs. “The captain is in charge of the king’s soldiers. We owe him the courtesy of making him feel welcome, don’t you agree?” I waited until she nodded before I practically ran to the kitchen and gave Holly the order.

“Lady Anne is entertaining the captain of the king’s soldiers? In her solar?” Holly pulled some cakes out of the oven. “I cannot believe she is finally coming back among the livin’.”

“She is. Now send a girl up with a tray. Those cakes smell delicious. I’m sure the captain will like them.” I turned to where Mercy sat at the table picking at her supper. Her face was pale. “Mercy, I hope you are feeling better.”

“I’ll do.” The maid struggled to her feet. “Mistress Gloriana, I can get some lads to haul up water for bathing again if you wish it.”

“Not yet, Mercy. Wait until closer to dawn. We need to find a bigger tub than the one we used last night. You know Lord Jeremiah likes his baths and he barely fit into that small copper one.” I pressed her back down to her seat.

“Holly, do you know if there’s a large bathing tub anywhere in the castle?” The cook looked clean enough now though I couldn’t forget how her friend Douglas had avoided bathing. He wasn’t in the kitchen. Had he decided to stay away rather than get clean as Lady Anne had ordered?

I knew Jeremiah and I were unusual in our liking for a daily bath. Our servants had quickly gotten used to the custom or left for other employment. Vampires have a very sensitive sense of smell. I couldn’t bear to be surrounded by unwashed bodies. Even worse were those courtiers who used heavy perfumes to mask their slovenly ways. Thank the gods now all 
I inhaled was the delightful fragrance of fresh cake that was lemon by the smell of it. How I wished I could have a taste!

Holly must have seen the look in my eyes and offered me a warm cake wrapped in a cloth. “Won’t you try one, mistress?”

I sighed. “I would love to but you can see I have generous curves. Too generous. My new clothes are snug as it is. Jeremiah claims to like me this way, but I would hate to burst my seams.” I patted my wide hips. I’d been starving when Jeremiah had found me. He’d worried over me and stuffed me like a Christmas goose. I was grateful, of course. I had given no thought for the future, just dined on roast beef, hot chocolate and sweets of all kinds. By the time I decided to become vampire, I had a full figure that made a new wardrobe necessary. Yes, Jeremiah loved a round bottom and plentiful breasts, but he should have warned me that I would forever be this size when I was turned vampire. Unfair!

“Thank you, though, Holly. Give that cake to Mercy. She is eating for two.”

“Mistress Gloriana, please!” Mercy bowed her head, her cheeks pink.

“It is no secret, lass.” Holly dropped the cake on Mercy’s plate. “Nor a shame. My own Elsie was born after the man I thought I loved left me on my own.” She shook her head. “There’s nothing worse than a handsome man with a wandering eye.”

I patted Mercy’s back. “You see? We will take care of you here. Now about that bathtub, Holly? Is there one here?”

“Aye, the master, um, Lord Ralph, had one. It’s kept in the tower room.” Holly flushed. “The master and mistress liked to use it for a bath there. At the same time!” She finished arranging the tray and called for a maid to carry it up to the solar.

Mercy giggled and muttered, “I believe it.”

Holly ignored her. “It’s a fine room for bathing. Least there’s a nice view of the sea from the window. Can’t say I blame them for lingering, though it made a good bit of work for the maids, carrying the water up all them stairs.”

“A room set aside for bathing. What a wonderful idea. I’m sure there must be a fireplace.” I was already imagining the fun to be had with Jeremiah.

“Of course.” Holly sighed. “I’ll show Mercy where it is and we’ll get it ready for ye. An hour before sunrise? Will that suit ye?”

“Perfectly.” I patted Mercy’s shoulder when she groaned. “Don’t carry the water yourself. Get the lads to do it.”

Mercy sighed. “Oh, I will. Holly, how many pails of water does this tub hold, I ask ye?”

I left them talking about the size of the tub but clearly the cook was bursting with questions about our strange ways and daily sleeping schedule. I trusted Mercy to fend her off as I walked back outside to watch the archery contest. I had a new skill. I couldn’t wait to tell Jeremiah about it.
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“You’ve obviously been busy, my love.” Jeremiah followed me up the winding stairs to the tower room. “Besting the men at archery and even putting Lady Anne in charge of the castle. Then Valdez came to me asking permission to teach you and the lady sword skills. What’s next? Shall I have our gunsmith make you a special gun to fit at your waist, my warrior woman?”

I ignored his mocking tone and whirled to face him. “Would you? I think that would be the most wonderful thing.” I threw 
myself into his arms, almost knocking him down the stairs. The look on his face was priceless. Of course, he didn’t fall, my man was always steady on his feet.

“Enough, Gloriana. You are not going to be shooting anyone. A little practice with a knife or short sword is probably a good idea and Valdez is a fine person to train you.” He set me down in front of the door at the top of the steps. “If Lady Anne wants to join you, I see no reason to object to that. Have at it. You can spar with each other. Still, I cannot imagine a lady of her standing will enjoy actual swordplay.”

“Thank you, Jeremiah. We will see if Lady Anne takes to it. Now look what we’ve done.” I threw open the door. Mercy and I had made sure the bathing room was ready for us with a stack of drying cloths near a roaring fire. The large tub had been filled except for the water in the kettle on the hob which could be added at the last moment. There was a slight chill in the air because there was no covering over the arrow slits in the tower walls.

“What have we here?” Jeremiah stared around the room. “A bathing room. Very nice indeed. You brought two robes, I see. So we can both bathe.” He walked over to the tub. “Yes, I think we can fit in here at the same time quite handily.” He grinned. “Is that your plan?”

“Perhaps.” I strolled to the window. “Look, I think on a clear night we could see all the way to Ireland. Perhaps we should post a guard here, to warn us if the pirates are coming.”

“There are towers nearer to the sea than this. The pirate problem has been around for more than a century. It is an old challenge that I hope to see resolved under my leadership.” He stared out the window. “This particular band is ruthless. Too many have died at that she-devil’s hand.”

“I’m sure you will defeat her, Jeremiah.” I walked up behind him and put my arms around him. Leaning against him, I felt like he could do anything he set his mind to.

“I may need to take ship for her stronghold. Attack instead of waiting for her to come to us.” He turned in my arms. “It’s something Lord Ralph never dared.”

“But what do you know of the sea?” I held onto him.

“There is much you don’t know about me, Gloriana. I have spent time on ships. Even was captured by Viking raiders once.” He laughed. “They were shocked as you can imagine when they discovered the man in their hold was vampire and could shift into a bird that flew right out of a port hole once we reached land. I left that village with a vampire as a gift from the English they hated.”

“Jeremiah!” I knew he had turned mortals into vampires. I was one of them. He’d acted reluctant to make me one. But, clearly, he was capable of not only siring new vampires but lying about it. I’d thought I was his first. Hah! Well, he had his secrets, that was obvious. Did I really want to know all of them? There had been other women, surely too many to count, during his long life.

My own secrets weren’t by my choice since I’d lost my memory. It had been obvious, though, that I’d not been a virgin when Michael had found me. I was a lusty woman as well. For all Jeremiah knew, I’d been a courtesan who’d lost her memory. He could read my thoughts and now the smile on his face told me he had just done so. I hit his broad chest. He knew I hated for him to invade them.

“A courtesan, Gloriana? I like the notion.” He reached for me but I pushed past him to gaze out the window.

“I do not.” I stiffened when Jeremiah’s arms went around me. “I hope it is too near dawn for the pirates to surprise us. 
Do you suppose an arrow launched from this height could hit someone on the ground below and still do damage?” I pretended to aim an arrow through the slit. “I doubt a courtesan would be a crack shot.”

“You’re right. Colin said you hit the target twice with ease. I had no idea you knew how to do that.” He pushed my hair aside and kissed me behind one ear.

I trembled at the touch of his mouth, then his tongue. “Neither did I. It was odd, how I picked up the bow and it felt natural as breathing.” I turned in his arms. “It is one more thing from my life before that I just don’t remember. It vexes me. Why can’t I know who I was, where I came from?”

Jeremiah kissed my forehead. “What does it matter? I know where I came from, what I’ve done for the past hundred years and more. Some things I regret. If I dwell on my misdeeds, like loosing that Viking vampire on an unsuspecting village, I’d be tempted to fall on a stake in despair. Trust me, sometimes it’s better not to remember.”

He pulled me against him. “You might have been a warrior in that past life, Gloriana, able to lead men into battle with your bow.” He smiled then kissed my lips. “I quite like the idea of that. Perhaps you led a troop of warrior women. I’ve heard there are such on islands far from here. I shake at the thought of facing them in battle.” He pulled down my bodice and ran his hands over my breasts, making me shiver. Then he looked me over as if he’d never seen them before. “Surprising, then, that you have no battle scars like I do.”

“I must have been a brilliant leader.” I stepped back and jerked his shirt off over his head. “Or good at hiding behind my warriors.”

“You? I doubt that.” He became impatient then, making quick work of stripping away the rest of my own clothes 
before taking off his own. He abandoned me to walk over and grab the steaming water to add to the bath. “Get the soap and a cloth. I fancy a thorough scrubbing from my fearless woman.”

“Mayhap I fancy the same from my lord warrior.” I picked up my favorite scented soap then put it down again. Jeremiah liked the lavender scent on me, but not on his own skin. He had a bar with a more manly lemon scent and that’s what I’d use to scrub him. Of course, our scrubbing was playful and ended with my riding him until the stone floor was wet and I lay breathless on his chest.

“I love you, Jeremiah. You may want to protect me, but I do want to be a warrior. I will not cower in a locked room like Lady Anne did when the pirates came before.” I kissed his chest then sat up. “Hear me. I mean it. I will not hide.”

“I’m told women were stolen from the village and taken away.” Jeremiah lifted me and stood. Water streamed from his body. I admired his wide chest, narrow hips and sturdy legs, even as I was picked up and put on the stone floor. He handed me a warm cloth then picked up one for himself. “I will not risk you, Gloriana.”

“Nothing will happen to me. I’m vampire, thanks to you. Do you really think I won’t rip open the throat of any pirate who tries to take me?” I dried myself then tossed away the cloth. My robe was on a peg on the wall and I grabbed it. “You know that. I cannot be captured easily, certainly not by a mere mortal.”

“You can try. But your best defense is to shape-shift. If you can do that, then perhaps I will consider letting you stay out and help defend the castle.” He threw down his own drying cloth while there were still drops clinging to his broad chest.

Gods, but I loved him. Too bad he was so stubborn. We 
had gone round and round about this. I didn’t want to shape-shift. I had a deep and abiding fear of it but I had no idea why. I just knew that if I tried to turn into another creature, I was very afraid I would never be able to shift back into Gloriana the woman again. Was I foolish? No doubt. Jeremiah shifted as easily as breathing. So did Valdez. Bird, bat, even a wolf. It didn’t seem to matter. But I couldn’t or wouldn’t. I turned my back on him as I pulled on my robe.

“You ask too much.” I wouldn’t let him see my tears. Damn him for picking the one thing that he knew was my weakness and impossible for me to overcome. He touched my shoulders.

“Gloriana, look at me.”

“Why? So you can win again? You knew I would admit defeat. Now you can gloat. Go ahead.” I resisted when he tried to turn me to face him. But I couldn’t resist for long. I finally looked up at him. He wasn’t smiling.

“I only want you to be safe. To be with me forever. Is that too much to ask?” He urged me closer. “I love you. I don’t want to lose you.”

“I am not a helpless female. I am not.” I bit my trembling lip. Damn him. He pushed my robe open and palmed my breasts. Unfair. He knew how that affected me. I shoved his hands away.

“Of course, you’re not helpless. You are brave and have saved my life. In more ways than one, my love. You have no idea how low my spirits were when you came into my life. I was looking for a reason to live after some losses…” He stared into the fire behind me then shook his head. His jaw was set, the firelight playing over it and showing me how his eyes gleamed before he looked down at me again.

“Please believe me, Gloriana. You lifted me out of despair and forced me to move on from a dark place. You became my 
light. I will always be grateful to you for that.”

“Jeremiah.” I ran my hand over that strong jaw, those lips that could be tender or demanding. My love. I couldn’t imagine him without hope. But then it was true that night he had met me, he had taken me quickly, as if desperate for a distraction. Would he ever tell me what had brought him so low? There was something that had happened…

Jeremiah had left his home where he was surrounded by family and gone to London where there were enemies aplenty. There must have been a reason. If he’d only tell me. But the truth remained his secret. I should let it alone and be glad he loved me and wanted me with him.

“Please understand that I only urge you to shift to keep you safe, my love. Practice your sword craft with Valdez. He will let me know how you do. Shoot your arrows as well. The castle can always use another archer. The captain and I will do our best to make sure the pirates don’t get this far but then you never know what might happen in battle.” He kissed my fingertips.

“Really, Jeremiah, you drive me mad.” I gave up when my robe hit the floor. “Are you really going to take me on this cold stone floor?” Clearly, the man was randy again. Oh, we were both insatiable. How I loved that! We had talked enough and I was ready to show him how much I loved him.

“No, indeed. I am going to let you take me. On yon stool.” He pushed aside a stack of cloths and sat, pulling me onto his lap until I was seated astride him. He gripped my hips and we were joined, perfectly. “Ride me, sweetheart. Take your pleasure and make me call your name. And be quick about it. Sunrise is minutes away.”

“Controlling bastard.” I hit his shoulder, then leaned in and bit his neck, finding his jugular. Ah. His blood was rich and 
familiar, the taste I craved above all. He was strong and hearty enough that I was sure he had found a blood source somewhere during the night. I didn’t care who he had used. As vampires we drank blood to survive. Jeremiah did not kill to feed, only took what he needed so that he was well able to serve me.

I rode him, drank my fill and then found my own release when he called my name. By the time we ran down the tower stairs to find our own bedchamber, I was sure he would let me fight, at least in the castle. If I wanted to do more? Well, I would have to prove myself.
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“
T

he Pirates are coming!” Screams echoed through the great hall and up the stairs as I put away my short sword. A crash sounded from the solar across the way. Lady Anne had heard the call. I threw open the trunk again and grabbed my bow and quiver full of arrows. I still hadn’t mastered the short sword since we’d started practicing, but I carried my knives at all times. One was strapped to my thigh under my skirt. Jeremiah had helped me secure it there. Another was at my waist.

Valdez strode into my bedchamber. “What are you doing? Lady Anne needs you. Go to her and help her down the stairs. I’ll lock you both in that hidden room before the pirates get here.”

“Oh, no you won’t. I told you, I’m not going to hide.” I stalked past him. “Is Anne still in her solar?”

“Yes, she has that blasted sword and won’t let go. You know she is useless with it. She’s crying and shaking like a dog in a thunderstorm.” Valdez stayed on my heels as I ran to the lady’s room.

Ann had a cloak thrown over her shoulders. She was sobbing and clutching her sword in both hands. She sure 
wouldn’t cut herself on that. Valdez had given us children’s practice swords, blunt and useless in an attack. It was a wonder she hadn’t cut herself on the glass that lay shattered on the floor.

“Lady Anne, come with me.” I managed to pry the sword out of her hands. “You don’t need this. We will find you another, better, weapon.” I glared at Valdez when he shook his head. “Here, hold onto my knife. I have another one.” I pressed a knife into her shaking hands. “Does that make you feel better?”

She looked at me through wet lashes. “Yes, yes it does. I will fight them, Gloriana. Please don’t let your man lock me in that little room.” She held the knife awkwardly. I stayed well away for I knew it to be razor sharp.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Valdez, but I refuse to be put away this time.” Anne waved the knife at him. “I will stick you if you try to force me, I swear it.”

“I believe you, my lady.” Valdez kept his face serious. I knew, though, that he could disarm her easily if he wanted to do it. “Please come down the stairs with me. The men are gathering in the great hall. I will feel better if I know where everyone is. I’m sure Lord Campbell and the king’s men are fighting on the beach. The pirates will probably not get as far as the castle, but we need to be ready. Don’t you agree?” He gently took her elbow and nodded at me to lead the way.

“Yes, we must be ready to defend against the attack.” Anne sniffed and started walking.

I handed her a handkerchief. “Give me the knife. You don’t want to take a chance on the stairs.” I carefully took the knife. The lady meant well but I didn’t trust her with a real weapon. She was delicate and a demon with a needle, but had yet to prove herself with anything larger. She would do better 
throwing one of her beautiful pillows at a pirate.

Colin and his men were not in the great hall. They had moved out to the courtyard and were arguing about how to pull up the drawbridge. In fact, that broken thing should have been fixed when we first arrived, weeks ago. Jeremiah had been too busy preparing his ships to attack the pirates to pay heed to what was going on at the castle.

“What exactly is wrong with it?” I hurried over to study the chain and pulleys that should make it rise. After a close inspection of one side and then the other, it was clear to me that a blacksmith could probably fix the broken chain. Why hadn’t one already been summoned? When I asked the question, there was a general pushing and shoving with everyone avoiding my gaze.

I wanted to box a few ears at the delay. At least we’d had heavy rains the past few days. The moat was clear so the air was fresh. Lady Anne had insisted all privy needs be disposed of properly to keep it that way.

“Answer me!” I yelled at the crowd of men. How did I become in charge of things here?

Colin finally spoke. “There’s a man, a smithy, who travels with the king’s soldiers. The captain was supposed to send him to us, mistress. He must have forgot to do it. And now that the pirates are attacking, he won’t be coming, now will he?”

Douglas, who had finally bathed and found a clean shirt, pushed his way to the front.

“The old one who served the village was killed last year. Damned pirates have taken everything from us. We got to stop ’em this time!” He was followed by a crowd of locals who shouted and brandished makeshift weapons. I didn’t doubt their heart, but wondered if they could do much harm with axes, crude spears and the kind of swords that Jeremiah’s 
soldiers would have discarded as too worn to keep.

“That downed bridge leaves us wide open to attack.” I frowned. “We must set a strong guard here and lads with bows and arrows should be ready on the battlements.” I realized Lady Anne had stopped inside, at the doorway, afraid to come out. I walked up to where she stood under the lintel.

“Lady Anne, we need a lookout. Someone to go up to the tower room and watch for the pirates. If they make it past the king’s soldiers, we will surely need warning. Can you be our lookout? You must have good eyesight. I’ve seen how you can make the tiniest of stitches.”

“Yes, yes, I am blessed with very strong eyesight.” Anne picked up her skirts. “I can’t be heard from up there, but I will see them from far away. Send a boy with me to run down with the word if I see them coming. I will heat water in the kettle there. If they try to sneak close to the walls, I will greet them with boiling water on their heads.”

“Excellent!” I gestured for one of the local boys to follow her. I hoped and prayed we wouldn’t have need for this, but at least she was moving and not still standing there weeping and useless. She’d left me with my knife as well.

“Go with her, Gloriana. You know Jeremiah is not going to stand for you leading the lads like this.” Valdez stood at my elbow, trying to urge me back inside the castle.

“You’re mad. I’m ready to fire on whoever crosses that drawbridge. If I didn’t think I’d distract him, I’d go down to the sea and offer to help Jeremiah there.” I jerked away from Valdez’s hand on my sleeve. I knew every eye in the castle was on us.

“You forget your place, sir.” I said it quietly but I was sure he heard me.

“My place is to protect you. Standing here in the middle of 
what could be a pitched battle is the last thing Jeremiah would want. He would have my head for allowing it.” Valdez pulled his own sword. “You’d better hope to God no pirates make it this far.”

Just then the boy Anne had taken with her burst through the door. “Pirates are sneakin’ up the path from the beach. “Taint many of ’em but they’re armed. They musta got away from the rest.”

I drew a sharp breath. It was one thing to issue orders to my dozen or so men who were armed with bows and a few knives. Quite another to actually have to face what the locals claimed were fearsome pirates. Claimed? I’d seen the evidence of their raids and knew they’d left behind a trail of dead bodies and stolen girls.

“We’ll fight with ye. No hiding this time. Let them try to take one of my girls and they’ll see what happens.” Holly held her biggest iron skillet and a butcher knife. Her scullery maids were armed with brooms and mops. One had even brought a poker from the fireplace. Mercy waved a rolling pin, her face grim though she kept one hand on her stomach.

I wanted to send my pretty maid into the castle to protect the babe she was carrying, but I saw her resolve. I would keep my eye on her. There was no way I would let a pirate take her anywhere.

“Aye, Holly. No more hiding from ’em, I say as well. Or running like scared sheep. If a lady like yourself can stand up to those bastards, Mistress Gloriana, then so can we.” Douglas held what looked like one of the ancient spears that had come from a display on the wall of the great hall. Stable lads stood behind him, their weapons the tools they used to muck out the horse stalls. They gave rallying cries of agreement and waved their makeshift weapons in the air.

“Then get ready.” Valdez tried to put me behind him. “I hear them coming.” He leaned closer. “Smell them too. You’ve proved you can hit what you aim for, so notch an arrow, Gloriana, and try to shoot the leader. That should send them running back to their ship.”

It was good advice. I did as he said. I wasn’t surprised to find my own hands shaking. How many pirates could there be? I heard Valdez ask the boy who’d come down from the tower.

“Didn’t think to ask, sir. Lady Anne was screaming at the lot, telling me to hurry down to spread the word. She was pouring hot water out the arrow slit. Never saw her like that. No, sir, never did. Was wild with hate, she was. Out of her mind, I’m thinkin’. Wasn’t hittin’ anyone with the water. Just wanted to throw somethin’. Know what I mean?” The boy shifted from foot to foot, tripping and tangling in my skirt.

“Yes. You did well. Run back up to the lady. Tell her we are ready and to stay there. She can look for the king’s men to come to our aid. Bring us word when they are on their way.” Valdez spoke kindly to the lad and even pressed a coin in his hand before swatting him on the backside and sending him back to the tower room.

I noticed all this while I was trying to concentrate on the path to the castle. Valdez with his extra-sharp shape-shifter senses may have heard them and smelled them, but they were not in sight over the swell of land in front of us. The night was gloomy, the moon shrouded by clouds. Would I even be able to see the leader when they appeared? I was full of doubts and questions. It seemed to take them forever to walk the path from the beach. What was taking them so long? But then Anne would have been able to see for miles in her tower.

The pirates would be moving cautiously now after hearing Anne’s screams. They had to know we’d been warned they 
were coming. They weren’t afraid of her boiling water, of course. Foolish lady. Didn’t she realize the battlements were where soldiers threw such things as boiling oil and water on invaders? But then she had been overcome by her hatred. Who could blame her? We’d only sent her to the tower to keep her out of harm’s way. The fact that she’d been of use was a happy surprise.

“Are you all right, Gloriana?” Valdez had put away his sword and pulled out a pistol. It was unusual to see him with a gun since our kind usually avoided the noise of a gunshot and preferred more silent means when we fought.

“I am finding that talking is easier than doing. I hope we are up to this.” I glanced around at our motley crew. Once again, Colin had taken the lead, sending some of his best archers up to the battlements. I was proud of him. The rest of the men and women looked tense but ready to take on whoever came up to the drawbridge. I could see that they were scared but determined. What had they done before? Hidden behind Lord Ralph’s trained soldiers and expected them to do all the fighting? I was sure that was exactly what they had done and now they regretted it.

If only we could have raised the blasted drawbridge! I was seeing to that as soon as this was over. If I didn’t end up dead or in the hold of a pirate ship.

“Here they come!” A voice from above us shouted from the battlements.

I saw a crowd of men approaching. The light from the full moon as the clouds drifted away suddenly made them easy to see. They were waving swords in the air, a small man in the lead. Or was it a man? Didn’t matter. A flight of arrows came at us and I ducked. Just in time. One hit the man next to me and he screamed when it landed, taking him down to the 
ground.

I froze. So close. More men screamed in pain and Valdez tried to drag me away from the fight.

“Stop. Let me try…” I took aim. For a moment I wondered if I could shoot a moving target, a human moving target. My hand shook and I wanted to aid the man who’d fallen next to me, the scent of his blood an unwelcome distraction. They were still so far away but not too far for an accurate shot if I could just hold steady. Gunshots rang out and our own arrows flew, taking some of the pirates down with screams of pain. I took a breath, steadied, and finally released my arrow.

“You made a direct hit!” Valdez held his fire. “Let’s see if that sends them running. Fire when ready but hold your places, people. Don’t run after them, no matter how tempting it might be. It could be a trap.”

I put down my bow and watched the pirates surround the fallen person. Valdez must have seen something I hadn’t. I’d been too focused on hitting the target. Was it the woman? The red-haired leader of the pirates? The people surrounding her picked her up and retreated as a barrage of arrows from the battlements let fly. A few more pirates fell and were helped up amid screams and shouting.

They returned fire and, much to my dismay, I found myself shoved behind Valdez out of harm’s way. The pirates’ arrows fell short as they ran, carrying their wounded and heading back toward the sea. Colin and his crew made as if to follow them but Valdez told them to stop.

“Let them go. They should run into Lord Campbell’s men near the beach. Even if they don’t, they are anxious to get home. Desperate men have nothing to lose.” Valdez ignored Colin’s arguments. “No, you are not ready. Trust me on that. Stay here and guard Mistress Gloriana. It is what Lord 
Campbell told you to do.”

I ignored the grumbles of the men around me. My mind was awhirl. Had I killed the leader? Had it been the pirate queen? Valdez seemed to think so. What could he see that I couldn’t? It was too much to hope that this could be the end of the long battle with the Irish. Without their leader, they might lose heart. It seemed cowardly to finish with an arrow what had been going on for years here. I turned to Valdez.

“Are you sure it was the woman? What did you see?” I’d been so focused on my aim, that black jacket over her heart, I hadn’t looked anywhere else. A sturdy body in britches, yes, I’d noticed that.

“I saw the red hair they’ve been talking about. She had it tied back but it was unmistakable, Gloriana. They are taking her back to the ship.” He leaned down and whispered. “I’m going inside to shift. I’ll follow them to see what I can find out. Stay here and wait for my return.” He hurried into the castle. Moments later a large black bird flew out the door and over the heads of all of us, winging toward the sea.

“That’s Valdez, ain’t it? The bird?” Colin stood next to me. “I know he’s one of those shifters, Lord Jeremiah told me.” He frowned. “Don’t know why he thinks to give orders here.”

“Keep your voice down. That’s our secret, you know. The mortals from the castle wouldn’t understand.” I felt lightheaded. I walked over to the steps and sat. “He’s a seasoned warrior. You’d be wise to listen to him. Now send someone up to tell Lady Anne we won the day.”

“I will.” Colin gestured and whispered to a boy who went running. “Seems like you mighta killed the pirate leader. You think it was her? The one with the red hair?”

“Valdez seems to think so. That’s why he’s following them. To see if I killed her.” I made myself stand and face the 
gathered men and women who were waiting. They talked quietly among themselves, not sure if it could be true, that they were safe, for today anyway.

“Thank you, all of you, for coming to the aid of the castle. You are a brave lot and we won the day.” I lifted my arms in a kind of salute.

A cheer went up and the people began to talk excitedly. Gradually they began putting away their weapons and returning to their daily chores. It was a letdown, I could see that much.

“Open a keg, Colin. Ale for everyone!” More cheers and I finally picked up my skirts and walked inside.

Lady Anne was coming down the steps from the tower, her cheeks flushed. “Did you really kill the pirate queen?”

“I don’t know. I managed to hit the leader of that group with my arrow. It stopped them, anyway. Let’s go to your solar. I imagine we’ll find out from Jeremiah and the captain what happened once the pirate ships retreated.” I followed her up. “You did well.”

“I was terrified.” Anne went straight to a decanter and poured two glasses. She handed me one. “We should toast. I think we actually won!”

“Yes, it seems so.” I raised my glass and touched the rim to my lips. I inhaled then tasted the fine liquor and wished I dared drink. Instead I walked to the window and managed to spill most of it outside without Anne seeing me do it. “I hope you hit a pirate with your boiling water.”

“I doubt it, but it made me feel useful.” Anne laughed and sat in front of the fire.

I realized it was the first time I’d heard her laugh since I’d met her. She was really very pretty. Now if I could get her out of her blacks, she might learn to live again.

“You were

 useful. The pirates thought they would catch us by surprise. I’m sure some of them kept the king’s troops busy at the beach while the others came here. This must be how they managed to steal so much from the castle before. It won’t work now that we’re on to them.” I set the goblet on the table.

“That was so much better than cowering in that dark room.” Anne was almost giddy as she downed her drink.

“I admit I was scared. I’m surprised I managed to hit anything with my arrow. Valdez has sent a spy to find out if I killed her or just injured the woman.” I looked out at the night sky where the full moon rode high. It was still early evening. “We will have to wait to find out.”

“I hope she’s dead.” Anne flushed. “That sounds very bloodthirsty of me, doesn’t it? I don’t care. She has taken too much from us here.”
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It was much later when Valdez came back with a report. He had managed to land on the pirate ship where he could hear them working over the leader. My arrow had done serious damage to the woman’s shoulder. She had bled quite a bit but they had managed to save her. Once he’d learned that much, Valdez had gone back to where the king’s men were celebrating a win over the pirates at the beach. The troops had fought well. They had no idea there had been another attempt at the castle before the pirate ships had retreated.

Jeremiah came in dirty and elated, ready for a quick bath before he told me about his night. When it came time to hear how mine had gone, he stared at me with new respect.

“You wounded the pirate queen? She brought men with her to attack the castle?”

“Yes, I made a lucky shot.” I had bathed before Jeremiah got home and lay in bed waiting for the dawn. “Valdez shifted and boarded her ship. He confirmed that she didn’t die but was sorely wounded.”

“She was clever, dividing her forces like that. We underestimated her.” He paced in front of the fire wearing only a drying cloth. “We’ll not do that again. The next time she raids, we will leave a force with you here.”

“That would be wise. But it will be a while. Valdez claims she won’t have the use of her arm for a long time, if ever.” I was boasting, but why not? “You should have seen me, Jeremiah. I was trembling, terrified I would miss. But I stood there, the drawbridge between us, and took aim. It’s a wonder that I managed to hit the mark.”

“Amazing.” He threw off the cloth and climbed into bed.

I couldn’t tell what he really thought of that. His face was serious. Was he angry that I hadn’t hidden away as he’d asked me to? Had disobeyed his order to Valdez? Surely Jeremiah knew by now that I wasn’t a meek woman to be stuffed in a little room and locked away.

“Are you proud of me?” I hated that my voice had become coaxing.

“You could have been killed. Who is to say she didn’t have an archer of her own, his arrow trained on your heart?” He ran a fingertip over my breast to where my heart beat slowly in the vampire way. “I didn’t bring you here with me so you could risk your life, Gloriana. I’ve a good mind to send you straight back to Edinburgh.”

“What?” I sat up straight. Of course, I was naked. I knew he might be upset with me and had prepared to cozen him. Oh, why was I bothering? He should
 be proud. I was his warrior woman, wasn’t I? Damn him for an overprotective beast.

“I mean it, Gloriana. Are you aiming to become like that pirate bitch, parading around in britches and leading a pack of men on raids?” He sat up, his hands in fists. “I won’t have it. You put yourself in danger. Arrows are made of wood, damn them. The right kind of wood and, if one finds its way into your heart, you are dead, Gloriana, as surely as if you’d been staked. I would lose you. Just. Like. That.” He wouldn’t look at me, just slammed his fists onto the bedcovers.

“No, you wouldn’t lose me, Jeremiah. I promise. Like it or not, you will be stuck with me forever.” I crawled over to kneel in front of him. “Stop this. You know what and who I am. Let me be the woman I chose to be or I will choke from your tight hold.”

“I have to hold you tight.” He drew me to him and buried his face in my hair. “You might get away from me. Others have.”

“I will not.” I kissed his shoulder. “Did you lose someone today?”

“A lad from the village back home. I will have to write to his mother.” He lay back and stared at the ceiling. “It will be a hard loss for his family. I tried to keep him back from the fighting but he wanted to show off his bravery. It was foolish and I took no joy in killing the pirate who took Danny’s life.”

“I’m sorry, Jeremiah.” I lay beside him and held him. “You knew there would be losses. This is war of a kind.”

“It never gets easier.” He rolled me under him and kissed me. “I have seen too many battles, Gloriana, and seen how they can go wrong. I don’t want you in one. You were lucky this time. It is unlikely you will be so lucky a second time.”

“I know.” I stared into his dark eyes. “Write your letter and I will write mine. I’m going to ask Maggie if she will come to serve us again. That should bring Fergus back to your side.” I smoothed the line between his brows. “You need a friend, I 
think. Fergus was a true one.”

“Yes, and I miss him. I will add my plea to yours. I’m sure the Turnbulls are not being kind to Maggie, a mortal surrounded by that family. Fergus loves her enough to please her by coming here, I’m sure of it. He is bound to be restless there as well. He is not used to a dull domestic life. They will be a fine addition to our household.” Jeremiah finally smiled. “Clever girl. You always know just what I need.”

“Do I?” I ran a hand down his body. “Let’s see if that’s true.”

By the time sunrise hit us, we were both feeling better. Had we resolved our feelings about my efforts to play the warrior? No. But at least we had help coming. A friend for each of us. What could possibly be a problem with that?
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he group that arrived from Castle Campbell a few weeks later was certainly different from the one we had expected. At the front of a train that included wagons and a carriage was Laird Campbell himself, Jeremiah’s father, riding a horse of fine quality.

“Da, welcome. Is Ma with you?” Jeremiah and his father pounded each other on the back as they hugged. Then Jeremiah looked anxiously past the laird at the carriage.

“Certainly not. I am sure neither Gloriana nor you
 would welcome her. Magdalena went too far this time and I told her so. I heard she sent an assassin after your woman.” Angus Campbell stepped back. He looked very much like his son. He’d been turned vampire in his late thirties so he had a few strands of silver in his dark hair. But he was a handsome man who seemed in the prime of life. Of course, he would always be that way.

“She did. He almost succeeded, Da. I cannot imagine how I will ever forgive Ma.” Jeremiah looked grim. “You swear you had nothing to do with it?”

“Of course not. I liked Gloriana from the moment I met her and tried to welcome her into the family. I never wished her 
harm.” The laird smiled at me. “Isn’t that true, my dear?”

I couldn’t deny he’d always been kind to me. “Yes, it is. Welcome, Laird Campbell.” I gave him a proper curtsy.

“Gloriana, you are certainly in looks.” The laird took my hand. “I am glad to see you.”

I appreciated his approval of me but was still slightly uneasy around him. I wondered if he couldn’t have done more to control his wife. She had tried to have me killed!

Jeremiah gave me a look that meant I should let the subject drop. I didn’t like it, but this man was his father and he was obviously here eager to see his son.

“Well, Da.” Jeremiah glanced at me then back at his father. “What brings you here?”

“Why to see how my son has prospered of course. Guardian of the Coast and a baron in your own right! The reward the king bestowed on you was the talk of Edinburgh.” The laird was beaming as he looked around.

“You know Robert MacDonald was involved in that business.” Jeremiah leaned close to his father. “I’ll not soon forget how he made a fool of me. Not that I wanted a bride selected by the king.”

“We’ll not discuss the MacDonalds and ruin this fine night.” The laird lost his smile. “I told your mother I was coming to see you and that I was sure she wouldna be welcome here. Castle Campbell was not big enough for both of us.” He cleared his throat. “I hope you will not be cross with me, son. I did not come alone but brought along a lady I esteem highly.”

“Lady?” Jeremiah frowned. “Da, did you bring along your mistress?” He shook his head. “Yes, I am angry with Ma, but to ask me to entertain your mistress seems unwise. You know Ma will hear of it.”

“I’m sure she already has. I made no secret of my special 
companion while I was in Edinburgh. Your mother lost my respect when she treated Gloriana so shabbily.” The laird stared at his son. “Jeremiah, you are a man of the world. Treat my lady kindly or I will go right back to Edinburgh this very night.”

“What do I care for Ma’s good opinion? Bring her on.” Jeremiah reached for me and pulled me closer. “Da, Gloriana is not my wife, but I expect you to treat her with great respect as well.”

I could only gape at both of them. What kind of family flaunted their mistresses? I’d already seen it when Jeremiah had insisted I go with him to Castle Campbell. Now his father was making a show of taking his own mistress everywhere. At least Jeremiah didn’t have a wife at home, embarrassed by his actions. What did Mag think of this? I really couldn’t care after what she’d done to me.

“Dear Gloriana.” The laird bowed and kissed my hand. “I should have said it immediately. I apologize for my wife’s behavior. I have never shared her opinion of you. I am glad my son has found a woman he loves.” He cleared his throat and dropped my hand.

“Now I certainly mean no disrespect to you or my son by bringing my mistress here. I hope you will like her and treat her as a friend. I should think you both would agree my wife never bothered to be kind to you, Gloriana, and has done far worse than merely disrespect you.” He paused while he let that sink in.

“You are right. Laird Campbell. I am pleased you decided to visit us.” I smiled. I knew the laird to be a kind man who had accepted me at first glance. Now I knew why. He’d found happiness with his own mistress. I could not blame him. Mag was a cold woman. Angus Campbell deserved someone who 
would be kind to him. I hoped he had chosen well.

“My sweetheart is a fine woman, a widow such as yourself, Gloriana. She has stolen my heart. Give her a chance and I believe she will steal yours.” He glanced back. “Here she comes now.” He gave his son a warning look.

“Da, I know better than to judge you on this matter.” Jeremiah squeezed my hand. “As she said, Gloriana and I are happy to see you and whomever you bring with you.”

I was dying of curiosity. The laird with a mistress. Oh, yes, I would be kind to her, whoever she was, and make her my friend, if only to spite Jeremiah’s mother.

The woman who emerged from the carriage threw back her black velvet hood and smiled. She was short and curvy, barely reaching the laird’s shoulder. She had masses of dark hair. Her bright green eyes glimmered with excitement.

“Florence, my love, may I make you known to my son, Lord Jeremiah Campbell, and his lady, Madame Gloriana St. Clair?” The laird took her hand and pulled her forward. “This is Madame Florence daVinci. We met in Italy some years ago and she was kind enough to fly to Edinburgh to meet me last week.”

The woman made a deep curtsy, as if we were royalty. I couldn’t resist, I matched it, then laughed. “Please, treat us as family. Welcome.” I held out my hand and the woman took it.

She had flown. My vampire senses had already told me what Florence was. Leave it to the laird to find a vampire mistress who could shape-shift and fly a long distance, I was sure, just to meet him. I was impressed already.

“Oh, you are too kind.” She smiled and looked up at the laird with stars in her eyes. “Angus, your son is as bello
 as his father, am I right?”

“If you say so, my love.” Angus put his arm around her tiny 
waist. “Shall we go in?” He was looking around, assessing the holding his son had acquired. Thank the gods the drawbridge had been fixed and the courtyard was tidy. Men were practicing their sword craft in one corner of the yard while the delicious smells of cooking filled the air. The moat was still fresh and the evening meal had just ended. The workers who were in sight were dressed neatly and doffed their caps before going about their business.

“The king was generous, I see. You did well, son.” Angus stopped to admire the stables while making sure his horse was put away properly and to his liking.

Jeremiah walked beside his father, describing the number of men sent with him and the problems he had faced so far. I continued on to the castle steps.

“Madame daVinci, I am sure you are tired from your journey. Come inside and I will see about rooms for you and the laird.” I had no idea where we could put them. I could only hope Lady Anne was still in the great hall after the evening meal. It had been too easy to leave the running of the castle to her while I played at shooting my arrows and learning to wield a sword.

“I told Angus he should have sent word we were coming. But, no, he wanted a surprise.” The woman touched my sleeve. “I hope you are not unhappy we are here. Angus told me what that Magdalena did to you. Pah! You must hate the Campbells!” Her eyes were bright and I caught just a glimpse of fang.

“Just the one Campbell. Angus is most welcome. I am glad for company, if you must know.” I was relieved when I spotted Lady Anne in front of the fire directing one of the maids. “Jeremiah is proud to show his father what he is doing.” I was proud as well. Maggie and Fergus hadn’t arrived yet but Lady Anne had been busy. The great hall was impressive, clean and 
orderly with a roaring fire in the hearth.

Jeremiah came in behind us and led his father to introduce him to Captain Burnett who lingered at the table. Soon the men were deep in conversation.

“Lady Anne, may I present Madame Florence daVinci, a guest of Laird Campbell, Lord Campbell’s father. They will be staying with us for a while.” I had never been lady of the manor and it was showing. I had found better quarters for Mercy, near mine, but hadn’t explored the castle like I should. It was a large place with four towers, not just the bathing one Jeremiah and I loved so much. Housekeeping had never interested me, but Lady Anne clearly was enjoying putting the place to rights.

She had been a different woman since we’d sent the pirates running. She was even wearing colors now, dresses that were a bit out of date, but pretty enough. They were obviously what she’d worn before her husband had been killed. Now she ripped off her apron, no doubt thinking about which room would be considered proper for the laird. Should we put him with his mistress? Or give her a room of her own? Thank the gods Lady Anne knew exactly how to manage things.

“Guests!” Lady Anne smiled. “It has been so long since we entertained.”

“Um, yes. Madame daVinci, this is Lady Anne McGee, widow of the former Guardian of the Coast. She has kindly stayed on to help run this castle.” I wondered what Lady Anne would think when our guests didn’t attend a banquet or even eat while they were here. They would also be happy to sleep the day away as we did.

Madame daVinci’s court curtsy came out again. “An honor to meet you, my lady. Please go to no trouble for me, capisci?
 Whatever schedule you have for Lord Jeremiah and his Gloriana will be the same for the laird and me.” She pulled out 
a silk fan that made Anne and me gasp at its beauty.

“I know this is not a place for balls and such. It will be fine to enjoy the country. We will not stand on ceremony, will we?” She waved the fan toward each of us. “You should both call me Florence. I hope we will be friends, eh?”


“It will be no trouble, I assure you. Welcome.” Lady Anne curtsied. She was obviously noticing Florence’s very expensive clothing and jewels. Our visitor had thrown back her velvet cloak and we could see she wore a dress that would have been perfectly acceptable in King James’ court. It was so pretty, I wished I could have ripped it from her and tried it on. Hah! I would have burst it at the seams.

Envy tugged at me. She was vampire, so this friendly Florence would be forever small, a size that made men want to keep her wrapped in furs and showered with jewels. Foolish of me to be jealous. I had beautiful clothing and Jeremiah gave me whatever I wanted. I should be happy with what I had. Too bad I felt like one of the laird’s lumbering oxen compared to dainty Florence as we tripped up the stairs. A shame that I wore a plain ordinary dress today for my sword practice. Yes, I was a drab lumbering ox.

Lady Anne led Florence up the stairs, actually speaking Italian with her. I was left out of the conversation. Fine. Now I was ignorant too. My steps slowed.

“Oh, we are being unkind. Gloriana, do you speak the language?” Lady Anne stopped on the stairs.

“No, I am afraid not. But I’m sure Florence is happy that you do. Go ahead and enjoy yourselves.”

“Florence is being kind but my Italian is poor. She is letting me practice but I only remember a few words from a trip to Italy when I was a young girl.” Lady Anne flushed. “I had a wonderful time in Rome. There was even a young man…”

“Ah, a first love I am thinking.” Florence patted Anne’s arm. “Your Italian was fine, my lady, but I need to practice my English, so we must speak only that. If I don’t, I will forget. Angus is not so good with his Italian.” She laughed. “I love him anyway. He is so very vigoroso
.” She kissed her fingertips and threw out her hand in what I imagined was a typical gesture for her.

I had no trouble translating that Italian as I followed them up to another tower where there were two vacant bedchambers side by side. Lady Anne threw open the door to one and announced she hoped it would suit Florence. The bedchamber next door would be for the Laird. We had just looked at both of them when two lads appeared at the top of the stairs carrying a large trunk. They were huffing and puffing under the weight.

“Those are my clothes. Careful now.” Florence smiled as they set the trunk at the foot of the bed. “Grazie mille
.” She slipped them each a coin.

I decided I liked her. So many ladies took such service for granted.

“This room will be fine. Oh, look, a view of the sea!” Florence walked over to the arrow slit and peered out. “It is magico
.”

“Yes, the tower rooms are not as large as some, but they have fine views.” Lady Anne directed the boys to the other room when they returned with another smaller trunk. “That must be the laird’s baggage. I will see that fires are lit in both rooms at once.”

“You are very kind.” Florence watched the lady go. “Now we are alone, Madame Gloriana. I can see that she doesn’t know what we are.”

“No, she doesn’t. Jeremiah and I are careful to keep our 
secrets here.” I sat when she gestured to a chair in front of the empty fireplace. It was cool but not uncomfortable in the room. Spring had arrived.

“I understand.” Florence threw her cloak on the bed. “The Campbell men are very, how you say, irresistibile,
 are they not?”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “You are exactly right. How did you meet the laird?”

“We met in Italy. There was a costume party in Venice. Things get a little wild sometimes when the mortals drink too much wine. One mortal followed me outside and took liberties. I was about to push the idiota
 into the canal but I let Angus ‘save’ me, capisci
?” She grinned.

“It sounds very romantic.” Much more romantic than Jeremiah finding me starving in a noisome alley. Of course, Jeremiah had “saved” me too. Florence and I had that in common.

“Oh, it was. I was lucky Angus gets restless at times and must leave that woman he married too many years ago to count.” She looked around to make sure no one could hear us.

“Vampires! They should never marry. I call myself a widow which is true. I married young, before I was made vampire, then my marito
 died. Now? I would never marry again. We live forever. For most of us, marriage is a chain that cannot be broken. Too sad for my Angus. His Magdalena will never give him complete freedom. What would she be without her castle and his name?”

Florence shrugged. “I understand. It means Angus takes his time away from her. I am not his first mistress, nor will I be his last. I’m sure Mag has her own lovers as well. Though from what I’ve heard about her, I cannot imagine who would want that cold fish.” She shivered.

“Nor can I. Mag is hateful and certainly has no love for me. 
She wanted a woman from a neighboring clan for Jeremiah. She decided I was a slut and not good enough for her son.” I didn’t tell her that I wished sometimes for the respectability that marriage would bring me. “Jeremiah seems to share your feelings about the chain of marriage. I imagine seeing the misery of his parents’ connection has done that for him.”

“I am sure of it. Now I will be with Angus until we tire of each other. Once that happens, we can part with no regrets.” She grinned and fingered a sparkling diamond brooch at her neck. “He will give me a lovely gift. I will give him a night to remember.” She sighed. “I must confess that I am in no hurry to say addio
 to him. I found I missed him after we parted the last time. Angus is very generous and a wonderful lover. I am sure you and your Jeremiah will decide on a similar arrangement when the time comes for you to part.”

I couldn’t imagine it. Leave Jeremiah? I might have doubts about forever, but I didn’t want to let him go either. Just the thought of seeing him with another woman made my fangs drop, ready to rip into some harpy. I took a breath and calmed down.

“Florence, you have no idea how I have longed for a woman to talk to like this. Another vampire. What a relief to speak honestly at last.” I reached out.

“Yes!” Florence clasped my hand. “We will be friends. Do things together that only another vampire can do. We can shift and go out some night to fly over the countryside.” She got up and looked out the window again. “Soaring over the sea would be fun, sí
?”

“I don’t shift.” I hated to admit that as I got up and shook out my skirt.

“What? Why not?” She stared at me, trying to read my mind. Looking for a secret.

“I don’t know. I just can’t. It makes Jeremiah wild to think that I cannot do it. He says it’s my best protection.” I walked toward the door and looked out to make sure no one lurked in the hallway.

“He’s right, amica
. You must try. Have you? Tried to do it?” She came toward me, very serious, hands clasped. “I can see this worries you. When there is danger, you sometimes have no choice but to change and fly away. I know, I have done it.” She looked down at her hands. “I have lived a long time. My name is not my own. I took it from a town and an old friend.” She sighed.

I understood about names. When Michael, the man who’d eventually pretended to marry me, had found me that day on the stones, all I’d had was the echo of a first name. I took it but wondered if it was really mine.

“Listen to me.” Florence looked up, tears in her beautiful green eyes. “It is not easy being a woman among men. Many are ruthless. They wished to use me, hurt me.” She angrily brushed a tear away. “I would not let them! Mi senti
?” She grabbed my hands. “I mean it. If I had not had the courage to change? I would be staked and gone long before now. I am very serious with you, Gloriana. May I call you that?”

“Of course. And I will call you Florence. I am listening to you. And thinking hard about what you have said. It’s not that I don’t want
 to shift, it’s that I can’t
. Something inside me freezes when I try.” Now I blinked back my own tears. “Stupid of me but there it is.”

“Pah! Not stupid. We will say no more, amica
. It upsets you and makes you unhappy.” She threw up her hands then gave me a quick hug. “We must stick together. Those Campbell men, they are forte
 and will try to rule us. We cannot let them. We are vampire women. When Angus begins to think he owns 
me? That is when I leave.”

“I understand. I love Jeremiah, I love that he is strong and that he wants to keep me safe. But sometimes it makes me feel…” I stared up at the ceiling. Should I share such a thing with this stranger? For some reason I wanted to. “Well, it makes me feel like he’s controlling me, taking away my freedom. Foolish, isn’t it?”

“Not at all. Love is wonderful but is a kind of, how you say, la trappola
.” Florence paced the floor. “You want to leave but cannot. Even when he is telling you what to do, you still love him. Madness! Foolishness! We must not let them rule us!” She threw up her hands. “Pah, why do we need men at all?”

I smiled, feeling warmed by her friendship. Oh, how I’d needed this. Without Maggie, I’d been so alone. Yes, Anne had become a friend but I knew there were too many secrets between us. With Florence I didn’t have to hold back.

“You are right. Love can be a trap. But when he looks like a Campbell?” I kissed my fingertips and threw out my hand as Florence had done. That got her to laugh and we both flushed. “I know why I need a man, a vigoroso
 man. I’m sure you do too.”

Florence picked up her beautiful fan and put it to work. “We will just have to be careful, amica
. They are strong but so are we. Right?” She grinned and aimed her fan at my warm cheeks

“Right. If I am not careful, Jeremiah would keep me in a golden cage. I am learning to fight, Florence. Mayhap I will have to pull my sword when he tries to tell me what to do. Won’t he be surprised?”

I grinned as I headed downstairs with a promise to send Mercy up to help Florence with her unpacking. I wanted to see how Jeremiah really felt about his father’s visit.

I couldn’t find him. Finally, Colin said Jeremiah and Captain 
Burnett had taken the laird down to the beach to show him how they planned to greet the pirates when they next attacked. We’d had a few weeks without another sighting of them. Valdez appeared by my side before I could decide what I should do next.

“One of the shifters from Dollar just came back from the pirate stronghold. I had asked him to come to me after he reported to Jeremiah.”

Valdez was chafing at his role of bodyguard. We had soldiers at the drawbridge and our dozen men inside the courtyard. I was well protected. Valdez really didn’t have much to do these nights.

I was chafing as well. Jeremiah and I had been sharing blood during lovemaking but I knew I would have to go hunting on my own soon. It wasn’t healthy for us to only take blood from each other. I didn’t like drinking from unsuspecting mortals, but it was what I had to do to survive. I’d seek out a healthy person this very night. Valdez would follow me of course. Then he’d at least have something to do.

“What did he find out?”

“Your arrow caused permanent damage to the pirate female. She will never have use of her right arm again. It’s caused her great pain and, of course, rage. It was her sword arm.”

I sat on one of the benches in front of the fire, my legs suddenly weak. “She must hate me.” I knew she was a murderous villain, but to harm her so grievously… I felt sick.

“Hate is too mild a word, Gloriana.” Valdez sat beside me. “She has sworn to kill you. She does not accept that her right hand will not work for her again. She tries to bring it back to life with punishing demands on it.” Valdez shook his head. “Her men urge her to give it up. The Irish have worked 
themselves into quite a fury and have sworn to act as her right hand. They are ready to attack again as soon as she gives the word and can lead them into battle.”

“You are not making me feel better.” I stared into the fire. “What should we do?”

“Wait. Or you and I can run back to Edinburgh. I like that idea. I’m sure that is what Jeremiah will press you to do. Laird Campbell and his woman would surely be glad to escort you there.”

“I am not going to run. We are well protected here.” I stood. “She may be hurt, but that does not make up for the fact that she killed Lord Ralph nor does it bring back the girls her men stole from the village here.”

“You’re right about that.” Valdez stayed beside me. “But you are no warrior, Gloriana. Playing with a sword does not make you one. Do you understand me?”

“Thank you for the encouragement.” I glared at him.

“I speak the truth. If we are attacked, you must let the trained men handle the fighting. It was pure luck that you got off your shot before. The pirate queen will not wait for you to shoot again. Her archers will have you in their sights if you stand anywhere they can see you.”

“So you say.” I stalked over to the wall where weapons were displayed. There was a suit of armor and I grabbed a chest protector made of gleaming metal. “What if I wear something like this?”

“It will not fit. Or, if you find one in your size, the bulk will make it impossible for you to aim your bow.” Valdez snatched it from my hand. “The fact is, you need to be locked up, like Lady Anne was before. It is the only safe option. Are you listening to me?”

“Who is this man trying to tell you what to do?” Florence 
stood with her hands on her hips. She gave Valdez a cold assessing look.

“My bodyguard. Madame Florence daVinci, Señor Diego Valdez.” I waited for them to exchange a bow and a curtsy. “Madame daVinci is here with Laird Campbell.”

“Yes, I heard. Don’t be surprised, Madame, if you are sent back to Edinburgh in short order.” Valdez was not smiling as he did his own assessment of the lady.

“I will not be ‘sent’ anywhere, sir.” Florence linked her arm with mine. “Shall we stroll the courtyard, Gloriana? I wish to hear the story of how you shot the pirate queen. Your maid Mercy was full of the tale, but I would like to hear it from your own lips, my dear.” She flicked a glance at Valdez. “Are we safe in the courtyard or must you follow us, Valdez?”

“Oh, I will follow you. Gloriana can get into trouble even within the castle.” Valdez waved a hand toward the door to the courtyard as if giving us permission to precede him.

I longed to deny his claim. Unfortunately, I knew he was right. Trouble would never be far away these nights, especially if the pirate queen had vowed to kill me.
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“
Y

ou have many fine fighting men here.” Florence pulled me toward a noisy gathering in a corner of the courtyard.

Colin was in charge of the men there. Most of them had come with Jeremiah from Castle Campbell. He was really enjoying his new leadership role and had organized a small tournament. The men who weren’t on guard duty were taking turns fighting with swords. They were the blunt type Valdez had used to train me and Lady Anne.

We stood and watched for a while. Hard hits tossed men onto the sidelines so others could take their places. There was much jeering, then cheering as a big man who came from Dollar bested most of the fighters in turn.

“Brian, you have one more challenger. If you win, you will be champion of the night.” Colin was clearly excited. “Come on up, Dennis.”

“What do I win if I finish off this blockhead?” The burly man who strode up to take his place in front of Brian spoke English like he came from London. I wondered how he’d landed among the Scots.

“Do you need a prize?” Florence stepped closer. “I have a 
gold coin for the winner.” She pulled one out of the purse at her waist. “I like to see two strong men in combattimento
. But put away those silly swords. Can you fight how you call it, hand to hand?” She grinned when each man threw off his shirt. Brian pounded his chest and stalked around like a rooster, bragging he’d take down this one like he had the others.

“Not likely.” Dennis got in his face and they exchanged insults. Oh, yes, the gold coin had worked to make the fight more interesting.

“Florence, what are you doing?” I whispered to her.

“Are you not happy to see two forte
 men showing off their bodies? I am.” She stepped back when Colin got busy drawing a big circle and making up rules. “You will see. They will have a fine time and so will we, watching them.”

Colin was ready. At his signal, the men threw themselves at each other. I had to admit I didn’t mind seeing their slick muscular shoulders heaving as they strained and shoved against each other. The crowd was clearly in favor of Brian, cheering when he managed to throw off Dennis. But the other man quickly regained his feet. They seemed evenly matched. Soon they were rolling in the dirt, their grunts drowned out by calls from the crowd as bets were laid.

When Dennis landed a punch that made Brian’s nose bleed, Flo and I grabbed each other. It was all I could do not to moan with thirst.

“So robusto
.” Flo leaned closer and pointed to Brian, who stood catching his breath and wiping away the blood before diving at Dennis again. “Just smell, Gloriana. His blood would be deliziosa
, I think. Have you tried it?”

“I haven’t but now I’m wishing I had.” I was very aware of Valdez at my elbow. I had my pick of healthy men here but had thought to select a woman to quench my thirst. Loyalty to 
Jeremiah? Did I think he was careful to drink only from other men? Hah! I couldn’t imagine him putting his fangs in one of these hearty souls. He preferred to drink from women. I realized I gripped my skirt as I thought about some of the maids who I’d caught eyeing my man while they worked. I bit back a snarl and fought to keep my fangs out of sight.

“We have a winner! Well done, Brian MacTavish!” Colin held up Brian’s hand while Dennis lay dazed in the center of the ring.

I’d been so busy imagining problems where none existed, I’d missed the final takedown. Now Florence marched up to Brian and handed him the gold coin before she kissed his damp cheek. He flushed a deep red. Oh, temptation. I knew Florence was fighting her own fangs just then. Luckily the moon had gone behind a cloud and the torches weren’t bright enough to make it obvious that she had lost the battle. She put a handkerchief to her mouth as she laughed and hooked her arm through Brian’s in a victory parade around the circle.

“You and your new friend need to stick to needlework.” Valdez grabbed my elbow as if to pull me away from the fighting arena. “You are making fools of yourselves.”

I jerked my arm loose. “You forget your place. Again. Do I have to complain to Jeremiah?” I walked up to Florence and Brian. “Come, I am in the mood to take a walk outside the castle walls.”

I turned to Brian. “Shall we ask our champion to come with us?” I smiled at him. “What do you say, Brian? Will you and Patrick,” I pointed to another man I recognized from Dollar who would understand about vampires, “come with us for a stroll in the moonlight? We will need extra guards and who better than tonight’s winner?”

“Aye, we’d be honored, Mistress Gloriana. Right, Patrick?” 
Brian picked up his shirt and pulled it over his head. He grabbed the man Patrick and whispered to him.

“Mistress, we will guard you, of course. Please be assured that Patrick and I wouldna mind offering any other service you might need. If I am not being too bold to say so.”

I looked around at the crowd to make sure no one was listening. I didn’t want anyone to get the wrong idea. Thank the gods, coins were changing hands and the men were too busy settling bets to care what we discussed.

“I mean no disrespect, of course, mistress.” Brian stared down at his dusty boots.

This time I was the one who flushed. Brian and Patrick had grown up in the town below Castle Campbell. The mortals there knew about vampires and their needs. They willingly gave their blood in exchange for good jobs with high wages or coin. The casual way the mortals accepted us there was still hard for me to understand though I was grateful for it.

“Thank you, Brian. You understand me very well. Madame daVinci and I appreciate your willingness to serve us.” I ignored Valdez, a looming presence at my back.

“What is this? He knows what you are, what we are?” Florence clearly had read his mind.

“Quiet, Florence.” I hurried her toward the open drawbridge. We were expecting supplies this night and it was open. As soon as we were yards away from the men still noisily discussing the fight, I leaned close to her.

“Yes, he is from the town below Jeremiah’s home castle.” I explained the arrangements between mortals and vampires there. “Surprising, isn’t it?” I kept walking across the drawbridge, our footsteps noisy on the wooden structure. “I hope you have more coins in your purse.”

“Yes, of course.” Florence almost danced down the path 
beside me. “Angus should have told me about this. Our own willing donatori di sangue
.”

I hushed her, though I was sure not even the guards we passed could overhear us—or understand her words. Soon we were on the path that led through the forest and toward the beach. A turn, and the castle was out of sight. I was glad of our two extra guards in the gloom.

“Signore
, Madame Gloriana tells me you might be willing to give blood to your mistress or to me. Is this true?” Florence looked up at Brian, her eyes gleaming, and showed him her fangs. Unlike the rest of her, they were not tiny, but long and lethal.

“Aye. Gladly.” He didn’t shrink when he saw the size of them. “I am healthy and have plenty of blood to spare.” He pounded his chest as he had done before the fight. “I have done it many times for others of your kind. It doesna hurt and I like…” He flushed again. “the feeling it gives me. After.”

“Ah.” Florence took his hand. “I hope you do not mind, Gloriana, if Brian is my special friend tonight?”

“Not at all. I hope Patrick will be able to serve me.” I was surprised and, yes, a little shocked at her eagerness. It seemed to be for more than just the blood. Oh, I was imagining that. She was surely loyal to the laird. But then I didn’t know her, did I?

“Come with me, my champion. If you please me, I will please you.” Florence smiled before she walked with him off the path to a stand of trees.

My mouth fell open as I watched them leave. I didn’t dare wonder how Florence was going to please Brian. I turned to the mortal Brian had picked out of the crowd. He was a fine-looking man and I could smell his blood, fresh and free of disease. My own fangs were down, eager to get on with this.

“Patrick, are you willing as well? If you don’t wish to…” I didn’t like the way my voice quavered. I should be used to taking blood by now. It was for my own survival after all. But the Campbell way was still new to me. I’d done it once when we’d stayed at the castle, Jeremiah by my side to ease the awkwardness. In London I’d had to stalk mortals, put them in a kind of daze, then take their blood. Afterwards, I’d erased their memory of it. That had made me uneasy, as if I had stolen something from them, though I always left coin or food for them in exchange. In Edinburgh, the Campbells’ longtime servants had cut their own veins and served us goblets of fresh blood. Truly, it had been a luxury that only the very wealthy could afford.

“Mistress Gloriana, it will be an honor to serve you.” Patrick smiled. “Your guard, however, is looking at me like he might slit my gizzard with that knife of his. Will you call him off?”

I whirled to face Valdez. Yes, he had pulled out a knife. “What are you doing?”

“I am only trying to help you. You need to cut his wrist, do you not? Unless you are in a mood to rip it open like a savage?” He glanced at Patrick, who had paled when Valdez said that.

“You know very well I would never do such a thing. Hand me the knife.” I had my own, but Valdez seemed determined to act hostile about this. He flipped the knife in the air and handed it to me by the handle.

“Since Patrick is willing, I will stand guard while you go about your business.” Valdez pointed to a spot off the path. “There’s a fallen tree where you may sit. I will make sure no one disturbs you. Patrick, Mistress Gloriana wants your blood and nothing more from you. Do you understand?” He gave the man a hard look. I didn’t doubt he’d heard Florence and drawn 
his own conclusions. Was he making rules for me now?

“Aye. I would never treat Mistress Gloriana with anything but respect.” Patrick pulled off his cap and shuffled his feet. “You have nothing to worry about, mistress.” He glanced at the trees where Brian and Florence had disappeared. “I owe my loyalty to Lord Jeremiah, to all the Campbells. I would never do anything to betray his trust or to cause you worry, mistress.”

“Thank you, Patrick. I never doubted it.” I gripped the knife then stalked over to the quiet place where we would be sheltered from prying eyes. I sat on the fallen tree and gestured for Patrick to sit beside me. He glanced at Valdez who still watched us closely. Once again, my bodyguard was going too far.

By the gods, if I wanted to reward Patrick with a kiss for giving his blood or even something more, wasn’t that my business? Not that I was tempted, there was only one man I wanted to kiss. But now I wondered. Had Jeremiah told Valdez to spy on me? That thought stopped me cold. No, surely not. My lover trusted me. Of course, he did.

“Valdez, turn your back and watch for intruders. That is what you are here for, is it not?” I was angry with him. He worked for me, didn’t he? Yes, Jeremiah paid him, but not to treat me like a helpless child. I was sick of it. I waited until the shifter turned on his heel and presented his back to us.

“Now, Patrick, I promise this will not hurt.” I pulled his wrist to my mouth and licked it to dull the pain. Patrick gasped before I ran the sharp knife across it. Had I hurt him? No, I felt sure his gasp was caused by the intimacy of my mouth against his wrist. He’d closed his eyes and leaned forward.

He tasted of salty sweat but his skin was so very warm. Hot blood welled and I caught the drops with my tongue before 
any could escape. Oh, delicious. Fangs in, I drank until instinct told me it was time to release him. I used to count to be sure not to take too much but now I just knew the limit a mortal could stand.

Patrick’s other arm crept around my shoulders and I leaned against him to hold his wrist firm. Was he steadying me or himself? I licked the wound to seal it then sat up to look into his face. He was pale, his eyes still closed. I would make sure he had a good meal after this, even though it was late. I glanced at his britches. I had aroused him with my drinking. Poor man. I hoped he had a sweetheart here in the castle he could go to later to relieve what was surely an ache.

“Are you all right?” I touched his cheek.

“Oh!” His eyes flew open. “More than all right.” He jumped to his feet. “I see now what Brian meant. About the excitement.” He dropped his hands to cover his bulge. “Hasn’t happened before. When the laird or some other vampire took my blood.” His flush made his face rosy. “Well, beggin’ your pardon, mistress. I’ll be going now.” He swayed as he took a step toward the castle.

“Wait.” I pulled a coin, no, two coins, from my purse. “Thank you for serving me, Patrick. Here.” I pressed the coins into his hand. “Now be sure to stop in the kitchen. Tell Holly to fix you a plate of that chicken she served for last meal, on my orders. It is important that you eat now.”

“Yes, must eat right away. Oh, I feel a little light-headed.” Patrick tucked the coins away and doffed his cap. “That was a treat. I mean, thank you, Mistress Gloriana. I will be glad to serve you again. Any time.” He staggered away, finally almost running toward the castle.

“Fool.” Valdez picked up his knife from where I’d laid it on the log then wiped it clean with a handful of leaves.

“Why? Because giving me blood made him happy?” I shook out my skirt. Had I done it wrong? Spent too long using my tongue to seal the wound? I shook my head. I refused to feel guilty for Patrick’s reaction to a simple bloodletting. Men will be men. I could not get that phrase out of my head.

I looked around. No sign of Florence and Brian yet. Perhaps women would be women as well, not above feeling lusty. That made me smile even while I wondered if we should wait for her on this dark path.

Valdez straightened and steered me toward the castle. “Happy? Is that your word for it? He liked your mouth on him. A beautiful woman pressed against him that close? It’s a high treat for a working man. For any man, come to that.” Valdez kept his eyes on the trees that surrounded us. “It’s too dark out here. We need to get back inside the courtyard.”

“What about Florence and Brian?” I felt uneasy. Valdez was right, the sky was overcast, clouds covering the moon. Trees rustled as if someone hid behind each one. Pirates? Or my imagination?

“Brian can handle anyone who tries to bother that woman. I read her mind. Unlike you, she is not afraid to shape-shift. That will get her out of any trouble that comes her way.” Valdez urged me toward the drawbridge, his hand on my back. “My job would be easier if you would do the same.”

“Will you stop it? I’m not shifting and that’s that. Jeremiah has been at me already about it. I won’t accept it from you too.” I kept moving, though. It was frightening out here and I sensed a menacing presence. Would the pirate leader send a spy to try to kill me in secret? It was a horrifying thought. I would have to be alert to danger at all times. No wonder Valdez wanted me back inside where we had soldiers guarding us.

We were safely inside the courtyard when Valdez stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. “It’s my job to protect you, Gloriana. It would be easier if you could shift, but I do need to remember my place. Complain to Jeremiah and he will replace me. Is that what you want?”

Replace him. Did I? Who would I get instead? Some burly shape-shifter who might be even more impossible to deal with? There were several here from Castle Campbell. Most had hard eyes and rough hands. Fergus had Turnbull cousins who would love to work for Jeremiah. They were crude and rude and arrogant. Valdez was arrogant but at least he was handsome. Though what that had to do with keeping me safe, I had no idea.

“Stay. I cannot imagine anyone who would be any easier to deal with.” I brushed past him to go inside. To my relief, I heard Florence laughing as she walked back across the drawbridge, Brian trailed her with a dazed look on his face. Her cheeks were flushed as I was sure mine were. We’d both enjoyed drinking our fill of mortal blood. It left me feeling strong and vital.

“Where is Lady Anne? I want to see her needlework. I am not so good at it, but she is an artista
 if the pillows in my room are anything to go by.” Florence linked her arm with mine then leaned in to whisper. “Thank you for showing me how the Campbells take their blood. It is fantastico
!”

“Yes, it is.” I led her up the stairs. “Lady Anne is
 clever with her needle. I cannot sew without poking myself and drawing blood.”

“Neither can I but I enjoy drawing and painting.” Florence giggled. “I have other talents as well. Ask your fellow Brian. He will never forget me, I am sure.”

I shook my head. Did I want to know what this woman had 
done to the man? Or for him? Whatever it was, she had made him happy. I was too loyal to Jeremiah to even think of sharing my favors with another man. Was Jeremiah as loyal? I didn’t dare ask him.
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Fergus and Maggie had arrived. With their new baby. Their darling little girl brought tears to my eyes as I held her. I would never have this for myself. Yes, I’d made that decision for love, but it was becoming real to me, the finality of it. Little Anna snuggled against my breast and stole my heart.

“We named her after you, Gloriana. As best we could. You have no idea how Fergus’s family is. They would have named her after one of their ancestors. I couldn’t even pronounce that name!”

Maggie told me this while she wasted no time unpacking and taking over the running of the castle. The maids scurried to do her bidding, recognizing a firm hand. After she and Holly shared a cup of tea and a cake or two, even the feisty cook was happy to accept that Maggie was now taking on the duties that “poor Lady Anne” should no longer have to do.

“You have a Lady Anne here and now my Anna. My precious lamb is no great lady.” Maggie grinned after we retired to her room when the baby got fussy. “Though there’s no saying my Anna couldn’t marry a lord someday, is there?”

“No indeed.” I sat with Maggie in her room in front of the fire. Fergus was out with Jeremiah, meeting the captain and assessing the troops.

“I am so glad you are here.” I watched Maggie feed the hungry baby. “She hasn’t admitted it, but Lady Anne is grateful you will become our housekeeper. The maids were taking 
advantage of her sweet nature.” I laughed when Maggie raised her eyebrows.

“Not that you aren’t sweet, dear friend, but you know how to get work out of a lazy staff member, now don’t you?”

“Indeed, I do. One look and I saw how things were here. Dirt in the corners. Cobwebs hanging from the ceilings. I swear the tapestries haven’t had the dirt beat out of them since they were hung years ago.” She sniffed. “The chits from the village here will soon step lively or they’ll be gone.”

I hadn’t really noticed such things, but then I’d never seen the castle in the light of day either. “Good. Now I will be glad to pay you good wages and you can save the money for your future. Someday you and Fergus might want to live somewhere besides Dollar and in the midst of the Turnbulls.”

“Anywhere but in the midst of the Turnbulls.” Maggie sighed and ran a fingertip over her daughter’s head which was covered with a dark fuzz. “I love Fergus with all my heart, but his mother! I cannot even stitch on a button to her liking. You know that I am skilled with a needle, Gloriana!”

“Of course!” Maggie had taken care of the wardrobe at the Globe Theater for Master Shakespeare when I had been there. Her so-called husband had ignored her until he’d disappeared to follow another theatrical troop. Maggie had never loved him and he’d left her with unpaid rent and penniless. Only her clever needle had saved her.

My own clumsy sewing had convinced Shakespeare to let me sleep behind the stage after Michael was killed, but he’d finally demanded I leave. That had brought about my chance encounter with Jeremiah. I’d never forgotten Maggie’s kindness when I’d been at my most desperate. I had gone back to visit her, to let her know I was safe, then had introduced her to Fergus. It made me so happy that Maggie had found love with 
a good man who adored her.

“Lady Anne may want to leave now that you have replaced her. If she does go back to her home, she is afraid her family may force her into a marriage she doesn’t want.” I stood and stared into the fire. “There is a chance Captain Burnett has grown fond of the lady. If we can push them together, mayhap he will offer for her.”

“You are playing matchmaker! Just as you did with me and my Fergus.” Maggie laughed and pulled Anna up to her shoulder to pat her back. “Have at it, dear Glory. Any ideas on how to bring him up to scratch?”

“He has been visiting her almost nightly. He makes excuses to come to the castle and takes his meals in the great hall. Lady Anne used to eat in her solar but I insisted she keep the captain company in the hall since Jeremiah and I cannot. They have been getting to know each other.” I gently lifted the baby when I saw she was asleep on Maggie’s shoulder. “Let me put her in her cradle.”

Maggie got up to gaze at the baby. “What do the captain and the lady think of the fact that you and Jeremiah never join them for dinner?”

“That we are strange, of course.” I sighed. “You know how difficult it is to keep our secret when we live with mortals. And how impossible it is for any mortal to understand.”

“Yes, vampires and shape-shifters. It is a strange new world that I may never get used to.” She gazed at her daughter. “Anna may become one of them. Fergus tells me when she starts becoming a woman, the change can start for her. If it comes at all.” She sighed. “I don’t know what to wish for her. The Turnbulls are desperate for her to become a shifter.”

“Of course. What do you want?” I put my arm around my friend.

“For her to be happy. I may see these shifters as, well, as freaks of nature.” She flushed. “But it is a wonderful thing for my Fergus. He is proud of what he can do. She will want to please her father and will be terribly disappointed if she is indeed a ‘mere mortal’.” Maggie frowned. “That’s what the Turnbulls call me. Oh, Gloriana, you should see the way her eyes follow her father when he is near her. She already adores him.”

I had no idea who my father was. No memory… I let Maggie go and crossed the room. “I think most little girls must love their fathers. Lady Anne talks of hers so fondly. He let her marry for love.”

“She was lucky. Mine drank then used his fists on anyone he could reach.” Maggie shuddered. “I picked a much better man to marry.” She looked up at me. “I admit the first time Fergus changed in front of me, I, well, I screamed.” Maggie’s face turned red. “It scared me silly.”

“Oh, Maggie, I pulled you into this world. Do you regret it?” I moved closer.

“How could I when I found real love for the first time in my life? I now have the family I always wanted. I will take strange and be glad of it.” She walked around the cradle to hug me. “You will have my love and loyalty as long as I live, Gloriana St. Clair. I am just sorry you will never have one of these precious babes of your own.”

“Yes, well, I made the choice.” I turned away. I couldn’t be bitter. There was no point. “Mercy says you have asked her to look after little Anna while you work. I think that is a fine idea, with her expecting her own babe.”

“You don’t mind? She is your maid, after all.” Maggie began to tidy the room, folding blankets and changing cloths. “I thought it might be good practice for her. Once her babe 
comes, the two little ones can be kept together while I work.”

“It is a good plan. There is little for Mercy to do here. It is not as if we have fancy balls where I need my hair done up. Still, Florence, Laird Campbell’s mistress, makes me want to look my best. She certainly takes her time each night to dazzle us. The men can’t look away.”

Maggie laughed. “I like her. You needed a vampire female friend. There’s no reason to let yourself do such things as fighting then forget that Lord Jeremiah likes you to look pretty.” She walked me to the door. “I took a look at your wardrobe. Mercy hasn’t been taking care of it like she should. The girl has too much on her mind these days, I think, to be a proper servant.”

“She’s doing enough. And no one is better with my wardrobe than you, Maggie. You know that.” I hugged her again. “Oh, how I’ve missed you. Yes, it’s fun having Florence here, but she is not an old friend, now is she?”

I opened the door. “I would love for us to have a wedding here. I need to seek out Lady Anne to see what she thinks of the good captain.”

But when I found the lady, she was packing.
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“
W

hat’s this? Where are you going?” I stood in the doorway of Lady Anne’s bedchamber. There were several open trunks and clothes were tossed on the bed.

“I am leaving. You have no use for me here. I could see that your Maggie has things well in hand.” Her eyes were red from weeping. “I must thank you for your patience in letting me stay.”

“Lady Anne, I have told you. This is your home for as long as you wish it to be. I enjoy your company.” I moved closer. “Whatever brought on this need to leave so suddenly?”

She just shook her head and dabbed at her eyes with a sodden handkerchief.

“Please. Come sit in front of the fire in your solar.” I took her elbow and led her into the room that was cozy and filled with her fine needlework.

“It should be your
 solar. You can entertain here. Your new friend Florence can sit with you and share tea in front of the fire of an evening.” Lady Anne collapsed on the settle then jerked one of her pretty pillows from behind her back and tossed it on the floor. “Do you want any of these? Or have you brought your own? I can throw them in the fire if they will be in 
your way.” She pulled another from the long bench and made as if to aim it at the hearth.

“Stop! Don’t you dare destroy months of your work.” I grabbed the pillow then sat next to her, the pretty thing in my lap. “Look at this. You do such fine needlework and I am no hand at it. Of course, I don’t have my own beautiful pillows. Why, just see how clearly you made this view of a lake. Where is this? I have never seen a place like this near here.”

Anne stared at it. “No, it is the valley near my home. I used to ride there with my father. We would sit by that lake and eat cakes. He did have a love of sweets.” She sighed. “It will not be the same now. My mother’s husband sold that land to someone else. He is a fool for gaming. I just received a letter from Mama. She writes that she wants me home to meet someone. I know what that is about. The baron must owe a great debt and thinks to use me to settle it.” She took the pillow and squeezed it. “At least I’m good for something.”

I ignored what I knew to be self-pity.

“Must you go?” I was close enough to run my fingers over the fine stitches. It must have taken hours, days, weeks to finish the intricate needlepoint scene.

“It does not feel right to just live on your charity, Gloriana. Yours and Lord Campbell’s.” Lady Anne looked away. “What choice do I have but to find a place where I can be useful? Or to marry again.” Her chest heaved with a deep sigh.

“Didn’t Lord Ralph provide a widow’s portion for you?” I had asked Jeremiah about such things. Surely wives had some protections from poverty when a husband died. Not that my sham marriage to Michael had shown me that. Michael had been but a poor actor. When he died, I’d been lucky to be left with the few things in our rented room. Those I’d sold until there was nothing left and the landlord had sent me packing.

The other mistresses I had met in Edinburgh and London had advised me to look to my own future. That meant accepting jewels from my lover and saving them to sell once we parted. I refused to scheme for more gifts like some of those women did. They, like Florence, considered such an attitude merely practical.

I’d noticed Anne wearing some lovely pieces since I’d been here. “You have jewels you could sell, Lady Anne. That should give you a small independence.”

“I would hate to part with them, but they would provide a small dowry, I suppose. If Mama’s baron does not hear of them and sell them first.” Lady Anne walked to the window. “I had a generous dowry when I married Ralph. He was not a wealthy man. He used it to improve the castle. To please me, he said.” She stared out at the view of the sea.

“Then there were the horses, the sheep, the ship that he planned to use to vanquish the pirates.” She looked at me, her face bleak. “Those are all gone, taken by the pirates or destroyed. The ship sank in the harbor. They call it Bloody Bay, you know.”

“I didn’t know!” I jumped to my feet. Bloody Bay?

Jeremiah had told me he intended to attack the pirates. Plans had been made and he was going soon, perhaps on tomorrow’s tide. His father wanted to go with him and they had been excitedly talking of making the pirates rue the day they had harried the Scottish coast. Fergus had been told he would stay here and take charge of the men guarding the castle. He had accepted the duty, though he’d itched to go with them.

Men. They treated the coming battle like a grand adventure. I felt a pain in the pit of my stomach, fear gnawing at me. Bloody Bay. Gods! Anne was still talking.

“That is why there is a Guardian, of course. There is a long history of battles with the Irish along this coastline. The two shores are so very close here, mere hours away by ship with a fair wind.” Lady Anne sat again. “I must resign myself to my future. I am going home and can only hope that the man chosen for me is kind.”

I wanted to shake her.

“Stop this. You are no longer a young girl subject to your family’s control. Not even the king would think to make you obey them.” I knew that from questioning Jeremiah. Obviously, the king had forgotten Anne existed when he sent us here. I doubted the baron her mother had married had the king’s ear either. Jeremiah knew him as a wastrel and a gambler. She could safely defy him, couldn’t she?

“You are kind to worry about me, Gloriana. But I cannot just sit in this room stitching forever. Honestly? I am sick of it.” Anne’s face flushed even as she did sit in her chair and pick up her needlework from the basket beside her. “A bad marriage might be better than none.”

I remembered some of the cruel men I’d met in London, men with hard eyes who thought pain was the only way to get their pleasure. “That is not so. Think, Anne! You should have a choice, not just give in to another’s demands.” I took her hand and squeezed it. “Is there not someone here who would be to your liking? Someone who has been attentive of late?”

“What are you suggesting, Gloriana?” She pulled her hand away and picked up her needle. She ran her finger along its length. “You really think I should just refuse to go home?”

“Why not? As I said, you can certainly stay here as long as you wish. If there is not someone already in the castle who would suit you, we can invite guests from Edinburgh to visit.” I really didn’t want to do that. Entertaining the laird and 
Florence had been easy, they knew what we were. To bring in mortals when we were fighting a war? I couldn’t imagine it.

“Who would want me? I bring nothing of worth with me. And,” She stabbed the cloth in her lap with that sharp needle. “I am barren.”

“Wait. Nothing of worth? You are a woman of good family and very pretty when you are not dressed in drab clothing.”

Anne just shook her head. She stabbed the cloth again.

“And barren? How do you know that?” I was staying well away from Anne and that needle. It made me wonder if there were any way to shoot such sharp objects at an enemy. I took a breath and savored the fresh air coming in from the arrow slit. I actually liked it here close to the sea. My
 solar? Hmm. Anne stared pensively at her lap, automatically making tiny stitches.

“What I know, Gloriana, is that in almost ten years of marriage, I never gave Ralph a child. I never even increased. Not once!” She looked up, her eyes damp. “Men want heirs. The best I could hope for is an elderly widower with children.”

“How old are you, Lady Anne?”

“Eight and twenty. Why?” She stopped stitching.

“You have many good breeding years left to give a man an heir.” I thought about what Maggie had told me about child bearing. “Are you sure you never even had a chance at one, perhaps lost a babe?” I shivered. Anne knew what I meant. Women lost babes all the time. It was heartbreaking but a fact that God sometimes took matters into his own hands and no one knew why.

“No. It was disappointing, but I always have my courses as I should, regular as the moon goes full. I have certainly wept myself dry over that fact many times.” She looked down at her lap. “I prayed until my knees were raw. Then I tried herbs from 
an old woman in the village. Did some foolish things she told me to try to make it happen…” Tears gleamed in her fine blue eyes. “Ralph and I certainly enjoyed lusty bed sport quite often, but I never conceived.” Anne brushed away a tear that had run down her cheek. “No man with any property or standing will chance an alliance with me.”

“You are wrong.” I leaned forward. “It was clearly Ralph’s fault. Unless he left bastards scattered about the castle or in the villages?”

“No, there was never any talk of such.” Anne flushed. “I knew he was not always faithful. I ignored it. Men will be men. My mother gave me that advice and I heeded it.”

I growled. Oops. Hide those fangs.
 “Sorry, but men do not have to act like wild dogs. If you marry again, you should expect fidelity. I do from Jeremiah and we are not even wed.” I pulled out a handkerchief and made as if to touch my nose but it was really to hide my mouth and those fangs. Why did women think they should allow men to betray them then accept them back into their beds? I was not going to do it. Jeremiah knew it too. Or he should.

“Do you really think it could have been Ralph’s fault?” Anne threw aside her sewing.

“Jeremiah has told me that some men get injured in battle and then cannot sire children. You say your husband had been a soldier. If he had ever suffered a wound to his private parts, they might have been damaged beyond repair. From the way you describe his habits, bedding you and others regularly with no issue. Well…” I smiled. “Poor Ralph. I believe you were not the problem, he was.”

Ann flushed. “He did have a scar, near his privates. Though they worked well enough.” Her face lit with a smile. “You have no idea what a comfort that would be. Ralph the problem. 
Blaming myself all these years has been very much a constant source of pain and worry to me.” She got up and strode to the door to look into her bedchamber. “I didn’t mind going to a stranger my mother’s husband picked out, knowing he might never get an heir. Now? This changes things.” She turned to me, her hands on her hips. “I want to choose my own husband, Gloriana. Or not marry at all.”

“Excellent.” I wanted to cheer.

“If you truly don’t mind my staying here, I also want to see the pirate woman defeated, once and for all. Meanwhile, perhaps I can look about and find someone who will love me. Ralph did, in his own way.” She pulled off her ugly cap and touched her hair. “It is nearly time for the evening meal, don’t you think? I should go down and see about it.”

“It surely is.” I had no idea of the schedule, but always let the mortals do what they would do. “I will seek out Florence now to make sure she is comfortable.” I walked toward the door. “I am glad you are staying, Lady Anne. Shall I send Mercy to put away your things?”

“That would be very kind of you. Thank you, Gloriana. I feel so much better now. You are always kind to me. I don’t deserve it.” She hugged me tight then left the room.

I stared after her. Impossible that this highborn lady thought my kindness was undeserved. Didn’t she remember that I was only a mistress? Yes, I dressed like a lady and tried my best to speak like one. Jeremiah always treated me with respect as well. I still considered it a miracle after the way we’d met.

I sighed. I couldn’t forget that I’d been starving in an alley, homeless, only months ago. It was like I was waiting for all of the wonderful things that had come to me since I’d met Jeremiah to vanish in an instant. I would wake up again. No 
memory, no one to care for me.

I looked around. This worrying had to stop. I was safe. I had a man who loved me and friends. Instead of imagining the worst that could happen, I needed to celebrate what I had. Too bad that, although I’d done what I could to solve Anne’s problem, another, much bigger one, stayed on my plate. Were Jeremiah and the laird truly taking ship tomorrow night to roust out the pirates?

That awful dread sat in my stomach as I walked up the stairs to Florence’s room. Without Jeremiah I could very well end up back where I’d started, alone and in trouble. Worse this time because I was a vampire now. There was no changing that fact.

I took a breath and gathered my crazy thoughts. Florence would be able to read them, I didn’t doubt that. A knock and I was allowed entry with a cheerful “Entra
!”

Florence had a colorful array of clothing spread on her bed. She smiled as I came in then she waved at the pretty dresses.

“I must decide. What do I wear tomorrow when we send our men into battle?”

“You knew?” I threw up my hands. How could she be so happy about it? Focusing on her wardrobe at a time like this seemed, well, uncaring. “Aren’t you worried they will be hurt or killed?”

“Angus told me all about it.” Florence walked over and put her arm around me. She led me to a chair in front of the fire. “Sit. You think I don’t love Angus? That I hope he will die on the ship? Fall into the sea or something? You are wrong. I play with my dresses to take my mind off of something I cannot change. It is what I do.” She shook her head at the look on my face.

I knew I was showing my feelings to her. So what? If we 
were to be friends, I wanted to share things with Florence. I hated being helpless. If anything happened to Jeremiah…

“You are determined to want to do
 something to help your lover. Stop it! He would never take help from you. Don’t you know that? Foolish woman. Oh, if only I could share a nice bottle of vino
 with you, amica
! That would settle you down.”

“Jeremiah is a warrior. On land. What does he know about ships? He says he has fought on them before and been captured!” I didn’t want to sit, but Florence was right, making myself crazy didn’t help anything. She sat across from me.

“He is still here, Gloriana. He says he was captured once, sí
, but Jeremiah is still here. He survived. Am I right?” She slapped my knee. “What are you so worried about? We are vampires, we live forever.”

“If no one stakes us!” I couldn’t sit still or calmly pick out a dress to wear for when we sent the men off to do battle. I don’t know why, but it seemed I was a fighter myself. I liked to be involved in whatever was happening.

What was Florence thinking? Was she nothing but a pretty ornament to sit around and decorate a room or open her arms and legs when her man was randy? I saw her staring. Let her read my thoughts. It might end our friendship but I was seething.

“I have lived a long time, Gloriana. I told you that. I have learned a thing or two.” She waved her hand. “Many things, caspisci
?” She shook her head and raised a finger. “One. You cannot tell a man what to do.”

“True.” I sat back. I was willing to listen. This was the voice of experience, after all.

“Due
, or two as you say. You can make him do what you wish if you are clever.” She got up to select a scarlet dress and held it in front of her. It would set off her dark hair and pale skin to perfection. “Have you learned that lesson yet, amica

?”

I thought of the many things I had managed to convince Jeremiah to do, including turning me vampire. “Of course. Shouting and crying does nothing that a seduction won’t do better.” I laughed. “What are you planning? Does that bodice dip as low as I think it does? The soldiers will not be able to look away. The sailors on the ships will likely run aground, steering toward you instead of Ireland.” I could practically see it in my mind.

“It barely holds my breasts. Scandalous!” Florence danced around the room with it in front of her before tossing it onto a chair and digging into her cask full of jewels. “Look at this chain with a pearl as big as my toe! Angus bought it for me before we left Edinburgh.” She held it out to me. “Is it not pretty?”

“Pretty, no, gorgeous! Angus is very generous.” I examined the luminous oval pearl that shimmered in the firelight. “It must be worth a fortune.”

“I
 am worth a fortune, Gloriana. So are you. Do not forget it.” Flo tossed the gold chain over her head. It settled to nestle perfectly between her generous breasts. “Or let Jeremiah forget it. We will give our men something to remember as they sail off to do battle. The pirates have no idea they are dealing with vampires. They will not have stakes in their hands. Our men can always shift and fly away if things get too bad there. You know that.”

“Yes, I do.” I stood. Time to quit worrying and start doing. Jeremiah would be fine. It would upset him to read my mind and see that I didn’t trust him to take care of himself. “You are good for me, Florence. I am done with my foolish upset.” I brushed my hands together.

“Now how would you like to help me play matchmaker?” I 
walked to the door.

“It is a good way to take our mind off of our foolish men. I will do it. Are there reluctant lovers we must push together?” Her eyes were alight with mischief.

“I think Lady Anne and Captain Burnett will make a perfect couple, starting tonight.”

She looked down at her dress. While I didn’t worry about my wardrobe most nights, Florence always dressed as if she were going to a ball.

“I can make any woman jealous if I show her man my attention.” She pulled down the bodice of her dark green silk dress until it barely clung to her nipples. “What fun!”

I just shook my head.

Would we have to search for Captain Burnett? Or was he at the evening meal? With no idea what or who was headed his way. I walked down the steps to the great hall, Florence tripping daintily behind me. The smell of baking bread wafted up to me. Oh, but I wished… No point in thinking about that.

I smiled at the men waiting to be served. Ah hah! There was the captain, sipping ale and watching the stairs, for Lady Anne, no doubt. I was surprised she wasn’t here yet but saw no sign of her.

“Gentlemen.” I offered a curtsy to the captain. “I think you have met my new friend Madam daVinci, Captain Burnett.” I pulled Flo closer. Her curtsy made her bodice perilous. I expected her breasts to fall free at any moment. The pearl drew everyone’s eye, swaying between the mounds. Flo was too clever.

The captain’s eyes widened as he jumped to his feet to offer a bow. “Yes, of course, Madame. A pleasure to see them, um, you again.” His face flushed. “Please, won’t you join us for the evening meal?” He gestured at the table where two maids were 
laying out platters of steaming meats.

Colin appeared at my elbow. “Mistress Gloriana, I know you prefer to take your meals somewhere private.” He bowed and nodded toward the laden table. “But just look at what we shot today on our hunt. Fresh pheasant. Doesn’t it smell tasty?” He laughed and walked over to slap one of the men on the back. “Willum here wasn’t much of a fighter against Brian—got took down quick—but he can shoot with a bow and arrow almost as good as you can, mistress. Isn’t that something great?”

I laughed as Willum hurriedly got up from the table and made his bow.

“Well done, sir. I am sure I will enjoy some pheasant later, with Lord Campbell.” I turned to Colin. “We will have to put Willum on the battlements if we are attacked again. Or is he one of the men going on the ships?”

Colin looked around and came closer. “We are staying here, mistress, to guard you. It is important that we keep the coming attack a secret, says Lord Jeremiah. But how that can be when the king’s men have been seen loading the ships with every kind of weapon, I don’t know.”

He pulled me away from where the captain was talking with Florence.

“Colin, I’m afraid any spy the pirates may have has already sent word that our ships are coming.” I didn’t like thinking about that. But what could we do? Preparing three ships for battle would be impossible to hide.

Colin threw back his shoulders.

“You have naught to worry about. Master Fergus is here now and will see that the lads and I will be ready to take on whoever might come at us. That’ll be much easier with the drawbridge now working. It may be old but it is sturdy enough 
to keep out any but one of them flying night creatures.” He crossed himself. “Haven’t seen any of them hereabouts. Mayhap it’s just a story, passed around among the foolish.”

“Flying night creatures?” I grabbed his arm. “What are you talking about? You know we have shape-shifters with us from Dollar. Master Fergus himself is one. They can fly if need be. Are the local people saying they saw such creatures before we arrived?” The thought that the Irish might have shifters among them terrified me. It wasn’t a leap then to imagine they could have vampires as well. Jeremiah!

“Aye.” Colin nodded, his head bobbing so fast, I wanted to hit him on top of it to make him stop. He was clearly nervous. “These people haven’t just fought pirates. They lost cattle and people to strange creatures who breeched the walls and then took what they wanted. Some called them ghosts, spirits. Others laughed it off, promising it was just some enterprising lads who had learned about a secret passage into the courtyard.”

“You should look for such a passage. Castles usually do have some secret way to escape in case they are surrounded.” At least that was what I had been told. In Castle Campbell, they had tunnels that ran under the village. The laird talked about making rooms under the earth someday where the vampires could spend their death sleep. He had big plans to ensure their future safety.

“I’ll do that. Later.” Colin looked longingly at the table. “Right now, I’m waiting to break my fast. We cannot eat until Lady Anne joins us. She came through here a while ago, but Captain Burnett hadn’t arrived yet. She decided to visit Maggie and the baby first. She should be here any time now. I cannot imagine it would take that long to look at a babe.”

“I will fetch her.” I glanced back. Flo was laughing at 
something the captain said and leaning toward him in case he hadn’t seen enough of her breasts. He was clearly enjoying the view. Lady Anne needed to quit mooning over another woman’s babe and get back here to start working on making her own.

I tried to remember what Anne had been wearing. Nothing worth noting. Too bad. As usual, no one could outshine Florence. I was frowning as I stalked past the kitchen to Maggie’s room. The door was open when I got there and I could hear Anne talking to the baby.

“You are the most beautiful little girl I have ever seen. We share a name, you know. I will make you a present, a pillow with your name on it. And a christening gown!” She looked at Maggie. “We can send for the priest, if you don’t mind. You do want her christened, don’t you? Or have you already done it?”

“Fergus’s ma wouldn’t let us leave Dollar without having her properly taken to church and put in front of the priest. A pillow would be lovely and any kind of gown, of course. You are too generous.” Maggie smiled at Lady Anne. “Don’t you look a treat holding the baby. Gloriana says you have been widowed more than two years. Time for you to look about you for a man to marry and start your own family, my lady.”

“I will.” Anne noticed me standing in the door. “Gloriana, isn’t the baby precious?”

“Yes, she is. I agree with Maggie. Time for you to get to work. The captain is in the great hall staring at Florence like he might gobble her up instead of the evening meal.” I took the baby from Anne and handed her to Maggie. “Fix your hair and take off that horrid apron.” I jerked down her bodice. At least she hadn’t put on one of her blacks, but the dull brown did nothing to flatter her.

“Oh, I am not used to wearing my dress so low.” Anne 
fluttered her fingers over the swells of her breasts. “He is staring at Madame daVinci, you say?”

“Yes, he is. But your bosom is as fine as Flo’s, I promise you. He seems to appreciate that in a woman.” I grinned at her flush but she looked down and put her hands by her sides, her shoulders back.

“Ralph always did say I had a fine figure.” She smiled.

“And so you do. Here now.” Maggie laid baby Anne in her cradle and picked up a fine piece of lace from her sewing basket. “I found this in Glory’s room. Torn from the hem of one of her new dresses.” She shook her head. “You are too careless with your clothes, my friend. But this is lucky for Lady Anne.” She pulled out a needle and threaded it. “I can attach this to the edge of your bodice and the color will bring out the roses in your cheeks, see if it don’t.”

“Trust Maggie, Lady Anne. She is magic with a needle, just like you are.” I walked over to tickle the baby’s tummy while the two women dealt with placing the lace and stitching it on. By the time they were done, Anne did look prettier, more alive. I ignored the stirring of my blood lust. Mortals, two of them, so close. No wonder I had a hunger. Well, I would be with Jeremiah later and had plans to make him very happy. He would surely return the favor.

“The men are going tomorrow by ship to attack the pirates.” I linked arms with Lady Anne. “Captain Burnett will be in danger. He could be killed!” I felt her stiffen. She did care for him.

“What can I do?” She stopped. “He must go, it is his duty. My years with Lord Ralph taught me that duty comes first.”

“Yes, a warrior must face his fears and often enjoys a good fight. But there will be real danger, Lady Anne. You might show him you care for his safety and offer to give him a fine 
fare-the-well.” I smiled and squeezed her elbow.

“Gloriana!” Her mouth dropped open.

“Come now. You are no shy maiden, Anne. He is handsome and has been seeking you out these past weeks, has he not?”

“Yes. We have had many delightful conversations. His father knew my father…” Anne’s eyes went soft. “He even grew up near my home. Someday he plans to go back there.”

“Perfect! Does his touch please you?” I watched color come into her cheeks then wash down toward the edge of her bodice. Anne did have a fine figure, full breasts and a slim waist. I’m sure the captain had noticed that.

“I have not minded when he takes my hand. He has even kissed my hand when he wished me good evening. He’s been everything that is courteous but he does seek me out. I thought he might be courting me but was afraid I was imagining it.” She closed her eyes. “A fine fare-the-well? Do you mean..?”

“You know exactly what I mean. You said you and Lord Ralph enjoyed lusty bed sport. Some women shrink from it but I don’t think you do. Am I wrong?” I was not going to say it. Flo would have, in her vibrant Italian and with hand gestures.

I took a breath. Warm blooded mortal. Stop it, Gloriana!


“No, I did like it. I, I miss it.” Anne gripped my hand. “What should I do?”

“It will be easy.” I did know men. “After the evening meal, invite him to your solar, ply him with brandy and let him know you wish to share your bed with him.”

“I couldn’t!” Anne gasped. “I have been with no one but Ralph. He was always the one who took the lead. What would I say? What would Malcolm think?” She shook her head. “He expects me to be a lady, not a brazen hussy, giving away my favors!”

I rolled my eyes. Spare me a lofty lady’s conventions. At 
least she had used his given name so the two must have made progress, become familiar. “Yes, he knows you for the lady you are. That you are lonely and have been faithful to the memory of your husband. You could tell him as much. Look into his eyes and lean toward him, inviting his kiss. Once that happens, you could take his hand and lead him to your bedchamber. Without words. The next move would be up to him. If he is the man I think he is, it will be a night for both of you to remember.”

“Oh, to be held in a man’s arms again.” Lady Anne sighed. “I will try. I can’t promise anything, but…” She started walking toward the great hall. “I will try.”

“That’s all you can do. Good luck.” By the time we got to where the men were gathered, I could tell Lady Anne was excited by the challenge. She walked up to where the captain still talked to Florence and almost pushed my new friend aside.

“Captain Burnett, I’m sure you are almost starving. I am so sorry to have kept everyone waiting. The housekeeper’s baby is so very dear.” She glanced at Flo. “My dear Madame daVinci, will you be joining us?” Her smile never wavered. She already knew Flo never ate at the table. If she wondered where and when the Campbell men and their women ate, she kept her questions to herself.

Captain Burnett looked a little surprised as Flo hastily handed him off to Lady Anne.

“So kind of you to ask, but I must go now. Gloriana has promised me a walk down to where the ships are loading. We must see if our men are too busy to play a little, right, amica
?” Flo walked over to me. “Captain, it was a pleasure talking to you, eh?” She fluttered her fingers at him then hurried me out the door. Once outside she started giggling.

“What is it?” I kept walking, taking the small door next to the drawbridge that led outside. Valdez caught up with us before we had taken more than two steps.

“I, how you say, warmed him up for her. Did you see how he stared at il mio seno
?”

“If you are talking about your bosom, of course I did. Every man in the hall stared. Your pearl dangling there was the finishing touch. They couldn’t look away.” I giggled with her, both of us laughing until we had tears in our eyes and had to hold onto each other. “Well done, my friend.” I gasped.

“Do you think she will go through with it? Invite him into her bed?” Flo shivered and glanced back at a frowning Valdez. He’d been watching us, not a bit amused by our silliness. “Oh, I miss Italia. The warm nights, the warm men. I should have brought my cloak. Valdez, could you run get it for me?”

“No, I could not.” Valdez stayed where he was. “You know you don’t feel the cold, Madame daVinci. You just like your velvet cloak and think it might be wise to cover yourself before Laird Campbell sees you showing your assets to every man in the great hall.” He ignored Florence’s gestures and spate of Italian. “Gloriana, are you comfortable? Do you need a cloak? I can send a lad for it.”

“I am fine. It is a beautiful spring night, despite your frowning face.” I opened my arms to the sky. “Yes, I think Lady Anne is going to seduce the captain. If she’s lucky, he will fall in love and demand marriage. Even better, he will plant a little bun in her oven.” I laughed again and started walking.

“Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” Florence frowned at Valdez. “You are a horrible bodyguard. You listen to our every word and disapprove like una vecchia nonna
. Do you ever have fun? Quit glowering at us. Glory should replace you.”

“I offered to leave. She decided to keep me. Right, Glory?” 
Valdez bowed at her then kept pace with us.

They both had started calling me Glory. I decided I liked it, but I was still not happy with Valdez. I couldn’t deny he seemed good at what he did. This night he was watching the trail we walked on and keeping his hand on his sword. I had my knives and Florence seemed ready to shift at the first sign of trouble.

He could frown all he wanted. Flo made me laugh when she’d called him an old grandmother. Fine. Maybe that was what I needed to keep me safe. I just hoped as we neared the beach that no trouble waited for us there.
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loody Bay. I couldn’t get that name out of my mind as we arrived at the site where men were loading cargo into small boats. They were rowing out to the three ships sitting at anchor in the moonlight. Clouds scudded across the sky and the wind picked up as we approached the water.

Jeremiah and Laird Campbell were directing men who struggled to shove a large gun on wheels through the sand. It must have been horribly heavy. It took a dozen men to get the gun up and inside. The only way they managed was that they took it apart—wheels went in first, then the long barrel. Once in, the boat was so low in the water, I wondered it didn’t sink. Our men were so focused on the problem of lifting the thing into the craft, that they hadn’t noticed our arrival.

“Is that what I think it is?” I stayed back from the wavelets as the men pushed the boat further out then clambered aboard to begin rowing.

“Our new cannon. It will surely blast the pirate ships to bits. Our spies say they have a castle on a promontory looking over the harbor. If we get close enough to it, we can even do serious damage there.” Jeremiah had finally joined me. “I ordered it before we left Edinburgh but it only arrived today 
while we slept.”

“It’s as big as those on the ramparts at Edinburgh Castle!” I knew he had smaller ones on the ships already. He’d talked about them endlessly. Jeremiah did love his weapons.

“I am taking no chances. Those damned pirates have done enough damage here. We must wipe them out once and for all.” He frowned at the boat making slow progress, wallowing in what looked like rough seas to me. “I must go out and see to the loading. I didn’t expect you, Gloriana. You usually stay away from here.”

“I didn’t want to distract you.” I gave him a quick kiss. “I know you are leaving tomorrow night and just wanted to see how you are preparing. The ships are riding very low in the water, Jeremiah. Are the soldiers already on board?”

“Aye. They are sorting out their battle placement so that we have everything ready. We will do our best to end this war tomorrow night.” Jeremiah squeezed my waist. “Captain Burnett has drilled them over and over again. He looked a bit ragged since he’s been working so hard—day and night. I told him to take tonight away from here and rest. He will need to be sharp tomorrow night.” He kept watching that boat then noticed how quiet I was at his side.

“Here now. You look worried. No need, my love.”

“I have news that may make a difference for you.” I would feel better if Jeremiah didn’t look excited to go into battle. Men! Why did the idea of fighting make his blood pound? Not that his blood didn’t pull me closer. I wanted him even more when he was like this—vibrant, eager to pick up his sword. Later I’d show him how he aroused me. Right now, I could only pull him away from where Florence and the laird were talking, Flo with her usual hand gestures.

“Colin told me the villagers around the castle have seen 
what they are calling flying night creatures.”

“Really. When? Recently?” Jeremiah looked up at the sky, as if searching for one.

“No, before we came here. I think they might be shape-shifters or even vampires. Things were stolen. The local people definitely thought the night creatures were responsible.” I was wasting my breath. Jeremiah was so worried about his cannon, he barely heard me.

He kept watching that cannon’s progress. It had arrived at the ship and ropes were being tossed down to the men in the smaller boat. Those waves were making things very difficult. A man almost went overboard.

Jeremiah finally focused on me again. “I would think that if the pirates had shifters or vampires in their ranks, they would have used them before. Like when you wounded their leader. Yet no one came after you then. Another vampire would have sensed you. You might have sensed them
. I certainly didn’t smell any when we were fighting on the beach.”

“You’re right about that.” I kept watching the sky. The clouds had blotted out the moon and it was dark, the water luminous when it hit the shore. Jeremiah was always so logical. He had easily dismissed the notion of pirate vampires. Yet I shivered, feeling eyes on us. And they weren’t friendly ones.

“If there are shifters or vampires here, perhaps they have their own plans. They might not owe allegiance to the Irish.” I frowned. “We know who else is on this island.”

“MacDonald.” Now he was taking me seriously. “A vampire clan who also employs shape-shifters.” Jeremiah paced the sand. “By God, I wouldn’t put it past the man to send some here to make mischief. Just when I am busy trying to guard the coast!”

“We don’t know that for certain. Remember, the rumors started before

 our arrival.” I knew how much Jeremiah hated Robert MacDonald. The enmity was so bad between the Campbell clan and the MacDonald’s that the king had ordered them to share this island as a punishment. I never should have brought this up on the eve of Jeremiah’s departure.

“King James was mad to think our clans could share this island and just decide to end our feud. As if we are children fighting over toys.” Jeremiah hit the air with his fist.

“Stop. You have no proof Robert has sent shifters to harry us” I grabbed his fist and held on. “Now listen to me. Concentrate on the coming battle, Jeremiah. Rout the Irish and then you can confront Robert. Ask him if he is up to mischief here. Then, if you must, you can report to the king about it when you go to tell him about your great victory.”

“I’ll not run to the king with any but good news. Any problem with a MacDonald I’ll settle like a man.” Jeremiah had a firm jaw and a determined look. “Never doubt that, Gloriana.” He took my hand. “You look very pretty tonight. You think I didn’t notice?” He bent to kiss me, ignoring the stares we got from the sailors nearby. “I look forward to some time with you before sunrise. A fine farewell, eh?”

I hated that word. Farewell. As I’d told Lady Anne to give her captain. How many warriors had been sent off to battle and never come back? But Jeremiah wasn’t an ordinary warrior and I couldn’t forget it. I just hoped the Irish really didn’t have any shifters or vampires on their side to make this battle worse than it already would be.

I kissed Jeremiah good-bye with a promise of a fine time together later. As soon as I started walking away, he ran to a rowboat and ordered men to take him out to the ship as fast as possible. Finally, he took an oar himself in his impatience. I was sure he’d get that new cannon loaded properly if he had to 
use his vampire strength to manage it.

I dragged Florence away with me. We truly were only a distraction when our men needed to prepare for battle. Valdez had stayed near us but not too near and now followed us back to the castle.

The evening meal was over by the time we returned. There was no sign of the captain and Lady Anne in the great hall. That was promising. I did find Colin and told him I wanted to look for hidden passageways under the castle. It was always possible that there were no flying creatures, just clever lads who knew this castle better than most.

We went over the walls inch by inch it seemed. No way to escape. The small hole we found that was used to empty chamber pots would be tight even for tiny Florence. She had left us to return to her room. Mercy was helping her sort through her dresses. Both women did enjoy looking through a fine wardrobe.

“I supposed someone could slide down that small tunnel but you’d land in the moat.” Colin shook his head at the spot that reeked of its purpose. “It’s a nasty job, I’ll not try it. Even with the moat much cleaner now, there’s things there I want no part of.”

I agreed. “What about under the castle? Is there a dungeon?” I didn’t like to think about it, but I was sure most castles had them. This one certainly should. The entire purpose for the Guardian of the Coast was to catch or kill those pirates. Any captured would be put behind bars until they could be transported to Edinburgh for trial. Once there, I didn’t doubt their fate.

“Aye. There is a dungeon. The local lads speak of it. Lord Ralph caught a few of the pirates during one of their raids and they were locked in cells down there with the rats and the 
spiders.” Colin shuddered. “It’s no place for you, Mistress Gloriana.”

“I want to see it. It seems the perfect place for a hidden passageway. It might go under the moat.” I was excited. I liked to solve puzzles and this certainly was one. I couldn’t imagine being content to hide in a castle with the drawbridge up. What if we were surrounded? If the mortals ran out of food and water? The people who had built this place, who’d lived here before, had to have prepared for that possibility. The castle was hundreds of years old and had endured enough battles that I was sure someone had planned for escape when under siege.

“You want the key to the dungeon?” Holly was up to her elbows in flour, working bread dough when we arrived in the kitchen. “It’s a nasty place, mistress.”

“We are making sure no one can invade us that way. Do you know of secret passages into the castle?” I couldn’t believe my stomach could still rumble at the smell of lemon tarts, cooling on the table. How long would I have to live before I stopped craving my favorite foods? I smiled and shook my head when Holly offered me some with a cup of tea.

“No passages that I know of. The key is on a hook nigh the door there. Down the stairs past the larder. Anyone trying to sneak in would have to have a key of their own, now wouldn’t they?” Holly kept kneading her dough and frowned, obviously thinking. “Guess it’s possible. Things go missing here from time to time. No one admits to taking the odd bit and I figure its pack rats or someone truly in need.” She sighed. “Happens there was an extra set of keys once.”

“Well, we are on a mission to find out what’s down there. Wish us luck.”

“You’ll need it.” She slapped her dough. “Pirates. We’re 
praying for Lord Campbell to rout them once and for all.”

I followed Colin, who held a torch, down steep steps carved into stone. The further down we went, the colder and damper it got. I’d certainly never come down here before. He stopped at a door and unlocked it with a sturdy iron key.

“I heard Holly was the one who took food to the guards and to the prisoners in the cells.” Colin handed me the torch when the door stuck. The door was heavy and banded with iron. “She said Lord Ralph would order her to give the prisoners only a thin gruel. Nasty stuff.” Colin grunted as the door finally opened with a loud squeal of rusty hinges. “He wanted them to suffer while they were here. They didn’t stay long before they were taken on to Edinburgh and the prison there.”

Colin glanced back at me. “Some say the Guardian before Lord Ralph liked to torture any he caught. Just to hear them scream.” He shuddered. “My da says there are men like that. I hope we don’t see a room with the instruments they used on the poor sods.”

I rested a hand on his arm. He was a decent lad, growing into manhood. I’d picked well for a guide. “I’ve known such men. Thank the gods Lord Ralph only half-starved them.”

“I guess it was only right that they be treated poorly. They had made the people here in the castle and villages suffer for years.” Colin nodded.

I just handed him the torch again and followed him down more steps. We were far under the castle now and it was so damp that water ran in rivulets down the walls. I had picked up a shawl from Maggie before I started this search and was glad of it.

“Once the pirates got to Edinburgh, there was a quick trial then they was hung. No one spared a bit of pity for them. Bastards.” Colin stopped in front of a row of empty cells. A 
rat ran out of one of them right in front of him. Colin swiped at it with the torch. “Here we are. What now, mistress?”

“We look for some way to leave, a doorway or hidden passage. It could be loose stones or rotted wood hiding the way out.” I tried to ignore the squeals of more rats and the scritch scratch of their claws on the stones. Pushing past my fears, I walked down the passageway, trailing my hand along the uneven wall. When my nails caught on one stone, I stopped.

“Bring the torch, Colin, I think I found something.”

I dug at the stone, pushing then pulling to see if there was a way to move it and make an opening. A bird flew out of the darkness, startling me. There was a turning in the path and I took it. Oh, no! Spiderwebs caught in my hair and I flailed my arms. I hate spiders and shrieked before I could stop myself, stumbling and falling against the slimy wall.

“Mistress! Are you all right?” Colin brought the torch closer. “Look! The wall moved. You found it!” He handed me the torch and pushed the stone with both hands.

To my amazement it slid inward, showing us a narrow passage. I tried to calm my stuttering heart. Dragging bits of spiderweb from my hair and eyes, I focused on the opening in front of us. It was low and would be tight, especially for a man like Colin, who I swear had grown a foot since we’d arrived here.

“Where do you think it goes?” I hated to say it, but I really wanted Colin to go in first. This had been my idea. I should lead the way, especially after I’d bragged that I was a strong woman. Hah! Spiders and rats and slime? I was happy to make him my protector.

“Glory, do you mind if I take the lead?” Valdez spoke from the gloom behind me.

“Where did you come from?” I thought I had gotten away from my bodyguard for a change. After all, I had Colin with me and was safely inside the castle walls.

“I’ve been with you every moment. Like I’m supposed to be.” He smiled as he gently grabbed my shoulders and moved me out of the way. “Colin, hold the torch so I can see. You know I’m a shifter, don’t you, muchacho
?”

“Aye. Are you going to change right here, right now?” Colin was clearly excited. “Valdez, what will you be? A hound could go on down the way ahead and see what’s there right handily, don’t you think?”

I knew Colin was fond of his hounds. What did Valdez think of the idea? Before I could ask him, a handsome black retriever sat at Colin’s feet, its tail thumping the stones.

“Well, if that don’t show me something!” Colin tentatively reached out, as if to pet the dog and got a growl and a show of sharp teeth. “Oh, very well. I won’t treat you like one of my hounds, now will I?” He glanced back at me. “Can you believe it, mistress? Valdez is going down the passageway for us, as a dog!”

“I believe it.” I smiled at him then down at my bodyguard. “Thank you, Valdez. I want to know if this is a way for other people to get into the castle. For them to come in and get out. Where does this lead? And if I could fit through to the end.” I ran my hand down my hips. “Does it get any narrower than this part? It is already a tight squeeze for a man Colin’s size and for me.”

Valdez raised his head as if acknowledging my queries then took off down the opening. We could hear the tapping of his claws on stone as he left. Colin held up the torch, but Valdez soon disappeared into the gloom, the sounds becoming fainter.

“You know I grew up around shifters. They are usually careful to keep themselves to themselves. Never saw one shift so fast. That Valdez is a sharp one.” Colin kept staring down the passage. “I wish I could do such a trick but they told me you have to be born to it.” He glanced at me. “Or made vampire.”

We heard a bark that sounded far away. It echoed but did not sound distressed. It was almost like a signal. Another short bark.

“I think he means it’s safe to come on. Let’s go.” I pushed Colin forward. He had to bend his head to fit in the tunnel.

“Can you shift, mistress? It would be easier for you to follow me if you could.” Colin held the torch in front of him. His foot slid on the slick stones and he almost fell. I grabbed his coat and held on to keep myself from falling.

“I don’t want to shift. Just lead on and watch your step.” I was sick of everyone trying to make me shape-shift. Yes, I was a vampire, but I wanted to feel human. What was wrong with that? Valdez might be perfectly fine in a dog body, but I thought it was, well, demeaning. Oops. I had better not let him see that thought or I’d never hear the end of it. He’d only done it to be helpful after all.

We were making slow progress, slipping and sliding our way down the cold and moldy passage, almost bent double with our heads lowered to avoid hitting rough rock as we walked. It was a rough uphill stumbling pace. Valdez barked again, showing us the way. He sounded louder now so we must be getting close. Then we saw Valdez standing, looking like himself again, in a room carved out of stone. He’d found a torch and a way to light it.

I was happy when I could finally stand up straight and move around. Colin gawked at what he saw.

“What is this place?” He staggered over to a trunk and sat on it.

I had the same question. It was a large room, a cave really, that held several trunks, a rug on the floor and places for torches on the walls. One could call it cozy except it was very cold. Why? I could see there was another tunnel leading away from where we’d come in. A cool wind blew, making the torches flutter. Wind that smelled of fresh air. Surely it led outside.

“Someone did fashion a place to escape to if the castle was attacked and surrounded.” Valdez shook himself, almost as if he were a dog, and brushed off his shoulders. His black jacket was damp and showed signs of having been in the muck of the passageway.

“Shall we see where the other passage goes?” I didn’t wait for anyone to answer. This one looked bigger and I could actually hurry down it without bending my head. It was a fairly short walk, though again sending us up. The cool fresh air convinced me that I’d come out somewhere outside the castle walls.

I did indeed. We were on top of the hill behind the castle. I walked out and in a few long strides stood where I had a good view of the entire castle and the area around it. Yes, the drawbridge was still up, the men were inside the courtyard with guards at their places on the battlements. I couldn’t believe no one had any idea that we’d just escaped the walls.

“Look at this!” I spread my arms out to take in the view. “Anyone who knows about the passage could be stealing from the castle and we wouldn’t have any idea. Those flying night creatures you heard about, Colin, could be using the passage to take things from us.”

“Nothing big, I’d say.” Valdez stood beside me. “But jewels, 
a loaf of bread, all sorts of small items would go out through there easily enough.” He turned to Colin. “Do you know if the people here thought the pirates had such creatures among them?”

“It’s hard to keep your kind a secret, Valdez. I’ve grown up with it. There are some shifters here from Castle Campbell but anyone from there, even mortals like me, have been trained to keep our mouths shut. I’d know if anyone from the villages around here knew about shifters.” Colin glanced at me. “Or vampires. So far the local people seem completely unknowing.”

“Then they won’t be much help.” Valdez frowned.

“Jeremiah and I think they could be sent by Robert MacDonald, bound to make trouble. The clans have feuded for centuries.” I hated that it was true. I liked Robert and his new bride, Fiona. He’d talked of turning her vampire. That would have created a new problem. She was close to King James. How do you hide something like that from the king? It had been difficult enough for Jeremiah to keep his clan’s secret.

It was good that we were no longer in Edinburgh and obligated to attend court each night. But away from there, Robert would be hard to control. Just because the king demanded he make peace with the Campbells, didn’t mean he would. He’d been manipulated into his marriage with Fiona and might be in the mood to cause trouble. Now he lived in a castle just a few hours away and had little to do. A restless Robert was a dangerous Robert. I could well imagine him sending shifters to spy on us or even coming himself to have a look at what his enemy, Jeremiah Campbell, was doing.

“You really think MacDonald would risk the king’s displeasure by stirring up trouble here?” Valdez took my elbow. “That would be foolish.” He led me to a path that 
would take us down the hill and to the castle gate. It was not well-worn so that told me it was not well-known.

“Of course, it would be foolish, but Robert and Jeremiah think they have a score to settle. I have no idea what it is, but just because they have been ordered to forget it, doesn’t mean they will do so. Robert has married a woman the king loves like a sister. He may hope that will buy him forgiveness if he continues to pursue this feud.” I knew he might be right, unfortunately.

Once inside, I asked around and discovered that the captain had still not returned from a visit with Lady Anne after the evening meal. That was good news. I hoped that meant he was in her bed, making them both happy. With only a few hours until dawn, I arranged a bath and got ready for Jeremiah’s return. I was sure he would be late, getting everything ready for the battle to come, so I just ordered the small copper tub in our room to be filled.

When he finally arrived, he was wet and sandy. Clearly, he’d taken more than one trip out to the ships to see things done to his satisfaction.

“You’ve read my mind again.” He sighed as he settled into the warm bath water. “I wish I had time for a soak. That blasted cannon. We almost lost it into the sea. It is unwieldy and so damned heavy. But it is safely on board now. I will be on that ship myself. Da and I both will be and see to its proper use.” He ran a rag over his chest. “I have sand where no man should have it. Will you wash my hair, Gloriana?”

“Of course.” I poured a pitcher of water over his head before rubbing in soap. He sat there with his eyes closed as I massaged it into his scalp. He even had sand in his ears. Finally, I pushed him forward to dump more water over him until it ran clear.

“There, you are clean. Dry off and come to bed. I am eager to give you the fine farewell that you deserve, my warrior.” I stepped back out of the way and drew off my shift. “I’ll wait for you under the covers.”

“How can I resist such an invitation?” His eyes were on me when he stepped out of the tub. “I know you are worried. Don’t be. I will be back to you before you know it.” He stretched, as if he had muscles he hadn’t used for a while that were aching. Our death sleep would take care of that. Of course, I couldn’t look away.

“We have named the large cannon. Intrepid. What do you think?”

“I think you
 are the fearless one. A piece of iron has no feelings, only the men making use of it.” I dropped the covers to my waist. “Come to bed.” I cleared my mind of any doubts and smiled. If only I could hide away on his ship and be with him. Staying here and not knowing was the worst kind of torture. That reminded me…

As he climbed into bed, I told him about the passage I’d discovered. He was happy to hear about it, but I knew he wasn’t really giving it his full attention.

“I’ll tell Fergus to post guards on the hill. Valdez can show him where the opening comes out.” Jeremiah’s eyes darkened. “Enough talk of war and pirates and mysterious passageways. I am eager to feel you against me.” He ran his hands then his mouth over me.

My man certainly knew how to love me. He obviously had no worries. I should be the same. Surely, he would defeat the pirates and come home triumphant. Surely.
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I

t was storming the next night when Jeremiah and the laird left us. Florence wept and clung to Angus. I was tempted to cling to Jeremiah, but settled for a lingering kiss.

“Perhaps you should postpone this attack. This weather is horrible.” I smoothed down the front of his coat.

“Actually, this is perfect. The pirates will have no idea we’re coming. The ships we have are quite sound. They can handle this weather.” Jeremiah pulled on his hat. “Before you know it, we will be back with word that the bastards are no more.” He threw open the door and strode out into the night.

Colin wrestled the heavy door shut behind them as the wind and rain blew in. “I don’t envy them the trip across the channel. You want to see what’s ahead of them, look out the tower window. Such waves.”

Flo and I hurried up the steps. Once in the tower, it was clear that the gray sea was rough and would be the devil to navigate. We held onto each other.

“I pray that my Angus will be careful. He told me he gets sick on a boat. He will be miserable, tossing about in that thing.” Flo dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief.

“Jeremiah has a strong stomach, but it will be hard to get in 
the rowboat and board the ship without falling into the sea. Look at the beach!” I pointed to where we could see the soldiers scrambling into boats and fighting the waves to row out to the ships. It was a mess and one small boat turned over, sending the men and their weapons overboard. They were quickly rescued by men in another boat, but it made my stomach fly up to my throat. This did not bode well for the journey to come.

“I am going to the village. There’s a woman there who can see the future.” Lady Anne spoke from behind us. “I need to know if Malcolm will come back to me.” She flushed. “After our night together, I cannot lose him.”

“Oh, was it fantastica
?” Flo ran to her side. “I want to hear everything!”

“Gloriana was right about how to go on. I served him brandy. Then sat next to him on the settle. He was surprised, but then he smiled at me.” Anne smiled dreamily. “He is so handsome, don’t you think?”

“Yes, he is.” I didn’t need to read her mind to see that Anne had managed to have a wonderful night.

“I didn’t look away shyly like I usually do. Or pick up my needlework.” Anne stared at the floor then looked up and squeezed Flo’s hand. “I lifted my chin and stared right into his eyes as bold as can be. He, he kissed me then.” She flushed then giggled like a schoolgirl. “Oh, my, but his kisses are wonderful.”

I sighed, remembering Jeremiah’s first kiss. There was nothing better than the thrill of finding the one you wanted more than anyone else.

“What happened then?” Flo shook Anne’s hand. “Tell us!”

“I was daring. I stood and glanced at the door to my bedchamber.” Anne smiled. “I’d left it open. There was no 
missing my point.”

“I am proud of you, Anne!” I drew closer. “How did it go?” Hearing about her romance was a good distraction from what was going on at the harbor.

“It was wonderful. He is so kind, so caring… And passionate!” She actually had tears in her eyes.

Flo squealed, yes, squealed then hugged Anne. “I am so happy for you. There is nothing better than a passionate man. Right, Glory?”

I sighed, remembering my own passionate man and the way he’d thrilled me the first time we’d made love. “Yes, you are right, my friend. And now he, Jeremiah and the laird are in this storm in ships that could well founder before they ever make it to the pirates’ stronghold.” I hated to be gloomy when we were celebrating Anne’s happiness, but I couldn’t stop thinking about a battle in a storm.

“Ah, it is true. We have no time to celebrate Lady Anne’s fare l’amore
. We must worry about our men.” Flo ran to the window. “It is even worse now than it was when they left.”

“What about this woman who you say sees the future, my lady? Is she a witch?” I shook my head. “I’ve had some dealings with witches. There are good ones and evil ones. I’d like to see the future, but if she wants a piece of my soul for it, I’m not interested.”

Anne cleared her throat. “I have known Helen for years. She has never asked for anything but coin for her predictions. They do come true.” Her eyes filled. “She saw Ralph’s death. I did not want to believe her, but it happened when she said it would.”

“I am sorry, my lady.” Flo patted her shoulder. “Bad witches, pah!” She spit on the floor and crossed herself. “I am with you, Glory. We have no use for them, but if she really did 
see the future, I want to know it. I have coins. I say we see what she says.”

Anne wiped her eyes and smiled. “She also said one day I would have a child, but not by Ralph. I didn’t believe her but now?” She pulled her own coin out of her bodice. “It is possible, my new friends. I have slept with a lusty man and I have you to thank for it, Glory.”

“Please, my lady. I believe you had something to do with it.” I smiled when she flushed. “He had to want you to follow you into your bedchamber.”

“Yes, you’re right.” Anne fingered that coin, not meeting our eyes. “I couldn’t believe it. Two times, last night, Malcolm made me see stars! That never happened to me before. Surely I could have conceived.” She finally looked up and hurried to the door. “Even if he doesn’t wish to marry me, if I could get with child, I would be the happiest of women.”

I was glad Anne was happy. A lusty man. I liked Captain Burnett but hadn’t realized he had such fire under his rather stern exterior. I also couldn’t forget my man was out in a storm, about to wage war. Perhaps this witch would be able to tell me something to take away my fears.

“If you want to marry your Malcolm, I’m sure we can push him in that direction. Right, Flo?” I followed them out of the tower room.

Florence looked back at me and winked. “Yes, we will manage it. What say you, Lady Anne? Is the handsome captain one you would like to make yours?”

Lady Anne just laughed. “One thing at a time. We will see what the witch says. She is sure to be home in this storm.”

Valdez scolded me as he helped me into my cloak. “This is madness. Colin says the witch is in the village near the beach. That’s a long walk. You will be drenched, Glory. All of you will 
be.”

“It’s better than just sitting here, waiting for Jeremiah to return. Worrying and wondering.” I braced myself as Colin threw open the door and we all headed out into the driving rain. Thunder boomed and I jumped. Was it a warning? Foolish notion. It was just weather, nothing to do with me.

The path was muddy and we were a mess by the time we got to the small crofter’s cottage near the beach. It was hard to see past the waves, but easy enough to tell that the three ships had lifted their anchors and were gone. The only men on the sand were two unlucky soldiers standing guard over the rowboats tied up and left behind.

At the hut, Lady Anne took the lead and knocked on the wooden door. It creaked open after a few minutes and a woman of middle years stared at her. She wore a cap over her blond hair and a black gown that was well-made and of fine material. I decided that the business of predicting the future must pay well.

“My lady, you are soaked through. Come in and stand in front of the fire.” She noticed us. “You brought others. All of you, my house is small but you are welcome to squeeze in and dry off as best you can.” She waved us in, stepping back out of the way.

“Mistress Haig, thank you for the welcome.” Lady Anne threw back her hood and wiped rain from her face. She introduced us all, including Valdez, to Helen Haig.

It was crowded in the small room that held a table, two wooden chairs, a chest and a cot. There were a few cooking pots next to the fireplace and herbs hanging from the ceiling. A shelf held jars of potions and things I didn’t try to name. This might be where Anne had gotten her herbs to help conceive. A book was on the table next to a fat candle.

The woman could read. I was surprised by that and the way everything seemed clean and neat. This was not what I’d expected in a witch’s house. The smell though… Not evil but not to my liking either. I wanted to bolt but needed answers so I stayed.

“I know why you’ve come. Worried about the men gone to sea, are you?” The witch brought out a bowl from the chest next to the wall and filled it with water from a pitcher.

“Yes, yes we are. Florence, Gloriana and I each have a man we care about on one of the ships bound to fight the pirates. We need to know.” Lady Anne took a shuddering breath. “Will they all return to us? Safely?”

Thunder boomed, shaking the house. The witch looked up at the ceiling, as if listening to the heavens. Flo and I held hands. What did this mean? Was it a witch’s trick?

“I will do what I can. You are asking a lot. What will be my reward?” The witch’s eyes drifted over us. Her gaze landed on Flo’s fancy dress, visible when her wet cloak opened. “I hope you will be generous. This is not a simple task, seeing the future.”

We each dug out a coin and placed it on the table. I could hear Valdez grumbling behind me.

“Very well.” She nodded. “I will do my best.” She sat at the table and pulled out a bag from her waist. She opened it and sprinkled something into the water, waving her hands over the bowl.

To my surprise, the water began to move in a circle, round and round, making a whirlwind. She stared at it, her eyes narrowing until they were almost closed. Her head moved too, up and down, up and down. I couldn’t look away and I knew no one else in the room could either. Suddenly the witch slapped the table.

“There are some in this room who are not like you, Lady Anne. Luckily, they mean you no harm.” Her eyes seemed red in the candlelight. “The one you wait for will return, my lady. Your future looks bright. Hold onto him and don’t let what others want sway you.”

“Oh!” Lady Anne gasped and clasped her hands together. “I can’t believe it.”

The witch stared into the swirling water again. “Two men, others, will not return right away. The storm.” She closed her eyes and swayed. “The great storm will blow them off their course.”

“No!” Flo leaned closer. “You lie. What do you know of our men and their ship? Does it sink? Others. What do you mean?”

The witch looked up, staring at Flo with those red eyes so intently that my friend froze, mouth open. “You know very well what I mean, madame. You are other. You and your companions here. You think I don’t recognize your kind? I have lived long enough to know and despise creatures like you, preying on the weak to make yourself strong.”

I put a hand on Flo’s back, very aware of Anne staring at her. I was shaking. Witches. I didn’t trust them. Was she going to tell Anne we were vampires? What a fine mess that would be. We could erase Anne’s memory later, but…

“You said they wouldn’t return right away, but they will return?” I wanted to know. Whether I could believe this woman was another matter.

The witch stared into the water again, swirling it, swirling it as if searching for the answer. I wanted to scream at her to get on with it. Finally, she slapped the table again.

“Yes! You will see them again. Just wait. There is nothing you can do from here.”

I sagged, leaning against Flo who said something I was sure 
was an insult in Italian.

“Nothing? I will do something right now, you strega falsa
.” Flo moved toward the woman but I grabbed a handful of her cloak and pulled her back.

“Leave it, Flo. She said they would return, didn’t you, Mistress Haig?” Clever words. Too vague for my liking. Maybe I should let Flo at her.

“I did. They will be well. But you must wait.” She held out her hand. “You wish to know more?”

Muttering in Italian, Flo dug out another gold coin and put it in the witch’s palm. “Tell me all of it this time. Do not hold back, strega
. Will they be hurt when they return? You did not say how they will be when we see them again.”

“You are very clever, madonna
.” The witch smiled. “I do not know.” She stared into the water again. “But then your kind heals, does it not? Patience. He will be back and buy you more trinkets.”

Flo jerked back from the table. “I have heard enough. Pah! This woman is nothing but a greedy fake. I am leaving.” She spit on the floor. “She says she despises us, our kind. We are mistresses, yes? Is it because Glory and I have wealthy protectors, strega
?” She swished her skirt. “We live in a castle, not a hovel, like you do. Jealousy. That is what I hear in this witch’s lies.”

Flo turned to a wide-eyed Lady Anne. “Do not listen to her. Except to know your lover will come back to you.”

“Yes, that makes me feel better.” Anne frowned at the witch. “I brought my friends to you, Mistress Haig. I do not appreciate your disrespect for them. They are kind and generous.”

“Thank you, Lady Anne. Flo, wait.” I knew healing was one thing, but a delay meant Jeremiah would have to spend his 
death sleep somewhere he might not be safe. “You are sure they will return safely?” I leaned closer, tossing another coin on the table.

“You really love this man, don’t you?” The witch grabbed my hand. I itched to slap it away. But I needed to know more. She stared into the water again. “Jeremiah. I hear his name in your head. Yes, yes, he will come back to you, drawn to your side as surely as if you were wed. No need to worry. You will still have his protection for a long, long time.” Her smile reminded me of a sneer.

Did she resent the fact that I had such a strong man who loved me? I didn’t care. He was coming back. I had heard enough.

“Let’s go.” I finally jerked my hand from hers. It wasn’t easy. Then I turned and walked to the door. Valdez was there, opening it for me. He stopped me and pulled up my hood.

“Careful, it’s still nasty outside.” He glanced back at the witch. “We should have asked how long this weather will last.”

“You think she knows? I doubt it.” I swept out the door, suddenly desperate to leave this hut that stank of herbs and something sinister. My hand burned where she’d held it and I’d heard something else in her predictions. I didn’t like it.

Lady Anne was glowing, sure her future would be bright. I was happy for her. Luckily, the talk of “others” had not been of interest to her so she had taken Flo’s insistence that Haig had referred to our living with our men while remaining unwed as the only fact that made us different. Unfortunately, the witch knew what we really were and could make use of our secret.

We struggled up the path to the castle, soaked to the skin after walking through such a downpour. We were glad to get inside and dry off. I decided to change clothes, we all did. I climbed the stairs then stopped by Mercy’s room and tapped 
on her door. She could follow me to my room, take my wet things, then make sure they were dried properly.

To my surprise, she looked disheveled when she answered the door, as if she’d just climbed out of bed. Yes, it was after midnight, but she knew my schedule and that I might call upon her. Then I noticed she kept looking over her shoulder.

“Are you not alone?” I was almost glad she might have found someone. “I don’t mind, Mercy. Truly.”

Colin stepped from behind the door. “Sorry, mistress. I hope you mean that. I admire Mercy ever so much. I just came to see how she goes on here. We know each other from Dollar. We grew up together.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that.” I smiled. “Mercy, when you’ve the time, my wet clothes need to be hung to dry.” I glanced down at my sodden skirt. “No hurry. Carry on.” I laughed at her flush then walked on to my room. Colin and Mercy. He would know by now that she was carrying another man’s child. Would he want to marry her and raise the child? Or was this a dalliance with the assurance that he couldn’t be blamed for her pregnancy?

I remembered that saying: men will be men. Even young Colin had needs, as did Mercy. I might not like it if he decided to use her, but it could be true. I would have to wait and see. I was not Mercy’s mother nor Colin’s. I could not make either of them behave as society might want them to.

After I was in dry clothing, I walked up to the tower room. It was foolish, but I stared out the arrow slit at the sea, hoping to sight a sail. It would be hours before the men could be expected to return.

The witch’s predictions haunted me. Our men were trying to fight in a tremendous storm. In my mind I saw how low the ships had been riding in the rough seas. I could picture the 
cannon booming then men clambering into the rowboats to board the pirate ships caught off guard in their own bay. Men would fight hand to hand with the pirates once they got on board. Would some go to fight on land?

What about the pirate queen? I tried to remember if they had given her a name. Anne would know. I decided to seek her out and turned to find her then realized she and Flo had joined me in the tower room. Where were my vampire senses? I had been so lost in my imaginings that I had taken no notice of my surroundings.

“No sign of them?” Lady Anne came forward to take my place at the window.

“Not yet.” I saw she and Flo had on dry clothes. As usual, my vampire friend wore a pretty dress that was the height of fashion. Even Anne had found something in a color that flattered her. She had given up hiding in her blacks and browns, it seemed.

“Why do men do this? A few more nights would not have mattered.” Flo paced the floor, circling the large bathtub. She stopped and examined it. “Look at this bathing tub. I didn’t know it was here. Might I have a bath in this, Lady Anne?” Typical Flo, easily distracted.

“Ask Gloriana, not me. I merely live here.” Anne wasn’t moving from the window.

I rolled my eyes. Honestly, Anne was determined to be the poor widow. “Yes, Flo, you can bathe here. We take turns. It’s a lot of work for the servants, but tell one of them and they will carry the water up here for you.” I stood next to Anne. “Lady Anne, I have told you, I care nothing for the household duties. You can still manage things as you like. Maggie will answer to you.”

“Thank you, Gloriana. As I said, you are kind.” Anne 
sighed. “No sign of them, but it will take a long time to fight and win over those pirates. I wonder if they will bring back prisoners. I would dearly love to see their leader in chains.”

“Do you know the name of the pirate queen?” I imagined her in one of cells in the dungeon.

“Zarah. That’s what one of the captured pirates told Ralph. Her people worship her. Her grandmother was a famous pirate, so they say. Grace O’Malley. Do you know her story?” Anne turned from the window, finally distracted.

“No, tell me.” I needed something to take my mind off of those roiling seas and my Jeremiah fighting for his life. He would be delayed? Oh, I hated that witch and her stupid predictions. I shouldn’t let her words bother me. What did she know?

“Grace O’Malley was the scourge of the coast. She is why we even have a Guardian here.” Anne sat on the stool where Jeremiah had made love to me.

I missed some of what she said as she described sea battles and the Englishmen who had fought O’Malley. I was reliving that time with Jeremiah. His lovemaking… Now that was magic.

“She actually went to see Queen Elizabeth before she died. Can you believe how bold she was?”

“The pirate queen went to London and arranged an audience?” I couldn’t have heard Anne aright. “I’m surprised they didn’t hang her as soon as she arrived.”

“For some reason the queen received her.” Lady Anne went back to the window as if drawn there. “They made some kind of agreement and O’Malley retired to her own castle in Ireland. She quit attacking the coast for a few years. Then she claimed the English had not held up their end of the bargain and the raids started again. Her sons and now her granddaughter 
continued the attacks.” Anne leaned against the stone. “Oh, I wish our men would return.”

“Isn’t it time for you to have your evening meal?” Flo glanced at me. “I am going to find Maggie and arrange a bath here. You can stay and watch me bathe if you wish.” She patted Anne’s back. “I have no secrets.” She winked at me. “I am proud of my body.”

I saw Anne flush. “I would never invade your privacy. Yes, I should go down for the evening meal. I will tell Maggie you wish to bathe now. She will send up lads with your water.” She hurried out of the room.

“You embarrassed her.” I grinned at Flo. “It is obvious to me that you have
 lived a long and interesting life.”

“You have no idea, amica
.” Flo wandered over to the window again. “No idea. What are you going to do now? Watch me bathe? I have had a woman for a lover.” She walked up to me and touched my cheek. “You would please me, I think.”

I couldn’t move. I had heard of such things. Certainly Maggie’s “husband” at the Globe theater was more interested in other men than he was in her. Flo’s hand on my cheek sent a tingle through me. Was it pleasure? I was determined to ignore it as I took her hand. I liked Flo but didn’t need our friendship to take that turn. I had a lover already. Two would be more than I could handle.

“Ah, I read your mind. So, we will not continue to explore that possibilità
.” She shrugged. “No matter. I am going to my room to get a robe to wear after my bath. I will see you later, amica
. I am afraid the witch was right and we will have a long wait for our men. It is too bad.”

Too bad? It was terrible. I waited and worried and had to go to my death sleep alone in my big bed. My last thought as I 
closed my eyes when dawn broke was of Jeremiah. Where was he? Was he safe as he died? I could only say a prayer before I too became dead to the world.
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I

spent two nights pacing the floor and worrying about Jeremiah. Florence and Anne did the same fretting about their men. Finally shouts of a sighting down at the beach had us running toward it. One ship was coming in to Bloody Bay. One.

“I know that ship! It’s Malcolm’s ship, the Mary Hope.” Lady Anne was almost dancing in her shoes. “I’d know it anywhere. It has a painted cabin in the middle of the deck. See? Blue like the sky, he says, or the sea.” She flushed as she pointed at it. “It is difficult to see at night.”

“You do have good eyesight. Can you see any other ships on the horizon?” I didn’t mean to sound like I didn’t care about her Malcolm, but where was Jeremiah? And his father? When Anne shook her head, I could only hold Flo’s hand as we waited for the first small boat to go out and bring in men from the ship after it dropped anchor.

The rain had stopped the night before, leaving us with mud in the courtyard and a few downed trees from the strong winds. I looked over my shoulder and saw that the witch’s hut had survived unscathed. I knew enough about witches to think she’d probably put some kind of protection spell around it.

The witch herself came out to watch as the first rowboat scraped onshore. Was she smiling, sure her prediction for Lady Anne had come true? I wanted to ask her more about Jeremiah but doubted she truly had the sight. Not for a vampire’s fate.

“Anne!” Captain Burnett jumped into ankle deep water and ran to our group. He so forgot himself as to pull Anne into his arms and give her a hearty kiss. Flo and I sighed. When he came up for air, he flushed and realized we’d watched his eager greeting.

“Where is the ship that Lord Campbell and his father took from here?” I demanded, almost stumbling when Flo ripped her hand from mine and threw herself at him.

“Did you leave them behind?” Flo demanded. “Tell me. Dio Mio
! How are you here and they are not?” She fell to the sand, sobbing as she clutched his boots.

Obviously unsure how to handle such strong emotions, Captain Burnett looked at me then pulled Flo to her feet.

“There, there. No need to fall to pieces, madame. Last I saw Lord Campbell and the laird, they were fine, firing at the pirate castle and making good shots.”

“Why did you leave them to fight alone? Because they are not here. They are missing.” Flo jerked from his arms and spit on the ground with a spate of Italian. “Coward! How can you call yourself a commander of men?”

“Flo, let the captain explain.” I could see that this time the captain’s face was red with anger.

“My ship had suffered an almost direct hit, madame, and was taking on water. Our other ship was sinking fast and we had to pluck as many men as we could from the sea. As it was, we lost at least a dozen brave souls.” He bowed his head for a moment, obviously saying a prayer for them. When he looked 
up, his face was solemn. He seemed startled when Lady Anne took his hand.

“I’m sure Lord Campbell understood that I had no choice but to leave the scene of the action and try to make my way back to safe landfall. It was not an easy voyage.” The captain did look exhausted, his hat askew and his uniform muddy.

“Are you all right, Malcolm? We were so worried.” Lady Anne leaned against his side.

“I am fine. But the ship! We couldn’t make much progress with the damage to the hull. The men bailed but we finally found an inlet where we could make a hasty repair before we could move on toward home.” He cleared his throat. “I had hoped to find Lord Campbell’s ship already in port when we got here. Since he’s not arrived, we’ll finish our repairs then go out and look for his ship as quickly as we can.”

I wanted to scream at him to hurry. But what good would it do? The sea was vast and two long days had already passed. Jeremiah would have had to find a safe place during daylight for his death sleep. I ignored Lady Anne and the captain, who looked like they wanted to find their own safe place to renew their lovemaking. Damn them for being happy. I searched for Flo but my friend had disappeared.

“She ran into the trees and shifted. She’s gone to look for them herself. Too bad you can’t do the same,” Valdez said close to my ear. He had the nerve to seem challenging.

I wanted to shift then. Oh, how I wanted to. If only I could fly over the water and look for the ship or the remains of it, I’d surely hear Jeremiah call for me. I knew I needed to try. I strode to the same stand of trees where Flo must have gone to make her transformation. She was nowhere in sight.

“You’re going to do it?” Valdez was on my heels. He was clearly delighted.

Of course, he was. It would make his job so much easier if I could defend myself that way, change and fly away at the first sign of danger. I had no doubt he’d go with me if I managed it. We’d fly together.

“I will try
. That’s all I can do.” I stopped when we were out of sight of the beach, which was now teaming with sailors and soldiers. I took a deep breath. Moss and sea grass should have been a decent smell. But then…

“I have a potion here. It should calm you, mistress, and make it easier for you to make the attempt to change.” The witch stepped out from behind a tree.

“Get away from me!” I heard the snick of Valdez’s sword coming out of its sheath. “I want no potion. Why are you following me? Have you been listening to me talk to my bodyguard?”

“I was just taking a walk in the woods when I saw your friend come and then leave as a hawk. She’s very strong and quick. She’s not afraid to look for her man. Are you?” The woman tossed her skirts, her chin up.

“And you happened to be carrying a potion for me?” I didn’t trust her.

“I thought to go up to the castle with it.” She shrugged. “This chance meeting is much better.”

“Away with you.” Valdez waved his sword at her. “Mistress Gloriana wants nothing to do with you.”

Mistake. I made my own decisions and he knew it.

The witch smiled. “Of course. I’ll just be on my way. I knew dealing with vampires was a risk. If I didn’t need coin, I wouldn’t have bothered approaching you. I’ll not stand here if your guard going to attack me.” She looked him over. “I wouldn’t advise it, shifter.”

“You are tempting me.” Valdez approached her. “Get you 
gone. You heard my mistress. She wants no part of your witchcraft.”

“Are you sure?” The woman smiled, a sudden breeze lifting her hair until it blew in a golden veil around her face. “Beware, Mistress Gloriana. There’s a meeting coming that will put you in danger. You will wish for my help then unless you can find your courage.” She whirled and sent leaves spiraling before she vanished. I noticed she’d left a glowing bottle at my feet, tempting me.

“Bloody witches.” Valdez sheathed his sword. “Don’t listen to her, Glory.”

But I had listened. Portents and potions. Too often the portents came true and I knew witches were clever with their potions. Mayhap I should have tried this one first because my nerves were raw as I prepared to change. I squeezed my fists and thought about the bird I would like to become. I desperately wanted to search for Jeremiah.

He’d told me how to shift. I was supposed to picture the new being in my mind. I’d feel the movement of my limbs as I changed and it could be painful. But then I’d view the world differently. That could be amazing. Like Flo, I could be flying above it all.

I closed my eyes and thought, “Hawk, hawk, hawk, flying through the air.” I waited for the miracle of that change. For my arms to become wings and my legs to shrink. But the wind blew sand in my face and I merely swayed, my heart racing and my nails digging into my palms. I peeked. Were they becoming claws? Nay, what I felt were merely my own nails that needed trimming.

Tears filled my eyes. I had failed.

“Will you go for me, Valdez? Look for them? They were on that overloaded ship with that huge cannon. Captain Burnett 
said one ship sank and his took a direct hit. What if Jeremiah’s also took a hit? I would not be surprised if their ship sank quickly.” I wiped away my foolish tears. “Jeremiah and his father would shift to get away, but it might have been too near dawn for them to come home to us.” I sniffed. “Or they might have stayed to help the mortals who were in danger.”

“I am not supposed to leave you alone, Glory.” He laid his hand on my shoulder. He did seem sorry that he had pushed me to shift. “I am glad you tried to shift. I saw that you truly cannot do it. I am sorry.”

“So am I!” What could I say to move him? “Please. Fergus and Colin will be here to guard me. Take me to the castle and leave me there. Tell Fergus that you’re going. Though you will be hard-pressed to keep him from shifting with you. He is very devoted to Jeremiah.” I stared at Valdez, desperate.

“Very well. Let’s go. But you will stay in your room to make it easy for them to guard you.” He set off after making sure the witch had truly left us.

While he was looking behind the trees, I picked up the bottle of potion. I couldn’t let it go to waste. The witch had said it was calming. That could certainly be useful slipped into someone’s food or drink.

“I will stay in my room and the tower. I want to be able to watch the sea in case their ship makes it into port.” We were finally walking toward the castle. I wanted him to hurry but Valdez would not be rushed. He stopped to talk to Colin then to Fergus. I was right that Fergus was desperate to join the search.

“You are needed here, Fergus. Find out from the captain what damage they did to the pirate’s holdings. What if those people attack now, seeking a quick revenge?” I hit on the right argument. Too bad it made Valdez hesitate.

“I shouldn’t go.” He frowned and stayed close to me as we followed Fergus into the castle.

Fergus found the captain finishing a meal with Lady Anne. The shifter didn’t like what he heard. The pirates had suffered losses to their ships but at least one had managed to sail away. Fergus decided to stay and double the guards.

“I can watch the lass, Valdez. Colin can also be trusted.” Fergus took us back to the courtyard. “I would appreciate it if you would look for Jeremiah. He might need help. Be stranded somewhere. If he or his father are hurt and cannot shift, he might be happy to have another ship come for him.”

Valdez listened to Fergus, more impressed with his arguments than my impassioned pleas. He followed me up to the tower room.

“You will stay here or in your bedchamber. I will hold you to that promise.” Valdez looked out the arrow slit. “I will look for their ship on the sea first. If I don’t find it, I’ll fly along both coasts in case they are there in an inlet. If one or both of them are wounded, they might be waiting before they can shift again. You know they will have needed a fresh blood source to gain the strength to fly home.”

“Wounded?” Now I had a terrible picture in my mind. Jeremiah had been wounded before and almost died. Yes, he could heal, but it could take a while and he needed ancient blood to speed the process.

“Relax, Glory. Jeremiah is a fine leader of men. He may be doing what the captain did. He could be repairing his ship and tending to the wounded mortals on board.”

“Yes, yes he would do that.” I pushed Valdez toward the narrow arrow slit. “Go. The sooner you go, the sooner you return.” I watched him shift into a large black bird and take wing. He really made an impressive creature. He was soon out 
of sight in the night sky.

“I thought he’d never leave.” The voice behind me made me whirl around. It was a boy, no, a woman in boy’s clothing. Her left hand held a pistol pointed directly at me.

“How did you get in here?” I knew it had to be the pirate queen. Who else could it be? But I wouldn’t think of her as a queen. Not with her hair filthy and her britches ripped.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” She smiled and I suddenly saw a pretty woman who was probably used to beguiling those she ruled.

“Yes, I would. But it doesn’t really matter, does it? You’re here. Surely you know that if you fire that gun, you will have my guards running to surround you in moments.” I didn’t look forward to a wound, but I would survive it. She didn’t know that though.

“I don’t think so. But I want you to look at me. Look at how you ruined me.” She hit the right arm that hung uselessly by her side. She kept her distance as she walked around me until she shoved the gun barrel against my back. “Now you are going to pay for that. Move. You are coming with me.”

I pretended to cringe. “Don’t hurt me. I didn’t mean to do it. I was just shooting into the crowd. Hoping to make you go away.” I pretended to stumble then made a grab for her gun. She was fast and smarter than I had thought she’d be. She managed to avoid my hands and slammed the heavy gun against my head.

Gods but it hurt. My ears rang. I reached up to feel blood running from a gash above my ear. I cried out, shouting for help.

“No one is coming to your aid. My men are making noise and firing arrows at your gate. They are keeping your guards busy. All the guards still living, that is.” She pushed me 
forward with her gun barrel in my back again. “I said move.”

I started walking. Where was she taking me? Outside my door I gasped when I saw one of the men set to guard me lying dead in a pool of blood, his throat cut. Poor MacDougal. He was another man from Dollar and had been eager to follow Lord Campbell. He’d certainly paid for his loyalty.

“Did you have to kill him?” I turned to scream at the pirate. “He was young with his whole life ahead of him!”

“He was a Scot.” She spit on the body. “Good riddance to ya, I say. Now move. Straight ahead. I’ll tell you when to turn or go up.” She waved that gun. “I can wound you and no one will care. Hear that?”

I listened and there were gunshots below us in the courtyard. It seemed our guards and her pirates both had guns and were using them. My stomach dropped. Healing from them or not, wounds were painful and could slow me down in a fight.

I kept going, shoved by that painful gun barrel in my back when I slowed down. Her spies had been busy, for she took me on a meandering path of hallways then stairs up to another tower. This one faced the hill where we had come out of the secret passage. Had Jeremiah remembered to tell Fergus to post guards there?

We walked all the way up to the open battlements at the top of the tower. Looking out, I felt like I could see forever. I could certainly see that there were no guards on that hilltop below us. Perhaps they had run to the aid of those under attack at the drawbridge.

“You like the view up here, mistress? What do they call you? Gloriana?” She laughed. “My Gran told me they called your queen that once. Are you so lofty? I think not.” She pushed me with that hard gun barrel to the low wall until I was leaning 
over it and could see the long way down to the ground. Then she stepped back.

I stood and faced her, refusing to just lean over or beg for my life. I was sure that was what she expected. “I am no queen and neither are you. Just a good shot with a bow and arrow. You should be grateful I didn’t kill you.”

“Grateful? Grateful that I cannot lift my arm to hold my own bow? Grateful that my people now look at me with pity?” She stared at me with such hatred I thought she’d shoot me then. Instead, she shook with anger and a tear streaked down her face.

“Killing me will not bring back your arm’s usefulness.”

“It will show my people I can still lead. That I can seek revenge and carry it out.” She waved her gun at me. “Turn around again. You are going to jump, I think. Take your own life. I will enjoy hearing your screams on your way to death.”

“You will have to push me because I will never jump.” I pointed at the vague shape barely visible across the sea in the strong moonlight. “How do you
 like the view? Isn’t that Ireland over there?” It was a full moon, perfect for raiding. No wonder she had come so soon after Jeremiah had attacked her holding.

“You think I am too broken to push a bitch like you to her death? Can you fight, Mistress Gloriana? Even with only one arm I can take you down and toss you over.” She had put her gun in her belt and pulled out a long knife. This now looked like a fair fight. She didn’t know I kept my own knife under my skirt.

“I know you have killed men, Zarah.” That earned me a look of surprise. “Yes, I know your name. You killed Lord Ralph, the Guardian of the Coast. You have allowed rape and slavery, taking young girls from their homes.” I noticed she paled. “Did you know that?”

“No. Sometimes my men do things without telling me, things that I don’t approve of. But killing the Guardian? Why wouldn’t I? He killed my father. An eye for an eye.” She waved that knife at me, drawing blood when she nicked my arm.

I had a vampire’s speed and used it, pulling my own knife and darting around her to take a swipe at her arm. She gasped when I sliced that bad arm of hers.

“How did you do that so fast?” She wasn’t giving up. She gripped her knife and stood ready for my next move. “Never mind. You are going over that wall. Trust me, you will not survive the fall. I have dreamed of it as a fitting punishment for hurting me.”

“You think so?” I would survive such a fall but didn’t want to think about the pain or the process it would take to knit my bones together afterwards.

“If you came in through the tunnel, you must have passed our dungeon. How would you like to be locked up in there with the spiders and rats, waiting for a trip to Edinburgh and the hangman?” I dodged her stabbing motion. Then I darted under her thrust, bringing up my blade to pierce her thigh. It was a move Valdez had shown me. She gasped, limping out of my way as blood streamed down her leg.

“I didn’t think a woman like you could fight, damn you.” Her arm quivered as she pulled her gun. She aimed and shot at me, hitting me in the shoulder. I think she expected me to fall down, crying.

I did reel at the pain, but wouldn’t let her see how she’d hurt me. She hadn’t reckoned with a vampire. I still stood, ignoring the searing pain and the blood streaming down my arm.

“Want to try again? You missed my heart.” I mocked her. Why not? I knew such guns had but one shot and took time to 
reload. I went so far as to slap my shoulder. “You are pathetic.”

“Unnatural creature! Fall down. Give up. Most women…” With a curse, she flung the gun away.

“I am not most women.” I had tears in my eyes from the pain but would not give in. I was ready when she lunged, aiming her knife at my heart. I grabbed her wrist and twisted, holding on and pushing hard until she tripped and fell.

I threw myself on top of her until we lay chest to chest on the stone floor. She panted, her red face almost matching her hair which had come unbound. She stared up at me, her hatred like fire in her eyes.

“Damn you to the fiery pits of hell. I will not let you take me alive.” She twisted and bucked, trying desperately to push me off. She was pulling at her britches and I realized she was reaching for her sword.

I leaned hard on her good arm and took it away from her, throwing it across the tower. It landed with a clang, out of reach for both of us. I still had my knife and held it to her throat.

“Give up, Zarah. You have no idea what I am or what I can do.” Or what I wanted. I nicked her vein and her blood trickled down her throat. It was rich and called to me. No, I could not give in to my cravings. While I fought my fangs, she heaved me off with the last of her strength.

I still gripped her wrist, determined to take her knife, as she dragged me with her to our feet. I tightened my grasp, Zarah’s bones cracking under my palm.

She was wild-eyed and yet determined. “Bitch, strange creature!” She struggled, desperate to get away from me. She kicked my shins and I howled with pain. But I wouldn’t release her.

“Say what you will, you are mine now.” I shoved her toward the steps leading down. “You will spend your last days in the Edinburgh gaol.”

“I will not!” She threw herself at me, a last effort to force me to let go. She’d dropped her knife on the stones already, her hand turning dark as I increased my pressure on that wrist.

“You have no choice.” I grabbed her jerkin and turned her toward the steps. “I’ve won.” I finally released her wrist and she held it against her chest.

“Whatever you are, I will not let you lock me up.” Tears ran down her cheeks and she took a deep, shuddering breath. To my horror, she bolted, took a running jump and dove off the battlements. She screamed a war cry as she leapt.

Shocked, I ran to the edge to see her broken body below. Was she moving? I stared for several long moments but saw no sign of life. I could only stand there motionless, surrounded by the scent of her blood and mine. My own wounds were closing, thanks to the blood I’d had recently.

I listened to my own labored breathing, far off gunfire and the shouts of men far below in the courtyard. Her cry echoed in my mind. Was it really over? My body hurt, oh, how it hurt. But I could still stand. I threw down my bloody knife. I couldn’t stand the sight of it or that tower rooftop, with the remains of our battle scattered across it. I turned away. I felt empty and had no feeling of triumph as I made my way back to that bathing tower where I could watch for Jeremiah’s ship.

The queen is dead, long live the queen. I wondered if there would be another queen for the pirates.

Colin came to the door. “Are you all right? I found MacDougal’s body here. Then there was no sign of you. Where have you been?” He swore when he saw I was wounded. “You are bleeding.” He gently guided me to the stool. “Sit, I’ll send 
for Mercy. And, um, Maggie should know what to do.”

“Relax, Colin. I’m already healing. Vampire, remember?” I did sit down though. “I met Zarah, Queen of the Pirates. I think she must have come in through the secret passageway. What happened to the guards there?” I leaned back against the wall, drained.

“You met… Where is she?” Colin gazed around the room like Zarah might be hiding in the bathing tub. That almost made me smile. “You know Valdez and Lord Jeremiah are going to have our heads for this. I can’t believe she got to you. And wounded you!” He groaned and covered his face. “I’ll be lucky to still have my post.”

“You did nothing wrong. She was clever. I’m sorry we lost one man, maybe more. Now she is dead.” I paused, my stomach unsettled as I healed. I reached up and pulled the bullet from my shoulder as it rose to the surface of the wound. That surprised me. Usually bullets had to be dug from flesh, even a vampire’s. I didn’t think any more about it, was just grateful it had happened. I would toss it out the arrow slit when I got up from the stool.

“Dead? Did you kill her, mistress?” Colin looked at me with awe.

I couldn’t stand it. “No. We fought but then she knew she’d lost. She couldn’t face the dungeon and Edinburgh so she threw herself off the top of the northwest tower. Her body should still be down below it. Near the hill where the passageway opens. I didn’t see any guard there. Did we forget to post one?”

“Dennis was on guard duty.” Colin frowned. “If you saw no guard, then we will look for him. I hope he didn’t have his throat cut as well. I’ll send men there right away. And to look for the queen’s body.” Colin looked out the arrow slit. “No 
sign of Valdez yet? He just missed the attack by the pirates. I’m surprised he left when he must have seen their ship in the harbor.”

“He trusted you to handle them, Colin. You and Fergus.” I stood and the room shifted under my feet. I had to admit I was surprised Valdez hadn’t turned around and come back once he’d seen the pirate ship. But then again, we’d had no warning. The pirates must not have entered the harbor. They could have left their ship down the coast and walked in to surprise us. I said as much to Colin.

“Aye. I’m sure you’re right. We have guards watching for them all day and all night. The first we knew of the attack was when they hit the front gate.” Colin took my elbow when I swayed. “Sit, mistress. You look pale.”

“I admit I am still reeling from my fight with Zarah. She was clever, Colin. The attack at the front gate was a distraction.” I let him lead me back to my stool. “She wanted revenge. To punish me for ruining her arm.” I rubbed my own arm. Yes, it was healing but that didn’t take away the pain.

“You defeated her!” Colin came closer. “Since you were wounded, do you need blood? I will gladly serve you.” He held out his wrist. “You are a hero, mistress!”

“I certainly don’t feel like one. Zarah killed herself, Colin.” I sighed, tired and so worried about Jeremiah I couldn’t think straight. “Thank you for offering your blood, but I am fine. I will call on you later if I need you.” I got up and shook out my skirt. It had a tear which Maggie would fuss over. I found myself fighting tears. And fighting the picture in my mind of when that pirate, no, that woman
 had flung herself over the wall to her death.

Colin talked excitedly for another few minutes about the pirates and what they might do now without a leader. I sent 
him on his way

I walked over to the window and stared out at the sea. It was bright enough under the full moon to tell that there were no ships coming in and that the pirate ship was almost out of sight. Had they collected Zarah’s body before they left? Surely one of them had noticed that she’d gone missing. I hoped they planned to give her a decent burial, though why I should care about that, I didn’t know.

What I really watched for in the darkness and moonlight was Valdez. Where was he with news of Jeremiah? I prayed he’d bring my man home to me.
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I

almost jumped out of my skin when Florence arrived just before dawn. I’d been so afraid she’d be caught by the sun. She shifted right in front of me then collapsed into my arms.

“I could not find them!” She cried until her eyes were red. “I failed my dear Angus.”

“Where did you go?” I poured water into a bowl and dampened a cloth. “Sit and tell me everything.” I handed her the cloth and she wiped her face.

I had no idea how all this shape-shifting worked, but her gown, lovely once, now looked almost shredded. Had the wind done that while she flew? Her face and hands were dirty, and she cleaned them off with a sigh. Tears ran down her cheeks again.

“I thought I caught their scent so I landed on an island not far from here. I ruined my dress searching through bushes for them.” She looked down at her skirt and sobbed. “I found graves, amica
. But then I realized it was where the vampires had spent their days, safe from the sun. I threw myself down in one just to smell my dear Angus. Foolish of me, eh?”

“You mean they buried themselves in graves each day?” I breathed a deep sigh of relief, trying not to imagine that 
moment before the death sleep came when you had to lie there with dirt over your face. “But they had already left them once night fell.” I hurried to the window. “Flo, where could they be? Looking for their ship? You didn’t see it?”

“No. I saw the pirate ship attacking our own castle. I thought to come and help, but it was a small group, easy for our soldiers to defeat, so I kept on looking.” She came to stand beside me to look out the window.

“The pirate ship is gone now so I must have been right.” She put her hand on my back. “But look at you. Your dress has blood on it.” She lifted it to her nose. “Mortal blood. What happened here?”

I told her and found myself shedding a few tears in her comforting arms. I couldn’t stop seeing Zarah’s wild dive over the battlements. Her own men must have recovered her body, because Colin’s party of soldiers hadn’t been able to find it.

“Do you think she could have lived, Glory?” Flo held my hand. “You were so brave! I hope they just took her home to bury her. If one of our kind found her, she could have become vampire if she still breathed. Wouldn’t that be un brutto trucco?
”


Trucco
, I think she meant trick. More than a trick, it would be horrible. I just shook my head. No, surely, she’d been dead and was on her way to Ireland to be buried in a place of honor as their fallen queen.

“Valdez shifted and went to look for our men as a favor to me. He will not be happy that I had to fight that pirate wench while he was gone. I wish we didn’t have to tell Jeremiah that it happened. He might dismiss Valdez for leaving his post.” I took one more look out the window at the lightening sky. “At least Valdez can keep searching once the sun comes up. He knows Jeremiah’s scent well.”

“He never should have left you. That pirate bitch could have 
killed you.” Flo stalked to the door. “Come. It is time we both seek our beds before we die. You must make sure you have guards at your door since Valdez is not here to take care of you.” She threw open the tower door and shouted. “Guards! Come to me!”

Colin came running. “Yes, madame.”

“Take care of your mistress. She is tired and must sleep.” Flo waved her hand at me. “Caspisci?
”

“Yes, right away. I have two trusted men from Dollar who will be outside your door all day, Mistress Gloriana. And two for you as well, Madame daVinci.” Colin led the way down the stairs. “I cannot believe that pirate female managed to get to you, Mistress Gloriana. Lord Jeremiah will have my head for that.” Colin actually looked scared for a moment.

“Colin, what happened is not your fault. Poor MacDougal paid with his life trying to guard me.” I spared a moment to murmur a brief prayer for the poor man.

“I haven’t told Fergus or Captain Burnett yet. Since we didn’t find the bitch’s body, I don’t know what to think.” Colin stopped in front of my door, nodding to the two men waiting there.

“I’m sure her followers picked up her body and took it home for burial.” I’d love to keep my fight with Zarah a secret, but I knew it wasn’t possible. There were too many mind readers who would know about it as soon as they returned. Valdez certainly would see my every thought. I couldn’t seem to hide them from the men in my life.

Colin took a steadying breath and threw open my door, checking behind tapestries and even under the bed to make sure no villains lurked there waiting to attack me. When he was satisfied that the room was clear, he escorted me inside.

“At least you came out all right. Healing already, you said.”

“Yes, I am fine. A small knife wound, even a gun shot, is nothing to a woman of my kind.” I showed him that I was healing, the pink skin visible through a rip in my sleeve.

“The pirates sailed away as fast as their ship could go. Not that it was
 fast, our cannons did some damage there, Captain Burnett says. I hope it sinks before it gets to Ireland.” Colin stopped near the door. “The captain is making sure we are prepared for another attack. They damaged his ship too before they left. He says they might still come back. Bastards!” He stared at the blood stains on my dress. “We should be celebrating, you know, mistress. You killed the pirate queen. You are a hero!” He smiled proudly.

“No, Colin, when it came down to it, Zarah killed herself. She threw herself off the tower. She couldn’t face being locked up in our dungeon and facing trial. You know she would have hanged after that.” I didn’t feel proud of what had happened with Zarah and was not about to strut about like her victor. “I certainly don’t feel like a hero but do tell Captain Burnett she is dead. That may change his plans for our defense.”

“She threw herself off because she knew you had won the fight!” Colin was almost hopping with excitement. “She’s dead. I’m sure of it. Fergus has to know. Everyone does. Could be the pirates will want revenge but I can’t imagine they will be quick about it after the losses we gave them.” He laughed. “You should have seen the lads fighting, mistress. I was that proud of the way they took down those rats.”

“You’ve turned into quite the leader, Colin. I’m sure the captain will let Lord Jeremiah know how you won the day yourself when Jeremiah returns.” I was so tired, I just wanted the boy, no, man, to go.

He finally offered me a deep bow. “You vanquished the queen of the pirates. By all that is holy, Mistress Gloriana, 
that’s a fine night’s work! We should break out the ale again, don’t you think?”

“Why not? Thank you, Colin. You’ve made me feel better about it.” I was glad to send him on his way. Mercy had managed to get the small tub filled and arrived to help me undress. I let myself be taken care of in the maid’s capable hands. Too bad my ease was overshadowed by my worry about Jeremiah.

As I finally lay in my bed, ready for the dawn, I remembered the potion the witch had left for me. Mercy had found it in my clothes and set it on a chest, mumbling and crossing herself when she handled it. It seemed to glow in the firelight, calling to me. The witch had claimed it would calm me. I was certainly in need of calming, the pain of my still healing wounds making me restless. Lying in bed without Jeremiah also bothered me. But could I trust the word of such a woman?

My heart thudded as I climbed out of bed. Surely Helen was too wily to risk hurting the mistress of the Guardian of the Coast. Unless she’d “seen” that Jeremiah wouldn’t return? I had no business even touching the bottle that seemed to hold its own light from within.

As if drawn beyond my control, I picked it up. The glass was smooth and cool to the touch. I pulled out the stopper and sniffed. It was a pleasant smell, reminding me of the whiskey that Michael used to enjoy when he had an extra coin. How could something like that hurt me?

I raised the bottle to my lips. Just a taste, not even a sip, should be fine. I knew a vampire was not supposed to eat or drink but I let a drop land on my tongue. It was delicious and even that tiny bit had warmth flushing my cheeks. Before I could stop myself, I drank it down.

Heat flowed through me, seeping down to my toes and even 
to my fingertips. I barely made it back to my bed before my legs grew too weak to support me. My heart slowed until I was afraid it would stop. Thump. Thump. Thump. Suddenly as frail as an old woman, I fell onto the bed. I was limp and so relaxed I felt sure I wouldn’t be able to raise my head even if Jeremiah came running into the room.

What had I done? Did I care? I smiled up at the ceiling, noticing for the first time men and women dancing across a sky of blue. I blinked. Now I saw a flight of birds, pretty birds in many colors. They disappeared into the clouds before angry men raised their swords and dashed across that same sky to fight an army that appeared from behind a storm cloud.

I tried to lift my hand to rub my eyes, but couldn’t manage it. Visions. The potion had not only relaxed me to the point of making me powerless, but had made me see things. For some reason I was not afraid. Instead, I watched the parade of pictures above me, looking for clues, messages that might help me in some way. Could I see where Jeremiah was getting ready for his own death sleep?

Or perhaps I could learn something about my past? I would do anything to find out where I came from. Just a hint about my home would mean the world to me. Who was I, really?

As soon as I asked that last question, a great building appeared. It was white, a palace unlike any I’d ever seen before. Inside, people knelt before a shimmering throne where a handsome man sat. He wore a crown formed by a circlet of golden leaves. I knew at once that he was a god. A god?

For a moment he seemed to look right at me, his eyes sad. Did he know me? Had I known him once? Light burst from behind the throne before a woman joined him. She was beautiful in her white robes and wore a smaller crown of those same golden leaves. Her hair streamed down her back and 
was the same color as mine but her locks shone with the radiance of the sun.

Goddess. I found that word in my head to describe her. She leaned over to kiss the man before she settled onto a throne of her own. They both looked out at the crowd of people kneeling before them and smiled. I wanted to reach out to them, to say something, but the vision faded before I could even lift a finger.

Who were these people, this god and goddess? I always said “gods” when I prayed or cursed. Was that because I’d come from a place like that? One that worshiped such beings instead of the strict god in the Church of England. The church the Scots had chosen to ignore when they celebrated Yuletide?

So many questions. My heart slowed as dawn crept closer. With a deep sigh that shuddered through me from my head to my toes, I fought the dying. I wanted to know more. But I was vampire and one thing vampires cannot deny is our death sleep. The sun rose and I knew no more.
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When I woke at sunset, Valdez was sitting at my bedside. He was scowling. That convinced me he had heard about my fight with the pirate queen.

“You are very lucky, Glory.” He got up and turned his back to me.

“I was ambushed. But I am to blame. I never should have sent you away. But wait—” I grabbed my robe and shrugged it on. “why didn’t you check the grounds before you left? Didn’t you see the pirate ship in the harbor? That we were under attack?” Now I was angry. He was my bodyguard. He’d let me talk him into leaving and then look what had happened.

“The ship was not in the harbor when I flew out of here, madame. Nor had fighting started.” Valdez did not back down. “You were desperate for me to go. Begged me.”

I sat on the bed. “You are right. And poor MacDougal paid the price.” I sniffed back the urge to cry. “I fought her, Valdez. Thank the gods you trained me well or I would not have won the fight.”

“Colin said she threw herself off the battlements to avoid hanging.” He sat beside me.

“Yes, that’s what happened.” I wanted to lean against him but stood instead. “I guess we’ll both hear plenty from Jeremiah when he returns about our wrongheadedness in this. I hope you have news for me about him.” I walked over to the pitcher and poured water into my bowl. It was cold but I was glad to splash it on my face before I cleaned my teeth. Valdez was silent. Not a good sign.

He stood, almost at attention.

“I am angry at myself. I never should have left you. I’m sorry MacDougal paid the price for my negligence. It won’t happen again.” He frowned. “Colin said you were wounded. You are healing?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” I sat in a chair in front of the fire. “Sit and tell me what you saw on your search. Did you find Jeremiah and the laird? What about his ship?”

He sat and leaned back. I’d never seen him tired, but it was obvious he’d had no sleep and needed to find his bed.

“I found his ship. You were right about that cannon. Jeremiah had to jettison the thing or risk sinking the ship. He took on a lot of water and has run aground on an island north of here. The ship is stuck on a sand bar, firmly stuck it seems.”

“Is he all right? The laird? Jettison?” I worked on that strange word. “Does that mean he had to throw it overboard? 
His beloved Intrepid? How that must have pained him!”

“Yes, he waited too long to do it, too. I couldn’t let his mortal crew see me so I stayed hidden and listened to him rail about it. The wheels were a bad idea. He had it tied down, but it broke loose and rolled with the rough waves. That made it a danger to the crewmen.” Valdez frowned.

“Your Guardian of the Coast had to admit he was wrong to insist on bringing it on board. That very expensive toy of his is at the bottom of the sea. It would have better served him if he had mounted it at the front gate here.” My bodyguard couldn’t hide his disgust at the waste of a good weapon.

“Oh, dear.” I knew that would put my lover in a devil of a mood. “What is he doing now?” I tried to picture it. “How do you get a large ship off a sand bar?”

“First, he thought the tide might help it break free. That didn’t work. Now he’s continuing to lighten the load.” Valdez sighed. “More cannon are going overboard. Your lover would rather leave his entire crew behind on that deserted island than lose one more weapon, but the laird talked him out of it.”

“Surely that was a jest. Jeremiah couldn’t treat mortals so poorly.” But did I really know him that well? He did love his weapons.

“I think the next high tide and another cannon should do it. They are also putting some of their rowboats in the water and trying to tow off the boat. The crew can row, pulling as best they can to help.” Valdez yawned. “Can I trust you to stay inside the castle tonight while I sleep for a while? We should see Jeremiah and the laird before sunrise if all goes well.”

“Wait. How did they explain to their crew disappearing from the ship during the day? Flo found graves where they slept on land and they weren’t near the ship or she’d have seen it.” I got up and walked Valdez to the door.

“They would lock themselves in the captain’s quarters and then fly out the window. The crew knew not to disturb them. Jeremiah and his father didn’t dare spend the day dead on board ship. There was always the possibility of being attacked while on that sand bar. Someone could have broken down the door. It was a wise decision in my opinion.” Valdez opened the door. “Well, at least now you have guards at your
 door.” He began to question the men about their whereabouts the night before.

“Valdez, leave them alone.” I still felt tired, as if I hadn’t really rested during the day. That potion. What had it done to me? Fortunately, Mercy approached with a pitcher of warm water.

“Go rest. I need to dress.” I shooed him off and let the maid in.

“I am hearing such tales!” Mercy chattered about the fight with the pirate. Colin must have told her all he knew of it. “Maggie is working on your dress but it will never be the same. Do you wish us to burn it? It must hold bad memories for you.”

I shook my head. I knew where that question came from. Burn it? Clever Mercy could remake a discarded dress into something new for herself. Oh, why not?

“Take it. Do what you wish with it. I never want to see it again.” I was rewarded by the light in her eyes. She hurried out of the room as soon as I was buttoned into a dress, this one another blue that matched my eyes. I was hoping Jeremiah would
 come this night.

I left my room trailed by a guard. Valdez had obviously scared the men into keeping a close eye on me. I decided to go to the great hall. I hadn’t seen Lady Anne since she’d disappeared with her captain once he’d arrived home safely. I knew he’d gone to fight the pirates but where had she been 
during the attack?

“Gloriana!” She caught me on the landing before I could go down. “Won’t you come in to my solar? Malcolm, I mean Captain Burnett, tells me you vanquished the pirate queen. Please, I must hear the tale. Is she really dead?” She grabbed my hand and dragged me into her cozy room.

I really didn’t want to relive that scene but recounted it for the lady anyway. She glowed with happiness at hearing that Zarah was no more.

“She refused to be captured and finally killed herself.” I stared into the fire, seeing that scene again. What had the woman screamed as she’d fallen? Something in the Irish language that I hadn’t understood.

“She was a coward, afraid to face the hangman.” Lady Anne paced in front of me. “Gloriana! I am so proud of you. Certainly, you were not afraid to face her. I would have been terrified.” She stopped and clasped my hands. “Thank you! Finally, my Ralph is avenged.”

“I am having a difficult time feeling good about it.” I let go of her hands. “No more talk of death. Please sit and tell me how things are with your captain.” I patted the seat next to me.

“I’m sorry. I’m sure it was a disturbing scene and you want to forget it.” She sat and patted my knee. “I’ll say no more about it. When the pirates attacked here, I stayed locked in my bedchamber while Malcolm ran to defend the castle. He is at his ship now, seeing to repairs that were started during the day. He is anxious to look for Lord Campbell but his ship isn’t ready yet.”

“Now what about your progress with the captain?” I smiled. “I saw that kiss when he arrived here.”

She flushed. “Yes, he was certainly glad to see me. And I was thrilled to see him safely returned.” She looked down at 
her hands. “He’s even spoken of marriage.” Her eyes were glistening when she finally glanced at me. “So soon! It happened after I told him about the letter from Mama. He knows I must either obey Clyne or find another solution to my future.” She smiled. “He has been alone, too, since his wife died. We both need someone to hold onto.”

I leaned back. “Why not marry? We can send for a priest as soon as Jeremiah returns.” I smiled at her. “Colin says we should be rejoicing that Zarah is dead. For now, the pirates seem to be without a leader. That’s cause for a celebration. Add a wedding to that and I think we could have a fine time here. Your poor villagers have suffered for a long time with the pirate raids. Don’t you think they would be happy to see you wed to a fine man?”

“I said Malcolm mentioned marriage, not that he said let’s do it tomorrow.” Anne was on her feet again. “Dare I tell him we should hurry?”

“You can always hint that he could have planted his seed.” I stood and walked to the door. “You said he was lusty and his first wife died in childbed. It is possible you are already increasing.”

“Possible but not likely.” Anne flushed but she was smiling. “Let me talk to him. When he returns from his ship, I will broach the subject.” She followed me to the hall. “What of Lord Campbell? Any news?”

“I expect him later tonight. He sent word that he had run aground north of here.” I couldn’t tell her how that word had arrived, but she didn’t ask either. “If the tide is high enough, he should be able to float free and come home to us.”

“That’s good news. I know Malcolm planned to set sail again, to look for him. He has been delayed since those pirates shot flaming arrows into his ship before they left.” 
Anne followed me down to the great hall. “Can you imagine?”

I could actually. I’d seen those flaming arrows. What a good idea. I wish I had thought of trying to shoot some myself.

Flo stopped me at the bottom of the steps. “You know where Angus is and you didn’t tell me?” She grabbed my arm and pulled me away from Anne’s side. “Mi scusi
, my lady, but I need a word with my friend here.”

The next thing I knew, we were outside. “Careful, Maggie is tired of repairing rips in my dresses.” I pulled her hand from my sleeve. “This is one of Jeremiah’s favorites.”

“It is very pretty, but too plain, amica
. Add a few rows of lace and it would be better, I think.” She frowned. “But I hear you tell Anne that Jeremiah’s ship is aground? That they will be home this night? How do you know this?”

“Valdez just told me. I was on my way to tell you.” I linked my arm with Flo’s. “Calm down. You’re not to go flying away and bother them. They are desperately trying to get their ship off a sand bar. It’s a problem they have to solve. Unless you know something about ships and how to float them.”

“Well, I did spend many months with my dear friend Leonardo. He knew a bit about everything.” Flo frowned and rubbed her forehead. “Ships? He did like to think about flying. But not so much about ships. Leo enjoyed studying and drawing the body.”

“Oh?” I raised my eyebrows and looked at the way Flo’s breasts pushed against her bodice.

“Not that way, amica
. We were never lovers.” She laughed. “He was so very clever. Always thinking. He studied the way things connected. He noticed how my legs joined to my feet. And he did love my elbows. He would draw them.” She sighed. “I do enjoy a clever man.”

“Really!” I led Flo to a place where we could sit and watch 
the men from Dollar practice their archery. It sounded a bit strange to me, but interesting. Florence had lived a very long time. I felt like I had just started living when I met Jeremiah.

“Leonardo painted me! And taught me to draw and paint.” She sat and looked at the men. “I could draw one of them. That Archie. Sai cosa
? His body would make a good picture. Nude, of course. Like a Michelangelo, capisci
? His statue of David?” She kissed her fingertips and gestured. “Magnifico
.”

“Florence! You are naughty.” I stared at Archie, imagining it. Yes, he did have a beautiful body, so muscular and manly. But I preferred Jeremiah’s, scars and all.

“Not naughty, amica.
 It is nature.” She leaned against me. “I miss my Angus. He is a fine man. I will draw him. He will fuss about standing still for it but he will allow it.” She sat up again and straightened her bodice, adjusting the lace. She did like her lace and I trusted she knew the latest fashion. “You are sure they are all right and will return tonight?”

“Valdez thinks so. If it gets close to sunrise, I will see if he will go check on them.” I looked down. Did I need more lace?

The night wore on. I practiced my own archery and talked to the men about flaming arrows. I hoped we wouldn’t need them but thought it best to prepare. It was after midnight when the call went out. A ship had been sighted sailing into the harbor. Could it be Jeremiah home at last? Or the pirates attacking again?
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eremiah’s poor ship looked battered and in sore need of repairs. When my man and his father climbed out of a rowboat and waded ashore, I could tell Jeremiah was not in the best of moods.

He took me in his arms and gave me a hungry kiss, then looked into my eyes. “If I ever take ship again, remind me that I am a much better warrior on land.”

“I wouldn’t dare.” I fought a smile. Next to us, the laird and Flo were having a noisy reunion. Flo was letting Angus know that she’d been worried. That seemed to require loud Italian and hand gestures.

“What’s she doing there?” Jeremiah nodded toward the witch’s hut where Helen stood in front of her door, staring at us.

“Who understands witches?” I was tempted to walk up to her and ask her about the potion. “Perhaps she is watching to see if we need something from her.”

“You’ve not had truck with her, have you?” Jeremiah kept his arm around me and stared at me again. “Gloriana! You know how that kind works. Before you know it, you are under a spell and quacking like a duck.”

“Relax, my love. I am staying well away from her now. We only went to see her because she claimed to foretell the future. I was so desperately worried when you didn’t return right away.” I hugged him, reveling in the smell and feel of him.

“She said you would return to us safely and here you are!” I waved a hand down his body. His clothes were ruined but he seemed unharmed. I wondered if he’d helped himself to blood from mortal crew members. Wondered? Of course, he had, to stay strong.

“A lucky guess. I hope you won’t go to her again, Gloriana.” He glanced at her.

“I see no reason to, my love. No harm done.” Though I had a pain in my head, behind my eyes. That potion and my visions. Were they gone? Or would they return?

“I am back but our attack on the pirates was not a success.” Jeremiah let me go and walked to the water’s edge. “The ship is in shambles. Intrepid became impossible to control in the rough seas during the storm and it rolled over supplies and even injured men.” He took off his hat and ran his hand through his hair. “The cannon was too heavy to carry on a ship of that size. I made a terrible mistake.”

“I’m sorry. Valdez said you had to throw it overboard.” I put my arm around his waist.

“Valdez?” He turned to look for him. Of course, my bodyguard was nearby, keeping a distance to be discreet, but close enough to guard me. “What does he know about it?”

“I insisted he shift and look for you. He found you stranded and aground. I was so relieved when he reported that you were all right.” I didn’t like the way Jeremiah’s body had stiffened. I knew the signs. He was furious.

“Don’t be angry with him, Jeremiah. He was only doing my bidding. I was well guarded while he was gone.” Of course, I 
really wasn’t. The poor guard at my door had been killed trying to keep me safe. I certainly didn’t share that with Jeremiah. Not yet, anyway.

“Valdez! Come here.” Jeremiah pushed me away from him and not too gently. “You left Gloriana alone to go flying over the sea? You knew I wouldn’t approve. You hid from me, spied on me!” He stalked right up to Valdez. I knew that look. He was fighting his fangs, aware we were not alone on the beach. Mortals watched us, probably hoping for a fight.

“Yes. I told her you wouldn’t like it.” Valdez kept his hand on his sword. Surely, he didn’t think Jeremiah would attack him.

“What provisions did you make for her safety while you were gone?” Jeremiah’s voice was hard, his own hand on his sword.

“Stop this. I told you, I ordered him to go. I know you pay him to guard me, but I must have some say in what he can and cannot do, Jeremiah. I was distraught. I needed to know if you were safe. You’d been gone for nights. And days!” I clutched his sword arm and lowered my voice to a whisper. “Can you understand how that made me feel? My terror that you might be caught in the sun?”

“I am old enough to know how to protect myself when the sun rises, Gloriana. Give me credit for that.” Jeremiah turned that hard look toward me.

“Excuse me, but when you love someone and they are missing, you do not always think clearly.” I would not accept criticism from him on this. I knew what was coming. He didn’t know yet that I’d fought the pirate queen while he and Valdez were gone. Then he’d really be wild.

His eyes widened as he saw my thoughts. “You what? You fought the pirate queen?” He actually drew his sword. “Where 
were your fucking guards?” He shouted this so loud that the sailors rowing in from the ship stopped what they were doing to stare at him.

I took a step back. Then another. “MacDougal died guarding me, Jeremiah. As soon as Valdez flew away, she slit his throat and was there, at the tower door.” Oh, gods, a tear slipped down my cheek. I couldn’t allow it. I was not going to rely on the feminine trick of crying to get his sympathy. Not a trick though when all I’d been through made my legs shake until I almost fell on the sand.

“Don’t you yell at her.” Flo was there, holding onto my arm to keep me upright. “She had a horrible time. That pirate cagna
 took her at gunpoint from one tower to the top of another and tried to kill her.”

“Gloriana!” Jeremiah put away his sword. “My love. What did you do?” His voice had softened. He was still simmering with rage behind his effort to speak kindly, but at least he was trying to put his fury where it belonged—at the pirate woman.

“I, I fought her, Jeremiah. I used the knife tricks that you and Valdez taught me. But I didn’t kill her.” I took a shuddering breath and held onto Flo. She was a silent support and I treasured her for it.

“Then how—” Jeremiah started to reach for me but I shook my head. I wasn’t ready for his touch.

“She killed herself, Jeremiah. She jumped off the battlements rather than face hanging for her crimes.” I sobbed once and found a handkerchief in my hand, thanks to Flo. “I cannot forget it. Every time I close my eyes, I see her broken body lying on the ground.”

“I’m sorry, Gloriana. You aren’t used to seeing something like that.” Jeremiah stepped closer. “Please let me hold you.” This time he sounded like he meant it. “Let me show you that I 
am sorry I didn’t keep you safe.”

“You cannot always keep me safe, Jeremiah. It’s, it’s all right.” I slipped my arm from Flo’s and reached for him. “I love you. I worry about you. But I know I can’t keep you safe either. Understand?”

“You’re a woman. It’s not your job. I hired Valdez to do a task and he failed to do his duty.” Jeremiah put his arms around me and started to draw me closer. “He will have to go.”

I jerked back. “No, he will not. I want him to stay. If you dismiss him, I will leave and go back to Edinburgh, from there to London. I mean it, Jeremiah.” I dragged his hands from my waist. What was I saying? Yet somehow I knew I couldn’t let him have his way in this.

“You’re serious? You would leave me over a hired guard?” Jeremiah glanced at Valdez who stood quietly. “Is there more to this than I know?” Now he scowled. “What exactly is between the two of you?”

“Friendship. Valdez is my friend. You demand I have a bodyguard. Well, it makes it easier to have someone with me every waking moment if we can be friends. Can you understand that?” I would not back down, even though my stomach rolled and it took everything in me to stand firm. Suddenly I sensed another presence close by.

“Son, you need to give way on this.” The laird stood next to Jeremiah. “Look into her heart. The lass hasn’t taken him for a lover. It’s just that she needs this bit of control in her life.” He stared at Flo and smiled. “There’s something about strong women that makes them verra attractive. But you have to learn how to deal with them or you will lose them.”

Flo grinned at him. “Angus, you always were un uomo molto intelligente
. That’s why I come when you call, eh?”

“Da, she was left unguarded. What do you think of that?” Jeremiah faced his father. “I’m all for giving Gloriana the freedom, if you want to call it that, to choose her bodyguard. But this is negligence.” He stalked over to where Valdez had moved away again and stood alone. “How do you explain her lack of protection, man?”

“I have no answer for you. Colin and Fergus assured me they would have two men on her at all times. Then the pirates attacked and I can only assume one of the guards ran to aid those at the front gate.” Valdez glanced at me. “I am sorry. I should have ignored Gloriana’s entreaties and stayed at my post. It won’t happen again.”

“Hah! I doubt you can keep that promise.” Jeremiah wheeled to face me. “Even I cannot deny this woman what she wants when she stares at me with those eyes.” He shook his head. “You are not lovers, you swear it.” He was back to glaring at Valdez. “I cannot read your mind, damn you.”

“I have too much respect for you, Lord Campbell, to touch Gloriana.”

“Stop this! Have I
 no say in the matter? Am I just a weak female who surely cannot resist her handsome bodyguard?” I stomped across the sand to hit Jeremiah in the back. “Are Valdez and I lovers? Ask me
 that question. Boor! Ass!” I pounded him. “If I were in the mood to take another lover, I would tell you, not sneak around with the likes of this shifter.”

Flo clapped and yelled “Bravo!”

I ignored her. Jeremiah caught me in his arms and smiled down at me. Clearly, he thought my show of temper amusing. Oh, if I didn’t love him and wasn’t relieved that he had returned unharmed, I would hate him. I started to slap the smile off his face but he caught my wrist.

“Gloriana, my love. Can we go to the castle now? I am in 
sore need of a good long soak in the bathing tub. If you cannot forgive me, then so be it. I will order the carriage for tomorrow night to take you to Edinburgh. I’m sure there are men in the king’s court who would be happy to offer you their protection. I know you don’t like that word, but that is what we call it when we provide a home and care for you, my beautiful lady.” Jeremiah let go of me, then ducked when I swung a fist at him.

“Yes, you do need a bath. You stink of dirt and seawater.” I started toward the castle. “Come, Valdez. You are not dismissed. We are not going to Edinburgh. I believe I will give Lord Campbell another chance to please me.” I glanced at Flo. “Jewels? What do you think, Florence? Should I demand a new ring? Or a necklace? Your pearl is certainly a pretty bauble. Perhaps the laird can give Jeremiah the direction of his jeweler.”

“I think, Glory, that you are learning.” Flo grabbed the laird’s arm. “We were so worried, Angus. Grazie Dio
, that Valdez could bring us word that you were safe.” She walked toward the castle. “My new friend is right. It will take a pretty ring to calm my nerves after what I had to endure while you were gone.”

The laird exchanged looks with his son. “My dear, you are worth more than a simple ring. I will send for a dressmaker. You did say you needed to add to your wardrobe, didn’t you?”

“Ah, Angus, you know me so well.” Flo pulled him toward the trees. “Let me show you how well I know you
.” They disappeared into the forest.

“Da is truly foolish around that woman.” Jeremiah managed to catch me, his arm wrapping around my waist. “Am I acting the jealous fool, Gloriana?”

“Yes. I don’t like it.” But I let him hold me. Then I felt eyes 
on me. It was the witch, staring at us. What did she want? Was she wondering if I’d used her potion? I tried to clear my mind. It wouldn’t do for Jeremiah to learn about that.

“I am true to you, Jeremiah. Accusing Valdez of disloyalty also accuses me. Keep that in mind.” I was not going to make this easy for him. I had been through too much lately and my nerves were raw.

“The problem is that you are important to me. Maybe too important.” He stopped on the path. “When I think of you forced to fight for your life, it maddens me.” He pulled me in and kissed me with a desperation I’d rarely felt from him. “Please don’t leave me. For a moment, I thought about life here without you. It gutted me.” He looked into my eyes and let me see the truth in his. “Throwing out that threat is no way to fight with me. Don’t say it if you don’t mean it, Gloriana.”

I couldn’t believe I was really that important to him. This man who had lived more than a century? I knew he’d had a bad voyage, perhaps that was making him feel vulnerable. Whatever the cause, I was listening to his words and seeing his heart. He truly loved me. I might not like the way he wanted to keep me from harm, but it was out of love.

“I won’t do that again. You know I was only teasing, don’t you?” I ran my fingers over his lean cheek. “It maddens me to think you were on a ship and I might have lost you to the sea. Can you understand how desperate that made me
 feel?”

“Yes.” He held me tight and sighed into my hair. “I guess we are at a stand.”

“I guess. Though I still wouldn’t mind a new jewel.” I grinned up at him.

“You will have it.” He looked behind us. “Valdez, see if you can find out why only one guard was left outside her door that night. The pirates will be out for revenge for the death of their 
leader. We must be ready for them. I want to know more about this attack while I was gone as well. Someone let the pirate queen get to Gloriana. That kind of negligence can’t stand. Tell Fergus I will be expecting to meet him in the great hall as soon as I wash off my dirt. Go do that now.”

Valdez saluted and left us. He had a stern look, as if what had happened with Jeremiah had changed him and his attitude. I hoped I hadn’t lost his friendship.

We went straight to the bathing tower after letting Mercy know we’d be needing water sent up for Jeremiah. I was reluctant to even enter the room. I had come to hate the place. I saw the spot where Zarah had pushed me with her gun and the arrow slit where I’d stood for so many hours waiting for Jeremiah. But the bustle of filling the large tub and gathering clothes for my man to wear made it easier for me to ignore the memories that kept haunting me.

“Gloriana, what’s wrong?” Jeremiah was leaning back in the tub, enjoying the warm water, one foot propped on the edge. He was obviously surprised I hadn’t made a game of bathing him or suggested that I join him.

I just shook my head. I didn’t want to go through that story again. The fight. The worry about Zarah’s body.

“Would you like one of your cigars?” I knew he enjoyed relaxing with one and had brought the box up from our bedchamber. “Let me light one for you.”

“Thank you. If I can’t have you in here with me, naked, I’ll take a cigar.” He smiled. “You are in a strange mood.” He inhaled as I held the taper to light it. “Still angry with me?”

“I tried to shape-shift while you were gone. I wanted to search for you myself. I would have gone with Valdez then.” I pulled up the stool and sat watching him. He was a beautiful man in my eyes, lying there in the tub drawing on that cigar. 
The smell was exotic and not entirely to my liking. The smoke blended with that from the fire in the fireplace. There was a slight wind coming through the arrow slit that made it swirl around his head and mine.

I sighed, strange mood indeed. I should be taking off my dress and climbing into the bath with him. Instead, I wanted to talk.

“You tried, but failed, or you wouldn’t have been left alone.” Jeremiah reached for my hand. “I’m sorry. I wish you could get past your fears.”

I squeezed his hand. “So do I! I tried so hard. I did what you said, exactly. But felt not even a tingle of a change starting. Am I not a true vampire? Is that the problem?”

“Don’t be silly. How could you be more of one?” He got up with a splash and threw the cigar into the fire. “I’d like to say it’s not important that you conquer this but we both know it is.” He grabbed a drying cloth and wrapped it around his waist. “Up on the battlements and fighting with a mortal woman who could have easily killed you? Shifting would have saved you.”

“I know!” I stood and threw myself into his arms. He was moist and cool and everything I wanted. I was so glad he was back. “I’ll try again. The witch…” I felt his muscles go taut.

“What about the witch?” He stared into my eyes.

“She offered me a potion. To help with the shifting.” I lowered my gaze.

“How in the hell could she help you?” He grabbed my chin and forced me to look at him. “Look at me, damn it. Did you take a witch’s potion, Gloriana? Tell me you didn’t risk such a thing.”

“She said it was a calming potion. After that horrible fight with Zarah, I felt…” I leaned against his damp chest. “I’m 
sorry, Jeremiah. I was weak, I took it. I wasn’t even trying to shift. I just wanted to be at ease. I’d had such an ordeal. I was shaking, upset.” I held onto him, waiting.

“What did it do to you?” He ran his hands up and down my back, comforting me. “Did it give you ease? Or do something else? Those bloody witches cannot be trusted. You know that.”

“I also know they can help, if they wish.” I’d had dealings with good witches and had learned you couldn’t judge them all by one bad example. It was the same with vampires. Zarah had called me a monster just because I had fangs. Was it true?

“You haven’t answered me. What did that potion do to you? You seem quiet, not yourself. Are you still feeling the effects of it? Did it poison you?” Jeremiah’s hands tightened on my waist. “Do we need to see the witch and threaten her until we get an antidote?”

“You know better than to threaten a witch, Jeremiah. They can be powerful enemies.” I pulled away from him and rubbed my forehead where I still ached. “The potion gave me visions. Nothing more.”

“What kind of visions?” Jeremiah grabbed another drying cloth and ran it over his hair. “That’s strange. It doesn’t sound calming to me.”

“First it did calm me, in a way. I felt boneless. I began to see pictures on the ceiling. They made no sense until I asked a question. I wanted to know where I came from. I’ve always wanted to know that. Right?”

“Yes, that’s true. What did you see?” He dropped the cloths and pulled on his britches.

“A palace of sorts. White, magnificent.” I handed him his shirt, sad to see his chest covered when he pulled it over his head. I knew he wanted to meet with Fergus and the soldiers in the castle. He had to assert his authority. We had little time 
together before duty called him. “There were two people on a throne. They wore golden crowns.”

“That’s wonderful, Gloriana!” He hugged me. “You must come from some kind of royalty. It doesn’t surprise me a bit.” He sat on the stool to pull on his boots. “Do you think it was true or just a dream? Though you have always been well-spoken, as if from a wealthy family or royalty.”

I didn’t tell him I had merely aped the speech of the actors in Shakespeare’s plays to learn to speak so well. “I have no idea what is true and what is not. I also saw colorful birds and warriors. The man and woman on the throne did seem to look like me. The woman had golden hair the color of mine.”

“She could have been your mother!” Jeremiah seemed determined to make the best of this. “Why not? I’ve heard of brews helping people remember things. Or to find lost items. I don’t know why we didn’t think of this before.” He pulled me into his arms.

“Wait. Are you suggesting I try this again?” I could read his mind for once when he looked down at me. “See the witch and ask for another potion?”

“When I met you, you said you landed on stones with no idea who you were or where you came from.” Jeremiah brushed my hair back from my face. “It has always worried you. I don’t care about any of that, but you do. Don’t you?”

“Yes, of course. All I had when I woke was my name. Just one name at that. I took Michael’s last name because he found me but I had nothing of my own. Not a clue on me to help us figure out my past or where I came from.” I flushed. “We soon found out I was no virgin so we assumed I was a widow. I have no idea if I left a husband or family behind. That haunts me.”

“But you tried to find out. No one was searching for you. So 
you said.” Jeremiah put on his belt and added a knife. “I wish I had time to talk to you about this. Just know if you remember some long-lost husband, I’ll fight him for you.”

“Oh, Jeremiah. I’m sure that won’t happen.” I kissed him then shook my head. “You don’t trust witches. You never have. How can you suggest…”

“You are right. Forget I said anything.” He kissed me hard then put me away from him. “I have to see to the men now. I have to find out if Valdez learned anything about why you were left unguarded. We may have more traitors in our midst than we knew. Stay away from the witch if you are satisfied with what you’ve learned. As you say, it may have been just a dream.”

He strapped on his sword, gave me another quick kiss then went out the door. He stopped and looked over the two men on guard in the hall. He had questions for each of them before, satisfied, he strode on down the stairs.

I just stood there, confused, worried, and considering. Did I really want to know more about my past? Or was it better left there? The water was still warm when I dipped in my finger but I decided it was too grimy for my own bath. Jeremiah had been covered in the dirt he’d slept in during the day and the salt water he’d bathed in at night. I told the guards to tell the servants they could dump out the water, then left the room.

At least Jeremiah had helped me forget that confrontation with Zarah for a while. I could explore my past. If I dared.
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eremiah and Valdez were together when I arrived in the courtyard. I was happy to see that they weren’t fighting. But they didn’t look happy either.

“You both look so serious. What’s wrong?” I joined them near the blacksmith’s shop. The man who usually worked with the soldiers’ horses was banging and clanging as he shaped a horseshoe.

“Fergus reported that we are down six men. They are gone. Left here during the fighting. They must have been the pirate’s spies.” Jeremiah shook his head. “I don’t know why we didn’t realize what they were.”

“You weren’t here, you were working at the beach with Captain Burnett before you left on your ship.” Valdez kept watching the courtyard. “Colin was in charge of the boys from Dollar. The locals who joined us claimed to hate the pirates and we had no reason to doubt them. Now it seems there were some who took bribes to betray their friends.” He gripped his sword. “We caught them in a boat, trying to make their escape. They’re in the dungeon now, waiting to be taken to Edinburgh for trial.”

“Good work.” Jeremiah frowned. “We also brought men 
from Edinburgh. The man Dennis came with that group. He was supposed to guard the entrance to the secret passage but he let the pirate queen into the castle instead. Fergus found papers in his room that prove he has relatives in Ireland and planned to help the pirates all along. He escaped before we could throw him in gaol.”

“We found two of the guards with their throats cut, stashed in an empty stall in the stables.” Colin walked up. “It’s a messy business. I’m glad to say all the men from Dollar are loyal and true. You can count on them, Lord Campbell.”

“I hope you are right.” Jeremiah was pacing, still not at ease. His father walked out of the castle with a smile on his face. “Da, I may need your help. Can you stay for a while?”

“Of course. Florence is having a fine time here with your Gloriana. I’ll be sending one of the lads to Edinburgh to fetch a dressmaker in the morning.” He smiled at me. “Let me know what you want him to pick up for your lady.”

Jeremiah glanced at me. “I will. But for now, I have more serious matters on my mind than pleasing my mistress.”

I knew he was right, but couldn’t deny that comment stung a little. “Who was killed? Did I know them, Colin?”

“Aye, one of them was Patrick. You took a walk with him t’other night.” Colin looked stricken. “He was a fine lad from a good family in Dollar. Lord Jeremiah, you’ll need to write to his ma, if you don’t mind. I’m not so good with my letters.”

“Of course. Patrick Barnes, is it?” Jeremiah glanced at his father. “That family will take it hard. His brother was lost in a raid by the MacDonalds three winters ago.”

“The MacDonalds.” The laird cursed. “What are you doing about the one not two hours ride from here, son?”

“I am ordered by King Jamie to make peace with him, Da.” Jeremiah looked like he wanted to hit something. “There’s not 
much I can do unless he attacks me. Then I will try my best to send Robert MacDonald straight to hell. You have my word on it.”

“I will hold you to that.” The laird clapped Jeremiah on his back. “Let’s check on that ship. We left it in a bad way.”

“Yes, I need to go down there. I told Captain Burnett to make a list of supplies we’ll need for both ships. Your man riding to Edinburgh will have that order as well as what we need for our ladies.” Jeremiah seemed to remember I was there. “Gloriana, what are your plans for the night?”

“I will find something to amuse me.” I kissed his cheek. “Go, take care of your ship. I have Florence and Lady Anne to keep me company. Fergus is here, with Colin. Valdez is trailing me, I’m sure.” I smiled to take the sting out of that
. No need to start the argument again.

“Then we’re off.” Jeremiah and the laird walked across the drawbridge and out of sight.

“Poor Patrick. He was a fine young man.” I couldn’t believe he was dead and so cruelly.

“He thought you were a fine lady. He volunteered to guard you, mistress.” Colin grunted when Valdez hit him with an elbow. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have told you that.”

“He knew what he was doing, Gloriana.” Valdez frowned. “Let’s go inside. Your friends are probably looking for you.”

I just stared at the stables. Patrick had been killed there, clearly standing in the way of the ruthless Zarah. The only reason he’d died was because he’d liked me and wanted to keep me safe. Oh, I couldn’t stand the thought of it.

“Gloriana, please. Don’t dwell on it. You cannot bring him back.” Valdez steered me into the castle.

“No, I can’t.” I wiped at a tear. “It’s just so unfair.”

“The longer I live, the more evidence I see that life often is 
unfair.” He guided me up the stairs. “I hear laughter in the solar. I believe Florence and Lady Anne are amusing themselves there. They will lift your spirits.”

I stopped in front of the doorway. “Am I to just go on as if nothing happened?” I realized the ladies had looked up and were listening. “Sorry to disturb you both. I’ll be in shortly.”

“It is the best you can do, Gloriana. Jeremiah will write his letter. Perhaps you would like to write your own. Tell her what a gentleman Patrick was and that you mourn his loss. It might help comfort his mother.”

“Yes, I will do that. Thank you, Valdez.” I took a breath, added a smile and stepped into the solar. “Now what has you laughing, Lady Anne? Have you set a date for a wedding yet?”

Her face told the tale. Anne was glowing. “Malcolm said he missed me while on that ship. He didn’t want to die in battle and not have told me how he felt.”

“And how does
 he feel?” I sat next to Flo on the settle and waited.

Anne jumped up. “He loves me! He wants us to be wed as soon as possible.”

“Isn’t that wonderful, amica
?” Flo clapped. “We will plan a grand wedding.”

“No, not grand. I’m afraid my stepfather will hear of it and try to stop it.” Anne sat again and picked up her needlework. Her hands were shaking.

“Let him try.” Flo looked ready to fight. “You are a widow and old enough to make your own choices.”

“Flo is right. What does your captain say?” I had the sense that Malcolm Burnett liked things done properly, despite the fact that he had decided to share the pretty widow’s bed before marriage.

“That’s the problem. He thinks he should ask the baron’s 
permission to wed me.” Anne clutched her needlework. “I warned him the man is impossible to deal with. Mama chose most unwisely. Lord Clyne will demand some kind of bride payment in recompense for letting me go. He sees me as a way to settle his gaming debts.”

“That seems like nonsense but then you might have to deal with him. Is the captain able to pay him?” I didn’t have any idea if a man who commanded men for the king earned a decent wage.

Anne flushed. “Malcolm comes from a fine family. His father is wealthy but my, um, lover,” her face became even redder and I felt sure that was the first time she’d ever said the word aloud, “chose to go his own way, to earn his own monies.” She put a hand to her hot cheek.

Flo and I glanced at each other and hid our fangs behind our own hands. Mmm, that mortal blood behind those blushes.

“His father would give him whatever he asked. I think he hates to ask it of him though.” Anne threw down her sewing and walked to the window. “Malcolm is a proud man.”

“If you truly want him, sell your jewels and give him the money.” Florence fingered her own sparkling bracelet.

“I already offered. He wouldn’t take it. He told me to keep what I had.” Anne whirled and smiled at us. “Is he not just the most remarkable man! I love him so.”

Yes, I could see that. A remarkable and stubborn man. I honestly had no patience with such attitudes. When male pride stood in the way of happiness? Give way! But here we go again—men will be men.

“Let him write to the baron asking for your hand then, Anne. We will go on preparing for your wedding. If he wants to stop the marriage, Baron Clyne will have to come here. He will surely bring your mother. Wouldn’t it be nice to see her? 
Surely we can deal properly with Clyne when he gets here.” I got up. I was restless and not sure I wasn’t going to see the witch for more potion. Flo glanced at me and stood too. She looked into my eyes and seemed to read my mind if her frown meant what I thought it did.

“I would love to see my mother. She came here right after Ralph died, but then the baron dragged her back to Edinburgh for a party and more gaming. I haven’t seen her since.” Anne walked us to the door. “I will write to her. Tell her how happy I am with Malcolm. I doubt she has much influence, but it can’t hurt to try.”

“It’s a good idea. Do it now. Jeremiah and the laird are sending a man to Edinburgh in the morning. He can take your letter. I am going for a walk. Florence, are you coming?” I left Anne pulling out paper and quill and headed down the stairs. Flo caught up with me at the bottom.

“What are you doing?” She dragged me outside. Valdez stayed close, never letting us get far enough away that he couldn’t hear what we were saying. “Why would you go see that witch again?”

“She gave me a potion the last time I saw her.” I heard Valdez rumble, as if he’d turned cat and was giving me a warning.

“This is news to me. What kind of potion? Did you take it?” Flo looked me over, as if I had sprouted wings or a tail. “Aye, I can see that you did! You know I don’t trust those streghe
. I have heard their potions can kill, even vampires.” She looked around, trying to keep her voice very low.

There weren’t many men about, since we were short some guards. But when we walked through the open drawbridge, there were two standing there, Dollar men. They were taking their duties very seriously, eyes on the path we took.

“I couldn’t resist. She had promised it would calm me and it did. In a way. At least it didn’t kill me. I’m still here, aren’t I?” I threw open my arms.

“Hah! So far. What did it do for you that you are seeking another? Calm? In what way? You are making no sense.” Flo grabbed one of my arms and shook it. “Are you pazza
? Sick in the head? Under a spell?” She crossed herself, made one of her other signs and spit on the ground. “Glory! No one trusts witches. I sure don’t trust that one. She is beautiful and probably has her eye on your man or mine.”

I kept walking until we were far enough away from the drawbridge that I was sure we couldn’t be overheard. “Her potion gave me visions, Flo. Helped me see parts of my past.” I looked up into the dark sky. More clouds. Did it rain here every night? It suited my mood. I felt Flo staring at me.

“I have no idea who I am, really, or where I came from. Can you imagine how that makes me feel?” I could feel Valdez’s eyes on the back of my head, disapproving. He was dying to say something but had vowed to restrain himself. I knew that wouldn’t last long.

Flo touched my shoulder, willing me to look at her. “I can’t imagine what you are going through. But to use a witch’s potion? That is dangerous, amica
. How did you feel after you took it? Tell me everything.” She stared into my eyes, reading my memories of last night.

I told her what I’d seen. “I am convinced what I saw was true. That I might have really come from that strange land.” I kept walking toward the beach and the hut. “I admit the potion made me weak for a while.”

“First, if what you saw was true and not just a wish?” Flo hugged me. “That is meravigliosa
! But then to make you weak? I do not like it, not at all. A vampire must have her powers.” 
Tiny Florence seemed to swell, her eyes bright, her fangs showing against her pink lips for just a moment. Powers. I didn’t doubt she had them.

“Think, Glory! The pirates know you killed their queen. They might want to seek revenge. You must be strong if they come again.” Flo gripped my hand. “You must be ready.”

Valdez was rumbling again. No, maybe it was a growl, low and dangerous.

“I didn’t kill their queen. I just fought her until she gave up.” I hated that the locals had made me into a kind of hero, telling the story of my fight on the battlements until I might as well have run through poor Zarah with my sword.

“A detail. You fought. She died. You cannot take a witch’s potion again. That’s what I’m saying. Surely Jeremiah has told you the same thing.” Flo put her hands on her hips, her stance when she was trying to have her way. I wasn’t giving in.

“Jeremiah knows how important it is that I find out who I really am.” I glanced over my shoulder at Valdez. “Jeremiah said that, if I want to take the potion again, I should do it.” Let my bodyguard think about that!

“I am surprised. The laird told me there was a witch who attacked you before called Red Mary. Just the name makes me shake.” Flo was busy again, crossing herself and making her signs, ending with a spit on the ground. “This one, this Helen Haig, said she hates what she calls ‘others.’ That means vampires like you and me, Glory. Then she gives you a potion? Why? Ask yourself that question?”

“Red Mary and I came to terms, though you are right, she scared me. I met another witch named Gertrude who saved me. I saw for myself that not all witches are evil, Flo. Helen gave me the potion and it helped me. I am thinking it was a kind gesture. I have to try it again.” I could see Helen’s hut. 
There were men working on the beach but Jeremiah and the laird were nowhere in sight so they must have been rowed out to the ship. “Are you coming with me?”

“I will not let you go alone.” Flo stayed by my side as we walked up to the door.

I took a breath and knocked. The smell coming from the chimney made me think of burning feathers, hot wax and a stable that had not been cleaned. I pinched my nose and realized Flo had just quit breathing. I still had the mortal habit of taking breaths. It was hard to break it.

Helen threw open the door. “I was expecting you, Mistress Gloriana.”

The smell was worse inside and I resisted walking in when she gestured.

“I am brewing something new. Is it bothering you? Let me take care of it.” Helen smiled. With a muttered incantation and a wave of her hand, the air suddenly smelled like spring flowers. “Is that better?”

“Yes, thank you.” I stepped inside. There were dozens of candles lit all around the room. Flo followed me, Valdez on our heels. “Do you know why I’ve come?”

“Of course. The potion. How did you like what it did for you?” She smiled. “Please sit. I have a message for you.” She motioned for me to sit at the table facing her. Flo and Valdez were going to be left standing.

“What?” I glanced at Flo. “A message? From who?” I did sit. The same bowl she’d used before was already on the table and she filled it with water.

“I have no idea. All I know is that I’m getting the sense that it is important.” She pulled her herbs or whatever they were from her bag at her waist and sprinkled them into the water. Before I could ask any more questions, she started moving her 
hands over the bowl, making the water darken and swirl.

“This is nonsense. Let’s go, Glory.” Flo tugged at my cloak.

“No, I want to hear what she has to say.” I put a coin on the table. I had a feeling the swaying and swirling could go on for a while if I hadn’t paid for it.

“You are not who you think you are.” Helen stared into the water and said that in a strange voice that could have come from the bottom of a well.

“I know that. I saw a building, a palace, last night. Is that where I come from?” I leaned forward. If only I could learn the truth about my past.

“I am not seeing that. Someone is calling you, searching for you.” She ran her hands through her hair, a deep red tonight, making it stand out from her head.

“There were two people in my vision. Are they looking for me? They wore crowns.” I reached for her. I wanted to shake the answers from her.

“Do not touch me!” She glared at me, her eyes glowing, and I jerked back my hands.

“I see danger coming for you. Your fight is not over.” Suddenly the bowl rose from the table and flew through the air, making a circle over our heads.

Flo shrieked. “Don’t you dare drop that on me!”

Helen ignored her, staring up at the ceiling as if looking for an answer. She waved her hands and the bowl finished its circle around the room.

“Who is trying to kill me?” I was glad to see the bowl full of water come to a sloshing rest on the table again. “Is it the pirates? Who is looking for me? Is it my family? The two people who wore the crowns? Are they my parents?” I hated the way the witch ignored me. I slammed my hand on the table. “Answer me!”

Helen lowered her eyes to stare into mine. “You cannot demand answers, vampire. The universe will deliver them when it is ready.” Her voice could have come from hell, it was so low and unsteady. “Watch your back or you will die.”

“I have heard enough.” Valdez pulled Flo out of the way and lifted me out of the chair. “We are getting the hell out of here.” He tossed another coin on the table. “Give her the potion she came for. It had better not harm her or I will be back for your head. Do you believe me, bruja
?”

“I believe you, shifter.” Helen stood and walked to her shelf. She brought back one of the glowing bottles. She lifted the stopper, sniffed, then replaced it and smiled. “This is it.”

Valdez snatched the bottle, staying in front of me.

“Be careful with your threats, shifter.” She held out her hands as if ready to cast a spell on all of us.

“Enough. Keep your spells to yourself. We are done here.” He pushed Flo and me out the door. “Go, ladies. Back to the castle.”

I realized Valdez was truly spooked. He slammed the witch’s door, then took my arm and Flo’s, walking between us so fast we had to skip to keep up. It was almost laughable except I breathed a sigh of relief when we were safely back inside the gates.

“That visit was not to my liking.” He handed me the bottle of potion. “Do with this what you will. I hope you weren’t lying when you said Jeremiah approved it.”

“No, I wasn’t. I will wait until he comes home near sunrise to try it again and do it in his presence. I swear it.” I slipped it into my pocket. I was still shaking. Would I try it? I wasn’t sure.

“Mio Dio
! I did not like that either. Strange messages. Why can’t she say what she means?” Flo had pulled out another of 
her beautiful silk fans and was using it to cool her face. “I wouldn’t drink anything I got from that woman if I were you, Glory.”

I sat on a wooden bench. “I’m thinking about what she said and didn’t say. Surely, she meant the pirates want to kill me. I am
 to blame for Zarah’s death. They’ll want revenge.”

“You didn’t get answers about your home, your visions.” Flo sat next to me and put her arm around me. “I’m sorry, amica
. I know who I was and have always been. Sometimes I wish I didn’t. I had a hard life when I was young. I did bad things to stay alive. There were acts that shamed me and my family.” She leaned her head on my shoulder. “I won’t tell you what they were or you would hate me.”

“No, I wouldn’t, Flo. If you were poor, you had to do whatever was necessary to stay alive.” I patted her knee. “I was ready to sell myself for food when Jeremiah found me.” I sighed. “Actually, that’s exactly what I did. Do you hate me now?”

“No!” She sat up. “We are alike, you and me. We are strong and wanted only to survive, no matter what we had to do, am I right?”

“You are right.” I was happy to have this new friend. I began to think that I needed to forget my search for the past. What was important was now and the danger I’d been warned about. I felt cold coming from that bottle of potion and shivered.

No, I wasn’t going to take it. Not now. Flo was right—I needed to be strong to defend myself and this potion had made me weak. Someone wanted to kill me. That’s what I had to prepare for, not lose strength in a futile effort to look back.

“Flo! Do you know how to fight with a sword?” I eased away from her and stood.

“Do I! Of course, amica

. My brother is one of the best swordsmen in all of Italy. In all of Spain as well. He taught me years ago.” She flushed. “They say he is also one of the best lovers. Some call him Casanova. Women beg to come to his bed.” She laughed. “He is the one who made me vampire. I begged him for that.”

“You have a brother?” I grinned. “That is wonderful. Also wonderful that he taught you to use a sword. Show me. Let’s work on my sword craft, shall we? I’m not going to sit around waiting for an assassin. I’m getting ready to meet and defeat one.”

Flo smiled. “Yes, let’s do it. I have my own sword, amica
. Fine Toledo steel made in Spain, a gift from my brother. His birth name is Damian. Someday you will have to meet him. Maybe you will end up in his bed. He might be irresistible
, eh?”

“We will see. I do love my Jeremiah. I am loyal to him.” I followed Flo inside. I would use one of the swords left behind by Lord Ralph. Why not? It was time to get serious about my own defense. No more playing with toy swords. If someone wanted to kill me, they’d have a hard time doing it.

Valdez rumbled again as I picked through Lord Ralph’s trunk we’d put in an empty room. I ignored him. Let him wish to keep me playing with toys. If Flo and I cut each other, we would heal. A little blood and pain would serve to remind me to take sword play seriously.

“This would be easier if I had britches like Zarah wore.” I tried to make the kind of moves I’d seen the men make when they practiced in the courtyard. My skirt kept tangling around my legs.

“Britches!” Flo danced into the room, her sword gleaming in the candlelight. Valdez murmured in appreciation when he saw it and she handed it to him to admire. “I would love to try out a 
pair. We could ask my dressmaker when she comes to make some for each of us. Or your Maggie is clever with a needle, Mercy told me.”

“Yes, Maggie could do it.” I ran a hand down my hip. I knew how Jeremiah would feel about me in britches. His warrior woman wielding a sword like a man.

I grinned at Flo. “Jeremiah would hate it.”

“So would Angus.” Flo’s eyes twinkled. “I fancy a pair in black velvet with gold trim. What do you think?”

“Let’s do it.” I was already imagining it. “Mine will be blue velvet with silver. We can start a fashion.”

Valdez groaned and reluctantly handed Flo her sword. “You know this is going to be a disaster, don’t you?”

“How can it be? With you and Florence as my teachers, I will soon be a master at sword play.” I saluted Flo with my sword. “En guarde, mon amie
.”

Flo began to rattle something in French, clearly excited that I had managed to say something in that language.

“Stop! I was parroting what they said in Master Shakespeare’s plays.” I laughed and we started again, our swords clashing. Valdez stayed against the wall, a frowning presence as we parried and I took a few hits. I realized Flo was playing with me.

“You should be doing this outside but I think you would draw a crowd.” Valdez held up a hand. “Stop. Glory, you are bleeding.” He walked over to inspect a cut on my shoulder.

“I’m sorry, amica
. I didn’t want to ruin your dress!” Flo rushed forward to inspect the wound. “It is but a tiny scratch, you are already healing.”

“I know. Don’t feel bad.” I was glad Valdez had stopped the fight though. If I had to defend myself against someone trying to kill me, I’d have been dead ten times over. Except… “A 
sword through my heart wouldn’t kill me, would it?”

Flo and Valdez exchanged looks.

“No, not necessarily.” Valdez handed me a handkerchief to dab at the small amount of blood that still oozed near my neck. “But if you get your head cut off, that’s the end of you.”

“Or if someone manages to cut out your heart, Glory.” Flo put her arm around me. “Here is my advice. Don’t fight with a sword. You are not ready. Keep Valdez close. If you are alone and trapped? Scream for help. Use your knife. Kick. But you need years to learn to be a maestra
 with a sword.”

I had a lot to think about as I felt the heaviness that meant it was nearing sunrise. I hurried to put away my sword and head to my bedchamber. Mercy was there with a tub filled. She fussed over the dress that had a few tears. At least they could be easily repaired, this time.

I sank into the tub, sore from the unaccustomed exercise. I had to admit I was worried. I would keep up my practice with the sword. Since I was immortal, I had time to eventually become what Flo called a maestra
. If I didn’t lose my head or my heart first.
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t took weeks for me to find out what our man riding to Edinburgh would bring back to us. He finally arrived followed by heavily laden carts. Jeremiah met him down at the beach then sent one of the carts and a carriage to the castle.

“Only look, Glory! It is Madame Clotilde, recently arrived from Paris. When I was in Edinburgh, she was the talk of the ladies at court.” Flo was excited. “Come help me get her settled. I heard her talking to her assistant. She called this the wilds of Scotland. She is threatening to go right back to town.”

I hurried toward the carriage. Colin was trying to hand down a slight woman who wore the latest fashion. She was speaking in French but even from across the courtyard, I could tell she was complaining. Her dress was wider than the carriage door and she struggled to push it out without damaging it. With what could only be French curses, she jerked the skirt free.

“Careful, Madame.” Colin grabbed her hand when she wobbled as she hit the ground. She shook her hand free of Colin’s grip as if she had touched a nasty bug.

A tiny woman emerged from the carriage carrying a case. “Madame Clothilde, tu vas bien
?” She hurried to fuss with the 
skirt until it settled into perfect shape. Wings of decorative lace surrounded the madame’s face which was set in a frown.

“I suppose we must speak English here in the land of the Scottish savages.” She closed her eyes and breathed, as if gathering strength.

I was comforted by the fact that the moat had been freshened by a recent rain. She couldn’t complain of that smell at least. I waited to approach her, in no hurry to hear complaints.

When she opened her eyes, she smoothed down the front of her skirt, plucking at a silk rosebud. “Jolie, don’t forget my bourse
. I may need my salts. This place is already making my head pound.” She seemed determined to be displeased.

Flo rushed up to her and actually curtsied. Not her court one, but showy enough that I wanted to remind her that this Frenchwoman was being paid to serve us. The ladies made their answering curtsies. I was glad to see that theirs were low enough to show they understood who was to be pleased here. That made me feel better.

“Madame Clotilde, I am Florence daVinci. You are here to make clothes for me. Laird Campbell, my protector, sent for you.” Flo fluttered around the woman. She exclaimed over the rosettes on the woman’s bodice and the trim running around the bottom of the massive skirt.

A lorgnette dangling from a silk ribbon was drawn up from the front of that very low bodice. Madame looked Flo over. Finally, she smiled.

“Ah, it will be a pleasure to dress you, Madame daVinci. You have an exquisite figure.”

“Merci
.” Flo said a few more words in French then turned to introduce me. “I believe you have also been paid well to make a few things for my dear friend, Madame St. Clair. Her 
protector is Lord Jeremiah Campbell, the Guardian of the Coast. This is his castle.”

Now I was studied through that glass. I wore one of the dresses I had bought in Edinburgh. It was the latest fashion there but apparently not up to Madame Clotilde’s standards if I read her pursed lips and frown correctly. Or was it the fact that I was a much larger woman than my tiny friend Flo that made the seamstress scowl?

“Madame St. Clair. You are more of a challenge. You like your pastries, no?” She patted her own breasts then hips, as if to show me where all those pastries had gone to live.

“I did, once.” I didn’t bother to explain. “Flo, Colin will take care of their bags. Let’s go inside and ask Lady Anne to find rooms for our guests.”

Madame Clotilde gazed around the courtyard. “It smells like the stables here. If I don’t have a satisfactory room, I will go straight back to Edinburgh. The message did not explain that I would be working in such a primitive place. I am not being paid that
 well.”

“I assure you, madame, we will be able to accommodate you.” I walked ahead of her. “But suit yourself.” I had spent too many hours at court listening to whispered comments not to recognize her attitude. Next, she’d be calling me a fat cow behind my back. I comforted myself that Jeremiah liked my ample backside.

“Glory!” Flo gasped and hurried to walk next to Clotilde and compliment her again.

I ignored them. There was no way that woman would agree to make the britches Flo and I were so set on. I decided then and there to put Maggie to work on them.

Lady Anne found rooms that would suit a woman she saw as a glorified seamstress. The exhausted madame started to 
complain but her assistant pointed out there was a fine roaring fire. The clever Jolie also managed to produce a tray with what was apparently the woman’s favorite restorative chocolate on it. Since it was late by mortal standards, a pair of maids quickly made up the bed with the madame’s own linens. Flo and I left them to settle in.

“She is not going to like how we stay up all night. She was yawning already and it was not yet midnight!” Flo led me up the stairs to Lady Anne’s solar. She was working on a miniature of that lady as a wedding present and had set up her paints there. “Anne will be here in a moment. I want to get my colors right for her skin tone. But first, what should we do about Madame Clotilde? I want my new wardrobe.”

“Pick out your fabrics. I saw them unloading reams of them from that cart. Let her measure you at night and you can select designs from her patterns then too.” I sat and watched Flo gather her paints. “She can work on making them during the day while we sleep.”

“She will want to do fittings!” Flo set out a board and began mixing colors.

“Then tell her we are unavailable during the day. Because our protectors wish our presence then. She is a woman who must work for a living. Surely she knows a mistress must be available to the man who pays the bills.” I hated to say that so baldly, but it was true.

“You are right, amica
. She will have to deal with our schedule or go back to town. Angus pays well. She would be foolish to give up this job.” Flo pulled out a sheaf of papers. “Here comes Anne. I hope you aren’t tired of watching us work at this. Do you like the pose I selected? With her chin just so?” She showed me one of the sketches. “Or one of the others?”

“It amazes me how you caught her likeness, Flo. You are 
very talented.” I glanced through the pages. “This one. She has a secret smile. Like she knows something she will not tell.”

Flo frowned over it then handed it to Anne who had just come through the door. “What do you think, my lady? Will you like this one for the miniature?”

“Oh, surely I am not that pretty.” She stared at the sketch. “Thank you, Florence. I’m sure Malcolm will treasure it.” Her eyes filled with tears. “If the baron doesn’t arrive here and try to ruin everything.” She waved a letter. “He wrote, forbidding the marriage. I want to,” she sniffed, “keep this from Malcolm. If he doesn’t know…”

“And if the baron arrives?” I stood. “Will you show me what he wrote?” I took the letter when she held it out. “His handwriting is impossible. What does he say?”

“I am used to it. He says he has a man picked out for me. He demands I come to Edinburgh immediately.” She wiped her eyes. “I will not go.”

Flo looked up from mixing her paints. “Good. You should ignore the letter. We will send for the priest and you will marry your captain quickly. With luck you will be in your marriage bed before the baron learns that you are defying him.”

“I am not sure I have that kind of luck.” Anne sat in her chair next to her needlework. “My mother wrote as well. She claims she tried to talk to him. To no avail. The man he wants me to marry is old and a terrible gamester. Clyne owes him a vast sum. If I don’t marry Lansdale, Clyne will be ruined. He’ll sell my family home.”

“I’m sorry but you would never have lived there again anyway, would you?” I tried to be sympathetic but Anne had found a wonderful man to marry. What did a house matter?

“I suppose not.” Anne sighed. “What will happen to my mother if he does sell their home?”

“If she can’t bear to stay with him, she can always come to live with you.” Flo was ever practical. “She should leave the baron to starve. Surely she doesn’t love him.”

“No, she couldn’t. Not after what he has cost her.” Anne stared into the fire. “I find it hard to be happy about my wedding with this on my mind.”

“I understand.” I got up and walked to the door. “But, remember, you are marrying a man you love who will take care of you.” I heard those words and realized I had no idea what the captain would provide for Anne or where they would live. It wasn’t my business, but I decided to make it mine. No one else was looking out for her.

“I will leave you two to your painting. I am going for a walk.” I headed down the stairs, stopping in the great hall first. Maggie was there and I told her about the seamstress and her assistant. They were mortals who would need special treatment.

“They will expect meals during the day, like mortals do. I know you will help keep them away from Flo and me then.” I sat at the table with my friend. She had left her baby with Mercy while Maggie supervised the cleaning.

“Yes, and I will tell Holly. She’s just gotten used to what she thinks is your strange schedule. Now there will be demanding mortals to feed. I saw that seamstress arrive with nothing but complaints. The maids are already talking about her. I hope she and her little assistant don’t expect something fancy.” Maggie spoke to one of the maids about a dusty corner. “Now what else is on your mind? You look vexed.”

“I am. Flo and I have been practicing with swords but our skirts get in the way. She thought to ask the seamstress to make us britches, like the pirate wench wore, but I doubt that French madame will make anything like that for me. I am too 
full-figured for her taste.” I drew a shape in the damp surface of the table.

“Now there. You are just right. I know Jeremiah thinks so.” Maggie looked down at her own generous curves. They had expanded since the birth of baby Anna. “Lucky for me Fergus also likes a bit of a handful.” She laughed. “You want britches? Like the men wear?”

“Yes. You should have seen the pirate woman in them. She could run and jump and fight with ease.” I got excited. “She wore hose and a man’s shirt with them too. There were no stays that I could see, nothing in the way of her moving quickly.” I touched Maggie’s hand. “I know you made britches for Shakespeare’s company and did a fine job of it.”

“For men!” Maggie stood and pulled me off the bench to stand in front of her. “You are built differently. All women are built differently from men. Round hips and bottom. Most men are flat there.” She turned me and swatted my butt. “Then you come in at the waist. That’s a different problem. I will have to take measurements.”

“Will you do it? For Flo and for me?” I grabbed her arm. “Come to the storeroom. You should see the fabrics Jeremiah and the laird had sent from Edinburgh. Beautiful! I want blue velvet and Flo wants black for these britches. And trimmings. Can you imagine how we will look?”

“Like you are play acting on Master Shakespeare’s stage.” Maggie shook her head. “Jeremiah isn’t going to like this, is he?”

“Let me worry about him.” I dragged her to the storeroom.

We spent a busy hour going through the piles of fabrics. I found one that would look very pretty on Maggie and insisted she take it as payment for making the britches. We agreed that there would be plenty of velvet scraps for baby dresses as 
well.

“Come now, tell me. What does Jeremiah really think of your wearing britches?” Maggie asked as we carried the fabrics and trim to her rooms.

“I haven’t told him about them. It will be a surprise.” Though I knew he had already complained that my running around like a warrior woman would not be to his taste. Too bad. I couldn’t wait.

“You are bolder than I would be.” Maggie put down the fabric and shook her head. “Jeremiah likes your feminine ways, Glory. Why do you constantly test him? Are you trying to push him away?”

It was a good question. Was I testing him? I’d even threatened to leave here. I sat in a chair while Maggie checked on the baby and then fed her. She sent Mercy to the kitchen for a meal and then sat across from me, the baby at her breast.

“Well?”

“I guess I still can’t believe my luck. Why does this wonderful man love me? Why is he so determined to keep me?” I leaned forward and touched the back of the baby’s neck, so soft, so sweet. “Am I mad?”

“No, I feel the same way at times about my Fergus.” Maggie shifted the baby to her other breast. “How did I get so lucky? I was sure I would never find happiness. I had given up and accepted an empty life. Then Fergus decided to love me. Why? I still don’t know.” She kissed the top of the baby’s head as she patted her back. “God had a hand in it. That’s all I can think. I don’t deserve it, but there must be a plan I don’t understand.”

“I could ask the witch.” I couldn’t believe I had said that.

“No!” Maggie’s eyes widened. She managed to cross herself despite the baby in the way. “Stay away from those witches. Don’t you believe in God, Glory?”

“I don’t know.” I closed my eyes. “Yes, yes, I do. Gods. That comes from somewhere in my lost past life. I know I believe. But I am still confused. I need answers.”

“You may never get them.” Maggie put the baby on her shoulder and stood. “Stop borrowing trouble and give yourself permission to be happy. Can you do that?”

“I can try. Just as soon as I’m sure a pirate won’t come looking for my head.” I got up and let her measure me. That took a while. By the time we parted I was impatient to take my walk down to the beach. I wanted to talk to the captain. Lady Anne didn’t have a father looking out for her interests, so I would do it. What kind of home would this man provide for her? I wanted to know.

“You aren’t planning to visit that witch again, are you?” Valdez walked beside me on the path to the beach. It was a fine night with a half-moon high in the sky. No clouds were blocking the stars or moon so the shadows the trees made were a bit spooky. “I heard you mention her to Maggie.”

“No, I threw it out there to see what she’d say. No surprise that she was horrified.”

“Testing her
 now.” Valdez kept his hand on his sword. “You should be horrified too. About a pirate coming after you as well. Don’t be flippant about it. I’m watching for one all the time.”

“I appreciate that.” I didn’t carry a sword yet. What was the point when my skirts would likely trip me? I did have two knives, one at my waist and one under those skirts.

“Now we are on our way to bother the men at their work?” Valdez seemed in the mood for conversation.

“Yes. I suppose they are busy, putting away all the supplies they ordered from Edinburgh.” We were close to the beach and it was a hive of activity. Men were loading boxes into 
rowboats and rowing out to the two ships.

Captain Burnett was directing them. He stood on the beach and sent some boxes out to his ship and others to one of the buildings near the forest. I didn’t see Jeremiah and the laird. Perfect.

“Captain Burnett, good evening.” I strolled up to him like I had no purpose but to find my lover. “Have you seen Jeremiah?”

“Good evening to you, Madame St. Clair.” The captain gave me a slight bow. “He is on his ship. It sustained great damage.”

“Oh, please call me Gloriana. Your betrothed and I have become great friends. I love Lady Anne. I hope you will count me as a friend as well now that you are to be wed.” I held out my hand and he took it.

“Why, thank you, Gloriana. And I am Malcolm. Lady Anne has made me the happiest of men by accepting my suit.” He grinned and looked younger than I’d thought, not more than thirty. He must have the king’s favor to be in charge of the soldiers.

“Where are you currently living, Malcolm?” I glanced at the cluster of buildings near the forest. I knew they had been hastily built when he had arrived. “In the barracks with your men?”

“Yes, I am. Though I have my own quarters there.” He flushed as if he’d read my mind. “I suppose it is not a place to take my bride once we’re married. It is rough living when there are just men altogether.”

I thought about Anne’s lovely solar that should be mine. Was I willing to give it up to make this marriage happen? I felt Malcolm’s eyes on me.

“Captain, are you planning to stay in this position once you are wed? In King James’ service?” 
I turned to look out at sea, at the ships at anchor. “You did your best to rout the pirates. They seem to be leaving us alone.”

He cleared his throat until I looked at him. “I do have another choice. I wrote to my father, telling him of my wedding plans. He offered me a small holding near his own. I know it would please Anne if we settled there. It is near to her own home, where she grew up.” He frowned and looked back at the ship. “If only I could feel better about the attack on the pirates. Say what you will, we failed there.”

All right, that swayed me. “You mustn’t make a rash decision. You are right, the pirates are still out there and bound to have revenge on their minds.” I took a deep breath, that old mortal habit, and smelled a whiff of something disturbing coming from the witch’s hut. No, I would not go there.

“I think it would be perfectly fine if, after the wedding, you moved into the castle into Anne’s rooms. You must stay until you are satisfied that you have served the king well.” I made myself smile and touch his shoulder. “I’m sure that would be all right with Jeremiah but I will ask him about it when he comes home tonight. What do you think?” I wasn’t going to mention that Malcolm had already shared Anne’s bed there and most in the castle knew it.

“Really, Gloriana? You would let us live in Anne’s rooms, let her stay where she is?” He was grinning like I’d made his dreams come true. I was afraid he was going to hug me but he restrained himself as a rowboat came ashore.

“Yes, let me make the arrangements. Anne is worried her stepfather will interfere so we are going to send for the priest right away. Does that meet with your approval or are we rushing you?” I smiled when I saw Jeremiah climb out of that 
boat and wade toward me.

“I cannot wait to marry Anne. I know once we are wed, the baron will not be able to part us.” Malcolm strode toward Jeremiah. “Your mistress is making me the happiest of men, Lord Campbell. You are one of the luckiest, surely.”

“Really?” Jeremiah caught me in his arms. “What have you done now, Gloriana?”

“I am merely helping him with his wedding plans. That’s all.” I kissed Jeremiah on the cheek. “Are you coming back to the castle with me?” I knew we still had a few more hours before dawn. That was a luxury these nights when Jeremiah had been working so hard on his ship.

“I would love to spend some time with you.” I took his hand.

“You tempt me. Why not? Da has repairs well in hand on board the ship.” He squeezed my hand. “Valdez, you deserve the rest of the night off. I will take care of Gloriana from here.” He and Valdez stared at each other. “Unless you have something to tell me?”

“The seamstress arrived. You might ask Glory about that.” Valdez smiled and then walked into the forest.

Traitor, he was probably going to shift and leave me to explain.

“I hope you like her, Gloriana. Da and I both paid her. You are supposed to have several new gowns from her in the latest fashion.” Jeremiah took my arm and started walking us toward the castle.

“She wasn’t happy with me. She likes petite women, like Florence.” I realized I was complaining about a gift and shut up. “Never mind. The fabrics are beautiful. Maggie is making me something from one of them.”

“Maggie? I know you admire her, but she is not a French 
seamstress.” Jeremiah frowned. “If that other woman disrespects you, I will send her packing and find another seamstress more to your liking.”

“Forget it, Jeremiah.” I was glad to see the drawbridge. “We have time to actually do something together tonight. Can you believe it?”

“And what would you like to do, my girl?” Jeremiah always had one thing on his mind. His hand slipped around my waist then down to my bum.

“Not that, not yet.” I smiled up at him. “Can we not find an activity we enjoy doing together outside of the bedchamber?” I saw the target set up in the courtyard and dragged him to it. “You have not seen me shoot. Why not a contest? Do you think you can beat me at archery?” I called to one of the lads nearby and he came running with a bow and quiver of arrows.

“You honestly think you can outshoot me?” Jeremiah leaned down and whispered in my ear. “I have been shooting for more than a hundred years, my love.”

“We’ll see if that practice has paid off.” I grinned as an interested crowd began to gather. “Shall we wager?”

“Of course.” Jeremiah looked around at the men he knew from Dollar. “What say you, Colin? Do I dare risk a crown against Mistress Gloriana?”

“Lord Jeremiah, she can shoot straight. I am betting on her.” Colin turned to the man next to him and they did pull out coins, making a bet. Others in the crowd got busy picking favorites.

“Well, it seems you have quite a reputation. You did wound the pirate queen, though I wondered if it was a lucky shot.” He was deliberately challenging me and I knew it.

“You’ll soon find out.” I grinned, suddenly eager to show him that I did have skill.

Jeremiah nodded and began to study the different bows on 
offer until he picked one to his liking. He did the same with the arrows.

“All right. I believe I will make a private wager with Mistress Gloriana.” He bent down and whispered in my ear. “I win, you do whatever I wish for the hour before sunrise.”

I know I turned red and the crowd roared with laughter, easily figuring out the kind of prize Jeremiah wanted. I slapped at his arm, playing to the crowd. Why not? We wanted the men in good spirits and it was all in fun. An hour with Jeremiah was more of a reward than a penalty for me and he knew it.

“And if I win, Lord Jeremiah, I will have a pair of britches made and wear them proudly when I practice my sword fighting.” I grinned at the look on my lover’s face.

“Britches? Like the pirate bitch wore?” He gazed around the crowd. He was caught and he knew it.

“If you don’t like the idea, you’d better aim well, sir.” I waited while Colin drew the line where we were to stand. “Are we on? With the bet?”

“I’m not worried. Yes, I’ll take your bet.” Jeremiah winked at Colin. “I’m looking forward to winning.”

“Good luck to both of you.” Colin ran down to the stack of hay. Someone had drawn circles on the top bale facing us. “Winner is the one who hits closest to the center ring.” He stepped out of the way.

“Ladies first.” Jeremiah bowed and gestured for me to take my place. The crowd was quiet, everyone watching to see what would happen.

“Fine. You will find that a woman can best you.” I aimed carefully and let fly.

Colin stared at the target and looked back at us. “You will be hard pressed to beat that, Lord Jeremiah. I am leaving the arrow there. It is close to the middle.”

“Fine. If I cleave it in half, we will be tied.” Jeremiah took his time notching the arrow, sighting down it and drawing back the string.

I waited, getting nervous. I didn’t want to give up my britches. Somehow, I’d win him over, even if he bested me here. I started to speak but knew it would be cheating if I broke his concentration. Just as he let go of the string, a bird cawed. I glanced upward. Could it have been Valdez? That sound might have been what made Jeremiah’s arrow lodge just a bit to the right of mine and out of the center.

“Mistress Gloriana wins!” Colin grinned and gestured for Jeremiah to come see for himself. I stayed where I was. No need to check. I knew by Jeremiah’s frown that Colin was right. Then Jeremiah’s eyes widened as an arrow flew from the battlements. Before I had time to move, it hit me, driving me to the ground.

Pain. I heard Jeremiah calling my name but all I could do was stare at the sky above me until it blurred. Dirt, shouts and Jeremiah, still calling my name. Why couldn’t I move? Were we under attack? Was I dying?

I waited for my life to ebb from me like the waves falling back from the beach. I could smell my own blood and Jeremiah. Close, his hands on me. No! Don’t touch me. Hurts.

“Gloriana, I’m going to have to pull out the arrow.” Jeremiah’s voice shook but his hand was steady as it pressed on my shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

Tearing, wrenching, endless pain. Then…nothing.
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I

was being carried. Even the slightest move hurt and I wanted to push away the arm holding me.

“Put me down!” I tried to hit him but I couldn’t move my arm. Oh, Gods. This was the same place I’d hit the pirate bitch. On the shoulder. Anyone who wanted revenge would aim there or at my heart. “Jeremiah!”

“Gloriana, lie still. We’re almost there.” He was trying to soothe me.

I banged my head against his shoulder. “Please, I hurt.” Oh, no, I was crying. I wanted to be strong. His warrior woman.

“I know, my love, my sweetheart.” He kissed the top of my head. “Here we are. Colin is holding the door open for me. Let me put you on the bed. Easy now.”

I screamed when he moved his arm out from under me. I tried to hold on to him but still couldn’t move my arms. I wanted to say “Don’t let me go. I need you.” I gasped instead, the agony taking away my words and turning them into moans.

Something soft was under me as I rolled. The bed. It was no comfort. All I knew was pain. I realized I’d been keeping my eyes closed and forced them open. Our room. A fire was blazing as hot as the agony in my shoulder. I finally managed 
to reach out for Jeremiah with the one hand that would obey me. He looked so desperately worried.

“Help me.” I needed his blood. It would heal me. I’d seen him hurt before and taking blood from an ancient vampire had worked miracles.

“I will.” He turned to Colin who I could see behind him. “Send someone for my father. And fetch Florence. Yes, she’s the one I want. Keep everyone else out of here.” He sat on the bed beside me. “There’s something amiss here, darling. You should have started to heal on your own. At least a little. I wonder if the arrow…” He didn’t finish.

I shuddered, pain arcing through me. It moved down my body, from my shoulder to my arm and down to my fingertips. I tried again to lift my arm and couldn’t. Tears filled my eyes.

“Jeremiah! I can’t—” I used my other arm to pick up the wounded one. It was lifeless and dropped to the bed like a stone. “I can’t use my arm. Something is wrong.”

“Where is she? Amica
!” Flo rushed into the room. Anne was behind her. “Colin said you were shot. An arrow.” She pushed Jeremiah aside and looked down at my bleeding shoulder. She ripped away my dress.

I tried to see what she was staring at but even lifting my head was too much effort. “Flo? It hurts!”

“I know, amica
. Leave this to me. Something is not right.” She turned to Anne. “Please go down to the kitchen. Tell the cook to make a poultice of…”

I closed my eyes as Flo rattled off a long list of things. I sensed movement around me but could only focus on what was going on inside me. Agony! It had moved to my chest and was like a fire consuming my lungs. I didn’t need to breathe, I knew that, but was desperate to try. I was paralyzed. It was as if a rope had wound around my breasts, squeezing, squeezing 
until I cried out.

“What is it, Glory?” Flo touched my face and I opened my eyes. “I sent Anne away. Now tell me what is happening. I think the arrow must have been poisoned.” She carefully touched the open wound. “Look, Jeremiah, she is still bleeding.”

“It may not be wise for you to be touching it, Florence. My father won’t soon forgive me if something happens to you.” Jeremiah had moved to the other side of the bed and sat on it so he could stroke my face. “Gloriana, tell us how you feel.”

I tried to speak. I licked my lips and wanted to reach out to him. Or to Flo. But I suddenly started shaking, tremors running through me until I screamed and rolled from side to side. What was happening to me? It was as if I could see my body but couldn’t control it.

“This is no time for me to worry about myself. Glory needs blood. This is the poison trying to take her. I am the oldest vampire here, yes?” Flo grabbed my face. “Listen to me, amica
. You must drink from me.”

“Careful, Florence. She can’t seem to hear you.” Jeremiah leaned over me, his brow wrinkled with concern. “Here’s my knife. Cut your wrist and see if she can drink.”

I heard this. I did. But could only shake and look wildly about me. At him. At Flo as she slashed her wrist and held it over my lips. I was trapped in my body. Terrified. Helpless. Unable to speak.

I tasted blood when she pressed her wrist to my mouth. “Drink, Glory. It will help you heal.”

I wanted that blood. I needed it. It would surely make this horrible paralysis go away. I used my tongue to lap at the blood welling at my lips. A taste but not enough.

“She can’t drink!” Flo grabbed my mouth and forced it open. “Come now, mia povera ragazza

, you know you want to take this from me.” She tilted my head back so that the liquid ran down my throat. “Swallow, amica
.”

I tried, I truly did. Jeremiah gently stroked my neck, as if that would make me swallow. I stared at him, silently thanking him as a tear rolled down my cheek. I was dying, I knew it. My body trembled and I stiffened, then shuddered, back bowed. Death throes, I was sure of it.

“Keep doing that, Jeremiah. It will work, I know it.” Flo kept forcing the blood into my mouth.

I coughed, choked, but somehow finally managed to get it down. That ancient blood warmed me inside and began to break the chains that held me. Slowly I felt the poison dissolving and the blood winning the battle for my body. I blinked, trying to tell them to keep going. That this was working. It was!

“She swallowed again.” Jeremiah had tears in his eyes. My tough warrior! “I will never forget this, Florence. Your blood is magic.”

“No, but it is very old. Watch. I think her fingers moved. Brava, cara
!” Flo leaned down and kissed my cheek. Then she laughed. “Her fangs are down now. Oh, but you are biting me now, Glory. Naughty girl.”

I tried to be gentle but I was starving, desperate for what her blood offered. I had to rid myself of that poison. A poisoned arrow. I drank until I could finally lift my arm. I used it to touch Flo’s cheek. Then I slipped my fangs from her wrist.

“Gloriana. Do you need more?” Jeremiah brushed my hair back from my face. “Can you speak?” There was a pounding on the door. “Leave us alone!”

“Jeremiah.”

I recognized the voice. “Valdez. Let him in.” My voice 
sounded rough, unsteady. The bed moved as Jeremiah got up to answer the door. “Flo, thank you.” I saw how pale she was. “You need to seek out a handsome man again. Are you all right? Perhaps we should just send for one now.”

“I can find my own, thank you. My Angus will be glad to serve me.” Flo grinned. “We saved you!” She pulled up my bodice to cover my left breast. “I am so relieved. I swear, Glory, you were near death.” She grabbed my hand.

“I know. I felt it, death trying to take me away.” I sighed and saw my bodyguard next to the bed. He looked grim, worried. I realized he studied me anxiously.

“Hey, Valdez, you missed all the fun. I beat Jeremiah at archery. But then someone else was a good shot. I think I’m going to live after all. You will still have a job.”

“That’s good news.” He actually smiled. “Even better is that we caught the man who shot you. He is in the dungeon even now. Waiting for Jeremiah to question him. I don’t envy him.”

“Well done!” Jeremiah clapped him on the back. “How did you manage that?”

“Since you gave me the evening off, I had shifted and was up on the battlements watching the archery contest. I saw the man there, along with the usual guards. If I’d known what he planned, I would have stopped him before he shot you, Glory.” Valdez picked up the broken arrow that someone had brought to our bedchamber. “I’m sorry I was too slow to act.”

I thought back to that bird cawing when Jeremiah had shot his arrow. Well! It had been Valdez who had made Jeremiah miss his shot. I didn’t mention that. Instead, I was glad he had been in the right place to capture the shooter.

“It was a pirate, wasn’t it? Not someone else who wants me dead?” I sat up, feeling better every minute.

“I can’t imagine who else would want you harmed.” 
Jeremiah examined the arrow. “Well, except for my mother. Surely she gave up her quest after her last failure.”

“He’s Irish. That makes it likely he came from the pirate stronghold, though he’s not saying much.” Valdez walked to the door. “You should question him, Jeremiah.”

“Oh, I will. A poison arrow? That makes me think he was in league with a witch. What do you think, Glory?” Jeremiah showed me the arrow but I shook my head. I didn’t want to see it or touch it.

Just then Lady Anne arrived with a bowl and a steaming poultice. I lay back down and moaned. Why not? Flo stood next to me to keep Anne from seeing that my wound was almost completely healed.

“You are just in time. My friend has been in such pain!” Flo took the poultice. “Now you followed all the directions, didn’t you?”

“Yes, yes, of course. Just as you said. It was very complicated. I’m sorry it took so long.” Anne tried to look around Flo to see how I was holding up.

“Thank you, Anne.” I said it in a weak voice. “Oh, can someone blow out the candles? The light hurts my eyes.” I pulled the covers up over my shoulders. “What is that smell?”

“It is a special healing poultice.” Flo pulled down the cover. “Lie still and this will make your wound heal. It will be like a miracle. You will see.” She slapped the hot thing on my shoulder.

“Ow! That is too hot.” I tried to jerk it off.

“No, no, no. You must keep it on. The heat is pulling out the poison. Trust me. I got the recipe from my own nonna
, may she rest in peace.” Flo crossed herself. “Some said she was a witch, some said she danced with the fairies. I don’t know or care.” She shrugged. “All I know is that this works like magic.” 
She accompanied that with some Italian and hand gestures.

I sighed and lay back, closing my eyes. “I would like to rest in peace. Could we clear the room? The prisoner can wait in the dungeon until tomorrow night, can’t he, Jeremiah? Put extra guards on him. Guards we can trust.”

“She is right. Glory needs to rest. Everyone out except Jeremiah.” Flo must have pushed Anne and Valdez right out the door. I kept my eyes closed.

“You can open your eyes now. You want me to toss that smelly thing on your shoulder out the window?” Jeremiah stood next to the bed.

I peeled it off. “Please.” I sniffed. “I don’t want to know what’s in it but it has the stink of cat urine.”

“Out it goes.” Jeremiah heaved it through the window then pulled off his shirt. “You scared me. I thought I was going to lose you.” He tossed back the covers. “You need help getting out of that dress?”

“Yes, please. It is ruined. Maggie will have a time getting the stains out. And Flo ripped the bodice.” I stared up at him. “That means another new dress from Madame Clotilde.”

“You can have as many as you want.” He leaned down to kiss me. “God, I’m glad you are still here.”

I smiled at him. “I am. But weak. Though Flo’s blood was rich and very healing.” I rolled over so he could open my buttons. Then I lifted my hips and he pulled down the dress and my petticoats. I couldn’t believe it, but I still wore my shoes. He made quick work of them.

“You are very good at that, Jeremiah.” I watched him walk over to the washstand and pour water into the bowl, then brought the bowl and a cloth to the bed. “What are you doing now?”

“Washing you, my love. I will never forget how you looked 
lying in the dirt. You stared up into the sky like you were about to ascend into Heaven.” He dipped the cloth into the water and began carefully washing me, starting at my toes. “It was as if you’d given up, Gloriana.”

“I will never give up, Jeremiah.” I stared down at his dark head bent over me. He moved the cloth carefully up my legs. “I seem to have a desperate will to live. Thanks to you, I intend for it to be forever.”

“That suits me very well.” He rolled me over and cleaned the back of my legs and my back with special attention to my bum.

“Mmm. You are certain I was lying in the dirt and my petticoats did not protect me there?” I was resting my face on my arms.

“Hush, Gloriana. I am enjoying this.”

“Yes, I think you are.” I gasped when he dipped that damp cloth where he had never gone before. “Sir! Remember I am still recovering my strength.”

“How could I forget?” He touched the wound on the back of my shoulder. It was still tender and I jerked away before I could stop myself. “I’m sorry, you are still not whole. The arrow went through you. The wound is still red. Perhaps we should have kept the poultice if it could have made the healing go faster.” He kissed the spot then turned me over and dipped the cloth in the water again.

“More ancient blood will work just as well.” I sighed when he carefully washed my breasts then moved down to my stomach. “Oh, a little lower, if you please.” I slid my legs apart. “I would like to be fresh for you.”

“Surely you don’t think you have the energy for loveplay.” He grinned as he washed me most thoroughly between my legs.

“I always have the energy for loveplay. Just like you do.” I ran my hands through his hair. “Especially if you do most of the work.” I laughed.

“Work, is it?” He lifted my legs onto his shoulders and showed me just how he liked to love me. “I can be gentle if that’s what you’re needing.” He nipped at that special vein on my inner thigh. “I can give you more ancient blood while we’re at it.”

“While we’re at it.” I touched his face. “I do want to live, Jeremiah. Love me. Help me forget the hell I just faced.”

“Gladly. And tomorrow night we will find out who this assassin is and if there will be more.” Jeremiah was prepared to spend the rest of our night making sure I had no doubt about his love.

Who was this assassin? What if he refused to talk? I couldn’t stand the thought of torture, but I needed answers. Where had the poison come from? It was obviously supposed to kill me. I had been standing alone so there could be no doubt I was the intended victim either.

“Gloriana, I can tell your mind is elsewhere.” Jeremiah had his hand on my breast. “Shall we forget this for tonight? You need rest after what you’ve been through.”

I ran my hand through his hair. “I love you. I love what you do to me. But I can’t stop thinking about what happened. The arrow going through me. The pain.” I sighed when he moved to lie beside me and take me in his arms. “I’m sorry. I also can’t stop wondering who the man is who shot me.” I sat up. “It was a man, wasn’t it?”

“I’d think Valdez would have made certain of that.” Jeremiah got up and went to the door. “Valdez!” The door was locked but we heard Valdez answer through it. Jeremiah unlocked it and opened it.

“You need me?” My bodyguard wore his sword and a knife on his belt. “I have another guard at the top of the stairs. Two on the prisoner in case someone thinks to rescue him. He had to have come by boat. It’s possible to come alone in a small skiff, but unlikely. At least that’s what I think. I’ll do some investigating tomorrow during the day. Colin is sleeping now and will take over guard duty on this door for me then.”

I don’t think I’d ever heard so much explanation from Valdez before. He seemed determined to protect me at all costs. When was he going to sleep?

“Valdez, are you sure the prisoner is a man and not a woman?” I held the covers up to hide my nakedness. Jeremiah didn’t bother to hide his. Men.

“I didn’t check.” Now Valdez was frowning. “But I think I would know if it was a woman in man’s clothing.” He and Jeremiah looked at each other. “I know you could tell immediately that the pirate wench was female.”

“I’ve known women who could fool the eye.” Jeremiah shook his head. “What does it matter? Man or woman, she tried to kill Gloriana and will hang for it.”

I shuddered. “I want to know why. And if more will follow her or him. When will this end?” No tears. I refused to cry. “When we wake tomorrow night, I want to meet this person and ask them questions myself.”

“Then that’s what you’ll do.” Valdez nodded. “Did you need me for anything else? I think sunrise is mere minutes away.” He backed toward the door. “Good evening.”

“Good evening.” I fell back and burrowed under the covers. I was exhausted.

Jeremiah locked the door again and crawled in beside me. “I would rather not have you get close to that assassin.”

“Well, I would rather not get close either.” I lay my head on 
his chest. “Unfortunately, I think it is necessary. He or she needs to look me in the eyes and tell me why he shot me, who sent him and where he got the poison.” I closed my eyes. “I don’t think I’ll ever feel safe again until I know those answers and we have finished my enemies once and for all.”
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“
T

here is no question now, Glory. Colin made him strip naked. This is definitely a man we’re dealing with.” Valdez nodded. “I am convinced a woman would have been more worrisome. I also checked the bastard for special talents. He’s mortal, not shifter or vampire nor witch. Though he carries the stench of dark magic around him. That’s where he got the poison, I’m sure.”

“Well done, Valdez.” Jeremiah had a grim look. No smile from him even while he handed out a compliment. “Bring him here. Is he in chains?”

“Aye.” Colin answered Jeremiah. “We gave him some of Holly’s famous gruel this morning—nasty stuff—and a jug of water. He’s been treated better than he would have been in the Edinburgh gaol, I tell you that.” Colin doffed his cap to me. “It weren’t easy to keep from showing him how I feel about what he did to you, mistress. Say the word and that’ll change right now.”

I had to smile at Colin’s loyalty. “Thank you, Colin. But we’ll question him now. If there is punishment due, we’ll try to make it lawful. Just bring him here.”

Colin looked disappointed about that as he turned and 
disappeared down the stairs to the dungeon.

I stood close beside Jeremiah. We were in an empty storeroom not far from the kitchen. Actually, the storeroom wasn’t completely empty. There was a stool someone had brought in and a small table. On the table were a pair of tongs like the blacksmith used to pick up hot iron and a hammer with a few nails. I shivered, trying not to think what Jeremiah or Colin intended to do with those. Lawful punishment? I was sure no one would fault us if we tortured some vital information out of this man. He had
 tried to kill me.

“Are you sure you wish to stay for this?” Jeremiah had noticed the way I’d stared at the table. “It will get harsh if the man refuses to tell us what we want to know.”

“If things go badly, I’ll leave. But let me ask my questions first. Mayhap he has a wish to talk to me directly.” I held onto my skirt, twisting it in my fingers. Had this man been hired to kill me? If so, we could possibly loosen his tongue with the promise of gold. I’d brought along my purse though Jeremiah had forbidden me to bribe this bastard, as he called him, to talk.

I heard the clank of chains coming closer. Colin and two other men dragged a man through the door and dumped him on the stool. Obviously at some point the man had resisted capture, either that or his guards had taken out their anger on him. I didn’t want to know which. He was bruised on his chin and one of his eyes was swollen shut. Valdez stood on one side of me, Jeremiah on the other, in case seeing me got a reaction from the man. The prisoner stared at us sullenly.

“Who hit him?” Jeremiah looked around the room.

“I did. He didn’t want to go to the dungeon. I had to persuade him.” Valdez looked proud of himself.

“Well done,” I murmured and patted his arm. Then I 
stepped toward the man on the stool.

“Careful.” Jeremiah grabbed my arm. “Don’t get so close.”

“You should be dead.” The prisoner spoke. “I made a good shot.”

“Yes, you did. But we are skilled with medicine here.” I stayed where I was. “As you see, I lived and can even move my arm. Unlike Zarah, may she roast in hell.” I stared at him, meeting his gaze. I tried to read his mind. He quickly looked down at his feet, apparently having been warned that there were people like me here who could do that.

“I know what you are. Monsters.” He spit on the stone floor. “You are the ones bound for hell. Zarah was,” his throat worked. “a hero.”

“I don’t know how you can call her that. She raided hard-working people, stealing the bread from their tables. How is that heroic?” I paced the floor around him.

“Our people were starving. Our land cannot provide for us. It is rocky and useless. Zarah gave what she took to those in need.” He kept his hands on his knees, his knuckles bruised and scarred as he gripped them.

“What happened to the girls who were taken from their homes? Raped? How does that help your people?” I hated the way innocent victims were caught up in war.

“You don’t understand how angry our people are. How they have suffered because the British hate us. Zarah did what she could to give us hope.” He lifted his head. “Now you have killed her.”

I could see his anger. He might be caught, but he had a dignity about him.

“I didn’t kill her.” I had to say it.

“You took her shooting arm. She felt ruined, as good as dead without it.” His eyes blazed when he dared look at me. 
“Zarah was not a bad person. She tried to lead our people. Some were not so willing to follow her. It was not her fault that they went too far once they landed here.” The prisoner rattled his chains. “I know I’m going to hang. Get it over with. I will be with Zarah. I loved her.”

Jeremiah pushed me behind him. “Who helped you here? How did you get in the castle?” He grabbed the man’s face and forced him to look into his eyes. “Colin, find Zachary McFee. Another traitor.”

“Stop it!” The man tried to wrench his face free, throwing his chain at Jeremiah. It was no use. Jeremiah had the power to make the man freeze in place.

“Where did you get the poison for the arrow?” Jeremiah had to pry the man’s eyes open. “He’s singing in his head. It’s an old trick. He’s been coached by someone who knows vampires.” He glanced at me. “Gloriana, you visited the witch who lives near the beach. Do you think she could be in league with the pirates?”

It was a good question. But I couldn’t think of any reason why she would be. There was a noise outside the door, then we could hear scuffling and a yell. The door crashed open. Colin and Willum had a man between them. He had blood running from his nose and still fought to get free from what had to have been their painful grips.

“I’m innocent. Who is spreading lies about me?” He saw the man in chains, slumped on the stool. “You! Is this the liar who gave you my name?” He lunged at him, grabbing Valdez’s knife from his waist and plunging it into the prisoner’s throat. He’d aimed well, for the amount of blood that flowed down the victim’s chest assured me it was a death blow.

My fangs were down but I stayed where I was. We all were in shock, I think, Valdez most of all. He wrestled his knife 
from the man’s grip and threw him to the ground.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t imagine he’d do such a thing.” Valdez stared at Jeremiah. “Is he dead?”

“Yes, there’s no doubt.” Jeremiah stepped back from the body, his fingers bloody. “Well now, it seems we have no choice but to question you, McFee.” He strode over to the man on the floor and picked him up by his shirt front. Jeremiah was obviously furious. He threw the man against the wall with such force that McFee bounced. He hit his head then slumped to the floor.

“Jeremiah, you won’t get answers if you kill him.” I stepped around the dead prisoner, ignoring the smell of blood in the air. It wasn’t easy.

Jeremiah stood over the man McFee and finally looked back at the man in chains. “Colin, remove the trash, if you please. It seems I will need the stool and the chains to question the new prisoner.”

I stayed out of the way as Colin and Willum got busy taking off the chains and dragging the dead man out of the room. When they returned, they attached the chains to McFee with enthusiasm while the new prisoner shook his head and seemed to come to his senses.

“What’s this?” McFee rubbed his eyes. “Where am I?”

Valdez stepped outside then came back with a pitcher of water and threw it in McFee’s face. “That should wake him. You know where you are, McFee, and you’d better answer Lord Campbell’s questions if you value your life.” He and Colin dragged the man to the stool and sat him roughly on it.

“Questions?” McFee moaned and gripped his head, leaning over. “You almost killed me. What did I do? Why are you treating me this way?” He retched. “I’m gonna be sick. My head!”

Colin ran out of the room and returned with a bowl. “Lose your supper in this, man. Then quit your moanin’. The master has questions for ye.” He shoved McFee’s legs apart and set the bowl on the floor on top of the chains.

We all waited. Was he going to be sick? Valdez offered to douse him with water again. That got McFee’s head up.

“I ain’t done nothin’. Why are you treating me this way? The traitor tried to kill the mistress. I hope I killed him. Did I? Is he dead?” He looked around the room. He pointed to the puddle of blood. “I got him good with that knife, didn’t I?”

“He’s dead all right.” Jeremiah stepped up to him. “And his last words named you. Why would he have your name in his head unless you helped him when he tried to kill Gloriana?”

“He’s a liar. I ain’t no traitor.” He looked at me. “I think you’re wonderful, Mistress Gloriana.” He gave me a smile that showed a missing front tooth. “Best shot with an arrow in the castle, ain’t ya?”

“Quit talking nonsense.” Jeremiah had had enough. He grabbed McFee’s face as he’d done the traitor and stared into his eyes. “He’s doing it too. Singing in his head. If we needed proof this man was in on the plot to kill you, Gloriana, this is it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. What plot? What do you think I’m doing?” McFee rattled his chains, the ones on his hands and his feet. He kicked the bowl out of the way and it went spinning across the floor.

“The man lied if he said I knew what he was doing. I killed him for being a liar. You would do the same, your lordship.”

Jeremiah kept staring at him. “Why are you singing in your head, McFee? It’s an old tune, a child’s tune. And you are singing it over and over again. Who told you to do that?”

McFee looked down at his hands. “Happens I used to work 
for a family of vampires, sir. I know one when I see him. Sleeping all day, up at night. Word gets around about certain clans. The Campbells, the MacDonalds. There’s good money to be made if you’re willing to put up with their strange ways.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. People knew? Outside of the family compound? Jeremiah schooled his features, but I could see that this news bothered him. Now McFee had told about the singing to avoid having his mind read. Colin and Willum from Dollar stood next to the door, taking in the news. They would certainly remember every word and not hesitate to share it all.

“I’m sorry, yer lordship, but I learned long ago to keep my thoughts to myself. It’s a habit I won’t break. If I hang for it, so be it.” McFee stared down at the chains, tears running down his cheeks and into his long beard. “It’s been an honor to work for you and Mistress Gloriana. It truly has been.”

“Why would this traitor, this pirate who tried to kill the woman I love, call you out as the man who helped him?” Jeremiah picked up the hammer and tapped it into his own palm. He did it with a rhythm almost like a heartbeat. Tap, tap, tap. I couldn’t look away.


The woman he loved.
 He had announced it to the men in this room, to the world.

“Sire, yer lordship.” McFee sobbed and wiped his nose with a noisy rattle of those chains. “Believe me. I don’t know. I wouldn’t help such as him. I’m just a working man, doing what I’m told. I was sent up to the battlements last night. Mayhap I had a word and thought to jest with the man. But I didn’t know him as a pirate. We was watchin’ the two of ye shoot. I was tryin’ to get the man to lay down a bet.” He wiped his streaming nose on his sleeve again. Blood was matted in his beard. “I’d seen the lady shoot, ye see. I knew it was easy 
money.”

Jeremiah just watched him, his face so serious it gave me chills. Tap, tap, tap.

“He told me to sod off. Was unfriendly. So I walked on down a ways for a better view. Left him. I didn’t know he was going to pull out his gear and shoot at the lady.” He looked at me, more tears streaming down his face.

“I think you’re somethin’ special, mistress. Shootin’ like that. I was glad I kilt him just now. The man deserved to go straight to hell.” He sniffled and threw back his head, a sad sight with blood from his nose smeared across his face.

“I’m so glad you seem to have healed. ̕̕̕Tis a miracle.” His effort at looking proud of what he’d done impressed me.

“Thank you, McFee.” For some reason I believed him. The pirate had thought the only name he knew in an effort to take down someone with him. “I don’t suppose the man told you his name or anything about himself.”

“He was unfriendly, like I said.” McFee leaned forward. He obviously hoped that he might have an ally in me. “When I remarked that I hadn’t seen him before, he claimed he’d been on a ship.” He wiped his nose again on his other sleeve. It had almost stopped bleeding. “I know many of the lads who fought on the ships with his lordship or the captain were now in the castle, guarding it. I thought nothin’ of it.”

“That doesn’t help much.” I touched Jeremiah’s arm. “Will you let Lord Campbell read your mind now? If you do that and prove you are not a traitor, perhaps you can be spared whatever torture he plans for you.”

McFee shuddered. “I don’t like it, but I’ll do it for you, mistress. Here, you
 read my mind and see if I’m lying or no.” He gave me that gap-toothed smile again, though it was a shaky effort. “You can do that, can’t ye?”

“Yes, I can do it.” I didn’t like to and never intruded on the minds of the people around me. “I promise it will only be for a few moments. To find the truth of what happened last night.”

“Thank ye, mistress. You’ll see. I did not help the pirate. I do not want you dead. Yer so pretty and all.” He must have heard Jeremiah growl, we all did.

“Meaning no disrespect, yer lordship. Everyone here admires both of ye. It’s a lucky thing to be hired by the Campbells. I’ve said it many a time, enjoying myself at your table.”

“Can we get on with this?” Jeremiah gestured me closer to McFee. “You try to hurt my lady and you’ll never draw another breath. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, yes, yer lordship. I am yer servant. Would never…” He obviously noticed that he had tried Jeremiah’s patience. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then opened them again. “Have at it, mistress. I ain’t singing now.”

I leaned closer and looked. Mind reading isn’t something I enjoy. And I really hate for someone to read my mind. Jeremiah does it to me all the time and I think it’s an invasion of my privacy. However, it is a way to get to the truth. I could see that McFee didn’t like pirates and would never have truck with them. He liked me and wouldn’t want to kill me. Then I saw something that made me draw in a breath and look at Jeremiah.

He must have seen the same thing because that hammer came down with a crash on the table. “By God!”

McFee jumped, his chains rattled and the men by the door all rushed to stand next to the chair. Valdez put his hands around McFee’s throat.

“What is it?” Valdez had his knife out. “Is he the traitor? Say the word and I’ll end him now.”

“He could be. Let me at him.” Jeremiah took McFee’s face in his hand. He squeezed until I thought the man’s eyes would pop out. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me that you have worked for Robert MacDonald?”

“I, I didn’t think it mattered.” McFee could barely get the words out.

“Go on.”

“Jeremiah, it would help if you let go of his face and allowed him to talk.” I could feel the tension in my lover’s back when I rubbed it. “He’s not going anywhere, he’s chained!”

“One moment. Valdez, do you sense any shifter in him? Any other talents?” Jeremiah didn’t release his prisoner.

Valdez had stepped back at Jeremiah’s first command. Now he got closer, obviously using his own special talent to find out what he could about McFee. He gestured and Jeremiah finally let go. McFee rubbed his face and looked at me gratefully.

“I ain’t no shifter. I know what they are. Not no witch either.” McFee rattled his chains. “What say you, Mr. Valdez?”

“He’s right. He’s just an ordinary mortal in need of a bath.”

“Here now, no reason to insult a man. I hear the master and mistress are right fond of washing, but most of us don’t have the luxury of a tub.” McFee shook his head. “Not to be complaining, mind ye. This is a right good place to work. I’m happy with my post.”

“But you used to work for MacDonald.” Jeremiah could barely squeeze the name out. “Did he send you here to spy for him?”

“What? Why would I do that?” The man looked genuinely confused.

“Then why would you come here? Why leave a job with the MacDonald clan?” Jeremiah really hated saying that name. “I hear they pay well.”

“Oh, they do. But your wages are just as good.” McFee glanced at the men who stood by the door. “The trouble was, the MacDonald has new men in his guard. Fancy types who have to wear uniforms.” He smiled at me again. “Have you seen this, mistress? All done up in skirts and wigs?” He shuddered. “Not a fighting man among ̕̕em.”

Jeremiah and I glanced at each other. We certainly had noticed the guards around Robert and Fiona MacDonald before we’d left Edinburgh. Fiona liked the formality of court and her guards reflected that.

“They’ll be stayin’ at court much of the time too. If there’s ever to be fighting, I’d not heard about it. Not like the company here. I left when I found out that you were hiring men to guard the coast. Your wages are good and I like a bit of action.” He kicked at his chains. “Especially like a job where I don’t have to wear one of them fancy uniforms.”

“Let Gloriana look into your mind. We must know if you have been spying for MacDonald.” Jeremiah stood rigid. “Or shared our fight and failure with the pirates with that man.”

“Come and look, mistress. You’ll see I’m tellin’ the truth.” McFee studied his dirty boots. “Happens one of the MacDonald guards did pay me a visit t̕ other day. Now I see that as a try at spyin’.”

“Indeed. What did you tell him?” Jeremiah paced a circle around the man on the stool. He gestured the other men out of his way and they clustered next to the door. I stayed against the table. Poor McFee. I hoped he could talk his way out of this one. I wanted to see those chains removed and the man back on his feet.

“I did not say we failed with the pirates. No, I didn’t, yer lordship. I told him we blasted those pirates to bits. That we were bold, sailing right up to Ireland and strikin’ down their 
ships at anchor and shootin’ up their castle. Told him about Intrepid, that huge cannon you sent for from Edinburgh.” McFee smiled. “Fella couldn’t believe it.”

“You do like to talk, don’t you, McFee.” Jeremiah stood behind the man. He could have slit his throat from there and that would be the end of it. No, he wouldn’t do it. He didn’t kill just because someone irritated him. And it was clear that McFee did irritate him.

“Aye, sire. Especially when I’ve had a pint or two. Holly has been serving us well at last meal.” He rattled his chains. “I’d hate to miss it, sir.”

Jeremiah actually laughed and walked around to face McFee. “God forbid you miss last meal.” He waved Colin over. “Release him. It’s clear he had no involvement in the plot to kill Gloriana.”

“Thank ye, your lordship.” McFee grabbed Jeremiah’s hand and kissed it. “I will serve you well, I swear it.”

Jeremiah jerked his hand free and wiped it on his jacket. “You will be watched. I will also arrange for a bathing tub to put in the barracks for the men. Be sure to use it before I see you next.”

I almost laughed at the look on McFee’s face. “Aye, sir, yer lordship, sire.” McFee held out his hands so Colin could unlock his chains.

“Be sure to report to me or Colin if that MacDonald spy comes to see you again.” Jeremiah wore his stern look, like he was thinking hard.

“I will, sir. Never fear. I could even drag him in front of you, if need be.” McFee sighed when Colin continued to work on his chains, shaking his hands when the first chain fell. “You could read his bleeding mind. I guess it’s true what they say. That the MacDonalds and the Campbells are always fighting.”

“We are ordered by King James to cease our quarrelling.” Jeremiah picked up that hammer again. This time he slammed it onto the table. “If Robert MacDonald thinks to spy on me, then that may be impossible.”

“Dirty spy. I’ll have a bit of fun showing him how men as work for the Campbells won’t put up with no spying.” McFee was clearly on our side now.

“No, you must pretend to be his friend. I would rather he think we don’t care that he is sniffing about.” Jeremiah put his arm around me. “I will have someone follow him when he leaves, so don’t fail to report as soon as you see him.”

“Aye, yer lordship.” McFee sprang to his feet as soon as the last chain fell to the floor. “I am at your service.” He bowed and almost fell over. “My head. The room is turning around me.” He pressed his hands to his forehead.

“Have Maggie fix you one of her special tonics. It will set you to rights.” I smiled at him. “Thank you for your loyalty to me, Mr. McFee. I’m sorry you didn’t get to bet with that traitor, you would have won.” I dug out a coin. “Here you are. For your trouble.”

“Willum, see that McFee gets to the housekeeper’s quarters for his remedy.” Colin said.

“My winnings!” McFee bit into the coin. “Now that’s all right!” He tucked it away. “A special brew? Not ale, is it?” He gave Valdez a wide berth as he staggered out of the room. “Oh, but the walls keep moving. Got a bit of a headache too. The master has a strong arm, yes, he does. He threw me right into the wall. Don’t cross him, Will.”

Willum murmured something as he gripped his elbow and steered him toward the housekeeper’s room down the hall.

“I’m thinking that the man who tried to kill you worked alone.” Jeremiah walked with me through the castle and out to 
the courtyard. It was a cool night and I wished for a shawl.

“How did he get here? Could he really come by boat alone all the way from Ireland?” I still worried that another assassin could show up and try to kill me. I wanted to believe the threat was gone, but couldn’t relax.

“There’s one way to find out. He mentioned that he’d been on a ship. If he was a competent sailor, it would be no problem for him to sail a small boat by himself. He’d have left it tied up somewhere or pulled up onto the shore. I’ll send men to look for it. It couldn’t be too far away.”

“If we don’t find it?” I jumped when something landed on my shoulders. I looked behind me and saw that Valdez had brought my shawl and had laid it there.

“Thank you, Valdez.”

“I thought Lord Campbell might be anxious to go check on his ship. I grabbed your shawl in case you planned to go with him or stroll outside.” My bodyguard was solemn.

“It is chilly.” I turned to Jeremiah. “Are you going to the ship? Don’t stay here just for me. I’m well protected, as you can see.”

Jeremiah gave Valdez a searching look. “Gloriana, will you at least stay in the castle grounds until we find out if the man acted alone?”

“I will if you hurry. You know I don’t like to be kept confined.” I looked around. “There are only so many archery contests I can win before the men refuse to play with me.” At least that got a smile from my man.

“I’ll send troops out tonight. Both directions along the coast. If we don’t find an abandoned boat, then that means a ship dropped off your attacker. It’s possible it could have left more than one pirate. We might still have a traitor here.” He frowned. “And there’s the unsolved question of where he got 
the poison. Did he bring it with him? Or did our own witch help him?”

I really wanted to confront her. Did I dare?

Jeremiah grabbed me and stared into my eyes. “I can read you too well, my love. I absolutely forbid you to see that witch. Do you hear me, Gloriana?”

He had just made a mistake. I carefully blocked my thoughts. Forbid me? Why didn’t he ever learn?
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m I going to have to lock you in your bedchamber?” Valdez was being difficult.

“You know someone needs to question the witch. Can you
 tell who made this poison?” I waved the arrow at him, then held it to my own nose. I couldn’t help it, I gagged. It reeked of strong evil and my own blood. No one had dared clean it, Jeremiah’s orders. He’d broken it before he’d turned me over and pulled it out by the arrow head. That’s what Colin told me. I’d been in too much pain to remember. The very thought of how I almost died made me want to retch again.

“Do you think poison has a signature? No one could name the maker by its smell.” Valdez grabbed the arrow and wrapped it in one of my shawls.

I wanted to protest. I liked that shawl. But I was glad to have the thing out of sight.

“I don’t think you know that for sure. You just don’t want me to visit the witch.” I tugged his arm. “Come on, Valdez. Walk with me down to the beach. We have to talk to Helen.”

“You have no idea how it makes me shudder to hear you on familiar terms with that woman.” He stood in the doorway of my bedchamber, a handsome barrier to my freedom.

“I am not familiar with her, but she is a woman. Not merely a witch. Treat her as such and you will get more from her. I am convinced of it.” I wasn’t backing down, determined to have my way.

“And if it is her handiwork? We’d be turned into toads and hopping out of there before you could scream ‘Help!’” He thought he was being funny, but he still wasn’t moving. Clearly, he had his orders.

“What is this? Valdez, stand aside.” Flo spoke from behind him. “Are you holding my friend prisoner?”

“I am trying to keep her from making a mistake.” He held up the wrapped arrow. “She wants to go see the witch about this.”

“Valdez makes sense. Aren’t you afraid she’ll put a spell on you, amica
?” Flo pushed him aside and joined me in my bedchamber. She had her hands full of blue velvet. And she wore…

“The britches are ready!” I grabbed the velvet from her and held them up. “Blue with silver braid down the legs. I love them!” I shoved Valdez out of the room and slammed the door in his face. It was a relief to have something new to think about. My bodyguard hadn’t been moved by my arguments and I was tired of the effort. “I must try on mine.”

“I don’t know, Glory. I feel funny. They are pushing into my derrière
 and getting personal with me, capisci
?” Flo pulled at the fabric that was a bit snug there but made her look very curvy in a way that would make a man wild with lust. “I am used to freedom down there. It is as if I can’t breathe, though I know that sounds silly.” She strutted around the room, her legs wide apart.

“Stop, you look
 silly. Walk like you usually do, Flo. Like you are on your way to bed and want a man to follow you.” I 
grinned at her. She knew what I meant. Hadn’t she found a bodice to go with her black and silver that dipped low in front? It had short sleeves so she could work with her sword. I was sure she’d declare it practical.

I pulled off my skirt and prayed that my britches would fit. My ass was so much bigger than Flo’s. Yes, Maggie had taken my measurements, but to allow for my thighs and hips… I slid one leg into the beautiful blue velvet then had to sit down on a trunk to manage the other.

“Do you need help?” Flo was admiring her own legs but finally watched my struggle to get into the britches. There were silver buttons across the front. “Don’t you love that we have falls to button, just like the sailors do? Your Maggie is very clever with a needle.”

“We were lucky there were such pretty buttons in the supplies sent from Edinburgh. Mine are silver engraved with flowers.” I stood and breathed a sigh of relief when I got them all buttoned without a problem. “Maggie is a genius. These fit perfectly!”

“They do. If Maggie knew the current fashions, I’d say we send Madame Clotilde packing. She has been here weeks with nothing to show for it.” Flo pulled me away from the trunk and walked around me. “Glory, you have a nice bottom. Jeremiah will want to take you straight to bed once he sees you in this.”

“No, Jeremiah will hate me in britches.” I was surprised to realize I was afraid to go out in them. The soldiers in the castle had always treated me with respect. What would they do when they saw me strutting around like the pirate queen, who they had mocked for dressing like a man?

I walked around the room, feeling odd, like Flo had said. Restricted, yes, with the fabric pushing up between my legs, but also free of those full skirts that caught on everything. Who 
had decided that women should hide their legs and worry about tripping all the time? Men, I was sure. Now that was a thought to change my mind.

I decided to risk it. “Flo, are you ready to take our new britches for a walk?” Yes, we were sure to get some comments, but I was not going to let that stop me. The men either respected me or they didn’t. “You know we will scandalize Lady Anne.”

“Yes, and I forgot. I came to tell you the news. We have company!” Flo threw open the door and almost knocked down Valdez. He’d obviously been leaning on it. “Lady Anne’s mother has arrived. Without her husband. She has left him!”

“That is
 news.” I shook my head. “We can’t meet that lady in britches. I’ll save mine for another day. Did she see you like that?”

Flo laughed. “No, grazie Dio
. I had just run into Maggie and she gave them to me. My hands were full when I saw Lady Anne with her mother. She introduced her, though Lady Rose was in no state for a formal introduction. She was in tears and leaning on her daughter. She told me, a perfect stranger, that she had run away from him and had vowed never to return.” Flo threw up her hands. “Can you imagine? Lady Anne was trying to make her mother be quiet. Our new friend was so imbarazzato
.”

“Poor lady. I’ll get dressed and see what I can do to help.” I glanced at Valdez. “If I have permission to leave my room.”

“If you are planning to keep to the castle, you can certainly leave your room.” Valdez stayed in the hall. He looked over Flo and me. “Britches on women. Not a fashion I see lasting. Though you both have the bottom for them.” He winked then shut the door.

“That man!” Flo stalked to the window. “Does he think I am 
staying in here with you? I must change clothes to help you with the runaway wife.” She became a bluebird and flew out of the window. Just like that.

I rubbed my eyes. Oh, how I wished I could manage such a trick. I closed my eyes, fisted my hands and thought hard. Bird, bird, bird. Why wouldn’t my arms turn into wings, my skin into feathers? I dared myself to let go. Let what should happen, go ahead and happen.


Shift, damn you!
 I waited, praying for a tingle, the start of the change. Nothing. I finally opened my eyes and realized I was now outside, still in my britches but under my window. I stared all the way up at the stone walls of our castle. Impossible!

How had that happened? No, I hadn’t shifted into a bird, but somehow, I had moved. Yes, I’d gone from my bedchamber to the ground outside the castle. If I wanted to, I could now walk to the witch’s hut and ask my questions and Valdez would never know. No, I wasn’t fool enough to do that. I knew Helen was a powerful witch. I wasn’t going to face her without Valdez to guard my back.

I needed to test this new and wonderful skill. I didn’t think even Jeremiah could do this, whatever it was called. I was so excited, I realized I was finally feeling that tingle I’d been waiting for before. I had so much to learn! But first I needed to see if I could get back into my bedchamber.

I fisted my hands, closed my eyes and concentrated, seeing where I’d been when this had started. I waited a few agonizing moments before I dared look.

Yes! It had worked. I was back inside. Unbelievable! I could shift. Not into another creature, but from one place to another. This was a power that I could use. I would need to experiment. To see how far I could go and how fast I could manage it. Would I need to “see” the exact spot I wanted to 
land? I hadn’t done that before, just wished to be out of my room. To try this, I would need Valdez to help me. Why not? He would like this new way for me to defend myself. I threw open the door, ready to confide in him.

But instead of Valdez, there was Jeremiah, home from checking on his ship. He took a look at my outfit and stepped inside, closing the door behind him.

“What the hell are you wearing?” He put his hands on my shoulders. “Dear God! I can see your cunny.”

“I would think you’d like that.” I ran my hand down my bum. “Feel the fabric. It’s very soft.”

“It also leaves nothing to the imagination.” Jeremiah turned me around and ran his hands over my hips, then between my thighs. “These are well-made.” He pressed his palm to my center, his eyes darkening. “They leave no doubt that you are a woman, my dear.”

I reached for his own britches and cupped him where his sex was rising in interest. “And yours leave no doubt that you are a man.” I squeezed.

“You will not wear these outside this room.” He growled as he began to open my buttons so he could slip his hand inside to touch my bare skin.

“Oh, yes, I will. These are my sword fighting britches.” I opened his buttons as well, finding him eager as I took him in hand. “Don’t make this difficult, Jeremiah.”

“I don’t want to fight with you, Gloriana.” He pushed a rough finger inside me.

I was wet with need for him. “Neither do I. When you order me to do something? Or forbid me? I think you are treating me like one of your sailors, or chattel. Is that how you see me, Jeremiah? As something you own?” I let go of him and stepped back. This was too important for me to distract him. I wanted 
an honest answer.

He moved with me, staying close, as he slid a second finger inside, starting that rhythm that made my knees weaken. I didn’t want to lean against him. Nor hold onto his waist when he kissed my neck in that special place we both knew throbbed with my blood.

“I see you as the woman I love, Gloriana.” He said it close to my ear as he picked me up and laid me on the bed. “I see you as someone I will do anything to keep safe.” He slid those britches down my legs and tossed them aside. Then he unlaced my bodice so that my breasts fell free. He took one into his hand and made love to it with his mouth until I sighed his name.

“I love you too, Jeremiah. But safe can’t mean I’m locked up like a prisoner.” I was being distracted deliberately. He hadn’t answered me, damn him. I fought against it, trying desperately to win my points before this became another night of mindless lovemaking. We’d had hundreds of those. Distractions from our differences.

He leaned back and stared at me. “I almost lost you to a poison arrow. Can you understand how that made me feel? Do you remember almost losing me
 not so long ago?”

I did remember. He’d been injured and had been near death. I’d wept, I’d given him blood, I’d begged the gods to let him live. He’d made it through but I’d been so terrified that I would lose him I would have done anything to keep him safe. But lock him in a room? I knew he’d never stand for it. Why did he think I would?

“Yes, I know that was hard for you.” I touched his lips. “I lived. As did you. It may happen again. To both of us. But we have to forget those times and move on, Jeremiah. We are immortal. We’re supposed to be anyway.” I saw him about to 
argue, to tell me all the ways a vampire could die, and I shook my head.

“Don’t start. You have to know that if you try to keep me safe by burying me in my bedchamber or making rules I can’t abide, I’ll go mad. And hate you for it.” I closed my bodice. It was hard to be taken seriously when you have your breasts on display. His eyes kept straying to them. Men will be men. It was an oft repeated refrain these days in my mind. If I didn’t love him, I would
 hate him.

“There are so many dangers in the world, Gloriana.” He lay back and stared at the ceiling.

“You hired Valdez for me. That’s the best you can do. Let me learn to defend myself and then trust that I’ll be careful.” I leaned over him. “Can you do that?”

“I don’t know.” He was at least being honest. He pulled me down so that my head rested on his shoulder. “I like to control my men, my cattle, my life. You are part of that. When you go off and do something dangerous…” His hand on the back of my head tightened. “Well, it drives me
 mad.”

“I don’t deliberately seek trouble, Jeremiah.” I smiled against his chest. When had he taken off his shirt? I was glad of it as I touched his smooth skin. “I would hate to leave you, but that will happen if you don’t stop trying to control me like you do your cattle.”

He drew in a breath. “You sound as if you mean that.”

“I do. I have been poor before and I survived. I have been alone as well. I will be sad if I have to live without you but it won’t kill me.” I sat up and looked into his eyes. “You won’t make me leave, now will you? We love each other, surely we can work this out.” I kissed him with all the love in my heart. I would so hate to give him up. Sad? What a meek word for the pain I’d feel if I had to turn my back on him. He looked into my 
eyes and saw that I meant every word.

When he rolled me under him and devoured me, I sighed with relief. He was going to see reason.
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“I hope you are happy.” Flo had put on a lovely dress but her face said she was in a sour mood. “Obviously you and Jeremiah enjoyed time together when he saw you in those britches. While I had to stay in my bedchamber alone with my drawing for company while waiting for you.” She pulled out yet another beautiful fan. I’d learned she painted them herself. This one was a bower of flowers with two lovers entwined. She might scandalize the maids below stairs with it. “Angus is still out on that dannata
 ship.”

“I’m sorry it took so long, Flo, but I believe we have finally come to terms about my wearing them. Now Jeremiah is meeting with the captain at the barracks and we can go see Lady Anne and her mother. You do look very pretty.”

I wore one of my nicest dresses. I hoped her mother wasn’t going to ruin Lady Anne’s wedding, which was the next night.

“Ladies. Where have you been? I thought we were to have a fitting tonight.” Madame Clotilde’s assistant Jolie caught us before we could knock on the door to Anne’s solar. “Madame is waiting.” The woman fluttered around us, almost pushing us down the stairs. “You really don’t want to keep her waiting.”

“Has she forgotten who is paying her?” Florence really was in a mood. “She has certainly kept us waiting.” She actually swatted Jolie with her fan. “Stop pushing me. We are coming. I am actually excited to see what Madame has made for me.”

“Oui
, but of course, you will be pleased, I think.” Jolie stepped back.

I noticed the woman’s fingers were chapped, the tips very rough and red. It was clear who must have been doing the sewing on our dresses. By the time we arrived at the workroom off the great hall, I was as excited as Flo was. What woman wouldn’t be at the idea of a new gown made by a famous modiste?

“There you are!” Clotilde was sitting next to a table, adding beads to a bodice. “One more stitch. It is a work of art, is it not? You will not find better in Paris, Madame daVinci.” She shook out the skirt then stood.

Flo and I were speechless.

“Only see how we used layers of fabric to make the sleeves puff.” Jolie held one out to show us. “Madame Clotilde says that in Paris, the larger the sleeve, the more consequence the wearer has. The queen herself needs two footmen to carry her arms!”

I tried to picture that and had to hide my smile. “It is very unusual.” I tried to imagine tiny Flo in the dress. Each sleeve was the size of one of Colin’s hounds. Perhaps it could be used as a weapon.

“You must try it on! Jolie, help her out of her dress.” Clotilde pulled up her lorgnette. “What you have on is quite pretty, Madame daVinci. I saw one similar in Milan last season. Surely you don’t keep your clothes year after year.”

“If you please me, I will have a new wardrobe this year. But I do not throw away a good dress. I have my favorites and don’t mind wearing them again and again.” Flo had read my mind and was trying not to laugh as Jolie hurried her out of her dress. “Are you sure these sleeves aren’t too, um, large?”

“There is no such thing!” Madame Clotilde had picked up Flo’s fan from her work table. “This is une très belle pièce
. Where did you get it? I would like to find some of these and sell them 
to my clients.”

“They are not for sell.” Flo’s voice was muffled as the dress was lowered over her head. When it finally came to rest on her shoulders, she and Jolie began to work her arms into those enormous sleeves. The bodice was cut low as Flo had requested for all her gowns. There was the problem. The weight of the sleeves pulled the dress off her shoulders and exposed her breasts. No matter how Jolie tried to adjust it, there was no solution. Big sleeves, big problem.

“Stupid girl. You made them too heavy.” Clotilde slapped Jolie. The sound was a harsh echo in the room.

Flo turned on the seamstress. “It is your design that is stupid. How could anyone move in these sleeves?” She grabbed the scissors from the table and slashed at the material.

“No! What are you doing?” Clotilde lunged for the scissors. “My beautiful sleeves.”

Flo stared at her, for a moment showing fangs.

“Mon Dieu! What are you?” Clotilde fainted and fell to the floor.

Jolie didn’t faint. In fact, she walked up to Flo, calmly took the scissors and began to cut the sleeves off the dress.

“The beading really is beautiful. What do you think, Madame daVinci?” Jolie smiled. “I did all the work myself. I just love the way the silver compliments the lavender, don’t you?”

“You are not afraid?” Flo stood still while the assistant used what must be very sharp scissors to trim the terrible sleeves off the dress.

“Not of you, madame. I have seen vampires before.” She shrugged. “Working all night, sleeping the day away? Madame Clotilde is too stupid to ask why. I have found a lover here. He 
let me know how things are. I don’t mind it.” She efficiently threw the huge sleeves away. The dress immediately looked better.

Flo stared at what was left. “This is what I like. I can move and look like a woman now, not like a misshaped freak.”

“Exactly, madame.” Jolie nodded. “I want to enhance your beauty, not cover it up.”

“Ohhh.” Clotilde moaned and sat up. “What happened?”

Flo leaned down and stared into her eyes. “You fell. I think you must have forgotten to eat your supper. You have been working too hard.”

I offered the seamstress my hand. “Go to the great hall. I think I smell last meal being served right now.”

“Wait!” She stopped and stared at the dress on Flo. “What has that lazy slut done to your beautiful dress? I swear I will send her back to Edinburgh first thing in the morning. I’m so sorry, Madame daVinci.” She raised her hand as if to slap Jolie again.

“No.” Flo grabbed her hand. “I like my dress this way. You are the one on your way to Edinburgh tomorrow. Now go eat. You will need your strength for the long drive.”

“You cannot do that. I haven’t finished my work!” Clotilde looked around the workroom at the piles of fabrics. She’d actually done very little.

“You will be paid in the morning. I will see to it.” I took her by the elbow and guided her out of the room before Flo could hit her with her fan. I could see that she’d picked it up and was tapping it on her palm.

“I am never taking a job in the wilds of Scotland again!” Clotilde sniffed. “And you, Jolie, will not work for me or any of the other modistes in France once I spread the word of your insolence.”

“Thank you, madame. I have no desire to be a servant to one such as you ever again.” Jolie threw one of those awful sleeves at her. “I would be very happy if I could make clothes on my own. Clothes that flatter a woman, not flatter the pride of the woman who makes them.”

Clotilde’s face turned red and she sputtered. “You dare! Why I picked you out of the gutter. Gave you lessons until you could sew a straight seam. This is how you repay me?”

“No, madame.” Jolie walked up to her. “This is how I
 repay you
.” She pulled back her arm and delivered a resounding slap to the woman’s cheek. “I have done your work long enough. Made you look good and hidden your love for brandy and long naps in the afternoons.” Jolie turned to Flo. “May I stay here and try to finish the dresses you wanted?”

Flo clapped her hands. “I would love for you to, Jolie.” She waved her fan. “If this beading is any example. I will be happy to wear them to court. When the ladies there see your work, they will be lining up to hire you.” She faced the slack-jawed seamstress. “Why are you still here, Clotilde? Go!” She waved her hand.

“Yes, go.” I eased her out the door and shut it.

I turned to Jolie. “I can’t wait to see what you made for me.” I shuddered when I saw her pick up a monstrosity with enormous lace fans attached. “Tell me those aren’t supposed to be a collar.”

“Yes, madame.” Jolie picked up her scissors again. “But do not worry.” She got busy snipping. “You will like the rest of the bodice. Red and black beading. Pretty, don’t you think?”

What I thought was that we had one more mortal who knew what we were. It was a worry. I knew when too many people shared a secret, it couldn’t stay a secret for long. Flo and I finally left that workroom and walked up the stairs to Lady 
Anne’s solar and I said as much to her.

That was when I heard the scream.
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o! Let me go!” A well-dressed woman of middle years was struggling with a man in Lady Anne’s solar. He had a firm grip and was dragging her toward the door.

Flo hit me with her elbow. “That is Lady Rose, Lady Anne’s mother. That must be her husband, Baron Clyne.” She squeaked when Valdez picked her up and moved her out of his way. He charged into the room and pushed between Lady Rose and her husband, shoving the man back so hard Clyne staggered and hit a chair.

“Sir, clearly the lady does not want your hands on her. Lord Campbell does not countenance such rude behavior in his home.” Valdez stared down the baron when he seemed about to make another move toward the sobbing Lady Rose.

“I’ll treat my wife any way I damn well please. Who the hell are you?” The man puffed out his chest and straightened his brocade waistcoat. “Hired help if I’m any judge. Lay your hands on me again and I’ll see you discharged.”

“Lay your hands on the lady again and I’ll see you bleeding on the floor.” Valdez touched his sword. “I cannot worry about my position here when a lady is being threatened.”

“What is going on here?” I stepped forward and put my 
hand out to Lady Anne. She had managed to get between her mother and the irate baron and looked ready to take him on if necessary. “Sir? Valdez is right. We will not stand for abuse of any woman here, whether she is your wife or not.”

“Is that so?” The man looked me over and licked his lips. It was the kind of filthy survey that made me wish I’d worn a dress with a high collar. I did pull up my shawl then wished I hadn’t shown such a sign of weakness. “Who might you be?”

“I am mistress here, at Lord Campbell’s request. I would advise you to be careful what you say next.” I was not going to back down. I knew his type and had met men like him at court. He thought he was powerful because he’d inherited a title, but he’d gamed away any fortune that had come with it. His florid face and soft body spoke of a fondness for drink and long nights gaming. He treated his women and his servants poorly to make himself feel better about his own failures.

I glanced at Lady Rose. She’d been pretty once and could be again if she stopped crying and cringing away from the baron’s fists, so close to her. She was afraid of him. I couldn’t stand it.

“Gloriana, this is my, my mother, Lady Rose. And her,” Lady Anne swallowed. I could see how she despised him. “husband, Baron Clyne.”

“I met your mama in the hall.” Flo hurried forward, not about to miss a moment of the drama. She turned to the baron. “She will not go with you. She is staying here, with us!” Then came a bit of rapid Italian complete with a hand gesture that left no doubt as to her opinion of the man.

“Well! I have never seen such a poorly run household. Where is Lord Campbell?” Baron Clyne strode to the window and looked out. “I refuse to deal with a hireling and a group of out-of-control women.”

“Personally, I like my women out of control.” Jeremiah walked into the solar and put his arm around me. “Clyne. Your reputation precedes you.” He bowed toward the sniffling Lady Rose. “Madame. Please feel at ease. No one will force you to go anywhere against your will while you are under my roof.”

“Now see here!” The baron moved toward Jeremiah but Valdez stepped between them. His hand gripped his sword hilt as if he were ready to pull it out and use it. The message was clear.

“Lord Campbell, I presume.” Clyne sketched a bow. “Sir, that is my wife you are sheltering. Surely you understand my wish to see her home.”

“Madame? What say you? Are you ready to go with your husband?” Jeremiah spoke kindly, careful to approach the woman with his hands out by his sides. “You are most welcome here.” He smiled at Lady Anne. “Captain Burnett tells me he and your daughter are to be married tomorrow night in the chapel. I know you will wish to be here for that happy occasion.”

“I would. Truly.” Lady Rose curtsied then extended her hand for Jeremiah to take. “Thank you for your kindness, Lord Campbell. You have been wonderful to my daughter. She has told me how you have given her a home here. That she has found love again.” She glanced at her scowling husband who paced next to the window. “Is her Captain Burnett a kind man?”

“Kind? Is that all you care about, you stupid cow?” Baron Clyne exploded. “Is he in funds? Where’s the settlement? He asked for your daughter’s hand. Can you believe it? As if I’d just give her to him. I sent him my demands. Have I heard from him since then? Not a word.” He moved toward Lady Anne and Valdez stepped in his way. “You’ll not marry that man 
without ample payment, girl, and that’s final.”

“I do not like your tone, Baron. Your wife deserves better.” Jeremiah’s own tone was as cold as a winter’s night. “As does Lady Anne.”

“What would you know about what my wife deserves?” Clyne’s sneer made me want to slap it off his face. “Or her mewling daughter?”

Jeremiah moved so fast the other women blinked. Flo and I grinned when he grabbed Clyne by his cravat and jerked him off the floor until his feet dangled. The baron’s face turned red, then purple as the cloth tightened.

“Your wife deserves better than a hard-drinking wastrel who has run through her fortune. I have heard about you, Clyne. You talk of payment. What is your price to leave her here and disappear from her life and that of her daughter? Take a ship to France and not come back?”

“Jeremiah.” I touched his shoulder. “I don’t think the baron can answer you until you release him.”

It was true. Clyne was struggling to breathe, trying to pull Jeremiah’s hands from the cravat that was strangling him.

“Are you planning to kill him?” I kept my hand on Jeremiah’s back but wasn’t about to intervene. He was lord of this castle and had every right to defend it and the people in it.

“It’s tempting.” He glanced at Lady Rose. “What do you wish, my lady? That would solve your problems.”

“I, I am a good Christian, Lord Campbell.” Lady Rose took a moment to think about it. “France you say?”

“Is that far enough?” Jeremiah twisted the cravat and Clyne squeaked and managed an imploring look toward his wife as he kicked weakly.

“Yes, spare his worthless life and send him away.” She put her arms around her daughter. “I never want to see him again.” 
She buried her face in Lady Anne’s shoulder.

“Very well.” Jeremiah dropped Clyne, who gasped and fell into a chair. He leaned over and coughed as if he couldn’t catch his breath. Gradually, the baron straightened but he still had flushed cheeks.

Jeremiah watched him closely. “This is what will happen now, Clyne. I will give you an adequate purse to see you to the nearest port so that you may take ship to France. You will not bother Lady Rose or Lady Anne again. Is that understood?”

“Why should I—" Clyne was jerked up again, this time by his coat, a dark wool that looked expensive but was sadly out of fashion. He was clearly in need of funds. “I am owed something for the girl, am I not?” He had courage to say that in the face of Jeremiah’s glare.

“She is not a girl, Clyne, but the widow of a hero. I will pay you a portion of what was due Lord Ralph for his sacrifice but not a penny more.” Jeremiah shook him for emphasis. “That is on the condition that you take horse now, this minute, and ride for Edinburgh. I will send one of my men with you as escort to make sure you are on the first ship leaving port when you get there.” He threw him away and he landed near the window.

Clyne took a moment to set himself to rights. His face was still florid but he was clearly thinking.

“How is this your business, Campbell?”

“Your wife sought sanctuary under my roof, Clyne. That made it my business.” Jeremiah wasn’t backing down. “Make your decision, sir. If you want any money at all, this is your only option.”

The baron stared at his wife. “Rose, are you truly going to let me leave here? Never to see you again?” He actually seemed upset at the thought. Could he love her?

Lady Rose pulled away from her daughter. I wondered if 
she was tempted as she studied the man she had married. He had been handsome once, but lines of dissipation had taken a toll. He smoothed his thin hair and stared at her. She shook her head.

“Henry, you have gamed away everything my late husband left me—a tremendous fortune and my beautiful home. When I see you at a gaming table, it’s as if you’ve gone mad. You cannot seem to stop until our coffers are empty! I will not go on this way. You are simply not the man I thought I married.” She wiped her damp cheeks with her handkerchief. “If you love me… Would you promise to never touch a card again?”

“Rose, what’s the harm in a simple game of hazard?” Clyne edged closer, his hand out.

“Bah! You have just answered my question. Be gone! I never want to see you again.” Her chin quivered but she never broke down. “Thank you, Lord Campbell. I don’t know why you are being so kind, but I will never forget this.” Lady Rose kept her dignity as she turned and walked into her daughter’s bedchamber.

“Mama!” Lady Anne obviously wanted to follow her. “Thank you, Lord Campbell, but by letting me stay here you have done more than enough. Clyne should not benefit from my husband’s sacrifice. Ralph was a hero. Clyne certainly is not.” She gave her stepfather a hard look.

“Sir, you courted my mother and made her believe you loved her. Then you proceeded to ignore her while you threw away everything my kind and generous father left her. I cannot wait for you to disappear from our lives. Why you should get a groat more from us is a mystery to me.”

She walked up to Jeremiah. “Escort him to a ship. But do not give him an ample purse, sir. He is not worth it.” She met my gaze. “Gloriana has been a wonderful friend to me. And 
now you are being the same. I will never forget this.” She hurried into her bedchamber and closed the door.

Clyne started to say something but a quick glance at Jeremiah and he shut his mouth.

“Were you thinking of applying to the king for help with your wife?” Jeremiah’s voice was smooth as he took Clyne’s elbow.

The baron’s startled look made me smile. Mind-reading was always a shock to mortals.

“You cannot just put me on a ship!”

“Yes, I can. I am Guardian of the Coast, appointed by his majesty himself as reward for a special service to him.” Jeremiah walked Clyne to the door where Colin waited along with two other burly soldiers.

“All it would take is a hint that I caught you spying for the Irish and you would be facing the hangman.”

The baron stumbled and went pale. “You wouldn’t—”

“You have no idea what I would do.” Jeremiah smiled.

I almost expected a hint of fang. He might be tempted but he couldn’t allow himself the pleasure of scaring the baron with that knowledge. “Don’t test me, Clyne.”

In short order Colin had arranged a horse for Clyne and two men to go with him to Edinburgh and the port there. A small purse was put in the baron’s hand and his disappointed look made Flo and me want to cheer. We watched him ride across the drawbridge then turned to each other.

“I think it’s time to plan that wedding.” I took Flo’s elbow. “Jolie should have Anne’s dress ready by now.”

“Wait, amica
.” Flo wouldn’t move. “I think I smell… Yes, the captain is coming. What is he going to think about Jeremiah’s arrangements?”

“He has no choice. It is done now.” I really didn’t want to 
watch their confrontation. The captain would have wanted to pay off Clyne himself even if it would have beggared him. Male pride. I’d seen it ruin many a relationship when I’d been in London. Men who thought they couldn’t afford to support a woman would leave her alone and broken-hearted before they’d let her share the burden of the household. Two people would be miserable because of one man’s pride.

I suppose I had no pride when it came to love. I let Jeremiah support me and was glad he could afford to do so. Did that make me weak? Less than him in our relationship? If it did, I didn’t seem to care. Once you’ve starved, pride seems of little importance. I’d learned that lesson the hard way. I did give Jeremiah all my heart and loyalty. He seemed to appreciate those qualities. Perhaps it was enough for him.

“Gloriana, you are deep in thought.” Flo was on the move now. “We never did get you introduced to Lady Anne’s mother. But I am sure she is not in the mood for company now. Or used to our odd hours.” She glanced back at Valdez, who trailed us, as usual. “Bodyguard, you did well when we saw Lady Rose’s horrible husband threatening her.”

“I wasn’t about to let him drag her out of here against her will.” Valdez gave us one of his rare smiles. “What are you ladies going to do now?”

“Look at Lady Anne’s wedding dress. I know that will bore you.” Flo made a shooing motion. “Run along, take a break. You earned it. Threatening that horrible man with a hand on your sword.” She touched her heart. “Onesta
, I was most impressed.”

“I might sit down for last meal, if you are sure you are going to be busy in the castle.” Valdez studied me. “Gloriana?”

“Of course. Jolie hasn’t shown us the finished dress yet. I am dying to see it.” I knew what Flo was up to so I kept my 
mind full of wedding dress details. Lace, ribbons, satin rosettes.

“Very well. You’ll know where to find me if you decide to go out.” He headed for the table in the great hall while we went toward the storeroom where Jolie did her sewing.

When we were out of sight of the great hall, Flo stopped me. “Look what I have.” She pulled out the broken piece of arrow. “I know you want to visit the witch and Valdez won’t let you.”

“I didn’t think you’d go with me. Are you suggesting we sneak down to her hut now? Without him?” I was surprised. Flo was usually more sensible about things like this. She had called the witch a fake, hadn’t she?

“I have a feeling, il intuito
, that she might help us. Sometimes I get these notions. I may not like this Helen Haig, but I think she may smell this poison and recognize it. She may even know who put it on the arrow.” Flo gripped the shawl it was wrapped in. She watched for my reaction. “Either that or we will be able to see her own guilt when we show it to her.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I think.” I grabbed her arm. “Now let’s go. Do you have a knife? Something in case this goes wrong?” I wasn’t going to be stupid about this. I was a little, no make that a lot, scared of Helen.

“Glory, I can fly out of there if we have a problem. You, you need a knife or a gun.” Flo led the way down the hall to the kitchen.

“Yes, I have my knives.” I touched the ones I had hidden on me. I didn’t go anywhere without them since the attack. I had my own kind of shifting but hadn’t practiced it enough to trust it to save me. Not yet.

We could hear the crowd in the great hall talking loudly. The smells in the kitchen stopped me for a moment. Jeremiah 
believed in feeding his soldiers well and there was a roast beef cooling on the table.

“Come. You know you cannot have that.” Flo tugged at me. “Foolish woman. Though I have known vampires who enjoy cow’s blood, even eating a bit of the cow’s hearts.”

I swallowed. “No thank you.” I kept going. We followed the servants’ passage around the hall and were soon out in the courtyard near the well. I took a breath of the cool night air.

“Good evening, mistress.” There was a guard on the well. Jeremiah had realized early on that the well could be poisoned by the Irish.

“Good evening, Fin.” I smiled. “I hope you got to eat this night.” Otherwise he might be going inside and could share that he’d seen me outside without Valdez.

“Yes, indeed. Holly put out a fine meal.” Fin rubbed his stomach. “Now I have the chore of staying awake here.”

“Sing a song or dance a dance if you get sleepy.” Flo patted his muscular arm. “I bet you have a fine voice.”

“Some say so, madame.” Fin started humming. “A good idea. But I have to look sharp. There’s been some strange noises in the courtyard. Be careful, ladies. I hope you aren’t going anywhere without a guard.”

“Of course not.” I waved at him. “Just a stroll around here.” I pulled Flo along. “Noises in the courtyard? Maybe this isn’t a good idea.”

“Are you afraid, amica
?” Flo looked around. “I don’t see anything to worry about. Fin means well, but sees two women who he thinks are helpless. We are not. Am I right?”

I wanted to think I was brave and able to face whatever came my way. However, almost dying wasn’t so easy to forget. Nor was the pain I’d felt from that poisoned arrow Flo carried. My friend was clearly fearless so I forged ahead. I refused to 
show her how reluctant I felt as we crossed the open drawbridge. Clyne had just left with his escort.

Instead of raising it, the guards left it down when a cart loaded with supplies arrived. Flo and I managed to sneak past the guards while they argued with the driver about where to put the load of grain. I didn’t like the fact that it had been so easy for us to leave. I was afraid others might have come in just as easily. Distracted guards. I would have to tell Jeremiah about that.

The walk to the beach was dark, thanks to a cloud-shrouded moon. I felt more and more unsure about this mission. Did I really want to see Helen and ask her about this poison? What if she was in league with the Irish? For some reason I didn’t think so. But a vague feeling wasn’t much to rely on.

By my side, Flo chatted excitedly about the upcoming wedding and her own dress for it. She’d been to see Jolie and had glimpsed Lady Anne’s dress. It was beautiful and elegant, exactly Anne’s taste.

“Hush, Flo. I think I hear something.” I stopped in the path. Had that been a growl? I walked faster. Once we got on the beach, there would be soldiers or sailors. We might even run into Jeremiah. Of course, I didn’t want to see him. Not before I’d been to see the witch.

“You’re right. I smell—” Flo gasped and turned around. “Run, Glory! I’ll try to hold it off!” She pulled a knife from her waist.

I looked back and froze. It was the biggest bear I’d ever seen, black with huge claws that reached for us. Suddenly it opened its mouth, roaring and showing long fangs that could easily tear us apart.

“Run!” Flo screamed and lunged at it.

I was very afraid my friend had sacrificed herself for me.
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on’t hesitate. Change and get out of here.” I stayed where I was. My heart was pounding. Yes, it could still pound, but slowly. “Now!”

“I can’t leave you.” Flo backed up until she could grip my hand. “I can shift into a huge bird and pull you up with me.”

“And make the local villagers go mad when they see us flying over their heads? Forget it, Flo. I’m staying here. Go!” I pushed her away. The next roar made my hair stand on end. “This bear won’t hurt me. I swear it. I know who this is.”

She looked at me then nodded. “If you’re sure.” She changed into a blue bird and flew away, toward the castle.

“All right, you’ve had your fun. Now show yourself.” I put my hands on my hips. Really, wasn’t I allowed any freedom?

“You have been expressly forbidden from roaming outside without a guard, yet here you are.” Fergus shook himself. Valdez had done the same thing after a shift.

“I see Jeremiah has been talking to you.” I turned and continued toward the beach. Let him chase me. I was furious. I hated being treated like a naughty child. I had been scared witless at my first sight of that huge monster. Then I’d caught his scent. I’d spent many hours travelling with Fergus in a small 
wagon when we’d left London for Edinburgh. That had made me too familiar with him not to recognize his smell immediately.

“Valdez spoke to me as well.” Fergus stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. “When I saw your bodyguard enjoying the evening meal and you nowhere in sight, I had a suspicion that you were up to something.” He looked tired, as if his new duties as Jeremiah’s trusted man in charge of the castle were wearing on him. “Gloriana, why are you determined to put yourself in harm’s way?”

“I am not.” What was the point in even talking about this? I laid my hand over his. “Have I thanked you for coming when we called? It means so much to me to have Maggie here.”

“She is happier away from Dollar.” He squeezed my hand then stepped back. “I am always glad to work for Jeremiah. Don’t ever doubt it.” He kept pace with me when I continued walking. “I regret that my family made so many demands on my wife that she felt unwelcome in my home. Marrying a mortal wasn’t something I planned on, but I wouldn’t change a thing. I love Maggie. And our daughter…” His smile changed his face from plain to handsome. “She has stolen my heart.”

“Mine as well.” I stopped at the edge of the forest. I could see smoke coming from the witch’s chimney. “I’m glad you’re with me. I admit witchcraft scares me. Helen scares me.” I pulled out the piece of arrow still wrapped in my shawl. Flo had slipped it to me before she left.

“I’m glad to hear it. You’d be foolish to trust one of her kind.”

“But I must see the witch. To ask her about this. Jeremiah is afraid she’ll hurt me, but I need some answers and I think she can help me find them.” I turned to Fergus for understanding. “I have no reason to think she is against us.”

“Maggie told me about this.” He took the arrow and studied it, handling it carefully as he sniffed it. “Dark magic indeed. I’ve not come across the like before. I want to know who did this too, Gloriana. Let’s face her together. Know your enemy. Jeremiah should have remembered that. She could be one of them or may know who is trying to harm you.”

“Thank you, Fergus. I have trusted you with my life before, I’ll gladly do it again.” I scanned the beach. As usual, there were men on guard but Jeremiah must have joined his father on their ship. He was determined to get the repairs completed quickly in case we were attacked again. With spring advancing, the nights were growing shorter. It made his time on the ship precious.

“Let’s go then.” I took the arrow and tucked it away. “Let me do the talking. I sense Helen is not drawn to black magic and that is what she claims. But we will see.” I started toward her door. It opened before I could get there. A black cat ran out and toward the forest. Was it a shape-shifter, one of Helen’s cohorts, escaping before we got there?

“I knew you would be back. Come in.” Helen held the door open. “Who is this?”

“Fergus Turnbull, at your service, madame.” Fergus made a slight bow and removed his hat. “I am on guard duty today. I’m sure you’ve noticed that Mistress Gloriana goes nowhere without someone to watch her back, especially since she was attacked and almost killed.”

“But you survived, mistress.” Helen smiled. “I saw it all in my bowl. Poison on an arrow. Someone was very clever.” She waved her hand and her power washed over me, chilling me. “But your attacker was not clever enough to survive, I think.”

“It’s true, the man who shot the arrow is dead. But we need to know more about the poison. That’s why we’re here.” I 
passed it to her.

She carefully unwrapped the shawl, drawing back slightly when the arrow’s point was revealed.

“We haven’t washed it so you can see my blood and the poison on the tip. I want to know who made this poison. Who helped the Irish pirate?” I watched her sniff the arrow and frown. “Could the maker be nearby? Do I have to worry there will be another attack on my life?” My voice rose along with my fear.

Gods, but I had to remember that I had people around me to protect me and skills of my own. I was immortal! So why did this one attack make me tremble? I’d survived, hadn’t I?

“Sit.” Helen looked me over. “You are right to be afraid, mistress. Trouble follows you. I have seen it.” She gestured and I took my seat. Fergus hovered close behind me.

“Tell me. What have you seen?” I knew I sounded impatient and her brows rose at my tone. “Please. I almost died from that poison.”

“I understand.” She nodded. “This will take time. I must study the poison.” She gathered her herbs, moving much too slowly for my liking.

As usual, it was gloomy in the small room. There were candles lit but not enough and a fire blazed in the fireplace, making it almost uncomfortably warm. The bowl sat in the middle of the table, empty now. As soon as I had the thought, Helen walked over to the hearth and picked up her kettle. She splashed water into the bowl before sitting across from me. She threw in a handful of her herbs then started her ritual of hand waving and humming until the water began to whirl, gradually gaining speed.

“What’s this? Are we going to get a show?” Fergus shuffled his feet restlessly.

“Hush. Let her do what she thinks necessary to find our answers.” I waited while Helen stared into the bowl. Suddenly she dropped the arrow into it. It made the water boil and foam over the sides. Yellow smoke and a horrible sulphury smell filled the room.

“By God! That was a trick.” Fergus wouldn’t stay quiet. I reached back and pinched his arm.

“Evil stalks you, Gloriana St. Clair. I smell revenge.” Helen’s voice was low, almost a growl.

“I smell rotten eggs. Can I open a door?” Fergus started toward it.

“Stop!” Helen stood. “I am trying to get an answer, you clod. Be still.”

Well, that told him. Fergus stayed put.

Helen went back to gazing into her bowl. She began to gesture, her hands moving in a circular motion. How she could stand to be so close to that horrible odor, I didn’t know. I scooted back as far as I could and remembered to stop breathing. Handy trick for vampires, not breathing.

I desperately wanted answers. Revenge. That was always on the menu here but how did that help me now? I had to know who was after me. I’d thought the danger might be past in Scotland since McFee had killed the pirate queen’s lover.

“What you think you know, you don’t know.” Helen kept swaying and waving her hands above the bowl to stir the water, careful not to touch the boiling surface.

“That’s a riddle. Revenge. I knew that. So what? Will they give up soon? They can always pick a new leader and move on.” I made myself lean forward. “I want to know who to look for if I am still in danger.”

“They have not given up. Beware.” Helen’s eyes were red. “It’s a man. Someone you have already met.” She shook out her 
glossy hair, which was black today. If anything, it made her more beautiful.

“Not very helpful, Helen.” I knew I was pushing her, but honestly, I had met many men here. Time for her to get serious. I dug out a gold coin and laid it on the table. “I need a name.”

“It will not help you. He is very clever. He hides behind a false one.” She stayed fixed on that boiling water. “And behind a false smile. Trust no one.”

I slapped the table. “Give me a clue. A real one that will uncover this false friend.”

Fergus’s hand landed on my shoulder. “Lass, you are playing with fire.”

“Listen to your shifter, Gloriana. I have told you what I know.” She made the coin disappear into her robe. Tonight’s was red, the color of blood.

“I think you can do better.” Yes, I was challenging her but she’d told me nothing. I could have guessed as much. A man who pretended to be a friend? Hah! We had a spy at the castle. No surprise there. I pulled out another coin. “Who made the poison on that arrow? Where did the dark magic come from?”

“Some things are best left alone.” She reached for the coin but I covered it with my hand.

“Others are best revealed. Names, Helen.” I heard Fergus move behind me. Yes, I was taking a chance, defying her, but I’d risked much when I’d walked through her door.

She gave me a baleful look then muttered an incantation and threw another handful of her herbs into the water. Sparks flew, making me duck in spite of myself. The smoke turned black this time and filled the room. Fergus coughed and sputtered.

“Lass, we’d best be going.” He gripped my shoulder.

“No, she’s looking for a name.” I still wasn’t breathing and leaned closer. “Who used dark magic to get the poison, Helen? Did you
 give it to him?”

“No! I will not trade in the dark arts.” She suddenly slumped then began to shake.

“The time for playing is over.” Helen’s head had come up and the voice was not her own. It seemed to come from the depths of Hell. “Soon you will rue the day you made Zarah lose her will to live. Her spirit must be coming.” A vague form, the outline of a man, rose from the bowl and flew above our heads, racing around the room and screaming vile curses. “Where is she?”

Cold air rushed by inches from my head. Fergus cursed and flailed at it with his knife but couldn’t seem to touch it. Helen sat drooped in her chair once again, her eyes closed and helpless, as if she’d become a tool of Satan.

When the spirit stopped close to me and screamed, calling me names, I saw its face and recognized it. Zarah’s lover. Had he sold his soul for that poison?

“You should have died.” He raised his hands and lunged at me.

I threw myself on the floor, shivering as it hit me with its malevolent essence. All I could do was pray to my gods to protect me.

Please, save me.

The thing, whatever it was, pounded me, hitting me again and again with its icy fists. I’d never felt such hatred, such malice. I kept praying, putting all my hopes into what I wanted to believe were loving gods.

Finally, a wave of heat came over me, starting at my head then moving down my body until I was warmed from head to 
toes. The entity shrieked in disappointment and agony. Then it suddenly vanished.

“What the devil was that?” Fergus put his knife away. The smoke cleared and Helen began to stir. “It felt like Hell came calling. Are you all right, Gloriana?” He knelt next to me.

I lay face down on the dirt floor, under Helen’s table. I knew the table was not what had saved me from the evil that had tried to kill me. No, it had been whatever gods I’d prayed to. I whispered a word of thanks to those deities then crawled out to grasp Fergus’s strong arms. For a moment I let him hold me.

Safety, security. I knew why Maggie loved him. He was a big man and made me feel like he’d protect me from whatever came next, perhaps at the cost of his own life. Too bad he’d been powerless when faced with that creature from Hell.

“I, I am all right.” I took his help to get to my feet. “Helen?” She moved again, groaning and rubbing her eyes. “What was
 that?”

She stared into her bowl, which was now covered in a black sludge, and shivered. “It was the essence of a damned soul. One who has but recently arrived in Hell. That is who bought your poison. I have no name of the poison maker for you.” She muttered a spell and waved her hands wide. “It is a witch from far away. I would guess Ireland.”

“I could have guessed that.” Fergus scoffed. “We are wasting our time here, lass. I’ve seen enough of this witch’s tricks.”

“I recognized the spirit who attacked me, Fergus.” I tried to run my hands through my hair. Mercy had put it in braids and made a pretty crown of it this evening. Now it was loose and tangled. “That was Zarah’s lover. The man who shot me with the arrow. He never gave us his name.”

“He is in Hell now.” Helen got up from the table and stared down at the contents of her bowl. “I have one answer for you. To help you find the one who wants you dead now. Your spy in the castle.” She pointed to the mess in the bowl. “Look you.”

Fergus and I gawked at the sludge. Could it be? Not a word, but there was a letter in the mess that still bubbled and reeked.

“’M.’” I wanted to heave the bowl out the door. “Is there any more common letter in the names of the men in the castle?” I wanted to cry. All this trouble and pain for that. Fergus might call it a trick but the thing had hit me hard. I ached from the top of my head where it had pulled my hair almost from the roots, to my toes, where it had stomped my feet.

“You are right, Gloriana.” Fergus glared at Helen then at the bowl. “Useless. MacDonald, McFee, MacTavish, McGovern, McKnight, McCall, I could go on and on.” He reached for the bowl as if to smash it against the wall.

“Don’t touch it.” Helen stood in front of it. “I have given you all that I can.” She snatched up my coin and pointed at the door. “It’s time for you to leave.” She was clearly feeling the effects of that visit from the underworld. Her face was pale and she held onto her stomach as if she was about to lose its contents.

“Thank you, Helen.” I pressed yet another coin into her hand. “I know this wasn’t easy for you. Now give back the arrow. Jeremiah will expect to see it again.”

She sighed and poured more water into her bowl. The sludge cleared but the arrow wasn’t there. “Where is it? It should still be here.” She began to look around the table, searching under it and around while Fergus and I watched. At first, she seemed merely irritated that she couldn’t find it, then she waved her hands and muttered incantations. A finding 
spell, she explained. When her cat ran in through the open door, she picked it up and seemed to communicate with it.

“Gone! The arrow is gone.” She put the cat on the floor and collapsed into her chair. “Evil has entered my home and taken it. This is all your fault, Gloriana St. Clair. Leave here. I have a protective spell to make. My last one clearly wasn’t strong enough.” Her gaze was haunted. “Be careful. This enemy won’t rest until it has you. That much I do see.”

Fergus dragged me outside. “Don’t listen to her, Gloriana. Witches love to make you worry. It’s all a show put on so you’ll give them more coin. Worked, didn’t it?”

“Where is the arrow then?” I wasn’t moving willingly. “Do you want to go back and look for it?”

“For all I know she’s hidden it in her robes. The woman could have half the armory in there and we wouldn’t be able to tell.” Fergus glanced back at the hut when the door slammed. “You know I’m not about to search the body of a witch. Or any woman. Definitely not the body of a beautiful one. Maggie would not like it and I might like it too much.” He glanced back at the hut. “Witch’s wiles. I don’t trust them.”

“You are right to be wary.” Did all men have a weakness for beautiful women? Even steadfast Fergus? I noticed a boat setting out from Jeremiah’s ship. Was that him with his father being rowed ashore? Just my luck to be caught outside the witch’s hut. “Hurry. I don’t want to be here when that boat hits the beach.”

“Surely you are going to tell Jeremiah what just happened.” Fergus gave me a searching look. “If you don’t, I will. He needs to know. Yes, he will fuss, but, even useless, the witch’s clue is something to consider.”

“Really? By my count, Helen’s just eliminated perhaps three men in the castle with her letter ‘M’.” I was in a foul mood and 
didn’t feel like apologizing for it. When Flo appeared on the path, I wasn’t even surprised.

“You know I waited to see who the bear was that threatened us.” Flo glared at Fergus. “If it had been someone who meant you harm, I would have stayed and helped you fight.”

“Thank you, Flo.” I found a smile for her. “As you saw, the bear was my old friend Fergus. He noticed Valdez at last meal and drew his own conclusions. Gods forbid I should be allowed to take a walk outside without an armed guard.”

“Just doing my duty, lass. You should be grateful, not complain about it.” Fergus kept his hand on his knife. He hadn’t worn a sword but then guarding me had been a last-minute decision. “Step lively. I have things to do at the castle and have spent enough time with you this night.”

“So sorry to have kept you from more important work.” I linked my arm through Flo’s. “You should have seen what happened at the witch’s house, Flo. Look at me. I was attacked by an evil spirit.” I could feel my hair was down from its pretty braids and in a tangle.

“That she was.” Fergus nodded. “It was a sight I’ll not soon forget. Made me feel right helpless against it, truth be told. If I was Jeremiah, I’d see if locking you in your bedchamber would keep you safe, Gloriana. You’re a menace, girl, make no mistake about it.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Neither could Flo. She lit into Fergus, calling him something in Italian that I was glad the man obviously didn’t understand.

“All I did was witness Zarah taking her own life.” I tried to defend myself.

“To be fair, Glory. You shot her first and ruined her arm.” Flo sounded like she was going to let me take the blame for 
this.

“The pirates were attacking us. They started it!” Now I sounded childish. But it was the truth. I had been defending the castle.

“Very true.” Fergus took my elbow to hurry us along. “You are a fine shot. It is the talk of the castle. Every man whose name starts with the letter ‘M’ knows it. Putting you down makes a point for the pirates. They need a win, badly, to keep fear in the hearts of those who live along the coast. I see that.” Fergus delivered us to the gate where Valdez stood waiting. He did not look happy. No, he was fuming.

“Relax, lad. I handled things. But you know the woman will not be tame. You cannot trust a word she says.” He quickly filled Valdez in on what had happened in Helen’s hut. Flo listened wide-eyed.

“You were touched, beaten by an evil spirit?” She crossed herself. Then she sniffed my hair. “Pah, you even have the stench of that sinful soul on you. Go and wash your hair, take a long soak. Get it off of you, every bit of it!” She stepped back and crossed herself again.

Valdez looked almost amused. Except he was still angry. “You deceived me. You knew you were forbidden to see that witch and yet off you went. Thank God for Fergus.” He waved the man away. “He has duties here he neglected in order to take care of you. You are my responsibility.” He looked through the gate. “Here comes Jeremiah and Laird Campbell. Once again, your lover should fire me.”

“I can’t meet him smelling like this. I’m going inside to the bathing tower. I promise to tell him what happened. Later.” I ran into the castle, waving good-bye to Flo. I knew Valdez would follow me and that would delay his confession to Jeremiah. I gave quick instructions to Mercy for a bath in the 
tower then stopped in my bedchamber for a robe.

“You had better confess all. I will give you until tomorrow night. Meanwhile, Fergus and I will be checking men with ‘M’ in their names.” Valdez followed me up the stairs to the tower. “The list is endless. The witch was not helpful when all was said and done, was she?”

“Don’t start complaining now, Valdez. I had to try. Surely you see that.” I moved out of the way as a parade of maids and lads brought up buckets of water to fill the large tub in the tower room. The fire was stoked and Mercy brought a kettle to put on the hob.

“It’s already warm, mistress.” She exclaimed over my hair. “Let me brush out the tangles.” She pushed me down on the stool and began working with the brush.

“Did I hear Valdez say you have been to see the witch in the village?” She shuddered and touched her stomach. “This is not the first time you’ve had dealings with such as that. I want to serve you but I can’t risk any harm coming to my babe.”

“I’m done with the witch, Mercy. I came very close to evil this night and it scared me.” I took the brush from her. “Go. I still reek of what seemed to come out of Hell itself, according to Flo. That’s why I’m bathing. I don’t want you or your babe near it.” I realized she was already halfway to the door. “Your time would be best served by helping Lady Anne prepare for her wedding tomorrow.”

Mercy nodded. “Thank you, mistress. I know it may be foolish superstition to some, but I don’t want to expose my child to such evil.” She flushed. “Colin and I, well, we are coming to an understanding. He says he will raise the child as his own, if you can believe it. He claims to love me and I certainly love him.” She gripped the door handle. “He is so wonderful!”

“Oh, Mercy, I am glad for you. I think a lot of Colin. I believe he will be a fine husband for you and a good father for the babe.” I realized tears had come to my eyes. I was thrilled this decent girl was finding a happy solution to her problem.

“I think so too, mistress. I have known him all my life. His family and my family live near each other. If we do decide to return to Dollar, it will be a wonderful life for my little one.” She stroked her bulging stomach. “I am so happy.”

“If you wish to marry, Mercy, the priest will be here tomorrow.” I glanced at Valdez. “If you are afraid to ask Colin if he is willing to say his vows, perhaps Valdez can see what he thinks about it.”

“Mistress Gloriana! You have no idea what that would mean to me.” Mercy’s smile was radiant. “If I come home married someday, my ma would be able to hold her head high, not be shamed by what I’ve done.”

“I’ll talk to the man. I know he thinks highly of you, Mistress Mercy.” Valdez walked to the door. “I’ll be outside now. Wedding talk must wait for daylight, you understand that.” The two were talking as the door closed on them.

I carefully worked the tangles from my hair then poured the steaming water into the tub. I swirled it around with the long-handled paddle left there for the purpose then tested it with my finger. Would I ever feel clean again? I scrubbed myself with my favorite rose soap everywhere the evil had touched me then dipped my head under the water to rinse.

Finally, I felt clean. It was heavenly. Hmm. Heaven. Did I believe in it? I must if I could withstand the evil that had pounded me. I studied the bruises on my arms and legs. I knew they would heal with a night’s sleep, but they were evidence that I hadn’t imagined that malignant spirit that had punished me and tried to kill me.

The door creaked open and I slumped down in the water, covering myself with my hands. Could it come here? Surely, I was safe with Valdez at the door. The man who frowned at me when he walked inside made me wonder if I’d finally gone too far. He wasn’t evil but dangerous none the less when he noticed the marks on my arms.
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ou just don’t care how much you worry me, do you?” Jeremiah stood next to the door. “Don’t look at me with those big blue eyes. I won’t be cozened.”

“I had to find out who poisoned that arrow, Jeremiah. You knew I wasn’t going to meekly obey you and just forget about it.” I stood and let the water run down my body. The horror of how close I’d come to evil hit me. I sobbed, biting down on my knuckles.

“Damn you, I can’t stay angry when you do that and you know it.” He stepped closer.

“No, stop.” I choked that out while I grabbed the pitcher of water I’d placed on the stool beside the tub. “I, I have to rinse.” I sobbed again but closed my eyes then dumped the cold water over my head, ridding myself of the last vestiges of evil. I hoped so anyway. Was it truly gone?

My hand was shaking when I set the empty pitcher back on the stool and stepped out of the tub. Shivering, I reached for a drying cloth.

“Gloriana.” Jeremiah gently wrapped me in the cloth and held me close, his chin resting on top of my head. “I’m sorry you suffered.” He felt warm against my cold body. Stroking me 
while he tried to soothe my fears away, he held me until I stopped shivering.

“Come, let me carry you to our bed.”

I couldn’t speak, just nodded. He picked me up, careful to keep me well covered, and called for Valdez to open the door. Then he walked down the steps, past at least three guards and a curious Lady Anne, down the steps to our bedchamber.

“Is Gloriana all right?” Lady Anne asked before Jeremiah could take me inside. “Mercy wouldn’t tell me anything, just said she’d had a fright.”

“She did. Now she needs to rest.” He nodded and Valdez opened our door. “Gloriana? Are
 you all right?” He had learned to let me speak for myself. I counted that as a minor miracle.

“I will be after I’ve rested. Just a little bruised in body and spirit.” I saw Captain Burnett standing behind Anne. “I will see you tomorrow night at your wedding. Is all ready for it?”

“Yes.” Anne turned to her captain. “The bishop arrived tonight. We are meeting with him in a little while.” She tried to look worried for me but couldn’t hide her smile. “Thank you again, Lord Campbell, for your help with Clyne.”

“Don’t speak of it. Truly. Now I must get Gloriana to bed.” Jeremiah frowned down at me. “She went to see that damned witch tonight and had the scare of her life. I hope we can all agree that such visits are not advisable.”

Anne gasped. “Gloriana! I will pray for you. Please don’t go there again. I have promised Malcolm I am done with such foolishness.”

“Not so much foolishness as danger.” Malcolm put his arm around Anne. “Look at Mistress Gloriana. She is pale and her cheek is bruised. I would like to see all witches sent to Edinburgh for trial. I believe the king shares my view. Hanging or the stake. That’s what they deserve.”

“Jeremiah, I am so tired.” I wiggled in his arms. I’d heard enough. This condemnation of witchcraft was a common sentiment in Scotland and England. Captain Burnett was right about one thing. The king had promised church leaders to do something about what they saw as the spread of evil across the land. It didn’t matter if the witch did good, helping her village with her healing skills. It seemed many feared what they didn’t understand so they decided to rid themselves of it.

I’d heard there were many witches already languishing in the Edinburgh dungeon. Soon there would be a mob after Helen if word leaked that I’d come out of her hut hurt and upset. And if those people realized vampires lived among them? I shivered. The witch hunt could spread to include anyone who was different or who had an unusual talent.

“Excuse us.” Jeremiah carried me inside. “I can read you easily, Gloriana. You want to protect that witch. Very well. I’ll spread the word that you were not harmed by her, but by what Fergus tells me was a chance encounter with a bear in the forest. We’ll say you ran from it and fell.”

He lay me in the bed then kissed the bruise on my cheek. “Look at you. You took a serious beating. By some kind of spirit?” He examined one of my arms and frowned at the marks there. “How is that even possible?”

“It seemed real at the time. I don’t know, Jeremiah.” I sensed we were not alone.

“I should have been there.” Valdez stood near the door.

“Yes, you should have been. But Fergus was and could do nothing.” Jeremiah tucked the covers firmly around me. “Just let this be a lesson to you, Valdez. Gloriana is not to be trusted. If you must, call her out as a liar, but follow her wherever she goes. No exceptions.” Jeremiah waved him away. “Now leave us. I only keep you on because my woman 
likes you. The less I see your ugly face, the better for you.”

Valdez wisely shut the bedchamber door, no doubt taking his place in the hall.

“You cannot blame Valdez for my tricks, Jeremiah.” I yawned, suddenly exhausted. Was it close to sunrise? I had lost all sense of how long this night had been. It had seemed like we’d spent hours in the witch’s hut but it could have been only minutes. I suppose it must be nearly sunrise or Jeremiah wouldn’t have come away from his ship. I asked him about the progress he’d made on repairs but never heard his answer before I fell asleep.

Jeremiah shook me awake. “I’m worried, Gloriana. Vampires don’t sleep, they die at sunrise. That is still an hour away. How are you feeling?”

I yawned again. “Tired. I can’t believe I slept.” I sat up. Still naked, I looked around our bedchamber. I saw that Jeremiah must have had a tub brought in and bathed and I hadn’t heard a thing.

“I came back early from the ship so we could spend more time together.” He climbed into bed and pulled me into his arms. “You haven’t answered me to my satisfaction. How do you feel besides tired?” He raised the covers. “You haven’t healed yet. I can see your bruises as clearly as when you first came from the witch’s hut. Obviously, you just slept like a mortal instead of enjoying a healing death sleep. I wonder if this might be a lingering effect of the poison.”

I took a mental inventory of my body. Aches from where I’d hit the floor in Helen’s house. Pain in my scalp from where the spirit had pulled my hair. And those bruises… I truly had not healed at all.

“I hurt everywhere. I think I need blood, Jeremiah. Do you mind?” I reached for him and pulled his head toward me. 
“Perhaps that will help me heal.”

“I will be happy to let you drink from me.” He kissed me deeply then grimaced. “You taste different. Strange.”

“What do you mean?” I licked my lips. Did I? I couldn’t tell. “Don’t you like kissing me now?” If he didn’t, what would I do?

“I will always love kissing you.” He did it again to prove it. But I didn’t miss the look of almost distaste that crossed his face. “Blood. You’re right. That should set you to rights. If the poison lingers in your system, we know my blood will heal you.” He offered his vein. “Take as much as you need. I can always find someone to drink from tomorrow night.”

I hesitated. Just touching him might expose him to the evil inside me. I stared into his eyes. Jeremiah wasn’t afraid of that, not at all. I meant that much to him. I fought tears and made light of things to keep the tears from spilling.

“You’ll drink from someone like Brianna, the scullery maid? I saw her giving you a look that made me want to toss her down the well.” I was relieved when he smiled before I pulled him down and licked that vein pulsing in his throat. When I struck, he sighed, as if it pleased him to give me his blood. I’m sure it did. We enjoyed nourishing each other. I held onto him and savored his taste. There was no change there.

Jeremiah Campbell was life to me and I craved it. I drank mindlessly until I realized I was being greedy. I finally pulled away and licked the wound clean.

“Thank you.” I touched his pale face. “I hope I left you enough to see you through until morning.” I kissed his cheek. I was afraid to touch his lips. “I will give it time to restore me.” I yawned again. “Good night, Jeremiah.” I rolled over and closed my eyes. How did I feel? Like a mortal? For a moment I almost wished… No, I had made my choice and there was no going back.

Jeremiah’s arm snaked around me and he pulled me in. “Good night, my love. Don’t worry, you will be fine. I am sure of it.” He kissed my bare shoulder then his arm went slack. He’d fallen into his death sleep. I waited for mine while I stared into the dark room. And waited. What was wrong with me? Finally, my eyes began to close. It was sleep but what kind?
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“Lady Anne looks a treat, mistress. Come and see.” Mercy finished my hair and stepped back. “You will outshine her, I’m afraid.” She giggled. “Jolie gave you the most beautiful dress!”

“I do love it.” I smoothed the bodice that sparkled with beads. I had always loved red and looked well in it. Jolie had made it fit perfectly and left off all of the extra ornaments like sleeves and collars that were in fashion. The dress was simple, cut low in front, and flattering to someone with a full figure like mine. Mercy was right. I’d never looked better.

“Madame daVinci is already with the bride. They are waiting for you.” Mercy began to straighten the room. “Such finery!”

“What about you, Mercy? Are you getting married this day?” I picked up the painted fan Flo had given me. She’d come by as soon as we’d risen after sunset to see how I fared. The fan was a present she said to say how sorry she was that she hadn’t gone with me to see the witch. She’d felt guilty. I tried to make her feel better but hadn’t turned down such a beautiful present.

“Oh, mistress, I am!” Mercy put her hands to her pink cheeks. “After the bishop is done with Lady Anne and the captain, he’s to marry Colin and me. Can you believe it? He’s a bishop, not a village priest. Come from a castle nearby. So 
fancy.” She looked down at her swollen stomach. “We didn’t tell him the babe isn’t Colin’s. The bishop gave my sweetheart such a scolding! And Colin just took it, standing there with his arm around me.” She wiped away a tear. “I love him so.”

I hugged her. “I am happy for you. I have come to see that Colin is a good man, deserving of greater responsibility. He will provide well for you and your child.” I pulled out a pale blue shawl with silver stars that Jolie had made for me but I knew would suit Mercy better. “I want you to have this to wear with your wedding dress. I think it will look a treat with your dark hair.”

“Oh, it is beautiful. Much too fine for me.” She stroked the silk.

“No, it’s not. Nothing is too fine for you.” I picked up a purse I’d asked Jeremiah to fill that evening. He’d been very generous. He liked Colin and knew him well since both he and Mercy came from Dollar near the Campbell Castle. “This is from Jeremiah. He hopes you two will have a long and happy life together, wherever it may be.”

Mercy’s eyes widened when she felt the weight of the purse. “Oh, mistress, Lord Campbell is such a fine man. I know you love him, just like I love my Colin. How did we get so lucky?”

“I ask myself that question every night.” I hurried to the door. I had yet to kiss Jeremiah since I’d awakened this evening. I could only hope I had regained my familiar taste. Too bad that for some reason I’d overslept. Because I still held some poison inside me? I prayed not. Jeremiah had been gone from our bed when I’d finally opened my eyes. It was a worry. At least I wasn’t tired now, just eager to get on with what promised to be a busy night.

“I hope I’m not making Lady Anne late for her own wedding. Is the chapel decorated?” I was ashamed that I’d 
never even been inside.

“Holly and the maids have been busy. It looks very fine. They found some spring flowers and leaves and made the altar pretty. There are no seats so the guests will have to stand but the bishop has promised to keep the ceremony short.” Mercy followed me across the hall to the solar.

Colin stood in the hall. “There you are, Mercy. What is that you’re wearing? You look very pretty.” He glanced at me, then grinned and pulled Mercy in for a hug.

“Oh, Colin, just see what I’ve got. This shawl from Mistress Gloriana and a purse from Lord Campbell for both of us. Feel the purse!” Mercy put it into his hand.

“My! Lord Jeremiah shouldn’t have done this. He pays me generous wages as it is.” Colin kept his arm around Mercy. “This is enough to buy our own cottage in Dollar if that is what you want, lovey.”

“Maybe, someday.” She leaned against him. “I am happy here for now. Aren’t you?” She looked up at him.

I cleared my throat. “Run along, both of you. I will see you later. I want to be a witness at your wedding. Be sure to let me know when it is set to start.” I opened the door to the solar.

Lady Anne’s mother was weeping into her handkerchief while Anne herself was trying to console her. Flo stared out the window. She looked beautiful in another of Jolie’s creations. Hers was green to match her eyes. It fit her body perfectly. I had no doubt that Jolie would one day be a famous dressmaker no matter where she decided to ply her trade.

“What’s amiss?” I looked to Lady Anne first, but she nodded toward Flo when her mother leaned against her. “Flo? What happened?”

“That beast Clyne sent Lady Rose a letter. He is claiming a broken heart. That he will kill himself if Rose doesn’t come to 
him.” Flo threw up her hands. “Why she cares if he lives or dies, I don’t understand.”

“She still loves him.” Lady Anne said from across the room. “I don’t understand it either. He wants her to bring him the last of her jewels. It is his greed again, not love, that moves him, I just know it.” She finally stepped away from her mother. “Mama! Do you really intend to ruin my wedding?”

“What? No!” Lady Rose mopped at her wet cheeks. “But Clyne will do it. Kill himself. He is just that selfish. I will have to live with that guilt for the rest of my life.”

“Ah, so you are not so heartbroken as you are worried you are sinning in some way.” Flo smiled. “This, I understand. The priest has been here, hasn’t he?”

Lady Rose fell into a chair. “Yes. He is right. I belong with my husband. How can I stand by and allow him to commit a mortal sin?”

I’d heard enough. “Lady Rose, the man I met here would never kill himself. He was too arrogant, sure of his worth, to ever leave this earth willingly. Do you agree?” I watched her closely.

“Oh, you are right. Clyne has always thought he was better than everyone around him. Even the king! He has ancient bloodlines and is kin to the Stewarts. A run of bad luck? Someone cheated he’d say. Good luck? Oh, he was the most skilled player who ever picked up a card.” Rose blew her nose. “He will say anything to get his way. I’ve caught him in the most outlandish lies!” She fingered the rope of pearls at her neck. “He’s after the last of my jewels of course. They won’t last a sennight in his hands.”

“Then this threat is one of his lies.” I handed her the shawl that matched her dress. “Lady Anne, are you ready to leave for the chapel? I believe it is time for you to get married.” I picked 
up the fan I knew Flo had painted for her as another wedding present. “Are you carrying this?”

“Yes, yes I am. It is so pretty.” Lady Anne adjusted her own shawl. She was dressed all in blue, a lovely gown that suited her. Flo and I had insisted she get something made by Jolie while she was here and she’d picked out a style without beading, claiming the captain didn’t like such embellishments.

“Lady Rose? Are you ready to take your daughter to the chapel?” I had to ask the question. Rose kept fingering those pearls. Was she thinking of letting them go to that man?

“Yes, I’m ready.” She wiped her eyes, then gathered a prayer book and a fresh handkerchief. “Clyne will be fine. I will ignore his empty threats. He always manages to come about.”

“I’m sure he will. Jeremiah can send someone to make sure he gets on the next ship as he promised.” I was surprised he hadn’t already done that.

“I cannot care what happens to him.” Lady Rose kissed her daughter’s cheek. “Tonight, we are celebrating Anne’s wedding. Let’s proceed.”

“You both look beautiful.” Flo finally stepped away from the window and gestured for me to come close to her. She leaned in to whisper. “Glory, I see a ship. It is still far away. I hope it doesn’t mean anything.”

I stared out the window. A ship? Were we being attacked? No cannon boomed and the guards in the towers weren’t sounding an alarm yet. Flo and I had vampire sight and the ship, if it indeed was one, was barely a dot on the horizon. Still, I had a feeling… If no one sounded an alarm soon, I would tell Jeremiah what we’d seen.

I looked again. One dot had turned into three. My stomach pitched.

“If we say anything now, Anne will never get her marito

.” Flo gripped my hand in warning. “They are still so far away. They could turn, you know. Go on down the coast.”

“Yes, I know. But we can’t ignore the possible danger.” I glanced over my shoulder. Anne and her mother were waiting by the door. “Let’s hurry this along then tell our men what we have seen.”

“It may be nothing.” Flo waved her fan as she turned away to join the other ladies.

“Or it could be something terrible.” I flipped open my own fan. My face felt hot as the witch’s warning haunted me. Three ships? Who else would be coming here? It had to be the pirates, bent on revenge. The one they really wanted was me. I tried and failed to put on a smile as I followed the women to the chapel.
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he chapel did look very nice, though it was small and would have been dark if it had not been for the dozens of candles set along the walls. The small altar was placed in front of a single cross made of carved wood. It had been decorated with dozens of spring flowers and leaves. The bishop wore a long white robe, heavily embellished, and a conical hat. I was surprised at how formal he looked. He seemed prepared to preside at one of the grand abbeys in Edinburgh.

“Where did this priest come from?” I whispered to Jeremiah as we waited for the ceremony to start. I was not familiar with the procedure but he whisked Anne and the captain over to an alcove to sign the register as soon as we arrived. It became clear to me that this was an important part of the ceremony.

“Not a priest, a bishop. I don’t like it, but the only man available who could marry the two was staying at the MacDonald castle. He came from there. Look at him. He’s one of the king’s spies, I’m sure.” Jeremiah glowered, not an appropriate look for such a happy occasion. On his other side, Lady Rose was weeping again.

“Why didn’t your man put Clyne on a ship to France, Jeremiah? He caused more mischief tonight and sent Lady 
Rose a letter.” I passed her a fresh handkerchief.

“There wasn’t one in port. You can tell me what he’s done later. Here comes the bishop.” Jeremiah put on a solemn but approving face. He was standing in for Captain Burnett as his best man. “I cannot believe what I’m seeing.”

A group of men and a lady entered the chapel from a side door. They were also dressed in finery. The men wore kilts similar to Jeremiah’s. But that certainly was not the Campbell plaid I’d come to recognize.

“Is that—?

“Robert MacDonald and his bride.” Jeremiah had his hand on his sword. He’d explained that, as best man, tradition held he be ready to defend the groom from anyone who might interfere with the wedding. Was this what he would use as an excuse to start trouble?

“What could they want here? I doubt they know either Lady Anne or the captain.” I liked Robert and Fiona and was glad she looked so well. When we’d left Edinburgh, she’d been secluded after claiming she’d lost their child. Naturally, it had been a hoax since vampires can’t sire children. Fiona had desperately wanted to marry Robert and had used the ruse to get the king, her very close cousin, to insist upon a wedding. Then King James had sent them to this island with the charge to get along with the Campbells. Jeremiah’s own appointment as Guardian of the Coast had been a reward for losing Fiona as a potential bride.

The reward of a fine title had been the one bright spot in the situation. Living together here? Not an easy task when the Campbells and the MacDonalds were sworn enemies. I heard the laird, who stood behind me, curse when he saw the MacDonald party.

Jeremiah turned to warn his father. “Da, we cannot start 
trouble. I gave the king my word I’d stop this feud with the MacDonalds.”

“I am head of our clan, son. Or did you forget it?” Angus glared at Jeremiah. “If I want to lop off the bastard’s head and stick it on a pike, I’ll damn well do it.”

Flo gripped his father’s sword arm. “And ruin the wedding? No, you will not. Lady Anne has dreamed of this night. Spoil it and I’ll be done with you.”

“You don’t understand, leannan
. One of that clan killed my oldest son.” He glanced at Jeremiah. “And others dear to my heart.”

“I am sorry, mio amore
, but this is not the time or place to get your revenge. The son you have left here has asked you to behave. Will you do it?” Flo stared up at him, obviously saying more with her eyes.

“Listen to her, Da. You know how I feel, but I must put my feelings aside and greet MacDonald as a guest. We will have a reckoning someday, I promise you. But not tonight.”

Jeremiah pulled me forward to greet the bishop and his entourage. “Sir, thank you for coming.” He nodded. “MacDonald.” He kissed Fiona’s cheek. “Fiona, it’s good to see you looking so well.”

“Lord Campbell.” The bishop smiled at everyone as if this was a wonderful evening. “I know you are anxious for us to start the marriage ceremony. Shall we proceed, sir?”

“Yes, of course.” The captain held Lady Anne’s hand and eyed the lofty group that stood near the altar. He didn’t know those who had arrived but now had more witnesses than any of us had bargained for. He was clearly surprised at the way they were all well-armed and glowering at each other.

“Captain, Lady Anne, may I present the Earl of Leven and his countess who have honored us with their presence.” The 
bishop made the introductions and everyone did the necessary.

“Fiona, you look beautiful.” I was delighted when she rushed forward to grasp my hands.

“I was about to say the same about you, Gloriana. I must know the name of your dressmaker.” She turned me around. “I have never seen such exquisite workmanship. Look at me, I am drowning in fussy lace and could barely fit into the carriage. Robert complained all the way here.”

“It is very pretty lace.” I did admire the full sleeves on her silver gown. “How long is the journey between our castles? Jeremiah won’t consider a visit, though I was hoping we’d make one soon.”

“It is a few hours. Not long at all.” Fiona leaned in. “I had to remind Robert that the king has spies who will report if we don’t make an effort to show unity here. He cannot forget that feud. When he heard the bishop was requested, Robert decided this wedding was the excuse he needed to come and show support for the fight against the pirates.”

“You’re sure the king has spies? Jeremiah just mentioned it but it’s a good reminder that he must pretend to get along with Robert.” I knew it was unlikely Jeremiah would set foot in a MacDonald stronghold though.

I was sorry about that. Fiona knew I was a vampire and I liked her. I really enjoyed having a female friend to confide in who knew what I was. I didn’t fool myself that Flo would stay much longer.

Fiona frowned. “I heard you were attacked by the pirates and wounded. I’m glad to see you seem healed. How do you feel?”

“I am fine now, thank you.” I gestured for Flo to join us. “It was an ordeal, I don’t mind telling you. But come, meet my 
friend Madame Florence daVinci. Flo, this is the Countess of Leven, Fiona MacDonald.”

Flo sank into one of her court curtsies. Fiona matched her. Soon they were talking like old friends. In Italian. I realized we were keeping the wedding from going forward and gestured to Jeremiah. He was busy keeping his father from hurling insults at Robert.

“We must let the wedding proceed. Can you do something?” I realized Jeremiah had managed to call in some of our own guard, besides my ever-present Valdez, and the chapel was now crowded with armed men.

“Of course.” He raised his hands and shouted. “Attention. We are ready to begin.” There was a quick shuffling of feet and everyone settled into place. The bishop stood at the altar with Jeremiah and Captain Burnett in front of him. Lady Anne had her mother by her side. Anne did look lovely and I was happy to notice that the captain couldn’t take his eyes off of her.

Soon they were saying vows. Jeremiah kept his hand on his sword and eyed the MacDonald group warily as if sure they had evil intent. Malcolm had just slipped a ring on Anne’s finger when we heard shouts from outside.

“Pirates! Pirate ships in the harbor!” Then the boom of cannons.

I hoped the bishop had finished and made it legal, because the captain pushed men aside as he ran for the door. Lady Anne stared after him, her heart in her eyes.

Jeremiah didn’t spare a word to me, just ran after him. The rest of his men surged toward the door, clearing out the chapel except for the party from the MacDonald castle.

“What should we do?” Fiona looked excited, like we’d arranged this for her entertainment.

“Come inside the castle where you will be safe.” Valdez began urging us toward the door. “We can protect you there.”

“Go with him, my dear.” Robert MacDonald was surrounded by his men. “I’m going to see how I can help with this. I don’t want to have to worry about you.” He kissed her cheek. “Stay safe.”

“What if I could help? You know I’m an excellent shot.” Fiona touched his face. “Be careful, darling. Don’t be surprised if you see me on the battlements.”

“Now Fiona…” He grinned at her. “Don’t shoot anyone in a kilt. Remember that.” He stopped by me and kissed my cheek. “Gloriana, you are radiant. I heard you were hurt by a pirate that Campbell let inside the gates. Incompetent turd. If you get tired of him, you’ll always have a home with us, won’t she, Fiona?”

“I don’t know, Robert. Not if you keep looking down her bosom. It might be best if we help her set up somewhere close by.” Fiona tugged on his plaid. “Go kill some pirates. Jamie would love a report that you did that for Campbell.”

“No, for Scotland, my love. I fight pirates for the king and for Scotland.” He winked then led his men out of the chapel.

I heard more cannon fire in the distance. Were the ships shooting at each other? Or had the pirates found our ships unmanned and taken advantage of that fact to severely damage them? I was sure Jeremiah was on his way to the beach to check on it now.

“Valdez, make sure there are guards on the hill. At the entrance to the secret passageway.” I couldn’t help reliving that attack inside our walls. I didn’t blame Jeremiah. He had defended us as well as he knew how. I saw guards everywhere, but the drawbridge was still down. I stopped in front of it. Fergus was talking to a group of men there.

“Surely you are going to raise the drawbridge.” I ignored Valdez, who was trying to push us into the castle. The bishop hurried inside on his own, murmuring prayers.

“I gave the order as soon as Jeremiah and the captain left here.” Fergus stalked over to one side of it and pointed at the chain that made it rise and fall. “See here. Damaged beyond a quick repair. Someone knew what they were doing.” He kicked the pulley in frustration.

“I’m sorry, Gloriana. They had to open the drawbridge to let our carriage through. And our escorts on their horses, as well.” Fiona took my hand. “But there were guards then. Why didn’t they stop this mischief?”

“A good question.” I was afraid I knew the answer. “Lady Anne, why don’t you take your mother to your bedchamber? I think she needs to rest.” That lady was still upset. Had she received another message from Clyne? I didn’t have time to deal with that now.

“Yes, that’s a good idea. Come, Mama.” Anne nodded. “I will order a bedchamber prepared for our guests. One or two, Countess?”

“Robert and I do not like to be apart. One will do.” Fiona released me to approach Anne. “Felicitations on your marriage, Lady Anne. We met once before, in Edinburgh. And I know Lady Rose from card parties. I’m sorry you seem upset, my dear.” She patted Lady Rose on the shoulder. “It is certainly a fine night for your daughter. Captain Burnett’s family is a distinguished one. This alliance should make you happy.”

“Yes, I am happy for her.” Lady Rose smiled through her tears. “I am being foolish.” She gazed around the courtyard, full of armed guards. “I am perfectly safe here, I know it. Thank you, Gloriana, for taking such good care of us. Now I 
think I will lie down for a bit.”

The two ladies disappeared into the castle while Valdez and Fergus studied the ruined pulley and chains.

“Are you sure it won’t go up?” Valdez walked over to look at the chains more closely. He had women to deal with and he knew we were not going to meekly sit in our bedchambers with a war going on outside. He looked harried.

“You think we haven’t tried? Someone was very thorough when he broke it this time. Broke both of them. Clearly we have a pirate working in our midst.” Fergus ground his teeth.

“What about the guards on the drawbridge?” I was afraid of his answer. The last time the drawbridge had been tampered with, the guards had met a bad end.

“We’d doubled the guard since the last problem. This night word got out that Colin MacLean was getting married. There was a bit of free ale passed around in celebration.” Fergus gazed around the courtyard. No one was making merry now. Every man was holding a weapon and intent on the road to the castle or the forest surrounding it.

“Two who were supposed to stand guard couldn’t resist the chance for a pint and left their posts. That left two at the bridge.”

“They’ll be punished, I’m sure, the ones who left,” Valdez said then exchanged a look with Fergus. “And the others? I hope one of them didn’t end up with his throat slit in the stables. Did the other disappear like last time and join the pirates in the harbor?”

Fergus nodded. “The one on the run? Can you guess his name?”

“Didn’t you go through the alphabet? You said the letter ‘M’ was no help.” My trip to the witch’s hut had done nothing but leave me with a lingering feeling that I wasn’t quite right. I’d 
washed away the evil, but still felt unclean. And my taste! If only I could down some of Colin’s ale to rinse that out of my mouth. It had started to be foul when I’d been shot. Now it was even worse.

“True. But what do you have if you turn that bowl around, Gloriana?” Fergus slapped his thigh.

“’W!’ What was the man’s name, Fergus?” I couldn’t believe we hadn’t thought of that. The fact that the witch hadn’t mentioned the possibility made me wonder if she could be in league with the pirates after all.

“Wylie. Jon Wylie. He called himself that anyway. Bastard. Murderer. Or tried to be. Didn’t slit the man’s throat this time but sneaked up behind him and knocked MacLeod clean out. He’ll be all right except for an aching head. We can be grateful for that.”

“But we’re stuck with an open drawbridge.” I knew what I wanted to do and exchanged a look with Flo. “You’ll need more guards there. Ready to fight. I have a feeling Jeremiah and his troops will be busy at the beach.”

“Gloriana, you are not going to join the fight.” Valdez blocked the steps.

“Not in this dress.” I started back up the steps, ignoring his growls of displeasure.

“You’re going to fight?” Fiona sounded excited. “I would love to help defeat the pirates. You heard me. I am an excellent shot. My pistols are in the carriage. I never travel without them.”

“Then we should send for them.” I ignored Valdez who had muttered something about MacDonald not liking that. “We have britches that will make it much easier to move.”

“Like the men wear?” Fiona looked down at her skirt, so full that it brushed the walls on both sides of the stairs when she 
walked. “How did you manage that?”

“I have a very talented housekeeper.” I exchanged a grin with Flo when we stopped in front of my bedchamber. “I think you are closer in size to Florence. Flo, will you let Fiona try on one of your pairs of britches?”

“Certainly. You may not like them. They are strange to feel in your canale dell’amore
, if you know what I mean. Too close.”

“I cannot wait to find out.” Fiona laughed and followed Flo up the steps to her room.

“You are mad if you think I will allow you to go to war. Certainly not dressed as a man.” Valdez fumed and then cursed when I stepped inside then slammed my bedchamber door in his face.

Would he open the door and try to stop me from changing clothes? I waited a few moments then realized I had no hope of changing anything. Not with the tight bodice that closed in the back of the dress. Mercy had helped me into it. I needed someone to open the fastenings to get me out of it. I tried to reach behind me. No luck. I did succeed in pulling off my petticoats, but trying to get out of the rest of the dress was hopeless. Unless. . .

I concentrated, seeing Flo’s bedchamber clearly in my mind. Tingles started and then. . . I was there, standing amid a pile of lace. Fiona screamed when she saw me. Flo laughed. It was just the reaction I was hoping for.

“How did you do that?” Flo touched me to see if I was really there.

I didn’t blame her. I was wondering that myself. “I discovered a new skill. I can’t do your kind of shifting. You know that. But I can shift from place to place. Isn’t it wonderful?”

Fiona stared at my feet. “You are standing on my dress. Get 
off! I don’t love it as much as I do your red one, but I must wear it home tomorrow night.” She had a dazed look. “Is there anything you vampires cannot do?”

“Oh, sorry!” I hopped off of the massive lace confection and then picked it up and draped it over a chair. “Yes, Fiona, we cannot eat, see daylight or have babies.” I knew she had been teasing Robert to be turned. “Don’t be in a hurry to leave your mortality behind.”

“Like you did?” She smirked. “Robert told me your story, Gloriana. You didn’t take long to make your choice.”

Flo clapped her hands. “Ladies, I hear cannon fire. We must hurry.”

I heard it too. I looked at Fiona. “Did the britches fit?”

“They are a little tight.” Fiona turned around so I could see the way they hugged her bottom. Oh, but they showed the curve of a shapely ass. Robert would love to see her now, I was sure. “Florence is right, they are tickling my love canal. I want to find my man and have him finish the job, if you know what I mean.” She winked. “The waist is so tight I am cut in half. But I can live with that.”

I was glad my britches weren’t that tight. I wanted to fight in mine, use my bow, not worry about being strangled by my clothing.

“Why are you not wearing yours, Glory?” Flo had hers on and looked ready for battle. She had added her sword and picked up a knife to wear at her waist.

“I can’t get my dress open in the back. I’m stuck in it.” I smiled. “I wasn’t about to ask Valdez to help me. He wouldn’t. He is against this entire thing—britches and joining the guards.”

“I know. Men!” Flo got behind me and quickly opened the back of the dress. “There you are. But where are your other 
clothes? You should have brought them.”

“I forgot.” I held my loose bodice to my breasts. “I’ll just focus and go back to my room. I’ll meet you both in my bedchamber. Fiona, I have extra swords and knives there. We’ll outnumber Valdez so he’ll have no choice but to follow us and allow us to fight where we’re needed.”

“Right.” Fiona opened the door. “We’ll be there.” She studied me. “You just focus on the place you want to be? Do you think any other vampire could do it? Florence, have you tried it?”

“Not yet. This is the first I’ve heard about it.” Flo flushed. “I will certainly try it. Right now. It is a wonderful skill, Glory. Use it when we fight. It will drive the pirates crazy, capisci
?” She made a stabbing motion with a knife in her hand.

“Yes, you’re right. I could vanish in front of them then reappear at their backs.” I was excited at the thought. “I must go now. See if you can go to my bedchamber with me, Flo.” I waited.

Flo closed her eyes and concentrated. Nothing happened. She opened her eyes and cursed in a burst of Italian.

“I cannot do it, Glory. Go! We will meet you in your bedchamber.”

“Fine. I’m sorry, Flo.” I shook my head then closed my eyes and focused on my bedchamber. It wasn’t easy because I kept seeing all the possibilities for battle strategies. I could totally confuse the enemy. I felt the tingle then opened my eyes.

I had shifted all right. I was standing with my bodice clutched to my breasts but what I saw was definitely not my bedchamber.
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was in the forest, outside the castle walls. And I wasn’t alone.

“What have we here?” The man facing me was familiar. I knew him but not the expression on his face. The short man with the long beard had been talkative and friendly when we’d first met. Now he was leering at me and reaching for my loose bodice.

I had no choice but to show him my vampire. I let go of that bodice and snarled, letting my fangs down as I’d seen Jeremiah do when confronting an enemy. I expected the man to be horrified. He did back up a step, his eyes wide.

“That’s quite a sight.” He licked his lips. “You gonna drink my blood, pretty thing?” He swept his eyes over me, lingering on my breasts held up by my corset.

“McFee. I remember you. You killed the man who loved the pirate queen. That was deliberate, wasn’t it?” I felt a slight chill but knew I was covered enough by my corset despite the way he was staring at me.

“Yes, it was. He was a mere tool I used to end you. He failed, didn’t he?”

“How did you hide your thoughts? Or your true nature? We 
were sure you were harmless.” I snarled again.

He laughed, my snarl obviously not impressing him. “I am more powerful than a mere vampire mind-reader or a shape-shifter trying to see into my powers. You only thought you could see what I was thinking. My cloaking spell worked so well, you had no idea what you saw wasn’t true.” He seemed to grow before my eyes from that small man to a larger, more dangerous being with glowing eyes and an aura of evil that made me want to run from him.

“Who are you, really?” I couldn’t run. I needed to end this if I could.

“One of Zarah’s family, descended from the great Grace O’Malley, but with powers the pirate only dreamed of. I trained her to fight for our cause.” His dark gaze drifted over me. “What did you think of my dark magic, vampire? How did it feel when you almost died?”

“So, it was you who poisoned the arrow.” I let the dress fall all the way to the ground and pulled my knife from the garter on my right leg. “I knew there was a witch at work for the Irish.”

“Aye. What did you do to make Zarah give up and throw herself off that tower?” He waved his hand and a nearby tree began to burn. “What spell did you weave?”

“No spell. Zarah realized she was beaten and couldn’t live with that fact. She died in despair, McFee.” I stepped out of my dress and kicked it aside.

“Don’t call me that vile Scot’s name again.” He seemed to grow even taller, his eyes burning with an evil fire. “I am Janus, a great wizard. More powerful than you can imagine. I command the flying creatures that have been coming here for years. Have you seen one, vampire?”

“No, I don’t believe you.” I knew he might be powerful and 
dangerous, but he was also mad. I could see it in his eyes and the way he claimed powers no man could possibly have.

“And I don’t believe you
. My Zarah would never lose heart. You bewitched her. Admit it.” He lifted a short staff and a small dragon-like thing flew at me, plucking at my hair. I stabbed it with my knife and it vanished in a puff of smoke.

Gods, he was
 powerful. I had to stop him before he sent more of those creatures at me. I had one advantage. He couldn’t take his eyes off of my breasts, spilling from that corset. I leaned over and grabbed my dress, throwing the skirt at him. It caught his staff and I jerked it toward me then broke it over my knee.

“You bitch! You’ll pay for that. And for Zarah!” He waved his hands and seemed frustrated when only sparks flew from his fingertips. That did make me jump back.

“Perhaps she was tired of you making her do things she hated. You took a decent person and made her into a tool for your evil. I could see that it weighed down her spirit.” I moved closer to a tree, using it as a shield. “Ask the poor fellow you killed to keep him from talking. He loved Zarah. His own soul came calling from Hell looking for her. Did he finally find Zarah there? Or did she manage to break free of you and find a better afterlife?”

“Clever, aren’t you?” He muttered a spell and thunder boomed. Lightning hit a tree close by and it too burst into flames. “Zarah loved me like a father. She followed me willingly. She hated the Scots as much as I do and she fought like a demon. You think she didn’t belong in Hell? It is where we all will meet again. Gladly.” He laughed in a way that made my spine tingle. I wanted to run but was afraid he’d only catch me and draw me back with one of his spells.

He reached out and one of the broken pieces of his wand 
moved toward his hand. He gripped it with a smile and a dozen flying dragons flew at me, chittering and snapping at me. I stabbed them one by one until the last one fell to my feet in a puff of that noxious smoke. My eyes ran from the horrid odor and my hand shook.

Was he playing with me? Why hadn’t he set the tree next to me on fire? Or had he tried and found me protected? I glanced upwards and a shiver of awareness touched me.

“You know I didn’t kill Zarah. She chose to end her own life.” I had to say it again.

“Zarah gladly did what I told her to do. We weren’t finished when she came here that night. The Scots and English owe us. We Irish have been robbed of our land and our livelihood. This is the only way to get back what we have lost.”

“I don’t know what your plan is and I don’t care. My plan is to kill you. I don’t think I’ll drink your blood. It is bound to be tainted.” I held my knife as Valdez had taught me. I knew this man had to have used some kind of protection spell. Witches. I might not hesitate to use them, but I also feared them. I said a prayer to whatever gods I believed in and lunged at him.

“Ho!” He leaped back. “You are a brave one. I could turn you into a rock where you stand. Though that would be a waste of a pretty woman.”

“Bold words but I don’t see you even trying to spell me.” I had my own tricks and wanted to catch his gaze. Could I freeze him in place like I’d done with mortals? Or would I be taking a chance that I’d fall under his
 spell?

“This is more amusing.” He suddenly had a sword in his hand and drew the point down the center of my corset. It burned a path that should have made it fall open but, surprisingly, it held. I slashed his arm, taking advantage of his amusement as he watched what he’d done.

“Devil’s armpit, but you’re good.” Blood trickled down his arm and he saluted me with his sword. “Will you still fight when I have you naked under me?”

“I’ll fight until you’re dead, you bastard.” I briefly closed my eyes, imagined, and then opened them. It had worked. I was behind him and raised my knife to stab him in the back. He must have sensed my movement because he jerked away before I could send it deep enough to kill him. He fell forward, the knife halfway there. The scent of his blood in the air certainly didn’t tempt me. It did reek of evil.

“What did you do?” He gasped and coughed up blood. I stayed away as he slapped at his back, trying desperately to reach the knife to pull it out. He couldn’t manage it. Then he struggled to get to his feet and failed, falling face down on the dirt and leaves. He began mumbling what I feared was a spell that could end me as he clawed at the ground in agony.

“Shut up.” I jerked out the knife and jumped on top of him. I held it to his jugular. “Move and you’re dead.” I pressed my knee to his wound and he screamed. He wasn’t a big man but I was afraid he could still pull some witch’s trick that would send me flying. I couldn’t let him escape. I should go ahead and slit his throat. Why didn’t I?

“Do it, Glory.” Valdez spoke from behind me. “You’ve got him down. Take the kill.”

I looked up and blinked back tears. “I can’t.”

Janus raised his head “Weak woman.” He gasped. “I knew you couldn’t kill me. But I can kill you and everyone you love.” He laughed until coughing choked him and he dropped to his face again. He began muttering an incantation, his hands working frantically against the soil.

Everyone I loved. No! I plunged the knife into his throat and he fell silent. My hand gripping the knife felt a surge of such 
power that I couldn’t let go. It burned me, making my eyes sting and my head hurt. I stared at my fingers wrapped around that hilt and now covered in his blood.

“Release me.
” I begged his evil spirit, already on its way to Hell. I could hear his laughter inside my head, mocking me. Oh, but he wanted to hurt me, to drag me down with him. Pain, sharp and biting, seared my fingers. He refused to let me go.

I looked up at the night sky, at the clouds gathering above me to blot out the moon. Evil could not win. I had no choice but to pray to my ancient gods, to those two sitting on their golden thrones.

“Please.
” Suddenly an arrow of light came down from the moon and I was free. I leaped off of him, taking the knife with me. I stared in horror at what I’d done then finally managed to toss the knife aside. I shook my blistered fingers and they immediately began to heal.

Trees were burning around us when a gentle rain began to fall, snuffing out the flames. Was this a last demonstration of his magic or a blessing from nature, approving of his death? I held out my hand to let the rain wash his blood from it and felt an instant relief from the pain.

“Glory, are you all right?” Valdez handed me my dress. He frowned when he saw my damaged hand. “What did he do to you?”

“Evil magic. No, I’m not all right. Give me time.” I stepped into the dress, scorched where the witch had touched it, and turned my back. I doubted I could wear it again after this. Valdez quickly fastened it. I couldn’t look at that body, lying there so close, and stepped away from it.

“How did you find me, Valdez?”

“Florence and Fiona came to meet you at the bedchamber 
but you weren’t there. We assumed something had gone awry in your shifting. When we saw trees in flames from a tower window, it was like a signal that something important was happening here. I hurried to see if it involved you.” He picked up my knife then carefully cleaned it with damp leaves before he tried to hand it back.

“I don’t want it.” I shook my head. “He was their leader. A powerful mage. I, I need to tell Jeremiah.”

“We’ll do that. But you also need your knife, Gloriana.” Valdez touched my shoulder. “The knife isn’t tainted. It did the job it was intended for. You may have to use it again. Take it.”

My hand was shaking as I grasped it then lifted my skirt and settled it into the special scabbard in my garter. He was right. I might need it again. This war was not over. I glanced around us looking for more pirates.

“I hope you aren’t sorry that you killed that bastard, Glory. He was the enemy. You have been determined to join the battle. You have to know killing is part of that.” He took my elbow and steered me away from the clearing. As quickly as the rain had started, it stopped. I was damp but not thoroughly soaked.

Since I had no idea where we were, I was glad of his help. “Sorry? I’m not exactly sorry he’s dead. Though killing any man, um, witch, is a hard thing, this one deserved it. He was behind all of the attacks. In his mind, they were just. To help the Irish recover from something the English and Scots have done.” I shook my head. “How he decided these innocent people were the ones who had to pay the price, we’ll never know. And, and he threatened the ones I love.”

We’d reached the drawbridge. When they saw us coming, Flo and Fiona rushed out to greet us.

“Where were you? Are you all right?” Flo looked me over. 
“What happened? You look pale. Do you need to feed?”

“I’ll tell you the details later. Just not now.” The very idea of taking blood made my stomach heave. “I hope I just rid us of our last spy. McFee was the leader, also a powerful mage.”

“You got ‘rid of’ him?” Flo put her arm around me. “Have you had to do that before, amica
?”

My eyes filled with tears. “Yes, but I hated it. Even though he was evil, I took a life, Flo.” I leaned against her.

“You are not really a warrior if it bothered you. But that is not so bad.” Fiona followed us to my bedchamber. “I have never killed anyone and I am not sure I could. The britches are fun though. I will have some made for myself when I get home. Just to torture Robert if for no other reason.”

“Fiona, this is not the time to tease. Glory is upset and rightly so. If we are confessing, I have found that sometimes killing is necessary. I only do it when I find it is kill or be killed. You know what I mean? I pray for their immortal soul, and for mine when we are done. Some people, men and women I have known, enjoy taking a life. I do not.” Flo crossed herself then waved Valdez away when we got to my bedchamber. “She must change clothes now, sir. Leave us.” She shut the door.

“Yes, even someone evil has a soul. He was bound for hell, but he was mortal. At least I think he was.” I turned my back so Flo could unfasten me again. I stepped out of the dress again and both women exclaimed at the damage to the dress and the burn down the center of the pretty piece. I couldn’t care about it. I walked over to the washstand and scrubbed the blood off my hands. His blood. Evil blood. I stood there staring at it. For a vampire, you’d think I’d be used to it. But this was blood from a man I’d killed. I felt sick.

“He did that to your beautiful dress?” Fiona touched my shoulder. “How? Are you all right?”

“Magic. I will be. He was a witch who played with dark magic. I am lucky he didn’t kill me first. I used my new trick, shifting, to get behind him, Flo. You gave me the idea.” I slipped on my britches, pushing the bottom of the damaged corset into it before I buttoned it and putting on a shirt to wear on top. I had to admit I loved the freedom of the britches. Fiona and Flo admired the way mine fit. What would Jeremiah say when he saw me? I tried to find my enthusiasm for the idea. It was time to move on. There were still pirates to kill. The idea made me shudder.

“Now what are we to do?” Fiona said it first. “Do you still feel like joining the guard, Gloriana?”

“We must. Get your pistols and I’ll have my bow. Flo, what are you going to use? Your sword? In case the pirates breech the wall?” I threw open the door. I had pulled out a knife for Fiona as well. We were ready.

“They’ve got them on the run, Gloriana. Fergus just told me.” Valdez had waited outside the door. “He’s sending troops to scour the woods to make sure none of them are hiding there. You can stay in the courtyard with Colin and his lads to take care of any who slip past them.”

“Did Colin and Mercy manage to get married?” I would hate for them to miss their chance with the bishop here.

“I don’t know. But the bishop cannot leave until the fighting is over.” Valdez nodded at Fiona. “Perhaps the countess can help persuade him to make time for one more wedding once we are done with the pirates.”

“Another wedding? Oh, yes, indeed, I will see to it.” She turned to me. “Who is getting married?”

“My personal servant and one of our best warriors.” I hoped she didn’t think me foolish for arranging this.

“Delightful. I am quite fond of my Margaret. If she were to 
wed, I would throw a tremendous party for her.” Fiona looked down at her britches and tugged at the waist. “But we must join the battle first.”

“We can do that. We’ll stay together. We can shoot or capture any pirates who think to breech the castle walls.” I picked up my bow and strapped on my extra knife at my waist. I exchanged the one I’d used to kill Janus for another. Despite what Valdez had told me, I’d probably never use it again. It felt tainted to me.

I was glad Fiona wanted to help but now I had to worry about her. She was mortal. If something happened to her, I’d have Robert MacDonald and the king of England and Scotland to answer to. Oh, dear.

“Countess, wouldn’t you like to stay in and meet the bride? Mercy would be most honored.” Valdez must have read my mind. He pointed down the steps. “We will see them on our way to the drawbridge.”

“I can do that after our mission.” Fiona was too smart to be distracted. “Come, ladies. On to battle.” She had her pistols strapped to her waist and pulled one out. She pointed it at the ceiling. “I’m the only one who hasn’t killed. It must be my turn.”

If only Fi knew how such a thing stained your soul, she wouldn’t make light of it. I followed them down the steps. I wanted nothing more than to see Jeremiah and tell him what had happened. He was a seasoned warrior and surely would be able to make me feel better about killing Janus. I knew it.

Cannons still resounded from a distance. We had two cannons mounted near the drawbridge but had not fired them. Fergus greeted us when we arrived, ready to help. When he saw what we wore and that Fiona was with us, he looked resigned.

“Ladies, I know you want to help and I’ve been thinking 
about the best way for you to do that.” His voice sounded odd. I was sure it was because he was trying not to laugh. The guards around him stared at the sight of women in britches. They didn’t dare repeat some of the comments they’d made about the pirate queen in her garb. To insult the king’s cousin would almost be considered treason and they knew it.

“Where can we help, Fergus?” I knew he was a mind reader and I sent him a mental message to put us out of harm’s way if he could. We could not risk Fiona in any real battle, I hoped he knew that. If she got killed or even wounded while here under Jeremiah’s command, it would be much worse than an insult.

“The secret passage needs guarding. I posted men on the hill, but it’s not a bad idea to have someone in the room there or at the dungeons.” He pointed toward the kitchens. “Countess, you haven’t broken your fast. Holly has made a tray for you. You might want to eat first. Or carry it with you wherever you decide to set up.”

“That is most kind of you.” Fiona smiled. “I didn’t want to say anything around these two ladies, but I am starving.” She flushed and glanced around. “Thank you for understanding.”

“We have to walk through the kitchen to get to the dungeons.” I urged them that direction. I hoped this meant I’d be able to keep Fiona out of any fighting. She had no idea of the reality of what she might be facing. If we were lucky, we could leave her in the kitchen.

“Are there rats and spiders in the dungeon? I am not sure I want to go down there.” Flo complained all the way through the great hall and into the kitchen. “Glory! Cobwebs in my hair? No. I think I’ll go up to the battlements. Where I can see the sky. I will take your bow. You cannot use it in the dark dungeon.”

“You’re right. I have my sword and knives. Take the bow.” I 
knew Flo could protect herself and shift if faced with an enemy. “Just be careful. Fiona and I will be down below.”

“I am not afraid of rats and spiders.” Fiona sat at the table and ate a meat pie. Oh, but it smelled delicious. That had been one of my favorite dishes when I’d been mortal.

“When I was small, Jamie and I loved to explore whatever castle we happened to be in at the time. We’d carry sticks and brush those cobwebs out of the way, pretending we were hitting evildoers. Such fun!” She finished and brushed crumbs off her hands and mouth. “Now that he’s king, he rarely has fun anymore. So sad.”

“You and the king really are very close.” I tried and failed to imagine the future king of Scotland and England playing with sticks in a dungeon. Fiona had enjoyed a very interesting childhood.

“Yes, we are. He is like a brother to me.” She smiled at the cook who’d been watching her eat. “Delicious. Thank you, Holly!” The fact that she’d bother to learn our cook’s name made the entire kitchen staff glow with pride. Every servant curtsied when she rose from the table.

“I guess Flo isn’t as brave as you are.” I led the way, getting the dungeon keys from Holly. “It’s no treat down here, but Fergus is wise to post someone there in case of a breach in our defenses from the passageway.” I seriously doubted anyone would get past our guards on the hill. This had been a good way to keep Fiona out of the fighting. I didn’t love the spider webs, but I’d had a taste of battle with Janus and didn’t look forward to more of that bloodshed.

“If I have to shoot, I have extra shot and powder.” Fiona patted a bag on her hip. “You won’t believe the noise the guns make. It will really be loud if we are in a small space.”

I unlocked the door then walked cautiously down the steps. 
I was grateful that torches had been lit already. Had that been Fergus’s doing?

I held up my hand when we were almost to the dungeon. Was that a noise ahead of us, different from the usual scrabbling from mice? Perhaps Fergus already had men posted here and he’d forgotten to tell us.

“What was that?” Fiona whispered. “I think someone is already here.” She pulled out both guns and aimed them ahead of us. I was afraid she’d shoot me in the back.

I held up a hand. “Wait. Don’t shoot. They could be our men.” I stood still and listened. Yes, there were voices, men talking. I recognized an Irish lilt when I heard it and my heart sank. We’d chanced upon a secret meeting. More spies. But how many? And would they climb the stairs when they were done? That would put them face to face with us.
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gestured madly. We should go back. Fiona wouldn’t move. I could see by the look in her eyes that she was still determined to fight. If she only knew!

I was afraid to go on but did want to see how many men were below. They had to be gathered in the dungeon room. Fiona’s hands drooped and she finally let her heavy pistols rest beside her legs. Was she really a decent shot? What chance did we have if the men came up the steps? I stood between her and an attacker. I was determined to protect her. When I took one cautious step, Fi gasped.

“What was that?” One of the men must have heard her.

“I don’t hear nothin̕.” Feet shuffled. What were they doing?

“Yer jumpin̕ at yer own shadow, that’s what. Admit it, Janus failed. We got to leave and that’s a fact.”

“Not without takin̕ some of the Scots with us.”

“Aye!”

Oh, no. I’d counted four different voices. We stood no chance against that number. Fiona didn’t seem to agree. She bumped against my back.

“We can take them. Come on!” She bumped me again and I 
fell forward.

“I heard it that time. Comin̕ from the stairs.”

Then I was face to face with a man in dirty clothes who held a knife. I knew what to do. I slashed him with my sword then leaped forward. At least the britches made it easy to fight like Valdez had taught me. We clashed, sword to knife, then the man took a clumsy jab at me and missed. He stumbled and I rushed forward, my sword finding its mark. He fell screaming and clutched a gaping wound in his chest. When I pulled out my sword, he fell silent. He lay on the rough stones, his breathing shallow and his eyes closed. I could hear his heartbeat slowing. He was down for good.

Blood, yes, there was a lot of blood. But I didn’t have time to think about it when a gun roared near my left ear. It was
 loud and echoed off the stone walls.

“Got him,” Fiona said proudly, as if she’d just taken down a deer in the forest. I could see that she had indeed killed a man who’d come at her with his knife.

“Fiona, look out!” Another man, more finely dressed, held a sword that looked dangerously sharp in the torch light. He seemed eager to try his luck with her.

Fiona still had one loaded gun and trained it on the man. “You! Stop where you are and drop that sword. Raise your hands or you’re a dead man! Look at your friend and you can see I mean it!” Fiona screamed it. She clearly wouldn’t hesitate to shoot again.

I waved my bloody sword in my right hand and gripped my knife in my left as Valdez had taught me. “Get into a cell.” I urged him back with them.

“Now I’ve seen everything. The Scots have put their women to fightin’. I doubt either of ye’ve got another lucky hit in ye,” a man said from my left side.

I turned in time to see him leap out of the shadows. He hit my sword hand, jarring the sword loose and I dropped it. Unlucky for him that he didn’t count on my vampire speed. I threw myself at him, knocking him down before I thrust my knife into his belly. His screams were equal parts surprise and pain.

“You’ve kill’t me!” He stared down at the blood gushing from his stomach then clutched himself as if he could stop the flow.

“Not if you surrender. Crawl into one of those cells and I’ll send for someone to tend your wound.” I kicked his foot, keeping my eyes on that man in front of Fiona.

“Don’t do it, Bailey! You’ll only end up at the end of a rope. That’s where the Scots think all Irish belong.” The man Fiona held at gunpoint had given the order. “I’m Donovan. These men answer to me. We won’t go down without a fight.”

“Looks like the fight is lost. You heard her. Drop your sword and get in a cell.” Fiona now held the gun with both hands, trying to keep it from wobbling.

Fi looked tired, biting her lips as she concentrated on her aim. The heavy gun was obviously making it a challenge.

“Fiona? Are you all right?” I didn’t like the way that man never took his eyes off of her. He was going to try something, I was sure of it.

“I’m fine. Keep talking, Donovan. I’ll shoot you if you move.” Fiona had the brave talk right even if she looked worried.

“She means it. Throw away that sword and get into a cell, Donovan. If she doesn’t shoot you, I’ll cut your Irish throat.” I was having a hard time watching both him and Bailey. Bailey moaned then ripped off his jacket and wadded it to press on the wound. He started inching his way into a cell and I didn’t see him as much of a danger. But then I couldn’t be sure, could 
I? The other man I’d cut hadn’t moved, but what if he was faking? It was Donovan I was most worried about. He was on his feet and staring, clearly ready to make a move.

“You think I’ll let a woman take me down?” He dove toward Fiona, his sword aimed at her heart. The gun blasted, my ears ringing as red bloomed on his chest. Donovan was dead before he hit the floor. I knew it instantly even before I ran over to check for a heartbeat.

“Fiona! That was an amazing shot.” I realized she’d slumped on the floor, the pistol at her feet.

She looked at me, her eyes bleak. “I know. I have always had a true aim.” She bent her head and wept into her arms crossed on top of her knees.

“I killed him!” she wailed.

“Yes, you did. He wanted to go down fighting. That was obvious.” I settled next to her, watching closely the two pirates who still breathed. Two dead and two severely wounded. We’d certainly defended the castle. Fiona sobbed one more time then sat up and wiped her eyes.

“You were so brave, Fi. I’ll never forget how you shot him. You never hesitated.” I gave her a hug.

“I did it, didn’t I?” She sniffed then pulled out her bag and carefully began cleaning each pistol before reloading them. “You should make sure those two get into the cells and lock them up. Or do you need my help?”

“I can manage.” I stood and dragged a complaining Bailey by his collar until he was lying in the cell. I found a smaller key next to the one I’d used on the dungeon door and it worked to lock the cell. “I’ll send our housekeeper down here to dress your wound, Bailey. She’ll set you to rights.”

“Don’t bother. Donovan was right. I’m heading to the gallows.” The man fell back against the wall. “Leave me be. 
Check on O’Toole. The other one, his name was Kelly, if you care. He’s dead, I guess.”

“Yes.” I did care, but I wasn’t going to let Bailey know that. “If O’Toole is the one with the short beard, I think he might live. Let me see.” I had slashed O’Toole’s chest but hadn’t hit his heart. I leaned down and listened. Yes, his heart still beat. I dragged him into a cell and locked that door. It might be a bad sign that he hadn’t waked yet but he was still breathing.

The smell of all that blood made me hunger but not for the blood of any of the dirty men in the cells or those lying dead in the dungeon. I wondered if we should stay where we were or report to someone what we’d found here. Could more men be coming? I asked Bailey.

“Why should I tell you anything? You’ve as good as kill’t me.” He was surly.

I didn’t blame him for his attitude. But I did blame him for taking part in the raids that had caused such misery for the villagers living here.

“I can arrange care for you, decent food and even ale if you cooperate. It will make your last days pass more easily. Surely that is something. I can even delay your trip to Edinburgh.” I watched him through the bars. I wasn’t sure about that last promise. The prisoners we’d taken before had been marched off to Edinburgh the very day they’d been captured. Captain Burnett wanted to please the king and show him our success here. Bailey was pale but should last until he could be taken to Edinburgh for trial if we didn’t delay too long.

“Ale? Fine food?” He licked his lips. “Who are you anyway?”

“I am mistress to Lord Campbell, Guardian of the Coast. I have a certain power here. I can arrange things for your comfort.” I realized I still held a bloody knife and leaned down to wipe it on Donovan’s jacket.

Bailey scowled. “Have you no respect for the dead?”

“Not for this dead man. He led you in here, didn’t he? How many men did he bring with him into the castle? How did he arrange that? We have guards on the hill where the passage starts. How did you get past them?” I picked up my sword. It still had blood on it. My hands were shaking as I cleaned it. How many times had Jeremiah and Valdez told me never to put away a blade dirty? Those lessons had been like a game. This reality made me sick to my stomach.

“Answer me, Bailey, or do I have to start cutting on you to get my answers? We could always wait for Lord Campbell. He is quite expert at pulling answers from reluctant prisoners.” I wiped my sword clean on the same jacket. I hated defiling the man lying dead at my feet but felt like I had to make a point. I didn’t tell poor Bailey that Jeremiah’s trick to get answers was mind-reading and not painful at all.

Bailey turned away and tears ran down his face. “Torture. I’ve heard the tales.” He sniffed and seemed to come to a decision.

“There were six of us. Janus, known to you as McFee, Wylie and us four. Wylie probably made it back to the ship. Don’t know about Janus. Last I saw him, he was in the forest outside the castle. There’s your answer. Now bring me something to drink. Something stronger than ale, if you please. How about Scots whiskey? I’ve got a taste for it since we’ve been raiding and it will dull some of this pain ye gave me with your blasted knife.” He glared at me.

I didn’t bother to read his mind. Why would a dying man lie? He told me how the spies they had managed to put in place had all gone back to Ireland, tired of living among the Scots they hated. He too was tired and felt defeated.

“I’ve known of only one woman who could wield a sword 
and a knife like you just did. Our Zarah. She was a fine leader, gone too soon.” Bailey wiped the tears from his face. “They say a woman drove her to kill herself. Was you the one who done it?”

“I was there. I saw her fling herself from the tower in despair. She knew she was beaten and didn’t want to face trial in Edinburgh.” That got me a blast of hatred and filthy words. I didn’t like them but ignored them.

“How did you get into the castle this time?” I glanced at the passageway I had gone down before. “We had the passageway well guarded.”

“Not that way, ye stupid bitch.” Bailey laughed until he cried out and grabbed his stomach. “Guess ye was satisfied with the first passage ye found, wasn’t ye? Typical English. Takin’ the easy way. Yeah, ye sound like one of ̕em. Came from Lunnen, didn’t ye? Ye have no idea what them has taken from us Irish over the years. We got nothin’ left.”

“It doesn’t matter where I come from. Answer me.” Yes, I was sorry for what the Irish had suffered. It was too bad they thought raiding poor villages was their only answer.

Bailey shrugged then winced in pain. “Ye should have kept exploring, that’s all. This passage ye opened on yon wall? It isn’t the only one. Go t̕other way and follow that one north. You’ll come out on the other side of the hill.”

That made me want to scream in frustration. He was right about one thing. We should have looked for more passages.

“I’m sorry for your loss and your pain. But you hurt a lot of innocent people, Bailey. I met Janus in the forest. He claimed he was the real leader and had even trained Zarah. He was not the right man to follow.” I left Bailey shouting at me and joined Fiona.

“I think we’ve got them all. At least for now.” I helped her to 
her feet. “How are you feeling?”

“Not proud. I thought I would be. Instead, I’m sick at what I’ve done. Killing another human? I’m sorry I didn’t aim to just wound him.” She looked down at Donovan’s body. “I could have shot him in the leg, I think. That would have stopped him. I know with the first one I had no choice.”

I rolled Donovan over. There was that sword in his hand. “It might have. But he could have hurt or killed both of us with this sword. You did the right thing, Fiona. Don’t play that game of ‘if only.’ It will drive you mad.” I pushed her to the stairs. “Why don’t you go up and tell Fergus what happened here?”

“I can’t leave you alone.” She gasped when Valdez suddenly appeared behind me. “Where did you come from?”

“I was in the passageway. Did you really think Bailey told you the truth? There were four more men in that passageway I had to deal with. You can thank me later.” He checked Donovan. “He’s dead all right. That was an excellent shot, Countess. I had just finished off the last man when I saw what happened. Not many marksmen could have hit a man in mid-jump like that.”

Fiona flushed and looked down at her feet. “I thank you, Valdez. I’m surprised you didn’t interfere. It is your duty as Gloriana’s bodyguard.”

“I had her back. She managed well on her own and remembered her training.” He actually smiled at me. “Share this story with your husband and Lord Campbell, though, and I am afraid they will not take it well. Both MacDonald and Jeremiah are fine fighters, but they don’t want their women in the middle of a battle.”

“You are right about that.” Jeremiah appeared at the bottom of the stairs. “Gloriana, I smell blood and death. What have you done?”

Robert MacDonald pushed in behind him. “Fiona, are you all right? Are those pistols in your hands?” He sniffed the air. “Who did you shoot?”

“Robert, you won’t believe it but I, I killed two pirates!” Fiona threw herself into his arms.

“How did you acquit yourself, my love?” Jeremiah stared at the men locked in the cells. “Are those your work?”

I walked up to him, sliding my sword into its scabbard. “It is indeed. My pirates are only wounded. I managed to question the one in the cell on the right.”

“Did you?” He looked over my head at Valdez. “And you stood by while this was going on?”

“No, indeed. There is a pile of bodies down the way, if you want to count them. Gloriana took care of this lot though. Handily.” Valdez met his gaze steadily.

“We won the night, Robert.” Fiona pulled back. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

“It certainly is. Though if your cousin the king got word that you’d put yourself in harm’s way like this I might be looking for my head. Campbell as well.” Robert rolled a body over and then looked back at his wife. “Dead center through the heart. A fine shot, my darling.”

“Thank you.” Fiona stared down at the man she’d killed. “I am horrified by it.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “You are right. If Jamie got word of this . . ?” She shook her head. “I fear he’d lock me up in an asylum. Four men against the two of us, Glory. I’m the one who made us go forward and take them on. What was I thinking?”

“That we could defend ourselves.” I refused to be ashamed of that. I waited for Jeremiah’s verdict. He was always so protective, treating me like I was helpless to defend myself. I glanced at Valdez and he hid a smile. Oh, yes, that mind 
reader knew how I chafed at a woman’s role.

I stared at the two dead men, then at the two in the cells. “Jeremiah, I suppose you would have preferred that we join Madame daVinci on the battlements. We could stand uselessly there while the guards made sure no pirate came near us.”

“Hush, my love.” Jeremiah took me in his arms. “I am proud of you. I can think of very few men who could have taken down as many pirates as you and Fiona have done this night. And you even managed to question one of them?”

I leaned against him, savoring the strength I found in his arms. “Yes. He said they were the last four in the castle. Now Valdez said he lied. I should have read his mind. I did learn there is another passage we need to guard.”

“Excellent.” He kissed the top of my head. “I find having a warrior woman of my own is a very fine thing. What say you, MacDonald?”

“For once, we agree, Campbell. Our women have done well. Now dry your tears, Fiona. We are invited to a wedding. Our bishop asked if he could preside and I said we’d attend.” Robert kissed her damp cheek. “But he would be scandalized to see you in that garb. Britches! They certainly show your assets off to the world.” He patted her bottom.

“Robert, behave.” Fiona sighed. “I am devastated. You must understand that.”

“Yes, my dear,” he said with a wicked twinkle in his eyes, “shall we retire to our room so I may comfort you?”

“Certainly. I cannot wait to leave this horrid place and breathe some fresh air.” She wrinkled her nose. “Gloriana?”

“I quit breathing a long time ago.” I held onto Jeremiah. “We will be at the wedding as well. Go on up. I’m sure a servant will show you to your bedchamber. The gentlemen could use a wash too, don’t you think?”

“I do indeed.” She took Robert’s arm. “Now tell me what you think of these britches, sir.”

“I could show you, but we must hurry. We have dawn to consider, you know.” He pinched her bottom then winked at me. “We will see you at the wedding. Don’t wait if we are late.”

“Come, Gloriana. No doubt you are as eager to get away from the scent of death as Fiona is.” Jeremiah drew me up the stairs. “I am not certain I want to bed a woman in britches, but I must say you wear them well.”

“Thank you, Jeremiah.” I stopped him and gave him a kiss, despite the fact that he was filthy with soot from cannon fire. “I’d wanted to fight but the reality, the blood, and watching the light go out of a mortal’s eyes…? Well, it wasn’t a treat, no matter how wrong the cause or evil the man might be.”

“It never gets easier, Gloriana.” Jeremiah leaned me against the stone wall and touched my face. “I’m sorry you had to deal with it. I’ve always wanted to spare you this.”

“I know. Now tell me the outcome this night. Are the pirates truly beaten? I think I hear cheers in the courtyard. We already let the ale flow free earlier. It seems to be making the guards merry.” I tugged him up the stairs again, eager to wash and change into a dress for the wedding

“Yes, the pirates left here with only one ship, sails in tatters and low in the water. They’ll be lucky if they make it to their home port. We sank the other two. Burnett has rounded up two dozen men and they’ll stand trial in Edinburgh, along with the two you put in the dungeon here. I doubt we’ll see any more raiding on the coast for a very long time.” Jeremiah grinned proudly, so handsome in his pride that my heart did a little dance in my chest.

“The king will be delighted.” I was sure there would be 
another reward in my lover’s future. What would it mean for both of us? A different posting?

“Yes, I will have quite a report for him. Even MacDonald took down a few pirates with his sword. Captain Burnett was in the thick of the fighting and has now stayed behind to assure himself that there were enough guards on the prisoners. It seems even on his wedding day his duty comes first. I will make sure he gets full credit for his diligence.”

“That should assure his future with Lady Anne.” I knew she would be willing to follow her captain wherever the king sent him next.

“He directed two of his own men to find Clyne along with a heavy purse to assure Lady Rose that the man did indeed get on a ship for France.” Jeremiah urged me along to our room. “Burnett was determined to start his married life with no lingering problems in that quarter.”

“He’s certainly a fine man.” I didn’t think Clyne deserved the purse, but it had probably been a wise decision to hurry the man on his way. “Lady Anne chose well.”

“He told me that Lady Rose is going back to Edinburgh to live with her sister. He wasn’t sorry to hear that, I’m sure.” Jeremiah threw open our bedchamber door.

“Lord Campbell.” Colin approached us in the hall. “Mistress Gloriana.”

“Yes, Colin. What is it?” Jeremiah smiled at him. “I hear you acquitted yourself well this night. Fergus told me you fought at the drawbridge when a group of pirates attacked there.”

Colin flushed. “Thank you, my lord. I’m here about my wedding. Mercy and I are soon to go before the bishop. It is her fondest wish for you and Mistress Gloriana to be our witnesses. If it isn’t asking too much. I know you must be tired but I would be most grateful if you would honor us.” He 
looked down at his dirty britches and shuffled his dusty boots. Not wedding attire.

“We were planning on it. But you must promise me you will take a few minutes to wash up and change clothes, Colin.” I had to say it. “Mercy will be dressed in her best so you must do the same. It is your special night after all. Hurry, and we’ll meet you in the chapel.”

“Oh, thank you.” Colin looked at Jeremiah. “And you, sir?”

“Of course. Glad to do it for someone from home.” Jeremiah shook his hand. “Go now. Gloriana is right. Must look your best for the bride. We’ll be waiting for you.” He glanced at me. “Perhaps Gloriana will want to wear a dress to the wedding.”

“What? You don’t approve of my attire?” I knew he didn’t. I laughed at the look on Colin’s face. “Don’t worry, Colin. I will change for Mercy and for you.” I poked Jeremiah in the stomach. “Not because my lord and master says so.”

I hurried into the bedchamber. It wasn’t easy to change without my Mercy’s help but Jeremiah certainly knew how to get me out of clothes, even britches. I refused to dally with him and finally wiggled out of the britches on my own. Then I found a skirt and bodice that would be pretty next to Mercy’s blue dress. Jeremiah washed quickly while I threw on a lacy shawl. When we finally made it down the stairs, Fergus and Maggie were at the bottom, both dressed in their best.

“We’re going to the wedding as well.” Maggie tugged up her shawl. “Holly is watching the baby.”

It was a merry group this time that crowded into the chapel. Candles were lit again and the same greenery that Lady Anne had used for her wedding had been freshened. She was there and Captain Burnett had managed to tear himself away from duty in time to clutch her hand and whisper in her ear. She was 
radiant with happiness.

Another couple who seemed flushed with happiness was Florence with the laird. She was in a beautiful sea green dress with rows of lace. She clung to her man like she’d never let him go.

“We are leaving tomorrow night to go to London now that the pirates seem vanquished. Angus has some business for the king. He got a letter while he was gone and is eager to tend to it.” She waved one of her beautiful fans. “He promised he’d take me to Paris after that. If he does not?” She watched him talking to Jeremiah. “Well, it has been fun but it might be time for us to part again.”

I was surprised that she could let go so easily of someone she loved. I said as much.

“There are many interesting men in the world, Glory. You will see. When you live as long as we do, it is a good idea to keep that in mind.” She tapped Angus on the shoulder with her fan. “Here comes the couple. I do like your Mercy. I swear I would steal her from you, Glory, if she weren’t so content to stay here with her man.”

It was obvious that Colin and Mercy were very much in love as they walked with the bishop to sign the register. Then it was time to say their vows. As witnesses, I stood next to Mercy, who looked pretty in her blue dress with the shawl I’d given her over it. Jeremiah stood next to Colin, who had found clean clothes and polished boots.

The age-old vows rang through the quiet chapel. The two very young people were swearing to take each other until death parted them.

Jeremiah looked across the altar and caught my eye. What was he thinking? Would we ever say such vows? As Flo had reminded me, it was almost impossible to imagine that 
promise when a vampire was supposed to live forever.

After Colin kissed Mercy and the guests clapped and congratulated the happy couple, Jeremiah and I instinctively sought each other out.

“They are a good match.” Jeremiah nodded toward where Colin patted Mercy’s bulging stomach. He repeatedly claimed a child he had not made. It was making Mercy glow with pleasure.

“I think they will be happy.”

“Like we are?” Jeremiah put his arm around me. “Are you happy, Gloriana?”

“I cannot imagine being happier. I love you, Jeremiah.” I kissed him lightly on the lips. “Almost enough to last until death does part us.”

The look in his eyes suddenly turned bleak. “Never say that again. You will live forever. Never doubt that. Death will not part us. It is my hope that nothing will.”

I held onto his hand, taking that declaration as the closest I would get to a vow. My heart swelled while he seemed unaffected, as if it was merely a fact he had shared. Like saying that he was fond of dogs.

He glanced around the chapel. “MacDonald seems in good spirits. I am trying to believe him when he says he means us no harm.”

“I believe him. But he will never let you read his mind. Just as you would never let him read yours.” I was startled when I saw a woman enter the chapel. I didn’t think her kind would be welcome here in God’s house or willing to cross the threshold.

“Is that the witch?” Jeremiah touched his sword. Of course, he’d taken his role as Colin’s best man seriously. He’d worn his sword as if prepared to ward off raiders. MacDonald had joked about it.

“Helen Haig. I wonder what she wants.” I approached her since no one else seemed inclined to greet her.

“Helen, the wedding just ended.” I was uneasy. The last time I’d seen her had been horrifying. I had decided it was not her fault that a lost soul from Hell had come to visit. At least I didn’t think so. She’d seemed as surprised by the spirit as I was. I knew now that Janus had been responsible for the poison on that arrow, not Helen.

“I brought a gift for the married couple. It is tradition in this village. The two aren’t from here, but I brought it just the same.” She held out a small bag. “It is a bit of sage and other things, to burn in their home, to clear the evil spirits. Then there is a crystal to hang there for a blessing.” She smiled. “They can ask Holly or one of the other older people living here if what I’m giving them is useful or not.”

“I will.” I felt uneasy so near her but stepped closer to reach for the bag. I sensed Jeremiah close behind me. I had to admit I was comforted by his presence. The closer I got to the witch, the stranger I felt. Had she brought some of that evil spirit with her?

“Gloriana.” Her voice was low again. But not as low as it had been when the spirit had visited me. “Be careful.”

“What is this? Why are you warning her?” Jeremiah stepped between us. He took the bag from me and tossed it to one of his men. “You have done what you came for. Now go.”

“Are you afraid of my powers, Lord Campbell?” Helen threw back her hair, a light yellow this time, and looked up at him flirtatiously.

“Not at all. But I don’t like what they do to my lady. She has suffered enough from your potions, spells and warnings.” Jeremiah grabbed her elbow and roughly escorted her to the door. “Stay away from her.”

“So manly.” She ripped her arm out of his grasp. “You should be afraid of my powers.” She stared at me. “Both of you should be afraid.” Helen waved her hand and smoke filled the chapel. I heard screams behind me and then people pressed against my back, eager to leave. We were blocking the door.

I couldn’t move. Or breathe. Jeremiah drew his sword.

“You will not defile this holy place, witch. Or threaten someone I love.” Before I could stop him, he stabbed Helen through the heart.

“No! Why did you—” I watched in horror as the woman in front of me began to dissolve into a swirling mass of oozing black that bubbled and seethed. She screamed, her mouth opened wide and vile curses rang through the chapel before she disappeared into the mire. With one more blast of noxious steam, her essence settled into a stain at our feet.

“What just happened?” Jeremiah held me as I trembled and tried not to stare at that spot where she’d just vanished. “What was she?”

“I don’t know, but I am very afraid she was evil. I, I can’t believe it. I hoped she was better than that.” I hid my face against him while people coughed and surged around us, leaving the chapel and the thick black smoke that lingered. No one had seen what happened except Jeremiah, me and Valdez, who stood on my other side.

Valdez crossed himself. “I’ve seen this once before. You just sent a demon back to hell, Jeremiah. It probably had a name but it had taken over the body of this woman to do its work. Helen Haig was just the vessel where it had taken residence. Poor woman.”

He stared down at that dark stain. “I’m surprised you were able to get rid of the demon so easily, Jeremiah. It usually 
takes more than a sword thrust.”

“I’ve heard of demons. I am thinking that it may be because I had the bishop bless my sword before the battle with holy water.” Jeremiah lifted his sword and we could all see that it was clean. There was not a trace of the black goo that had taken Helen to Hell. “Do you think the holy water made it possible to end such a creature?” He shuddered. “My sword seemed to have a life of its own. I had no notion of ending her until I’d done the deed.”

“It must have made the difference.” Valdez looked back at the altar. “I feel stained myself and feel the need to say a few prayers. Do you mind?”

“Of course not. We could all use some prayer.” Jeremiah took a long, slow breath and stared at that black blemish on the floor. “Gloriana, I could tell it was trying to do something horrible to you. I wonder why.” He put his sword away and took me in his arms again.

“I don’t know. I just had a feeling…” I held him tight. “Thank you, my love. I can always count on you.”

Safe. Jeremiah always made me feel safe. Yes, I could defend myself. That was a good feeling. But knowing I had a man who loved me and wanted to protect me was everything. He kissed me then smiled.

“You taste as you should.” He dropped another kiss on my lips. “As the woman I love.”

“That’s a relief. I’ve been too close to evil lately. I was very afraid it had tainted me forever.” Not afraid, terrified of the lasting effects.

“Let me see. One more try.” He bent his head and kissed me deeply, as if he searched my soul. When he finally eased back, we were both flushed and I wished for our bed.

“You’re my Gloriana, my love.” His smile warmed my heart.

I held his hand as we walked outside where a celebration was going on. Toasts were being made to a bright future for the happy couple.

A bright future. I could see that for us too. The pirates had been defeated and Jeremiah loved me. What more could I want? Forever.




Acknowledgments





I would have abandoned Glory St.Clair long ago if not for the loyal fans who keep asking for “one more book.” My Real Vampires Fan Group on Facebook and all the friends on my other sites there keep me encouraged. Thanks to them, I keep getting story ideas. I’m working on another prequel now, not set in the 1600s, but in the early 2000s. Yes, I read every email you send me.

I don’t have an assistant, it’s just me. And that critique group of two who I dedicated this book to. Nina and Donna have been with me for over twenty years as we worked on numerous projects. The most successful for me has been this Real Vampires series. I love to write suspense though so I hope some of my vamp fans have discovered my Texas Heat and Lone Star Suspense series. I’m a native Texan and can’t resist writing about my home state.





About the Author







Gerry Bartlett is a native Texan who recently moved to Pearland, Texas from her place that had flooded one too many times. Now she hopes she’s high and dry as she works on her books and enjoys tinkering with her antiques business in nearby Alvin, Texas. An avid shopper, Gerry is trying to clear her clutter, but it’s a lifetime obsession so not even the recent pandemic can slow her down. You can find her in a mask looking in thrift shops for treasures. She loves collecting purses, little boxes and anything colorful. Look for her latest releases and how to sign up for her newsletter on her website at gerrybartlett.com.



Also By



The Real Vampires Series:

Real Vampires Have Curves

Real Vampires Live Large

Real Vampires Get Lucky

Real Vampires Don’t Diet

Real Vampires Hate Their Thighs

Real Vampires Have More to Love

Real Vampires Don’t Wear Size Six

Real Vampires Hate Skinny Jeans

Real Vampires Know Hips Happen

Real Vampires Know Size Matters

Real Vampires Take a Bite Out of Christmas

Real Vampires Say Read My Hips

Real Vampires and the Viking

Rafe and the Redhead

Prequels:

Real Vampires: When Glory Met Jerry

Real Vampires: A Highland Christmas

Real Vampires: Glory and the Pirates

Texas Heat Series:

Texas Heat

Texas Fire

Texas Prid
e

Lone Star Suspense Series:

Texas Lightning

Texas Trouble

Texas Reckless

OEBPS/image_rsrc2TJ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2TK.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2TG.jpg
Real Vampires:
Glory and iie @
PIraies

—N nnnnnnnn

GERRY BARTLETT





OEBPS/image_rsrc2TH.jpg





OEBPS/font_rsrc2TE.otf


