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   Book Blurb: 
Gavin Richard Charles Philip Stone III is handsome, rich, and has his pick of any woman he wants. He has no desire to settle down and produce grandchildren for his mother, but after a hundred and fifty years of playing the field, he might just have found the woman of his dreams. Unfortunately, she has no interest in him whatsoever!
 
   Angela Elliott has been confined to a wheelchair ever since an accident killed her husband and unborn child. She detests attending any social affair at all but sometimes her caregiver just won't take no for an answer. Giving in one more time, she goes to the ball only to sit in the back and watch the other young women dance the night away. That is until Mr. Stone introduces himself and asks her to dance. She is polite but has no desire to be pitied and turns him down flat.
 
   But when Gavin is out strolling one night he catches Mrs. Elliott in a very precarious position... 
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   [bookmark: _Toc365714433]Two's Company
 
   Book Blurb:
 
   Ian James was raised in the lap of luxury, but he was also raised knowing that
 
   nothing worth having comes without working for it. Expected to follow in his
 
   father’s footsteps and take over the law firm one day, Ian works as an errand boy
 
   during the summer months between high school and college. One of those
 
   errands sends him to a very young, very wealthy, and very sexy widow who has
 
   plans of her own for Ian. When Ian discovers that older, wealthy women will pay
 
   him for sex, becoming a lawyer is no longer in his future.
 
   Gillian Carmichael needs a vacation, so when her best friend, Sylvia suggests she
 
   accompany her back home to Chicago, Gillian accepts. But when Gillian meets
 
   Sylvia’s brother, Ian, the attraction is instant. There’s just one little thing standing
 
   in the way . . . .
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc365714434]The Many Shades of Love
Book Blurb:
Jim Williams is tall, black and beautiful and when he meets gorgeous
Steve Wheeler, the attraction is instantaneous and hot!
Steve Wheeler hasn't been with a man in more than seven months, but
when he meets his new associate, Steve wants to know more about Jim.
As the two men get to know each other over golf and beer, they realize
their chemistry is right on target and when they have dinner together at
Steve's house, the sex is hotter still. But when Jim's ex-lover, Alan,
comes back into his life with devastating news, will it be more than Jim
and Steve's new love can survive?
 
   
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc365714435]Love without You
 
   Book Blurb:
 
   When Jessica is blindsided by her husband Ben leaving her, his excuse simply being they are no longer compatible.  She is left wondering, what did she do wrong and did she miss any signs? Jessica continues on with life as best as she can only to be constantly reminded about Ben and the life they had, life often becomes so unbearable that she resorts to other methods to alleviate the pain.  Life seems bleak until Jessica meets Josh, she is instantly attracted to him, who is this mystery man?  Is it love at first sight or a heartbreak in the making?
 
   [bookmark: _Toc366673987] 
 
   Grounded
 
   Book Blurb:
 
   Patty just recently lost her job due to her company downsizing.  Even worse, she has no way to take care of her financial obligations.  On her way home from just being fired, things get worse, while Patty is struggling to get together all of her belongings, she looks up to meet Dion.  Dion instantly falls for Patty, and figures out a way to see her again.  Dion knows this is not allowed, but proceeds with his plan anyways, knowing what consequences may come for such actions.
 
    
 
   GRRR! 
Book Blurb
Do you like it rough? Rico and Katia are drawn to one another and share a night of passion, then go their separate ways but can’t stop thinking about each other. After a string of one nighters, they meet again, and this time the fur is gonna fly!
 
   for such actions.
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc366079593]Ghostly Touch
 
   Book Blurb
 
   Zula Price’s powers as a witch were handed down from mother to daughter for generations. Her five times great-grandma Zula was a beautiful, strong witch who was caught up in the madness of the witch trials. She was the only one to have been drowned, hanged, and burned at the stake – and survived it all. Her powers were passed down through the years and Zula was the strongest witch yet. However, something strange has been happening. Every time she shuts her eyes to sleep, she’s pleasured in ways she has never known in real life, and she doesn’t know who the dream-lover is either. 
 
   When her plumbing goes on the fritz, she calls a plumber, and he turns out to be the most handsome man she’s ever seen. They begin dating but never once does he attempt to woo her into bed. He doesn’t even attempt to kiss her beyond a chaste goodnight kiss and Zula is getting quite perturbed by the lack of affection because she can tell Connor wants her. 
 
   And after a visit from great-grandma Zula and her current beau, who looks exactly like Connor, Zula begins to suspect their relationship goes much deeper than either knows. After a strange warning from grandma Zula, that leaves Zula wondering what’s really going on, she winds up in a very unfamiliar place. Trussed up like a hog, Zula is tossed into a pond while the crowd chants, “Witch, witch, kill the witch.” As the water engulfs her, Zula holds her breath and prays for a miracle. But she’s all alone and every cell in her body is gasping for air. Where is her dream lover now that she really needs him?[bookmark: _GoBack]
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   The Continental Ritz Hotel's grand ballroom was ablaze with candlelight. Reflections skipped along the walls from delicate cut crystal chandeliers and sconces. Tables set with silver candlesticks and vases of fresh flowers brought scents of springtime. Fresh evening air wafted through the open French doors, helping cool the many guests huddled in cliquish groups, sipping champagne or cognac, chatting and laughing. Handsome men dressed in their finest tuxedoes, their leather shoes shined to mirror sheen stood in groups drinking brandy and smoking cigars. Ladies, adorned with the latest fashions made from exquisite silks, satins, and lace, revealed mounds of white cleavage as they floated across the room. Women tried to attract the richest men for daughters who'd come of age, all hoping to fill their dance cards with the most eligible bachelors, and more hoping to gain extremely wealthy in-laws.
 
   Gavin Richard Charles Philip Stone III was definitely ranked among those sought after. He was from not only one of the wealthiest families in the Deveaux Valley, but also sole heir to more than a million acres of the finest and most fertile lands. Several thousand head of cattle, horses, and sheep, as well as three manor houses in the valley, a chateau in France, an estate in Italy, not to mention the vineyards there, and a fleet of merchant sailing vessels, added to his wealth. All told, Gavin Stone III was worth more than all of the young men at the ball combined.
 
   Rich beyond comprehension, he was also devastatingly handsome. His black hair set off eyes as blue as a midsummer sky. Powerfully built, he carried himself with a gracefulness that, if mentioned, would embarrass him. Well-read and highly educated, he spoke five languages fluently, and was a master with the sword and gun, as well as with his fists. The small scar on his cheek, the remnants of a barroom brawl, only added to his ruggedly handsome appearance. However, Gavin's upbringing taught him not to put his faith in his looks or his material possessions. His father said both could be lost in but a blink of an eye and the only thing a man could really count on was his own character. Dignity, honesty, and integrity were desired attributes. His mother taught him the piano and manners, and Gavin grew to be a humble man not easily led by fancy words or a pretty face, much to the chagrin of many of the women attending this evening's affair.
 
   "I would so love to save a dance for you, Mr. Stone," said a pretty young woman as she batted her eyes at him from behind a fan.
 
   Gavin smiled pleasantly, looking into her dark brown eyes. "I would be honored, Miss Haversham, however, I am currently otherwise occupied." The disappointment was evident on her face and Gavin knew his rejection counted among the few received in her short social life. What Gavin knew, and Miss Haversham didn't, was that her father was deeply in debt and counting on his daughter to balance the books. He bowed politely and turned on his heel. Glancing around the room, Gavin spied another young lady, sitting alone at a table in the rear of the room, and he made his way to her.
 
   "Hello," he said, with a smile that showed dimples in each cheek. He watched as the young woman sized him up. "I'm afraid we haven't been formerly introduced," he continued, "I'm Gavin Stone."
 
   "Angela Elliott," she said, extending one gloved hand and allowing him to place a quick kiss upon it.
 
   "Might I sit, Miss Elliott?"
 
   Angie glanced around the room as if searching for someone. She took a deep breath then exhaled. "It's Mrs. Elliott."
 
   "I apologize, Madam, to you and your husband. I hope I haven't offended you."
 
   Her lips curved ever so slightly as she replied, "You have not offended me, Mr. Stone. I am a widow. No harm done."
 
   "I am sorry for your loss. May I get you a cup of punch?"
 
   "Yes. Thank you, sir."
 
   Gavin turned to go after the punch, wondering if the beautiful, young Mrs. Elliott had married an older man. Arranged marriages were still a part of life, even if Gavin did not agree. To a lot of men, a woman was worth no more than the dowry she came with and often wound up either bred or beaten to death.
 
   Women were pretty playthings to most men and often couldn't carry a conversation concerning anything more than the latest fashion or social calendar. Gavin doubted he'd ever marry, but if he did, he wanted a woman who would be more than a brood mare. He wanted an equal match in every way.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Angela inhaled deeply then let the breath out slowly as she watched Gavin walk away. Though she thought him very handsome, she pushed the thought away. What use did she have for a man, handsome or otherwise? She'd had her man, her time of happiness, and now it was over. There would never be another husband for her, or another life, except the one she now lived. No, she corrected herself, she wasn't living; she merely existed. Her life ceased to exist that day, nearly three years ago, when her dear husband also ceased to exist. Now, she simply breathed in and out because she had no other choice. Deep in thought, her reverie broke when her companion approached.
 
   "Mrs. Waterston, where have you been all evening?"
 
   The buxom older woman seemed out of breath as she took a chair next to Angie. "Forgive me. I didn't mean to leave you alone all evening, but it's been so long since we've been out. I haven't seen a single friend in ages, so I've been catching up."
 
   "That is only because you refuse every tea invitation. You won't attend a single picnic, and you sit home with me every evening. I go to bed just to have a moment's peace."
 
   "Angela," Mrs. Waterston began. "How would it look if I was gallivanting around? I'm your caregiver and can't just leave you alone."
 
   Angie rolled her eyes as a retort formed on her tongue, but just then, Gavin returned with the punch, so she bit back the harsh words and remained silent.
 
   "Excuse me," Gavin said, bowing slightly.
 
   "Mr. Stone, may I introduce my companion, Mrs. Waterston?"
 
   "Mrs. Waterston." Gavin took the older woman's hand and kissed it politely. "If I had known you were here, I would have brought another cup of punch. Please accept mine while I fetch another."
 
   "Thank you, Mr. Stone." Mrs. Waterston accepted the cup and beamed at him. He bowed once more and went back to the refreshment table.
 
   Mrs. Waterston waited until Gavin was out of earshot then said, "Isn't he a handsome one? How do you know him, Angie?"
 
   "I don't know him. He just introduced himself then went for punch." Angie rolled her eyes at the mischievous grin on Mrs. Waterston's face.
 
   "Stone, hmm." Mrs. Waterston looked thoughtful for a moment. "Oh my! Gavin Stone? I believe he is the son of Gavin and Matilda Stone, if memory serves me. That family is money, Angie. Lots of money!"
 
   "How wonderful for them," Angie said dryly, not really paying attention.
 
   "It's time you started looking for a husband, young lady. Your Jonathan has been gone for over two years. There is no reason you shouldn't remarry."
 
   "Yes, there is, Mrs. Waterston. I have no desire to marry again. Now hush, Mr. Stone is returning."
 
   "Please sit down, Mr. Stone," Mrs. Waterston said, her eyes sparkling.
 
   "Thank you, Mrs. Waterston. Mrs. Elliott, would you honor me with a dance?"
 
   "She…" Mrs. Waterston cut short when Angie pinched her beneath the table out of Mr. Stone's sight.
 
   "I am perfectly capable of answering for myself, thank you. I'm sorry, Mr. Stone, but I do not feel up to dancing just now. Thank you for asking."
 
   Gavin glanced from Angie to her companion, and back, then nodded. "It was a pleasure meeting you both, and I do hope to see you again." With that, he bowed and disappeared into the crowd.
 
   "Why were you so rude?"
 
   "I was not rude, I was honest. I do not wish to dance."
 
   "You could have explained why you do not wish to dance."
 
   "It is none of his affair, Mrs. Waterston. This is why I rarely go out. You seem to think it is your duty to inform everyone of my disability or to seek out a husband for me."
 
   "That is simply not true. I care about you and your welfare, Angela. I only want what is best for you." Mrs. Waterston appeared close to tears, and Angie felt guilty for being the cause. Mrs. Waterston cared for her like a mother, and Angie was glad for it. Her own mother simply did not have the fortitude for the task. Mrs. Waterston had been a godsend at a time when Angie truly needed a miracle. She hadn't meant to be harsh, but these functions always seem to bring out the worst in her.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Suddenly, the sound of screaming, with people running in every direction, filled the room. Some tried to push and shove their way toward an exit while others seemed to head in the opposite direction. Angie and Mrs. Waterston looked at one another then found themselves pushed backward by the crowd. Angie grabbed Mrs. Waterston and held on tightly.
 
   "What is going on?" Mrs. Waterston said, with obvious alarm in her voice.
 
   "I don't know but remain calm. There is nothing we can do by becoming hysterical," Angie told the older woman, trying to reassure her.
 
   "I need to get you out of here before something happens to you!"
 
   Angie nodded. She knew if the mêlée continued the hysterical mass might very well injure her. "See if you can make your way outside to the carriage, and get Ben in here to help me."
 
   "I can't leave you alone!"
 
   "You must for now. Just hurry!"
 
   Mrs. Waterston stood quickly, gathered her skirts, and ran toward the door. Angie pushed herself back against the wall. Perhaps, if no one noticed her, she might be all right until Mrs. Waterston returned with Ben.
 
   Everyone around her shouted, trying to get out of the room, but Angie couldn't tell what the problem was or why everyone seemed in such a panic. Finally, Mrs. Waterston reappeared after having pushed aside an elderly man, with Ben just a step behind her.
 
   "I am going to wrap my arm around your waist and you put yours around my neck," Ben instructed. "Mrs. Waterston, you get on the other side and we'll get this girl to the carriage and out of this mess."
 
   The going was slow, but eventually, they made their way to the side doors, and Angie felt the fresh evening air against her face and took a deep breath. Ben and Mrs. Waterston managed Angie into the carriage. While Ben climbed into the driver's seat, Mrs. Waterston seated herself next to Angie and quickly shut the door. Ben slapped the reins against the horses, and the carriage lurched forward. Others made their way to their own carriages, and Ben maneuvered around them in order to keep from anyone colliding with them. The horses sensed the panic of the people running around and reared, forcing the carriage to one side. Finally able to find a clear route, Ben urged the horses into a run down the cobblestone streets, heading south toward town.
 
   "What was that all about?" Angie wondered, pushing the window curtain back to look out.
 
   "I have no idea, but I'm sure we'll receive word about it tomorrow," Mrs. Waterston replied, now seeming the essence of calm as she smoothed her skirts over her lap.
 
   Angie could see nothing to give her a clue as to the problem, so she shut the curtain and turned back to her companion. Mrs. Waterston leaned her head against the cushion and closed her eyes. Angie did not disturb her. Instead, she leaned back and shut her own eyes, thinking of Mr. Stone. He really was quite handsome, and perhaps, if her life were different, she would have accepted his offer to dance. Unfortunately, her life was so very changed from what it had been just two years ago. Dancing with a handsome man was not something she thought of anymore, at least, not too much anyway.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Just over two years ago, Angie was happily married to the only man she ever loved. Jonathan Elliott was nearly ten years her senior, but that hadn't mattered to either of them. They were equals on every other level, and she fell in love with him almost immediately. A true gentleman, Jonathan had been a solicitor and quite wealthy. After assisting Angie's father in a business matter, Jonathan accepted an invitation to their home for supper one evening. Angie felt shivers up her arm and over her entire body when he kissed her hand upon their introduction. After that night, they'd been inseparable, and six short months later, they married. Barely seventeen when she became his wife, Angie was only twenty-four when she became his widow. Jonathan's life ended in a tragic accident that had also taken the life of their unborn child and left Angie crippled.
 
   She had much to mourn. They'd both been excited to conceive a child after so many years of marriage, and to lose both her child and husband in one fell swoop was more than most women could bear. Angie, however, also lost most of the use of both legs as a result of injuries to her neck and spine. Able to move them a little, and with some feeling in them, her legs no longer held her weight when standing and she could not take steps on her own. The doctors, unable to help Angie, couldn't offer much hope for her to walk again. They did say the condition may reverse over time, but they had no way of knowing for sure.
 
   Angie faced the situation the way she faced everything — head on. Though she wasn't one to shy away from hard work or to run from anything life handed her, she often wondered how she would make it through the rest of her life in her condition. Her father passed away shortly after her marriage, and her mother never quite recovered from his death. Her brother, Thomas, married and took his new bride across the ocean to America. If not for Mrs. Waterston, Angie wasn't sure what she would have done these past years.
 
   A widow with no intention of finding another husband, Mrs. Waterston never allowed Angie to wallow in self-pity. After thirty-five years of marriage and raising four children, she was quite content visiting her eleven grandchildren as often as possible.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   When at last the carriage halted in front of Angie's home, Ben quickly made his way to the door and helped Mrs. Waterston to the ground. Retrieving Angie's wheelchair from the porch, Mrs. Waterston pushed it quickly to the carriage. Ben set Angie carefully in the chair and pushed her up the ramp specially made for that purpose. Once inside, Mrs. Waterston helped Angie to her room and to change into a flannel nightgown, then brought her a cup of tea.
 
   "It's been a long night and I know you must be tired. Get some sleep. You will feel better in the morning," Mrs. Waterston said as she tucked the quilt around Angie's body.
 
   "Thank you." Angie set the teacup back on its saucer. "It's been a long evening for you as well. I'll see you in the morning."
 
   "Good night." Mrs. Waterston looked weary but smiled as she left the room, shutting the door softly behind her.
 
   "Good night." Angie snuggled into the blankets and sighed as her head sank into the feather pillow. "Good night, Jonathan," she whispered as she closed her eyes, hoping to dream of him.
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   [bookmark: _Toc368679430]Home At Last
 
    
 
   Gavin Stone kept the lovely Mrs. Elliott in sight after she refused his offer of a dance, but he made sure she couldn't see him watching her. Something about her drew him, called to him, and though he didn't try very hard to put a name to it, he did enjoy the feeling in the pit of his stomach. Having had his share of women, he knew how rare it was to find one like her. Not only did he feel the physical pull but an emotional one as well; although he felt uncertain as to what that might be. There was really no reason to become romantically involved with a woman. After all, they were more than willing to accommodate him without such ties.  Something niggled in the back of his mind, telling him that this particular woman might require more of him than he had been willing to give before, but he simply chose to ignore it.
 
   Refusing to take no for an answer, he'd been deep in thought as to what to do about Mrs. Elliott, how he was going to get near her again and persuade her to dance with him, when the mêlée broke out. It had been terribly inconvenient timing. Envisioning wrapping his arms around her, he would simply sweep her off her chair and onto the dance floor. He wanted to feel her beneath his hands, inhale the scent of her skin, hear her voice and her laughter, but there hadn't been the chance once the thief, with police hot on his trail, entered the ballroom. Then the criminal grabbed a wealthy, older woman, putting a knife to her throat and setting her to screaming. Sheer pandemonium erupted.
 
   Gavin tried to cross the room to Mrs. Elliott and her companion, but he couldn't get through the crowd. Some tried to flee the scene while others tried moving in closer to get a better view of the criminal and his hostage. The police weren't helping as they tried to surround the man and convince him to release the woman. By the time Gavin reached the other side of the room, Mrs. Elliott and her companion were no longer there. Gavin sat on the end of the table and picked up a glass of the champagne still served by the many servants employed by the hotel.
 
   Gavin didn't know where Mrs. Elliott lived, but he was determined to find out. Having never chased a woman before, this was new for him, and exciting. A lovely young widow left all alone in the world, except for her aging companion, was just a little romantic. The thought of pursuing her had his blood heating in his veins and his breath coming just a little faster than normal. Gavin wasn't the romantic type, or at least he didn't think he was. Women came after him in droves, so he never had a reason to pursue one. Well aware the women pursuing him were simply doing whatever they felt necessary to ensure he chose them as the new Mrs. Stone, it was more like a banquet for Gavin, and he could pick and choose as he pleased. Surely he had been refused a dance before, but he really couldn't remember when. Even those who chose to play a little coy rarely did so for very long. He'd never had to ask more than once to convince a woman to part with her modesty or her clothing.
 
   Perhaps the fact Mrs. Elliott actually refused his offer of a dance was what heated his blood. It had been so long since he had to do more than play a few petty games with a woman that this one intrigued him. He felt positive she was not being coy and she was definitely not playing games. Simply put, she wasn't interested in him; and admittedly, that grated just a bit on his ego, but he was not pursuing her for that reason. He was pursuing her for reasons entirely more personal. She was beautiful, sure of herself, did not feel the need to have a man at her side, and… okay, she refused him and that hit just a little harder than it should have.
 
   Gavin was not a vain man in any sense of the word, but he had beheld his reflection in the looking glass on more than one occasion, and judging from what he saw of other men, he knew he wasn't a troll. Many women told him he was "the most handsome man" they had ever seen. Whether or not that was true didn't much matter; he figured they were just playing another game. Flattery was a game played by both sides, and it wasn't as if he didn't enjoy them, because he did. He just knew they were exactly that, games and nothing more.
 
   Gavin attempted to follow Mrs. Elliott outside, but in the clutter of carriages and fleeing guests, he didn't know which carriage she'd gotten into. He also couldn't locate anyone who actually knew who she was. In effect, she disappeared without a trace. That, of course, wasn't possible. With her name, and that of her companion, he would track them both down, no matter what it took, but that would have to wait until tomorrow. He mounted his horse and rode home.
 
   He lived in one of the manor houses, separate from his parents' home, and he liked the quiet and freedom that allowed. There were a number of servants to keep up the place, cook for him, and clean up after him, though he was sure he could manage quite well on his own. His mother, however, had different ideas and insisted the servants remain. Arguing with her did no good, and he knew he lost the battle years ago. Now he just let them do whatever it was they did, and mostly ignored the fact they were even there. He knew his mother's reasons for having the servants had more to do with the fact she was preparing the house for a daughter-in-law and grandchildren. That battle was a never-ending one.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "Good evening, Sir." The butler greeted Gavin at the door and took his overcoat.
 
   "Good evening, Fairchild. Thank you," Gavin replied, handing him the coat.
 
   "Brandy, Sir?"
 
   "I'll get it. Go on to bed, I'll be fine."
 
   Harold nodded curtly and disappeared through the kitchen to the servant's quarters. Gavin went to the library and poured himself a brandy. He kicked off his boots, sat in the soft leather chair, and propped up his feet on the desk. Reaching for the humidor, he retrieved a cigar. Inhaling deeply, the pungent smoke curled through the air, he then exhaled just as deeply.
 
   "Angela Elliott. Beautiful name for a beautiful woman," he mused softly.
 
   Seeing her in his mind's eye, he recalled her soft, silky hair, her sea green eyes, and the smoky voice that did things to his insides. She was beautiful, no, correction, she was more than beautiful, she was breath-taking. Desire for her gnawed deep within his groin. He shook his head, grinning at his own foolishness, and went upstairs to his room.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "Good morning, Angela," Mrs. Waterston said, pulling back the dark curtains to allow bright morning sun to fill the room. "How are you this morning?"
 
   "Mmmm." Angela moaned and stretched. "Still a little tired. That was a very short night."
 
   "Let's get you up, washed, and to the dining room for breakfast. You'll feel better once you've eaten. We'll attend church today, and perhaps you'll feel like going to the picnic afterwards. What do you think?"
 
   "Why don't you attend the picnic, Mrs. Waterston? Ben can bring me home then come back for you later."
 
   "You need to socialize more, Angie. You are too young to lock yourself away in this big, old house all alone. You need to make new friends, get reacquainted with your old friends, and start living again."
 
   "I am living, Mrs. Waterston." Angie sighed as she pulled on her housedress, and Mrs. Waterston helped get her feet into slippers.
 
   "You are not. You are letting life slip away without you," Mrs. Waterston scolded. "You are young and beautiful, and you can still have a wonderful life with a husband and, perhaps, children as well."
 
   Angie slid from the bed to the wheelchair then looked at Mrs. Waterston. "You never know when to stop, Mrs. Waterston!" Angie could feel herself becoming angry and tried very hard to quell the emotion. "I have asked you in the past not to bring up children. You know very well I will never be able to have another child and it only causes me more pain when reminded constantly that my only child died with my husband. Please, can we just go to breakfast?"
 
   "I am sorry, my dear, I wasn't thinking. I just so much want to see you happy." Mrs. Waterston began pushing the wheelchair across the room to the door, and then down the hallway.
 
   "I am happy. Happiness doesn't always come in the form you expect. Sometimes, you have to accept what life hands you, knowing you can't change it, and just be happy anyway. Happiness does not necessarily mean a husband and children. At least it doesn't to me anymore. Can't you accept that and tell my mother?"
 
   "All right, we'll drop the subject. But tell me you will attend the church picnic this afternoon."
 
   "If I agree, will you leave me in peace?"
 
   Mrs. Waterston chuckled, adjusted Angie's chair at the breakfast table, and took her own seat. "Very well, attend the picnic and you'll hear nothing more from me."
 
   "Ha! Did you know you can go to hell for lying just as quick as for stealing?" Angie grinned at the shocked look on Mrs. Waterston's face. Then the kitchen maid, Maybl, began serving a breakfast of eggs, pork sausage, mush, and biscuits with gravy.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Bored stiff, Angie sat dutifully still on the hard wooden bench in the back of the sanctuary, her back beginning to hurt. Her wheelchair was just outside the door since it would block the aisle, and she now wished she had at least brought the cushion from it. The preacher droned on for nearly two hours, and Angie began to think he was never going to stop. When it was finally, and thankfully, over, she gratefully accepted Mrs. Waterston's help to move back into the wheelchair. Mrs. Waterston wheeled her outside beneath a giant elm tree in the shade then went to help the ladies arrange dishes of food on red-checkered cloth-covered tables. There was fried chicken, potato salad, biscuits, gravy, corn on the cob, and an assortment of cobblers and pies for dessert.
 
   The pastor walked over to her and politely asked, "Mrs. Elliott, how are you faring?"
 
   "I am doing very well, Reverend Tisdale. A beautiful day for a picnic," Angie said, changing the subject before he began his usual lecture on the power of prayer and how God had a plan for everyone, even when one couldn't see what that plan might be. It wasn't that Angie didn't believe, but after hearing it at least thirty times, his speech became monotonous.
 
   "Yes, a very lovely day."
 
   Fortunately, Mrs. Waterston arrived with a plate of food for Angie.
 
   "Here you are, dear."
 
   "Thank you." Angie smiled at the older woman and took the plate.
 
   "Reverend, why don't you come with me and sit at the table. I'll fix you a nice plate," Mrs. Waterston said, taking him by the arm and walking toward the tables.
 
   "Good day, Mrs. Elliott," the reverend called over his shoulder. Angie waved with her fork and exhaled, silently thanking Mrs. Waterston for rescuing her.
 
   Angie ate slowly, politely saying hello to a number of friends she hadn't seen in some time and others introduced by Mrs. Waterston. Gratefully, Angie thought she had made it; the picnic was almost over, and soon she would be able to go home and take a nap. She really was tired and it didn't help that the cushion between her bottom and the wooden wheelchair seat smashed flat. Just when she thought she could politely say her good-byes, a man's voice caught her off-guard.
 
   "Mrs. Elliott," he said, "it's so nice to see you again."
 
   Angie shielded her eyes from the sun with one hand as she looked up to see the man she'd met at the ball the night before. "Hello, Mr. Stone, how are you?"
 
   "Please excuse my rude behavior," he apologized. "I didn't notice last night." He gestured awkwardly with one hand.
 
   Angie smiled. "You weren't rude, Mr. Stone. I wasn't in this chair last night, so you had no way of knowing. Please, won't you join me?"
 
   "Of course," Gavin replied, pulling a chair near Angie's side. "I feel like a fool now, Mrs. Elliott, for asking you to dance."
 
   "I should have said something, but it's not something I announce upon a first meeting." Angie looked closely at Mr. Stone and thought him very strange. Here it was, the middle of May with temperatures so high the Devil himself would be most comfortable, and this man was dressed peculiarly.
 
   His trousers were black and made of a very dense material Angie didn't recognize, his shirt also black, and his black topcoat was heavy as well. His collar was high, he wore leather gloves, and a wide-brimmed hat perched upon his head. She watched as he made certain he was in the shade at all times; he kept moving his chair as the sun moved across the sky. Perhaps he had sensitive skin, but she couldn't understand why he didn't even seem to perspire. The heat was intense, and getting hotter with every passing minute.
 
   She also noticed the blue of his eyes was not normal either. They seemed as blue as the summer sky but so brilliant they nearly hurt Angie's eyes to look at them, and she could have sworn they even glowed. She remembered from the night before that his hair was black and his skin almost luminescent, perfect skin, actually. He didn't have a blemish anywhere on his face, except for a small scar on his cheek that seemed uncharacteristically out of place, though it did lend ruggedness to his profile. He was quite tall and she could tell even through the heavy clothing he wore she could tell he was powerfully built. He moved with a gracefulness that made Angie think of the ballet. He was a very peculiar man and seemingly a paradox as well.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Carrying the conversation between them, Gavin spoke on a variety of subjects he thought Angie would be interested in, and was delighted to learn she was also well-read and educated. She was as interested in the arts as she was the history of warfare, and he discovered that, before fate landed her in the wheelchair, she had learned to wield a sword and shoot a gun with equal accuracy.
 
   Unwilling to discuss what had happened to her, other than to say it was an accident and her husband died at the same time, Gavin didn't press the subject. Though he had a million other questions to ask, he sensed her reluctance to open up to him any further, and so he put it away for another time… and there would be another time, he was sure of that.
 
   Angela Elliott was an engaging young woman who excited him physically, emotionally, and intellectually. That had certainly never happened before. Beautiful, intelligent, and witty, her wonderful laugh sounded like music to Gavin's ears. He certainly enjoyed watching her; such a beautiful face with large green eyes and chestnut-colored hair. Her long neck was slender, her skin creamy and smooth, and her large breasts moved rhythmically with each breath.
 
   When it was time to leave, Gavin helped Mrs. Elliott into her carriage, and though she hadn't invited him to call on her, he felt sure he would anyway. He mounted his horse and headed for home, thinking of his conversation with her the entire way. 
 
   He was smiling when he dismounted and handed the reins to the stable boy and went inside.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "You and Mr. Stone seemed to have a lot to talk about," Mrs. Waterston noted, as she helped Angie off with her shawl.
 
   "He was quite engaging," Angie replied, smiling and feeling her cheeks color slightly. "It really was quite stimulating to find a man so interesting and knowledgeable about such a wide range of subjects."
 
   "So it is only his mind that interests you?"
 
   "Mrs. Waterston, will you see to some tea, please?" Angie blushed and picked up a book. She flipped it open and pretended to read even as Mrs. Waterston continued to stand where she was, obviously deciding whether to continue the conversation or not.
 
   "Angie…"
 
   "Tea please, Mrs. Waterston." Angie didn't bother looking up and continued to pretend she was reading the book until she was sure Mrs. Waterston left the room.
 
   Angie stared out the window, across the rolling green hills dotted with cattle and sheep grazing contentedly. She often watched the animals graze, wondering what it must be like to have no worries, no cares at all. She often wished her life were as content and carefree, and remembered the days when she felt it was. Sighing loudly, she pushed herself toward the sofa then worked to get from the wheelchair to the softer cushions. Feeling nearly useless, unable to do more for herself than put on her clothing, feed herself, and sometimes, move herself either to or from the wheelchair, and sometimes she felt sorry for herself, crying over the situation and her building frustration.
 
   Each evening she waited until Mrs. Waterston left her alone in her room for the night, then she exercised - stretching her legs, massaging the muscles, and using whatever movement she had. Angie also kept a set of dumbbells hidden under the bed, which she used to exercise her upper body as well. Her upper body strength was increasing daily, but she knew if Mrs. Waterston learned of her lifting weights, it would appall her.
 
   Angie missed riding her roan mare, missed the gallops through the pasture and into the forest beyond. She missed the pool at the base of the waterfall where she used to strip to bare skin and dive in. She missed digging in the flower gardens, planting and cutting fresh flowers for the vases throughout the house. She missed the home she and Jonathan had shared. It was too big and empty after he was gone, so Angie sold it and bought this smaller one in town, closer to the doctor and other services she might need. Mostly, she simply missed being able to move the way she used to.
 
   Angie was relieved when Mrs. Waterston returned with the tray of tea, cakes, and honey. She knew she would think herself into a depression if not for Mrs. Waterston's presence forcing her to pull herself out of it. She admonished herself mentally then smiled at her companion as she accepted a cup of hot tea.
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: _Toc368679431]Chapter Three
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368679432]The Auction
 
    
 
   Gavin Stone paced the floor of his room, thinking of Angela Elliott. She was a fascinating woman, but the infirmity of her body surprised him, to say the least. He wanted nothing more than to court her, accompany her to balls and parties, and sit quietly with her, listening to her melodic voice. He wanted her, he reluctantly acknowledged, but he wasn't sure what to do about it. If she were any other woman, he would have her alone, naked, and beneath him by now; but she wasn't any other woman and that was the critical piece to this puzzle.
 
   Angela was a woman who required commitment, and he wasn't sure he was ready to go that far. Knowing she would never simply be his lover, he knew he would have to go all the way with her, or not at all, and that was the tricky part. If he chose to go all the way, he would have to trust her with everything about himself. That scared him, and prevented him from ever being with a woman more than once or twice. Trusting someone, anyone, with the knowledge of who he really was, could be his undoing, and he wasn't sure he was ready to take a step like that. Gavin Stone kept secrets no one knew about, not his business partners, not his friends.
 
   His parents knew, of course, but they were like him, so that hardly counted. His parents warned him to be very sure of the woman he picked as his mate, because, if anyone found out, it could mean death for them all. They said he would know his mate when he met her. Did he know? Was Angela Elliott the one? How could he be sure? He knew he wanted a relationship with her, but he also knew he would have to tell her the truth, all of it. Gavin took a deep breath and exhaled loudly, muttering a few choice curses under his breath.
 
   Sitting back heavily in the leather chair, he looked out the window. As far as he could see, everything was his, and he could see for miles and miles. He sipped a brandy, absentmindedly drumming his fingers on the arm of the chair. Not really seeing beyond the window, his mind filled with the beautiful Angela Elliott. Her pouty lips needed kissing; her full breasts needed suckling, and he needed to be the one to do it. Sighing, he noticed the drink in his hand, tossed it back, and set the crystal glass on the sideboard before going out.
 
   Dusk, those few moments between day and night when a multitude of blues and purples colored everything, when the sun disappeared, taking the heat of the day with it. Nighttime was Gavin's time.
 
   Strolling along the streets of the fashionable Haley District dressed in a black suit made of lightweight material with a long black cape lined in black satin, he inhaled the scents of the evening blooms. Gone was the heavy material he wore during the day; the heavy overcoat, the wide-brimmed hat, and the gloves he detested. The sun's rays now gone, so too was the danger to his skin. He didn't need the cape either, but he liked the way it looked on him.
 
   Making his way through the Haley District to the downtown area, he turned right on Raven Street, heading toward the river and the seedier side of town. Dilapidated buildings, stoops crumbling and window frames lacking glass, crouched by gutters filled with garbage, putrid water, and grime. The rats here weren't afraid of humans and grew nearly as large as the cats chasing them. The owners couldn't care less how their tenants lived as long as they paid the rents on time. It was here that half-naked children played in the streets. Some with only a mother to care for them; others a grandmother or aunt; few were lucky enough to have two parents who loved and wanted them. It was here that children disappeared, never to be heard of, or from, again.
 
   Here, men of ill repute could buy young girls and boys for their own purposes. A few dollars or a box of food to a mother with three or four other starving children, and the child of their choice was theirs for the taking. Sometimes, the children lived on the streets alone, put out by whoever was supposed to care for them. Putting an older child out meant more food for the younger ones. And it was here that Gavin stalked the streets and alleys like a specter hidden in the shadows of the night.
 
   He could understand a lot of things he didn't approve of, but the molestation and rape of children was not one of them. Selling young girls and boys into a life of prostitution he did not understood either. Gavin had sex, lots of it, but never once did he desire a young, shapeless girl beneath him; nor did he ever desire a boy, or another man, for that matter. When Gavin was with a woman, she was exactly what he wanted —a woman— a grown woman with full breasts and rounded hips; a woman who could keep up with a conversation, should he ever desire a conversation with her. What men saw in these children would never make sense to him, and he didn't try to understand it either. He simply tried to stop it.
 
   These kinds of men, or males of the species anyway —Gavin didn't consider them men— were not anything he understood. He was a man, and putting those types in the same category as himself seemed to lower him to their level, not bring them up to his. These males were despicable human beings preying on the young, the weak, and the poor to fulfill their demented fantasies. Gavin could not abide it.
 
   Peering into the alley, he could see no one about. Stepping around the corner, he waited, knowing it wouldn't be long before he would find what he wanted. The streetwalkers were already out, and men from downtown, uptown, and even some from the Haley District, appeared to look over the wares for sale tonight. Gavin left them to themselves and the whores they paid. The ones he waited for were not here for the women prostituting themselves.
 
   Gavin waited less than twenty minutes before a man he knew quite well appeared. Intrigued, Gavin watched to see what the judge might be doing in the Raven District this time of night. Perhaps the judge had certain urges, like any man, and filled himself with ladies of the evening. A well-known fact, the judge's wife stayed in France as much as possible, simply unable to tolerate the rainy, English weather. However, the judge passed by the women, shaking his head as he declined their offers. 
 
   After going half a block farther, he spoke with a woman sitting on the stoop in front of her building. She watched the working girls, and the children running up and down the block laughing and yelling at one another. The woman looked at the judge as he spoke, nodded her head, and pointed up the block. The judge put something in her hand and continued walking. Following in the shadows, a discreet distance behind, Gavin was stealthy, no one even noticing him.
 
   When the judge reached Evergreen Street, he turned right, and Gavin crossed the street to follow him. The judge looked from one side of the street to the other as if looking for something in particular, and then jogged up the steps of Number Eleven Evergreen. Gavin waited a moment then followed the path of the judge and pushed the entrance door open. The putrid smell of rancid grease, unbathed bodies, urine, feces, cigar smoke, and stale food hit him in the face, and for a moment, he couldn't take a breath. Peering into the darkness, he spotted a place beneath the stairs where he could wait undetected. A few minutes later, the judge came down the stairs holding the hand of a young boy in one hand, and a young girl in the other. Gavin felt his stomach clench, then realized his fists clenched at the same time. If the judge were doing what Gavin was sure he was doing, it would not bode well for the Honorable Judge Elmer Grossman. In fact, Gavin was sure it would be the worst night of the judge's poor excuse for a life.
 
   Following the trio all the way back through the Raven District, he kept an eye on the children. They were afraid to say anything, but Gavin could tell the little girl was crying, and the little boy trying hard to hide his fear. When they came to the end of Raven Street, the judge led them to the right, down Water Street to Templar Drive, and through the downtown area to Candlestick Drive. An affluent community made up of condominiums rented or owned by politicians, businessmen, and high society members, it was here they kept their mistresses, met for card games, a tryst, or whatever else they didn't want anyone to know about.
 
   The judge entered Wonderland Tower, nodding to the doorman; he identified himself with the special pass key only members possessed. Gavin heard him introduce his "niece and nephew" to the doorman who only nodded, allowing them passage. Gavin ground his teeth so hard he thought he heard one of them crack. He went quietly to the back of the building; not having a membership key was hardly a deterrent.
 
   Finding the workmen's access ladder to the roof, Gavin scaled it in a matter of seconds. He was strong and quick, and once on the roof, he simply opened the access door and jumped down, landing on silent feet. It was, after all, only a twenty-foot drop, and he didn't need a ladder for that. Smoothing his cape, Gavin went down the hall, taking large strides, listening intently as he went. Then he heard it, the little girl's sniffling and the judge's booming voice shouting at the children.
 
   He heard the judge say, "You will both take baths and put on the clothing I have provided for you. Understand? You will be quiet and do as instructed, when instructed. Is that clear?"
 
   Gavin knew the children were nodding in agreement, too afraid to speak, and he knew exactly what the judge planned to do. Grimacing, he fought for the self-control necessary not to burst into the room to rescue the children. As long as the children were bathing and dressing, they were in no immediate danger, giving Gavin time to execute another plan. Walking quickly down the hall to the utility closet, he waited.
 
   Moments later, he heard men's voices as they came huffing up the stairwell and down the hall. Two more men he recognized. Charles Hufferman, a leading businessman in the community, and Randolf Geddington, a wealthy playboy who spent most of his time and money running all over England and France in pursuit of one heiress or another. Gavin had no idea their endeavors ran along such vile lines. He shook his head; there really was no way to know the true heart of man.
 
   Charles knocked on the door, and the judge slipped into the hallway to meet with the men. "You're early."
 
   "No, you're late," Randolf countered with a grin. "The others are waiting. Did you get the goods?"
 
   "Of course, I did! They're preparing as we speak. Give me ten minutes and I'll bring them down."
 
   "Ten minutes then. We'll keep the others entertained," Charles replied with a nod. Then he and Randolf headed back down the hall, and the judge disappeared behind the closed door.
 
   Gavin waited five minutes, then headed down the hall to the stairwell. He slipped quietly down, following the scent of the two men who preceded him. The scent led him down another hallway, another set of stairs, and finally to a single door. From there, he could hear the men inside, laughing and talking, and he could smell the scent of cigar smoke, cognac, and wine. He also smelled the scent of hors d'oeuvres and canapés with goose pâté. He heard someone announce that the bidding would begin in a few moments, followed by a shuffling of feet, scuffing of chairs on flooring, and good-natured ribbing and joking. Gavin felt sick to his stomach.
 
   The door before him seemed to be the only entrance, but there must be a fire door somewhere; he just had to find it. Quickly ducking into the stairwell as he heard footfalls in the hallway, he saw the judge leading the two children. They dragged their feet, scared to death, not knowing what was about to happen to them. Gavin could see their eyes, wide with fear, their lips quivering, and he could hear the rapid thumping of their hearts in their chests. Their blood rushed loudly through their veins. The judge pulled them hard and spoke harshly to them, threatening their very lives. Gavin slipped away, unnoticed, to find the fire entrance.
 
   Once he found the fire entrance, he easily slipped into the empty back room currently serving as a storage area, and stealthily moved along the wall to get a look into the larger room. Candelabra burned along with wall sconces. Oil lamps sat on tables around the room, illuminating everything. After placing the two children on a small stage at the front of the room, the judge stood off to one side, instructing the boy and girl to walk back and forth and twirl so the bidders could see them from all sides. Both were dressed in clean undergarments, but they were crying and shaking with fear.
 
   "Now, you've seen the goods," the judge announced, stepping behind the podium and picking up a gavel. "We'll start the bidding on the girl at one hundred pounds."
 
   "One hundred," a voice near the front called out.
 
   "One-fifty," another voice countered.
 
   "I have one-fifty," the judge said. "Do I hear two hundred for this lovely girl? A virgin, no less!"
 
   "Two hundred," someone in the rear shouted.
 
   "Two twenty-five."
 
   "Two fifty."
 
   "Three hundred."
 
   "Three hundred, do I hear more?" The judge looked over the crowd. No one else spoke. "Three hundred going once, going twice…"
 
   "Three-fifty," someone said.
 
   "One thousand pounds," a man in the back bellowed, and everyone in the room twisted around to see the high roller.
 
   Girls rarely went for that much, and the judge didn't wait. "One thousand is the bid. Going once, going twice, sold to Mr. Akins. Congratulations, sir." Everyone nodded and applauded. "Now," said the judge, "do I hear an opening bid of one hundred pounds for the boy?"
 
   Young boys usually went for the higher amounts, though Gavin couldn't understand any of it.
 
   "One hundred."
 
   "Two hundred."
 
   "Three hundred."
 
   "Four hundred."
 
   "Four-fifty."
 
   "Five hundred." The bidding continued.
 
   Gavin couldn't believe his ears. They bid on the little boy who, Gavin guessed, couldn't be more than six or seven, as if he were a prize colt. The bidding continued until Mr. Lotson bid fifteen hundred pounds, winning the bid. Gavin felt sick to his stomach but this was what he had been waiting for. Slipping the cape off his shoulders, he inhaled deeply. Then, stepping around the corner, he blew a great gust of wind, extinguishing every candle in the place. All the men stood and began mumbling to one another, wondering what had happened.
 
   Gavin could see perfectly as his blue eyes became incandescent. His canine teeth extended and his senses grew so acute now he could hear even the slightest sound. He moved with such speed, the human eye could not see him. Grabbing the nearest person, he ripped the man's throat out with one swipe of his hand, then another and another, until all lay dead except the two who bought the children, Judge Grossman, Charles, and Randolf. None could see the threat, but they heard the other men screaming, trying to get to the door Gavin braced from the outside. There was no escaping.
 
   Grabbing the man who bought the little boy, Gavin sank his fangs into the man's throat, draining him dry before dropping him dead on the floor. He did the same to the man who had bid on the girl, and finally he turned on Randolf and Charles. The judge, he saved for last. With a flick of his wrist, he lit a candle and stood staring at him with glowing eyes, blood dripping from his mouth. His shirt covered in bright red.
 
   "I thought you were an honorable man, Judge," Gavin said calmly.
 
   "I-I-I…" the judge stuttered.
 
   "Yeah," Gavin snorted and sank his teeth into the judge's throat, then broke his neck. Walking through the room, he broke the necks of each of the dead men. He knew they couldn't become like him without drinking his blood immediately upon waking, but he wasn't taking chances. They didn't deserve a second chance, he reasoned. They got exactly what they deserved — killed like the monsters they were.
 
   Gavin stood, peering around the room. Both children had fainted from the shock and so hadn't seen him or what he did. He was grateful for that. Pulling a cloth from his pocket, he wiped his mouth then held his hands over the flame of the candle, watching the blood burn off. Pulling his cape around him to cover his shirt, he picked up both sleeping children. Then he kicked the candle to the floor, watching it flicker, sputter, and take on new life, igniting the shirt of a dead man. He kicked an oil lamp off a table and watched the contents run across the floor, meeting the flame. Satisfied the fire would burn hot, he put a boot to the door and left the building with the children safe in his arms.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Gavin kept to the shadows, running as quickly as he could to get the children out of the city. When he was a safe enough distance from the condominiums, he hailed a coach and loaded the children into it, climbing in beside them. Instructing the coachman to drive to Melbourne Street, Gavin settled back and closed his eyes for the duration of the short ride.
 
   Once at the inn, Madison Hawklin, his friend and confidant, and the only one outside of his family who knew about his peculiar abilities, would take charge of the children and care for them. When they had slept, eaten, and were properly dressed, Madison would escort them out of Breckenridge, to an undisclosed location where Gavin had constructed, and supported, a boarding school for children just like these.
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   [bookmark: _Toc368679434]Children In Mind
 
    
 
   "Good evening, Mrs. Elliott," Gavin said with an amused smile.
 
   "Mr. Stone! What…" Angela was startled, caught in such a compromising position.
 
   "I wasn't spying on you, I assure you," he replied with a chuckle. "But what on earth are you doing?"
 
   "Well, I was… well, now." She seemed at a total loss for words as she looked around. It seemed she just realized what a predicament she had gotten herself into and looked at him with a crooked grin as her cheeks flamed.
 
   "It looks to me as if you were about to land on your, well, land on your… not on your feet." He assessed the situation, trying not to laugh out loud.
 
   "Shh," Angie admonished him. "If Mrs. Waterston hears you, I'll never hear the end of it." Gavin covered his mouth as if the effort not to laugh out loud was too much for him. "Oh, stop it!" Angie hissed. "Just get over here and help me, for pity's sake."
 
   Gavin stepped carefully around the rose bushes, hiked one leg over the white picket fence, and then wrapped his arms around Angela's waist, plucking her off the banister, where she found herself stuck. As soon as she was steady in his arms, she looked up and their eyes locked. Gavin felt his heart skip a long beat, as Angie licked her lips.
 
   "My… my chair is over there," she whispered hoarsely. Gavin nodded, but stood where he was, showing no inclination to put her in the chair.
 
   He felt himself slipping, spiraling into unknown territory. Like his last name, he was definitely as hard as stone now, and he wanted her with a desperation he'd never before known. Wearing only the thin nightgown, he could feel every sensuous curve of her body, her muscles, and how toned she was. He expected her muscles to be flabby, to have begun to atrophy after two long years in a wheelchair, but she was firm where she should be, and oh, so soft everywhere else. Her nipples were evident through the thin material and Gavin felt his breath catch.
 
   Gavin felt his fangs emerge; they only did that when ready to sink into someone's throat, ready for a kill. Never before had they unsheathed when he was sexually aroused, and that pulled him out of the trance.
 
   He dragged his eyes away from hers and gently set her over the railing and into her wheelchair. He cleared his throat. "There you are, Mrs. Elliott, safe and sound," he said, hearing the gravel in his voice.
 
   "Yes," she replied a little unsteadily. Gavin wondered if she were as affected as he. "Thank you, Mr. Stone."
 
   "You are welcome, Mrs. Elliott," he answered stiffly. "I had better take my leave now. Good night."
 
   "Um, Mr. Stone," Angela stopped him in his tracks. "What on earth were you doing out on a stroll this late at night?" He smiled charmingly at her and heard her heart flip.
 
   "I just concluded some business and, it being such a fine night, decided to walk. What were you doing out this time of night?"
 
   Angela grinned sheepishly. "I couldn't sleep and came out for a breath of fresh air, it being such a fine night and all. Then I saw the moonflowers in bloom and wanted one. I was sure I could reach it if I held the railing when I stood, then leaned over and… well, you saw the result."
 
   "That, I did," he agreed. "Was this the flower you went to all the trouble for?" He plucked a moonflower and held it between his thumb and finger, twirling it back and forth. He reached toward her and let the petals caress her cheek.
 
   "Yes." She nodded as she accepted the flower.
 
   "It doesn't compare to your beauty, Mrs. Elliott. Good night."
 
   He tucked his hands into his pockets and strolled off, but not before hearing her whisper, "Goodnight."
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "Mother? Father?" Gavin called out as he opened the door to the family home. "Where are you? I know you aren't in bed."
 
   "Gavin, for Heaven's sake! What are you doing?" His mother appeared at the top of the stairs, pulling her housedress around her. Her hair was disheveled and her face glowing. His father appeared behind her, moments later, pulling his robe around him, and his feet were bare.
 
   Gavin shook his head and grinned. "I guess you were in bed after all," he muttered.
 
   Gav looked amused while his wife covered her mouth with one hand. "That'll be enough young man," his father drawled, the corner of his mouth curving. "Show respect for your elders."
 
   "Absolutely," Gavin said and went into the study. His parents came down the stairs, following their son.
 
   "It's three in the morning, son, is everything all right?" His mother looked concerned.
 
   "I don't know if it is or not, Mother." Gavin poured a brandy for all three of them and handed a glass to each. "I've met a woman…"
 
   "Oh, Gav, our boy has met someone," his mother said, squealing with delight.
 
   "Hold on, Mattie, let him finish." Gav quieted his wife.
 
   "As I was saying," Gavin shot a look to his mother, "I met a woman. I won't go into the details, but as she was in my arms…"
 
   "He's met his mate, Gav!" Mattie squealed again.
 
   "Mother, please! Allow me to finish."
 
   "I'm sorry, Gavin. I just have visions of grandchildren running through my mind."
 
   Gavin exhaled an exasperated breath before continuing. "She was in my arms because she is an invalid and almost fell over the railing while reaching for a moonflower." Gavin saw his mother's crestfallen look and felt badly for getting her hopes up, although it was more her fault than his, he reasoned. "Anyway, I met her at the hotel ball the other night and didn't realize she was chairbound until I found her at church the next morning. The reason I'm here is because something strange happened that has never happened before, and I need your advice."
 
   "Have a seat, Son." Gav gestured to the leather sofa. "Let's have it all and then we'll see what we can make of it."
 
   "As I said, she was in my arms… she is so beautiful, you should see her." Gav clamped a hand on his wife's leg as she began to get excited again. "We were staring into one another's eyes, my blood running wild, and well, you know what happens to a man when he's excited, but that's not the strange thing." He glared at his mother and she hid a grin behind her hand. "My fangs emerged. That never happens unless I'm ready to make a kill. I don't understand it. I wasn't ready to kill Mrs. Elliott; I was ready to fu…"
 
   "Mrs. Elliott? Mrs.? Good Lord, Gav, he's a scoundrel, a rogue! Trying to woo a married woman, Gavin Richard Charles Philip Stone, III, I will not have…!"
 
   "Mother!"
 
   "Mattie, I'm sure there's a reasonable explanation." Gav nodded to his son, patting his wife's knee.
 
   "Mother, she's a widow."
 
   "Oh," Mattie said contritely. "Do go on."
 
   Both Gavin and his father shook their heads with identical looks on their faces. Gavin continued. "Has that ever happened to you, Father? I just don't know what to make of it."
 
   Gav and his wife looked lovingly at one another and smiled. "Yes, it has," Gav admitted, still looking into his wife's eyes, vividly remembering what they were doing before Gavin so rudely interrupted them.
 
   Gavin rolled his eyes and cleared his throat loudly. "Could you elaborate, please?"
 
   "What? Oh, yes, of course." Gav grinned sheepishly. "I met your mother at a family reunion, having no idea she even existed since she grew up in France. My mother insisted my father attend the family gathering, though he balked for days. He hated long trips and had much to do here, not wanting to leave the care of his home in the hands of…"
 
   "Father, please! My problem?"
 
   "Yes, of course. Anyway, we traveled to France for the reunion and there were nearly two hundred family members there; after all it was Samhain as well as a full moon. The bon fires were burning brightly while music played. We were dancing and laughing, and during one of the dances, I swung my partner to the next man, and his partner swung my way. When I grabbed her by the wrist, it was as if lightning struck me. I couldn't even finish the dance. I dragged your mother away from the dance floor, away from the crowds, and I kissed her before even saying a single word to her. That kiss slid through me like hot oil, and my teeth emerged before I knew what was happening."
 
   "Then," his mother took over, "he wrapped one hand in my hair and tilted my head back in one swift movement. I didn't know he'd done it until his teeth were in my throat and he was drinking my blood."
 
   "You bit her?" Gavin asked in surprise. "You made my mother what we are?"
 
   "No, no," Gav laughed. "She was already a vampire, we are cousins, though distant ones. I bit her because she is my mate, and I took her blood into my body. Then she bared her teeth and took my blood into her body. We were bound to one another from that moment on. There could be no other for either of us."
 
   "You have met your mate, Gavin," Mattie said breathlessly, tears forming in her eyes.
 
   "Wait a minute. You were both vampires already. Mrs., er, Angela, is quite human."
 
   "We are human too, son," his father reminded him.
 
   "I know, but that's not what I meant. I just don't understand how I can want to bite her."
 
   "Because she is your mate, and it is your instinct to bind yourself to her through the blood-bond," his mother answered.
 
   "What the hell is the blood-bond, and why haven't you ever told me about it?"
 
   "Well, son," Gav said. "We intended to, but there hasn't really a reason to, since you have never shown an interest in any one woman before. We figured, when the time came, you'd tell us, and we'd tell you about the blood-bond. And see, you have."
 
   Gavin shook his head in disbelief. "So, would you mind explaining it me? Now."
 
   "Of course," his mother replied. "The blood-bond is what happens when our kind meets their true mate; it is the deepest, most sacred union we have with another, and it only happens once. When it happens between two vampires, like your father and I," she looked lovingly at her husband, "we both knew instantly what it was. However, between one of us and a mortal human, it is a little different. You have the desire, and you will be the one to initiate the blood-bond, but once you do, you will be bound to her for all time. If she doesn't return the blood exchange, she will not experience the bonding."
 
   "So I would be bound to her, but she would not be bound to me?"
 
   Gav took a deep breath. "Not exactly, son. Once you bite her, take her blood into your body, you must give her your blood. When you do, she will not only be bound to you, she will be whole, again. Her body will heal almost instantly."
 
   "And she'll be one of us," his mother added.
 
   Shocked, Gavin poured another drink, tossed it back, then poured a third. Alcohol had little, if any, effect on him, but it gave him something to do while thinking about what his parents just said. He could make Angela whole again. He could give her back her life, the use of her legs, and bind her to him for all time. He inhaled deeply, blew it out, and then drank the brandy. He would also be bound to her for all time, and Gavin wasn't quite sure he was ready for a forever kind of commitment, even if Angela was his mate. He'd been quite happy with his life for the past one hundred and fifty years, and he wasn't one to fix something not broken.
 
   He turned back to his parents. "What if I'm not ready to be tied down? What if I don't want a mate?"
 
   Mattie gasped. "Of course you want a mate. That's where all my grandchildren are going to come from. How can you say you don't want a mate?"
 
   "Now, now, dear. Don't get upset." Gav soothed his wife.
 
   "Mother, I'm just asking questions. I haven't given a single thought to marriage in my whole life…"
 
   "I know," his mother muttered under her breath.
 
   Gavin exhaled loudly. "As I was saying, I haven't given a thought to marriage, but what happened with Angela never happened before. I need time to absorb all this."
 
   "Son," Gav said gently, "finding your true mate is a wonderful thing. It's not something to fear, and it's not something you will ever regret. Nevertheless, should you decide Angela is not what you want, that is fine with us." He cocked a brow at his wife and silenced her before she could comment. "But you must know that what happened with the two of you will never happen to you again with another woman, so make sure you consider the consequences carefully before deciding."
 
   Gavin poured another shot of brandy and swallowed it. "So all I have to do is convince her she's supposed to be mine, get her to let me bite her, then let her bite me, and she'll have the use of her legs again?"
 
   "Mmm, not exactly," his mother said. "Perhaps you should take this one, Gav."
 
   "You cannot convince her of anything. She has to be the one to ask you for it. She has to declare her love for you first."
 
   "But once I tell her what I am, and that her legs will heal, won't she ask for it?"
 
   "You can't tell her what you are, or that her legs will heal. It must be her declaration. She has to fall in love with you and tell you she wants to be with you forever. Only then can you reveal to her what you are and bite her."
 
   "You aren't serious?" Gavin was incredulous. "Why does it have to be that way? Why can't I just tell her I love her?"
 
   "Do you love her?" his mother asked.
 
   "That's not what I said, Mother. I'm just supposing, trying to see this from all angles."
 
   Gav shook his head. "She's not one of us, son. If she was, you could just pull her head back and bite her, but she's pure human. The rules are different. You are going to make her what we are, and that means she will know all that you know. Therefore, if she doesn't love you forever, there is no telling what she could do with that information, endangering our entire line. It's a safety measure, so to speak. Men of our kind are very passionate, as you well know. Would you want any of your past women to know all of our family secrets?"
 
   Gavin sat down and shook his head. "No, I guess I wouldn't. So what do I do?"
 
   "Make her fall in love with you," his mother said simply.
 
   With that, Gavin could only kiss his mother's cheek and go home.
 
   "Good night, son," his father called after him, but the only reply was the door shutting firmly.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "Well?" Mattie looked expectantly at her husband.
 
   "Well, what?" Gav asked innocently.
 
   "Why did you just blatantly lie to our son?"
 
   "I didn't lie to him, I simply embellished a little bit," Gav said wryly.
 
   "What if he discovers that it is perfectly all right to tell Mrs. Elliott he can heal her with his bite? You know as well as I do that healing the severely injured is one of the benefits of our condition."
 
   "Mattie," Gav held up his hand, "listen, sweetheart. Gavin is confused about what he is feels for this woman. You and I both know the fangs only come out like that when one of us finds our true mate. You and I have waited a very long time for grandchildren; do you really want to wait any longer?"
 
   "Of course not, but…"
 
   "This will simply show Gavin he truly loves the young lady. Nothing is as sweet as that which you have to work for. If he merely told her he could heal her condition, and they are to be mates, it would be no different for our boy than all the other women he's bedded. This way he will have no doubt this is the woman for him."
 
   "You are a clever one, aren't you?" Mattie wrapped her arms around her husband.
 
   "Clever enough to marry you," he replied, bending to kiss her.
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: _Toc368679435]Chapter Five
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368679436]Dream Lover
 
    
 
   "Sure," Gavin muttered to himself as he made his way back to the manor house. "I'll just make her fall in love with me, and we'll live happily ever after."
 
   Gavin climbed the stairs to his room. He lay heavily on his big bed, brushing his hand across the ornate scrollwork in the headboard that told his family story. Well, it told his family's story if you could follow it and put it all together like a puzzle. No woman ever slept in his bed, no woman ever stepped foot inside his house, except the maids but that hardly counted. Did he want one to be here now, permanently?
 
   The permanent part had him wound in knots. He was a hundred and fifty years old, and that, compared to the actual length of his entire lifetime, was but a drop in the bucket. When one lived forever, an unfortunate beheading notwithstanding, permanence wasn't what one looked for. At least, it wasn't what Gavin looked for. Maybe one day, he sighed, when he was tired of the world, knowing he had seen and done everything, maybe then he would think of something as permanent as a mate.
 
   On the other hand, what if she truly was his mate and he let the moment go? She would simply grow old in her wheelchair, and then, one day, she'd die a mortal death. The thought squeezed a cold grip of grief around his heart. If she really was his mate, he would never find another woman to spend eternity with him, it would be as the past hundred and fifty years of his life, an endless stream of beauties playing bedroom games and trying to get him to marry them. What if he did marry another? He could never make her what he is, would never want to. Wouldn't she notice he was not aging the way she was? What would happen if she were to bear his children? Would they be like him, or mortal like their mother? Would he have to watch his own flesh and blood grow old and die as well? If they were like him, how on earth would he explain it to their mother?
 
   The questions, the possibilities, however remote, did not make Gavin feel better, and only served to confuse him all the more. What was he going to do? Not knowing how to answer his own question, he didn't know what was going on inside his head and heart concerning Angela right now, either. He'd only seen her three times, and they'd had only one real conversation. He knew very little about her, though it was more than she knew about him. Blowing out a breath, he muttered. "What am I going to do?"
 
   He didn't have a clue.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Angela tossed in her bed, unable to find a comfortable position. From the moment Gavin left, the situation earlier in which she'd found herself in need of being rescued, and Gavin happening along to do just that, kept replaying in her head, making rest impossible. She thought of the way his body felt, all hard planes and muscle, the heat that radiated from him, straight into her body, and the strength in his arms as they held her. The way he looked so intently into her eyes, and the way his eyes had seemed to glow and peer straight through her. Even the way her blood had begun to swim in her head, heating her entire body, and the dampness that gathered between her thighs. Angela threw back the bed covers. It was too warm in her room tonight.
 
   She hadn't felt this way about a man since Jonathan. No, she corrected herself, and God forgive her, she never even felt this way when Jonathan touched her — she loved Jonathan so very much. She'd never thought of Jonathan the way she kept thinking of Gavin Stone. She didn't feel guilty now, thinking of another man when she had held so tightly to Jonathan's memory for the last two very long years since he died. Jonathan was a wonderful, caring, sweet man. A man a woman could depend on to care for her, love her, and make sure she wanted for nothing. A man any woman would imagine marrying. But Gavin, oh, Gavin was wild. Gavin made her blood sing; made her dream strange dreams; made her ache deep within her body. Gavin was the type of man a woman bedded while she waited for the Jonathan's of the world to come along and marry.
 
   Not that making love with Jonathan hadn't been pleasant, it had. Of course, he was the only man she ever made love with, so she'd had nothing to use for comparison. Nevertheless, he made her feel nice, made her feel loved, and making love with him was very sweet, even if she never actually felt unbridled passion with him. Gavin made her feel that kind of passion, the kind that made a woman scream a man's name. The kind that made a woman want him naked with her at all times of the day, every day, not just Tuesday and Saturday nights at precisely nine o'clock. Gavin was the type of lover, or would be, Angie corrected herself, that she dreamed of while swimming nude at the falls.
 
   Floating on her back in the cool water, daydreaming, she would turn over to find a broad chested, muscled, handsome man standing on the bank, watching her, a slight smile on his lips, lust flaring in his eyes. She would tread water, watching him as he undressed slowly in front of her, and then watch him stroke his hand over his hard cock as he walked slowly into the pool to her. Neither of them would say a word; everything that needed saying, they would say with their eyes; all the want, need, desire, and lust, shining in their eyes. His mouth would come down hard on hers as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, her legs around his waist. Then…
 
   Angie sat up in bed and lit the oil lamp on the table. She knew she wasn't going to be able to sleep for a while now. The fantasy, and the memory of herself in Gavin's arms, brought a fever to her brow. In the fantasy, the man at the pool now became Gavin Stone. What did she feel for this man? Was it just lust? Or desire for a man, any man, because she has been alone for so long? Thinking of Gavin made her mind spin with such decadent ideas, and her body ached with such desire, she didn't know what came over her.
 
   Struggling to get herself into the wheelchair, she went out onto the terrace where it would be much cooler. She couldn't help but relive the moments with him standing there, thoroughly amused at the sight before him, and she smiled at the memory. What was that look she saw in his eyes? Was it lust? Was it want? Need? Did he even remember the moment now that he'd left? Was she acting like a silly girl who never had a man court her before?
 
   "Oh, Angie, you are acting like a silly schoolgirl," she said, raking a hand through her hair. What would a man like that see in a woman like me? Why would a man like that even remember my name? A crippled woman is hardly the stuff romance is made of. She sighed. Fantasies aside, she still couldn't help but wonder what it would be like to make love to that man. Angie rolled her chair back into her room, leaving the door partly open to allow fresh air to circulate in the stifling room, and managed to maneuver herself back into bed. She stared into the darkness after extinguishing the lamp by her bed and finally fell asleep.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Gavin stood, silently watching her sleep. Having given up on sleep himself, he had wandered the grounds around his house, and how he wound up in town, at Angela Elliott's house, he had no idea. However, realizing where he was, he couldn't resist seeing her again. Entering her room as quietly as if he were simply a shadow cast by the light of the moon, he stepped closer to her bed, watching her chest rise and fall with each breath. Her face was peaceful, and her chestnut hair spread about her on the pillow like a halo. Feeling his heartbeat quicken, his blood swim faster through his veins, he shook his head. Never had he had a reaction like this to a woman, not even in the throes of passion. Of course, it was always nice to be inside a warm, willing woman, and it slaked the needs of his body, but it never pulled at his heart, or his soul. This was new, exciting, and daunting. Gavin felt confused about a woman for the first time.
 
   Kneeling beside her bed, he touched the back of Angela's hand with his finger. Her skin was so soft. As he caressed her cheek and her silky hair, she stirred. He touched her forehead, whispering, "Dream." As she settled back into sleep, Gavin watched her for another moment, debating if he should do it. He knew he shouldn't, but he simply had to know, so he leaned over and ever so lightly pressed his lips to hers. He jerked back as if struck by lightning, his eyes wide. The jolt nearly knocked him off balance, and his fangs slid down again.
 
   What was that? She hadn't even been participating, and the kiss nearly landed him on his backside in the middle of the floor. Was it just him or would she have the same experience if she were awake? Gavin knew he would have to find out. He would have to kiss her. The only problem was that he would also have to get her in the proper place, the proper mood.
 
   An idea struck him; perhaps they could meet at another ball. He would just have his mother throw a grand party at the estate and make sure Mrs. Elliott and her companion appeared on the guest list. He would deliver the invitation himself, just to make sure she accepted. Satisfied that he was on the right track now, he couldn't resist touching her silky hair one more time; then left the room as if he'd never been there.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "Angie, wake up!" Mrs. Waterston said cheerfully, opening the curtains to let in the bright, sunny day.
 
   "What time is it?" Angie asked groggily.
 
   "Why it's nearly eight. I let you sleep in this morning. So get up, Maybl has breakfast waiting."
 
   Angie stretched and yawned. She stayed up too late last night and didn't get nearly enough sleep. She reached for her housedress as Mrs. Waterston put slippers on her feet. With one arm in the garment, she suddenly stopped; something niggling in the back of her mind had her trying to pull it to the surface.
 
   "What are you doing? Put your housedress on," Mrs. Waterston tsked at her as she pulled the garment around and helped Angie into it. Angie got into the wheelchair while Mrs. Waterston held it for her.
 
   "Thank you," Angie mumbled. What was it she was trying to remember? It seemed very important, but for the life of her, she didn't know what it was.
 
   In the dining room, Mrs. Waterston arranged Angie's chair at the table and poured her a cup of coffee. Angie lifted the cup to her mouth and as soon as the cup touched her lips, she remembered the dream she had. Her hand jerked, nearly spilling the hot liquid all over herself.
 
   "Why Angela, what is the matter with you this morning?" Mrs. Waterston asked as she hurriedly grabbed a linen napkin and mopped up the coffee that had slopped onto the table. "You seem distracted, didn't you sleep well?"
 
   "Uh, no, it was too hot in my room, and I couldn't sleep for a long time."
 
   "I'll make sure your door and windows are opened before you retire this evening, so your room will be cool before you go to bed."
 
   "Thank you, Mrs. Waterston, that's very thoughtful."
 
   "It's my job, dear. Now eat your breakfast and I'll have Maybl draw your bath."
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Angie sank into the water with Mrs. Waterston and Maybl's help.
 
   "Call me when you're finished," Mrs. Waterston ordered as she shut the door.
 
   Angie leaned back in the steaming water and closed her eyes. The dream from last night came vividly back to her. She dreamed of Gavin, and if that wasn't bad enough, she dreamed he kissed her. Oh, she would be mortified if anyone ever knew. She could actually feel his lips on hers while sitting in the tub, thinking about the dream, and she could feel the same long, lovely pull through her entire body. A ball of heat formed low in her stomach, wetness formed between her thighs, and it almost felt like the kiss was happening at that precise moment. Angie's eyes flew open and she looked around. Then she chuckled at herself for being so silly. Of course, she was alone; it was just a dream, after all. She picked up the lilac scented soap and began to wash herself.
 
   "Angela," Mrs. Waterston knocked lightly on the door.
 
   "I'm not finished yet," Angie called back.
 
   Mrs. Waterston opened the door enough to poke her head in. "Well, you better get finished, you have a visitor."
 
   "What? Who is it?"
 
   Mrs. Waterston merely smiled and stepped into the room, shutting the door behind her. She helped Angie with her hair, laid towels carefully on the wheelchair seat, and helped Angie into it, wrapping her up.
 
   "Are you going to tell me who is here without so much as an invitation?" Angie rolled her eyes, and Mrs. Waterston made a motion with her fingers that told Angie her lips were sealed. "Oh, please, how juvenile are we now?"
 
   "It's a surprise; now let's get you dressed so you can greet your guest properly."
 
   Angie chose a day dress after she put on her undergarments, but Mrs. Waterston quickly pulled it from her hands. "You can't greet a guest in a day dress, put on a walking dress. You look so pretty in this blue one," the older woman suggested.
 
   "Very well." Angie accepted the dress with another roll of her eyes. "I certainly hope this guest is worth all this fuss."
 
   Mrs. Waterston pursed her lips and said nothing, but the glow on her face and the twinkle in her eyes now had Angie trying to guess who might be waiting to see her. When Mrs. Waterston finished with Angie's hair, she pushed the wheelchair out of the room and down the hall to the parlor. Angie almost swallowed her tongue when she saw just who her guest was.
 
   "Mr. Stone," she gasped.
 
   "Mrs. Elliott." Gavin rose from his chair with a smile and took her hand, kissing it properly. "How are you today? You look radiant. And please call me Gavin."
 
   She was radiant? Could he see she was blushing? Did he know about the dream? No, how could he? Oh my, if he knows, I'll simply die!
 
   "I'm, um, wonderful, Gavin. And please call me Angie, all of my friends do," she managed to sound steady, she hoped. "What brings you here today?"
 
   Gavin flashed his most charming smile, and Angie felt her heart flip. "I just wanted to make sure the incident last night didn't interfere with your sleep. Did you sleep well, Angie?"
 
   Angie refused to look at her companion and instead said, "I slept very well, thank you for inquiring. Mrs. Waterston, could you see to the tea please?"
 
   "And leave you unchaperoned?" Mrs. Waterston said with surprise.
 
   "I am quite sure I will be alright in my own home," Angie said, looking at Mr. Stone. "Won't I?"
 
   "I am quite sure," he replied, without the slightest hint of a smile.
 
   Mrs. Waterston hauled herself out of the chair where she'd been sitting and left to see about the tea, muttering all the while.
 
   "You'll have to forgive my caregiver; she is part bulldog as well." Angie laughed.
 
   It was music to Gavin's ears and he hoped to hear her laugh a lot more in the future. "I'm sure she's just concerned about your reputation."
 
   "Yes, she is and I don't know what I'd do without her," Angie said soberly, but brightening as she remembered her guest. "What brought you out today, Mr. Stone?"
 
   "Gavin," he corrected her.
 
   "Of course, Gavin." She smiled.
 
   "Yes, Mr. Stone, what brought you here today?" Mrs. Waterston inquired, setting the tray of tea and cakes on the table.
 
   "My parents are hosting a grand party, and I decided to deliver your invitation in person," he said, fishing the invitation from the pocket of his waistcoat.
 
   Angie accepted the envelope and turned it over to see her name and address on the front. Mrs. Waterston was positively aglow at the news. "How wonderful!" She nearly squealed with delight. "Angie, isn't it kind of Mr. Stone to deliver the invitation personally?"
 
   Angie smiled slightly at her companion, opened the invitation, and read it over. "Next Friday evening?"
 
   "Yes." Gavin nodded.
 
   "I'm sorry. I have plans for that evening," she told him.
 
   "Pardon?" He said, gaping.
 
   "Angela Elliott," Mrs. Waterston started.
 
   "I have plans, Mrs. Waterston." Angie said stubbornly, turning her wheelchair to leave the room. "I'm sorry I can't attend, Mr. Stone. I hope you have a wonderful time." With that, she rolled away and out of sight.
 
   Gavin stared at the empty space where Angie had just been sitting, then stood to take his leave. "Thank you, Mrs. Waterston. I can find the door myself."
 
   "Mr. Stone, please." Mrs. Waterston took his arm, and Gavin turned to her. "Angie isn't herself. She hasn't been since the accident. Please forgive her, she just feels so useless and…"
 
   Gavin patted the older woman's hand gently. "Don't fret, Mrs. Waterston. I fully intend to have Mrs. Elliott by my side at the party."
 
   "You do? How? May I be of some help?"
 
   "Perhaps, but for now, let's make this our little secret, shall we?"
 
   "Of course, but should there be anything I can do…"
 
   "I'll let you know." Gavin assured her with a smile and took his leave.
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: _Toc368679437]Chapter Six
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368679438]Like Teaching a Fish To Walk
 
    
 
   "Angie?" Mrs. Waterston knocked gently and pushed open the bedroom door. "Are you all right, dear?"
 
   Angie sniffled and quickly wiped her eyes. "Of course I am," she said quietly.
 
   "I have never seen you like that, Angela. Rudeness is just not in your nature and especially not to a guest in your home."
 
   "I know, I know." She gestured with her hands, at a loss for words.
 
   "Mr. Stone invited you to a wonderful party. The least you could have done was tell him you would stop by for a short while. I happen to know you have no plans at all for Friday night, or any other night for that matter."
 
   "I just can't tolerate being at parties where everyone is happy and dancing, and all I can do is sit there and watch, especially this one."
 
   "What especially is it about this one that bothers you so much?"
 
   "Invited to a party by a man I cannot even dance with, to be forced to sit and watch him twirl other women across the floor? I just couldn't bear it, Mrs. Waterston."
 
   "I doubt Mr. Stone invited you to simply watch him dance with other women. I think that man wants to court you!"
 
   Angie nearly choked. "Why on earth would he want to court me? I can't dance, and I know I couldn't walk down the aisle to marry anyone. What would be the point of courting a cripple?"
 
   "Now you are making me angry, young lady." Mrs. Waterston had her fists set on her ample hips, looking hard at Angela. "I know it has been rough for you the past two years, and I know you have shed more tears than anyone should have to. You have had to change your whole way of living, but the one thing you have never done is call yourself a cripple, or put yourself down as being as worthless as a lame mare. I won't hear any more of it." With that, she turned and stalked out of the room, shutting the door firmly behind her.
 
   Angela stared after her for a long time before bursting into tears, once again. How many times had she cried hot, angry tears? How many times had she asked God to give her wisdom so she would know what to do with her life? How many times had she begged to die right along with her husband and child? How many more years would she have to bear the pain in her heart? How many times had her requests gone unanswered by a God she wasn't even sure heard her prayers at all anymore?
 
   Angie cried until she had no more tears to cry, then wrapped her arms around a pillow and held it close. She thought of Jonathan. She thought of the baby girl born too early as a result of the accident, and squeezed her eyes shut, trying to will the thoughts away. But they refused to go. How could one foolish moment end so tragically and with such long-lasting and far-reaching effects? The terrible memory played out in her mind…
 
    
 
   It had been a beautiful fall day when she decided she wanted to take a carriage ride and see the brilliant shades of crimson and gold of the fall foliage. Jonathan was laughing as he hitched the horses to the carriage. He then helped Angie up on the seat then climbed up beside her. She was nearly six months into the pregnancy; the weather was so beautiful and there was plenty of time before the baby so that she might enjoy being outdoors. The horses trotted along, the breeze causing Angela's hair to fly behind her and whip around her face. She was laughing at something Jonathan said, and Jonathan placed one of his arms around her shoulders, pulling her to him. He kissed her cheek, and she felt warm and secure in his arms.
 
   "Faster, Jonathan." Angela encouraged him.
 
   "I don't think we should, Ang. All that bouncing might not be good for the baby," he cautioned.
 
   "The baby is fine. I am fine," she assured him gleefully. "I haven't been able to ride my mare in months now. I just want to feel the wind on my face and the speed of the horses. Please? For just a little way?"
 
   Jonathan sighed. He could never resist her. "All right," he conceded, "but just a short way. I'm not taking any chances with you or our child."
 
   "Oh, thank you, Jonathan," she laughed delightedly. Then without thinking, or any warning, Angie snatched the reins from his hands and slapped them to the horse's rumps. As they lurched forward and began to gallop, the rush of the wind carried Angie's laughter and Jonathan sat back, looking at her face and obviously thinking he was the luckiest man alive.
 
   Just as they rounded a curve, Angie and Jonathan both saw the fallen tree across the road too late to stop the horses. They tried to leap over it, running the wheels of the wagon into the trunk. Angie remembered screaming Jonathan's name, then flying through the air. Both of them thrown from the carriage, and Angie came down hard on her head and one shoulder. She heard a loud pop in her neck, then flipped over and felt her back twist. The pain was excruciating and all went black.
 
   Days later, she awoke in the sanatorium ward, pain wracking her body. She cried out, asking for Jonathan. When she placed her hands on her abdomen and discovered a smaller, softer stomach, she screamed, "My baby! Oh, God, where is my baby?" She couldn't seem to stop screaming until someone summoned the doctor, and he injected her with something that burned her arm and put her back to sleep.
 
   Two more days passed before Angie regained full consciousness, still in pain but aware of her surroundings. Summoning the doctor to her bedside once again, she asked about Jonathan's condition. That's when she learned he had died instantly upon being thrown from the carriage seat. The doctor told her that she had gone into early labor several hours after the accident, and they couldn't stop the baby's birth… or save the child once delivered. She never drew a single breath, he had told Angela, but arrived in the world as if she were sleeping.
 
   What the doctor hadn't told her, because he hadn't known himself, was that Angie could no longer walk on her own. After the injuries to her body healed and the back sprain eased enough that she could sit up on her own, the doctor decided to get her on her feet and walking again so she would regain her strength. When she tried to stand, she immediately fell to the floor. The doctor called nurses to help him and examined her legs and back again. They tried several times to get Angie to stand on her own and take a few steps, even using braces on her legs to help, but she could no longer walk on her own.
 
    
 
   Angie took a deep breath and held the pillow tightly to her. She killed her husband and daughter because of a foolish, childish whim. If only she had listened to Jonathan and not goaded him into going faster. If only she hadn't grabbed the reins like an impetuous child.
 
   "If, if, if!" Angie cried. "If wishes were horses, then beggars would ride," she mumbled to herself. 
 
   She'd had to live with those ifs for more than two years now, reminded, every second of every day, what her decisions had done to her life. She was suffering the consequences of her own actions, and no matter that everyone said it was an "unfortunate accident," Angie knew the truth. She'd caused it and nothing anyone could say would change that fact. Nothing she could do would allow her to forgive herself, not even dreaming of kissing the handsome Mr. Stone, as much as she wished it would.
 
   She wanted to accept his invitation, to arrive at his parents' home dressed in the ruby gown packed away with her other formal gowns and be the only woman Gavin danced with all evening. She wanted him take her by the hand and lead her to the gardens for a kiss stolen beneath the stars. She wanted to run her hands over his hard body and feel his hands on her. She wanted to feel a man making love to her again. Oh, how she missed the feel of a man's weight upon her, his hard cock pressing into her, driving her wild with desire, taking her mind, body and soul to the place only lovers can go.
 
   She wanted all that and more. She wanted a man in her life again, to be a wife, to have children, and to have the life that had slipped through her fingers in a split second. Angie had been happy then, and she wanted to be happy again, but what would she do with Mr. Stone; let him push her around the dance floor in a wheelchair? Furthermore, when he pushed her outside to the gardens and tried to steal a kiss, would she stop him and say, "By the way, I killed my husband and my child. Now I can't walk or bear another child, so go ahead and kiss me, please?" That was certainly the way to go.
 
   No, she was better off not going, not seeing Mr. Stone anymore, and not taking the chance he would pity her further once he heard her mournful story. It was bad enough Mrs. Waterston and the household staff knew what happened. She didn't need the entire town knowing, and especially not someone like Gavin Stone, someone who, if she got to know him, she could truly have feelings for. That would just be too horrible to deal with. It was better to stay away from him and let him find someone else to court and marry. Angie knew she wasn't the one for him.
 
   Perhaps she wasn't the one for anyone, any more. Perhaps she ruined her one chance when she had truly been happy. Perhaps God only gave each man and woman one love, and if they did something so decidedly stupid as get their spouse killed in a carriage ride, then they just spent the rest of their lives with it eating away at their insides. Perhaps… Angie stopped herself. This was far too painful to continue.
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: _Toc368679439]Chapter Seven
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368679440]Father Knows Best
 
    
 
   Gavin paced the floor of his father's study, a snifter of brandy in hand. A snifter he'd been holding for the better part of an hour and from which he had yet to take a single sip. The cigar in his other hand had burned itself out. Deep in thought, he considered what he could do to get Angela to accept his invitation to the party on Friday night. He had thought the party itself, and hand delivering the invitation, would be the answer. He hadn't thought she would flatly refuse him like that. That made twice she had refused him, then disappeared. What was the matter with her? With him? It had never been this difficult with any other woman. Gavin thought, and made a face. Of course, he mentally shrugged; no other woman had been Angela Elliott either. Nevertheless, didn't she just make him want to spit!
 
   "Gavin, sit down. You're making me tired," his father sighed wearily. He had been watching his son pace for some time now and it was terribly distracting.
 
   "Father, I don't know what to do. She turned me down flat," Gavin said with exas-peration evident in his voice.
 
   "Well, all for the best, I say. I never did enjoy those parties your mother is so fond of throwing."
 
   "What are you talking about? The party is still going to happen," Gavin informed his father.
 
   "Why? What's the use? You already said she isn't going to attend."
 
   "She'll be there, don't worry about that," Gavin confirmed, nodding his head confidently.
 
   "Perhaps we were wrong, son, and she's not your mate. Move on, I say, find another woman. You've certainly never been at a loss to find one in the past." Gav winked at his son and sipped his brandy.
 
   "What? No," Gavin said flatly. "She's mine. Forever. She just doesn't know it yet. And she's going to find out at the party."
 
   "Well," Gav said off-handedly and he took another drink, "if you're sure that's what you want, son."
 
   "I'm sure," Gavin declared, setting down his drink and cigar. "I'll see you later." With that, he left the house. 
 
   Gav only laughed after heard the front door shut loudly behind his son.
 
   "You're awfully proud of yourself," Mattie said with an amused smile upon entering the study.
 
   "I am at that, woman. Now come here and let me remind you that you are mine forever," he growled. She giggled when he pulled her onto his lap and sank his teeth into her throat.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Once again, Gavin stood in Angie's room watching her sleep. He didn't want to do things this way, but if the woman was going to be so stubborn, he had no choice but to pull out all the stops and get to the heart of the matter. Placing a hand on each side of her face, his middle fingers resting gently against her temples, he closed his eyes and quietly whispered, "Dream."
 
   He had to know her better, had to know why she feared going out. It couldn't simply be the fact she was in a wheelchair, she was too strong a woman for that to keep her home. She was vibrant and alive, even in her sleeping state, but in her subconscious she was truly free. Memories ebbed and swelled like the waves of the sea, and he could see her as she was before the accident. He could see her riding a roan mare across a wide field, could see her low in the saddle, riding fast and fearlessly into the forest. He could see her stripping out of her clothing and diving into a pool of clear water below a tall waterfall. She was beautiful, and Gavin's breath caught at the sight.
 
   Watching her through her own memories, he saw her wedding day, her happiness at discovering she was pregnant. He saw her belly grow round, and saw her with her husband on the carriage. Then he saw the horrible accident that killed Jonathan and her child, and robbed her of the ability to walk.
 
   Gavin pulled his hands away and stepped back. He took a few breaths to calm the panic he had felt when he watched her fly through the air. They were only memories, he knew, but he hadn't known how she lost her ability to walk, hadn't known she also lost her unborn child. Connecting to her like this made him feel her pain as keenly as she did. She'd had to bear too much. He desperately wanted the ability to rewind the clock and take the pain from her, but that was something even he couldn't do. It made him that much more determined to convince her that she loved him, that she wanted him forever. The same way he wanted her.
 
   Gavin sat back on his heels as he acknowledged what just went through his head. He wanted her forever? Yes. He did. He wanted her forever! He was in love with her and wanted no one else. When had that happened? He almost laughed out loud at the knowledge. He was in love with this beautiful woman, and if he couldn't have her, he'd have no one else. What if she wouldn't have him? Well, that wasn't even something he would acknowledge, it just wasn't going to happen that way. She would fall in love with him, and they would live happily ever after. He'd made up his mind and couldn't conceive of any other result.
 
   Gavin gently placed his fingers against her temples one more time, and swam through her memories until he found something he hadn't expected — the memory of him kissing her when he was last in her room. She had been sleeping, how could she remember it? How had she known of his presence? How could she remember his kiss? They were linked. In her sleeping state, her unconscious mind knew him, he reasoned. She didn't resist him but accepted him as her mate. It made perfect sense to him. Now he just had to get her unconscious mind to inform her conscious one that she loved him.
 
   About to remove his fingers, a memory caught his attention. Following her mind, he watched her and smiled broadly. She had been fantasizing about making love to him. Sitting in the tub, her eyes closed, she remembered the kiss he had given her, and her mind slid into a fantasy that felt all too real to Gavin. Earlier, when he came to deliver the invitation, he thought she was just rosy from her bath, but it was actually embarrassment from the erotic fantasy she'd had about him. It was all he needed to know. This woman, his woman, was going to acknowledge her love for him, then he was going to give her back the ability to walk, to bear children, and the strength to forgive herself for what she thought was her fault, but was truly just a horrible accident.
 
   He knew he could imprint on her mind that she loved him, that she wanted to go to the party with him on Friday, but he didn't want to do that. Knowing about her now, knowing her strength came from her resolve to not allow anyone to see the pain or guilt she felt, he knew her emotions were very fragile. She remained so very strong on the outside for others to see, but beneath the thin veneer, she was never more than a moment from breaking down. Her emotions were raw and frail. He would have to go slowly with her, give her time and space. He would have to give her love and security before she would feel safe enough to let her subconscious awareness enter her conscious mind. Sadly, he had a whole three days until Friday.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "Good morning, Angie," Mrs. Waterston said as she did every morning while opening the draperies to allow the sunshine in.
 
   "Good morning," Angie said, turning over and covering her head.
 
   "No sleep again?" Mrs. Waterston pulled the covers back.
 
   "I just need a few more minutes. I don't feel well."
 
   "You feel just fine to me." Mrs. Waterston placed a hand on Angie's forehead, "no fever."
 
   "I'm tired." Angie whined.
 
   "No, you're working yourself into a depression, and I won't be having it, young lady. Get up and put on your dressing gown so we can go to breakfast."
 
   Angie groaned and rolled over. She sat up and allowed Mrs. Waterston to help her with the housedress, then got into her wheelchair.
 
   They ate breakfast quietly, although Angie mostly poked at her food and pushed it around with her fork. Then she excused herself, went back to her room, and locked the door. Lying down on the bed, she shut her eyes, but it wasn't Jonathan's face she saw, but Gavin's. The handsome man, standing in her room, leaning over her, touching her cheek, and gently brushing her hair from her face; Gavin placing his hands on her face and his lips touching hers; Gavin touching her body, leaving a hot trail everywhere his fingers went.
 
   Exhaling heavily in frustration, she rolled over and tried to sleep.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Gavin lay on his bed completely nude. An idea came to him, and now, as ridiculous as he felt, he was going to try it. Shutting his eyes, he concentrated on Angie's beautiful face, her lovely breasts, her small waist, and her softly rounded hips. He let the image come together in his mind until she seemed almost real to him, and he could  reach out and touch her. Saying her name softly, he told her how beautiful she was, how much he wanted her, how much he wanted to feel her hands on him.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Angie could have sworn she heard Gavin's voice but that was impossible. She was alone in her room, with the door shut and locked. Even Mrs. Waterston decided to let her rest peacefully, for now anyway. Angie closed her eyes again and drifted on that peaceful edge between being awake and sleeping.
 
    
 
   "You are the most beautiful woman, Angela," Gavin whispered, his breath warm against her ear. "I've wanted you since the first moment I saw you. Tell me you want me too, Angie."
 
   "Mmm," she moaned, "yes, Gavin. I want you. Touch me. Show me you want me."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~
 
    
 
   Gavin's eyes flew open. Looking around, he was still alone, but he heard her. She heard him. They were linked on a level he couldn't comprehend, a level that hadn't required exchanging blood. Now he wondered how much deeper it would go when they actually did share blood. His experiment worked, she was his, he was hers, but why stop now? This was magical and he didn't want to miss a thing.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Gavin let his tongue glide down her long neck to where it curved into her shoulder. That was where he wanted to sink his fangs into, right there in that sweet little spot, and it was all he could do not to bite her as the tips of his fangs grazed her silky skin.
 
   Cupping one of her breasts in one hand, he gently squeezed and rolled her nipple between his finger and thumb until he heard her moan. Then he dropped his mouth to her nipple and feasted; first one breast, then the other. He kissed his way back up her throat and nipped her bottom lip before sealing his mouth over hers. The kiss rocked him. It slid down his throat, into his body, through his heart and into his soul.
 
   Angela had never received a kiss like this before. It was searing her soul, and she thought he would consume her with his mouth. He licked and kissed down her body, over her belly, to her legs, separating her thighs. Then he did consume her. He sucked and nibbled at her clit and thrust his tongue into the dark, wet depths of her pussy. He kissed the soft skin of her inner thighs.
 
   "Gavin," she breathed hoarsely, "more. Please, Gavin."
 
   Her words shot through him, and he gave her more — more of his tongue, more of his mouth, and more of his fingers until she was writhing beneath him, fisting her hands in the bed covers, and coming off the bed as her orgasm rocked through her body. Gavin clutched her hips in both hands, raising her bottom off the bed and throwing her legs over his shoulders. He watched her face as he slammed his hard cock into her.
 
   "More," she whispered.
 
   It was all he needed. He pounded into her with wild abandon, rocking the bed until it felt  as though it would collapse. He continued to pound her pussy, and still, she asked for more. Grasping her by the waist, he raised her until she was upright and he was leaning over backwards, working his legs out from under him until their positions reversed.
 
   "Take what you want," he told her, his fingers sinking into the flesh of her hips.
 
   Angie leaned over him, dragged her breasts across his face, letting a nipple dip into his mouth, and he sucked it hard and deep. She winced at the pain, but he didn't stop sucking. Angie braced her hands against his chest and began riding him. Rising until he was nearly out of her, she slammed back down, sheathing him inside her, grinding herself onto him. Over and over she repeated the action until Gavin was about to explode. Then, in one last movement, Angie's head fell back, and her body arched, her nails cutting his flesh as she came. Gavin held her hips tightly in both hands, arching into her as his own orgasm shot into her in a burst of hot, white light.
 
   Angie collapsed on top of him, panting hard. Wrapping his arms around her, he kissed the top of her head. She sat up on him again and saw where her nails cut him. She looked at her fingertips covered in his blood. She sucked each finger into her mouth, licking his blood from them. "Now," she said, "we'll be together forever."
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Gavin sat straight up on his bed and looked down at himself. Well, he thought, it had been a thorough fantasy. He grabbed a cloth and wiped himself off. He thought about what she said while licking his blood from her fingers. God, how he wanted her now, wanted her blood in his mouth, wanted to see her lips red with his blood. Gavin bellowed for his butler to him to draw a cold bath.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Angie, now fully awake and panting, was shocked. The thrill she felt when she came still pulsed throughout her body; never had she had a dream like this one. It seemed so real, as if Gavin was truly touching her and she was truly touching him. She touched herself there to find she was slick from the lovemaking in her dream, and not only that, she felt sore. In the dream, she stretched to the limits to accommodate him, and now she was sore as if she had actually held him inside of her. She thought of the blood on her fingers and looked carefully at them. There was no blood on them now, but she knew there had been and that she licked it off. She remembered telling him they would be together forever and wanting him to bite her throat when he raked his teeth across her skin.
 
   Angie shook her head. What was wrong with her? She just had the most realistic and erotic dream of her life, and she licked the man's blood from her fingers, wanting him to bite her and suck her blood! Even now, hugging her pillow, she wanted to be with him.
 
   "Angie, you cannot be in love with a man you met two days ago," she admonished herself. "Can I?" She wondered with amazement. Strangely, it didn't feel like only two days, it felt like a lifetime, as if it were meant to be. She belonged to Gavin, and he belonged to her. "Now, Angie," she said, "how are you going convince him of this?"
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   Angie fell asleep, sleeping more peacefully than she had in over two years. When she awoke, it was evening, and Mrs. Waterston was tapping lightly on her door. "Are you awake, dear?"
 
   "I'm awake, just a minute," Angie said, stretching and yawning. She rolled over and smiled, thinking of the dream she had earlier, got into the wheelchair, and rolled to the door to unlock it.
 
   "Look at you," Mrs. Waterston said beaming. "You look refreshed, and I think you are actually glowing. That nap did wonders for you!"
 
   "Yes," Angie agreed, nearly bursting into laughter. "It was the best nap I've had in a long time."
 
   "It's supper time, dear, let's get you dressed. I'll bet you're hungry. You hardly ate anything at all for breakfast, and you slept right through the midday meal."
 
   "Actually, I am famished," Angie told her, taking off her nightgown and allowing Mrs. Waterston to help her on with a day dress.
 
   The meal of roast beef, baby potatoes, carrots, gravy, and bread fresh from the oven with lots of freshly churned butter was the best Angie could remember eating. She devoured her first serving, then helped herself to seconds, and ate it nearly as quickly as she'd eaten the first plateful.
 
   "My goodness," Mrs. Waterston commented. "You were indeed famished!"
 
   "Mmm." Angie acknowledged by stuffing another piece of bread, thick with butter and jam, into her mouth. Just then, the doorknocker sounded. "Who could that be?" she asked through the mouthful of bread.
 
   "Ben will get it, you finish your supper," Mrs. Waterston told her.
 
   "I think that's all I can eat." Angie rubbed her stomach. "I'm very full now."
 
   "Ma'am," Ben entered the dining room. "A Mr. Stone is here. I've shown him to the parlor."
 
   Angie cut her eyes to Mrs. Waterston, then to Ben. "Thank you. I'll be right there."
 
   "I can't believe he came back after the way you treated him," Mrs. Waterston said in a hushed tone. "Don't be rude to him this time."
 
   "Mrs. Waterston, please. I'll be just fine. Bring some refreshments for us." With that, Angie rolled her chair out of the dining room and into the parlor.
 
   "Mr. St— er, Gavin," she quickly corrected herself. "How nice to see you again so soon."
 
   "Thank you." He bowed politely and kissed her proffered hand. "You are looking lovely this evening, Angela. Very rested and I could swear you are glowing."
 
   Angie felt her cheeks redden and was relieved that he couldn't possibly know why she looked so rested and aglow. "Thank you, Gavin. Now what can I do for you this evening?"
 
   Gavin swallowed hard thinking of all the questions implied. "Well," he smiled, "I have come to plead and beg, on bended knee if necessary, to get you to accompany me to my parents' party Friday night."
 
   "You want me to accompany you?" Angie said with disbelief. She had thought she was just another guest on the list, not Gavin's date.
 
   "Of course, madam. I would like nothing more than for you to be at my side all evening," and for the rest of eternity, he added silently.
 
   "Well," Angie started.
 
   Gavin immediately dropped to one knee. "If it's pleading, begging, and groveling you wish m' lady, then so be it." He shot her his most charming smile.
 
   Angela laughed. "All right then, Mr. Stone. I shall be delighted to accompany you to the ball Friday."
 
   Mrs. Waterston walked into the room with a large tray and even larger smile. "Here we are," she said. She set the tea tray on the table and began serving.
 
   "Angela has agreed to attend the party with me on Friday," Gavin informed the older woman.
 
   "Isn't that wonderful," Mrs. Waterston exclaimed, handing him a cup.
 
   "I will be by with the carriage to pick you both up around eight on Friday night," Gavin apprised them.
 
   "Oh, dear," Mrs. Waterston apologized. "I'm terribly sorry, but I won't be able to make it. I promised a dear friend I'd stop by for a visit at eight on Friday. She's recently widowed, you see, and just not doing well by herself at all."
 
   "Mrs. Waterston, you said nothing of this to me," Angie said, looking skeptically at her companion.
 
   "Well, dear, you said you wouldn't be attending the party, so I made other plans. You will just have to go along with Mr. Stone alone."
 
   "But Mrs. Waterston," Angie said, looking aghast.
 
   "I'm certain Mr. Stone will take good care of you, won't you Mr. Stone?"
 
   "Absolutely, Mrs. Waterston. She will be as safe with me as she is with you," he said with a nod.
 
   Angie looked at Gavin and then at Mrs. Waterston, almost certain she saw a look pass between them. She narrowed her eyes at Mrs. Waterston, but the older woman merely smiled and handed her a cup of tea.
 
   "Well then, Gavin," Angie sighed and sipped her tea. "It appears I will be joining you alone on Friday evening. I do hope you'll understand when I'm not wearing my dancing shoes."
 
   Gavin smiled at the wry look she gave him. "Of course, Angela, but I shall be wearing mine."
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Mrs. Waterston never fussed over Angie as much as she did all day today, and Angie was ready to scream. Maybl arranged Angie's hair, and Mrs. Waterston had the girl take it down and rearrange it three different times. Angie wanted to wear the ruby dress, but Mrs. Waterston said it didn't bring out her eyes, so Angie wound up trying on ten different ball gowns before Mrs. Waterston decided the satin ruby dress was perfect after all. Angie bathed in scented water, lathered with scented soap, and smeared on scented lotion. She'd had her lips tinted red, her lashes tinted black, and eleven different pairs of earrings snapped on her lobes, then removed only to snap on another pair. She had so many necklaces draped around her neck and removed she wasn't even sure which one Mrs. Waterston decided on. When it came to shoes, there had been a shouting match when Mrs. Waterston insisted Angie wear dancing shoes. In the end, Angie won that one, wearing the satin shoes that matched the black lace trim on her dress. After everything else that Mrs. Waterston had done that day, Angie felt at least one thing should go her way since she was the one going to the party.
 
   Promptly at eight, the doorknocker sounded, and Ben invited Gavin inside. He looked resplendent in his tux and tails, with the crisp white linen shirt, the ruby satin cummerbund, and the black bow tie at his throat. Angie gaped at him. How could he have possibly known she would be wearing a ruby satin dress? They looked as if they planned the ensemble between them, down to the last detail.
 
   "Mrs. Elliott, you are a vision." He bowed and offered her a bouquet of blood red roses.
 
   "Thank you, Mr. Stone," she said, blushing as she accepted the bouquet. "You look quite stunning yourself."
 
   "Mrs. Waterston, I shall have your charge home at a decent hour," Gavin assured the older woman, then bowed again and pushed the wheelchair toward the door Ben held open.
 
   "Oh, no hurry to have her home," Mrs. Waterston called after them.
 
   "Mrs. Waterston!" Angie turned in her chair to look back at her caregiver, but when she turned back around, she had a broad smile on her face.
 
   Gavin sat her in the carriage while his driver mounted the wheelchair on the back of the carriage. He climbed into the seat across from her and smiled. The sconces in the coach provided dim light, but Angie could see his beautifully handsome face. They sat smiling at one another as the coach began to move forward.
 
   "How far is it to your parents' home?" Angie asked, all too aware of the awkward silence between them.
 
   "It's about a thirty minute ride. We live in Deveaux Valley."
 
   "The Deveaux Valley, my but that's… oh my goodness, you're that Gavin Stone?"
 
   Gavin chuckled at the expression on her face. "Actually, my father is that Gavin Stone. I live in one of the manor houses nearby," he explained.
 
   "I don't know why it hadn't occurred to me before. I should have recognized the name right away."
 
   "Don't apologize. It's nice to know you didn't know who my family was before agreeing to accompany me tonight. You have no idea how many… well, that is neither here nor there." He looked uncomfortably away.
 
   Angie smiled at him. "I'm sure you receive a lot of invitations for grand balls, parties, dinners, and other events because of who your family is. I'm quite sure the young women vie for your attentions wherever you go."
 
   "Yes," he agreed, "thank you for understanding."
 
   "Gavin," she leaned forward and placed a hand on his knee. The heat shot through him so fast, he felt as if his collar suddenly tightened. "I'm not a young virgin socialite looking for a husband. I was married remember? These things are not new to me."
 
   Gavin smiled, though he felt like groaning at her touch, and took her hand from his knee, holding it securely in his own. Then he lifted it to his mouth and kissed her palm. Angie felt the electricity that time. It tingled in her hand and moved up her arm, making her shiver slightly.
 
   "Angela," he said softly, gazing into her eyes.
 
    
 
   Angie wanted to throw herself into the man's arms, right then and there. She wanted to be wanton and lustful, tell him in plain terms exactly what she wanted him to do to her body, exactly what she wanted to do to him. Instead, she drew a deep breath and exhaled, her tongue flicking over her lips. "Have you always lived here, Mr. Stone, or have you been able to live abroad as well? My brother and his wife live in America. Have you ever been there?"
 
   Gavin took a breath and gently laid her hand in her lap, resettling himself in the seat. "No, Mrs. Elliott," he answered, "I've not sailed to the New World as of yet, but I have traveled all over Europe. I summer in Italy quite often; my family owns a villa there. And of course, I've often visited France and Spain."
 
   "I've been to none of those places," Angela said. "I've wanted to go. Jonathan, my husband, and I planned on making a trip across Europe one day, but we never managed to do it before he," she cleared her throat, "he passed away."
 
   "Perhaps you will still be able to make such a trip one day."
 
   "Perhaps," Angie said noncommittally.
 
   The coach came to a stop, and Gavin opened the door, waiting while the coachman brought the wheelchair around. Gavin lifted Angela down to her chair and began pushing her toward the house.
 
   "Oh, it's lovely," Angela gasped. The house was ablaze with candles as guests were arriving. Once inside, Angela gasped again at the luxurious surroundings. Even the grand ballroom at the hotel wasn't this elegant, or as splendidly furnished. "It must have been wonderful to grow up in such a place."
 
   "I guess," he shrugged, "like all children, one doesn't think much about where one lives when you've grown up with it all your life."
 
   "I suppose," Angie conceded.
 
   Just then, a couple approached them, both of them grinning broadly. "Gavin, you've arrived at last." The woman beamed at him and he kissed both of her cheeks.
 
   "Mother, Father, may I present Mrs. Angela Elliott. Angela, my parents, Gavin and Matilda Stone."
 
   "I am so happy to meet you," Angela said with a smile.
 
   "We are happy to meet you as well," Gavin's mother said, leaning over and kissing both of Angie's cheeks. "And no one calls me Matilda, it's Mattie, please."
 
   "And no one calls me Angela." Angie looked at Gavin. "Please, call me Angie."
 
   "Angie." Gavin's father kissed her cheeks as well. "Everyone calls me Gav. That started after our son was born so we would know which one of us people were addressing. Two of us having the same name in the same house can get confusing, but my father was also a Gavin and somehow, it's become tradition."
 
   "You have a lovely home. Thank you for inviting me," Angie told them both.
 
   "You are more than welcome. Have a wonderful time this evening. You too, my boy," Mattie said, patting Gavin's cheek with one gloved hand.
 
   "Yes, mother." He gave her a crooked grin then pushed her wheelchair across the floor to a table just large enough for two. There was a beautiful silver candelabrum in the center of the lace tablecloth, with china, crystal, and silver settings gracing the table.
 
   "Are you hungry, Angie?"
 
   She shook her head. "Not yet. I'm just trying to take all of this in, it's so grand."
 
   "My parents are a bit extravagant," he said, sitting in a chair next to her.
 
   "I don't think it's at all extravagant. I think it suits them perfectly. They are both so warm, so friendly, and so…" She searched for the correct word. "I don't know, there is just something about them that makes you glad to know them."
 
   Gavin chuckled. "They would preen like peacocks if they heard that."
 
   "You just can't appreciate it because you've known them all your life, but believe me, they are special."
 
   Gavin placed a finger under her chin and turned her face toward his. "I think you're special," he said softly and Angie swallowed hard. He was going to kiss her. Oh my, what do I do if he kisses me? She squeezed the side of the wheelchair until her knuckles were white. I know what it feels like when he kisses me; I won't be able to sit here. I'll just fall over in a dead faint!
 
   Gavin leaned into her. Angie felt her heart hammering in her chest. Her blood began to race through her body, and her stomach tightened. Then Gavin took one of her hands and kissed it. "I'll get us something to drink," he said. "I'll be right back." He left the table quickly.
 
   Angie stared after him, wondering what was going on. She was so sure he was going to kiss her, and now she felt foolish for thinking the dream she'd had before could even hope to come true.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gavin had needed to leave her side. He had intended to kiss her, but when he leaned into her, seeing the want in her stormy green eyes, her eyelashes flutter nearly closed, knowing she wanted him too, the heat in his body became a raging inferno, and his teeth slid down. He knew if he so much as allowed his lips to touch her, he wouldn't be able to stop with that single kiss. The primal urges in his body were licking through him like flames of a wild fire, and he could no more control it than he could spit on a forest fire to put it out.
 
   Gavin swallowed a glass of champagne in one drink, then another. He took several deep breaths then swallowed more champagne. Finally, his heartbeat returned to normal. He picked up two full glasses and made his way back to Angie's side. "Here we go," he said lightly, setting the glasses on the table.
 
   "Thank you," Angie said, smiling up at him.
 
   "Are you sure you're not hungry?"
 
   "I could eat a bite, or two."
 
   "Great, I'll be right back." With that, he was gone again.
 
   "Don't worry about him," Mattie said as she sat in Gavin's chair. "My son has been waiting for this evening with you with bated breath."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "He had me throw this party for you," Mattie informed her.
 
   "Not really?" Angie was overwhelmed.
 
   "Yes really." Mattie laughed lightly, obviously amused at Angie's shock. "He has been driving his father and me crazy over you since he met you at the ball. We have never seen him so taken with anyone. Actually," Mattie leaned in close, "you are the very first woman he has ever brought to our home." Mattie patted Angie's arm and disappeared into the crowd.
 
   "Did I just see my mother talking to you?" Gavin inquired, placing plates loaded with food on the table.
 
   "Um, yes, she stopped by to make sure I was having a good time." Angie smiled shyly at him.
 
   "What did you tell her?"
 
   "I told her you are the perfect gentleman and are keeping me well entertained."
 
   "So you just blatantly lied to my mother?" He cocked an eyebrow at her.
 
   Angie laughed out loud. "No. I am having a good time."
 
   The band began to play at that moment and couples took to the floor, dancing. "Come dance with me," Gavin said.
 
   "Dance? Gavin, you know…"
 
   "I know I want to dance with you," he said in a tone that sent shivers up Angie's spine.
 
   "But how can I?"
 
   "Just like this." Gavin lifted her out of the chair. "Place your feet on top of mine, and wrap your arms around my neck. I'll keep my arms around you. Angie," he said, looking into her eyes. "I won't let you fall."
 
   She only nodded as she twined her arms around his neck, and he wrapped his securely around her waist, holding her close to him. He danced her around the room with the other couples. Angie rested her head against his chest, his heart beating in rhythm to the music, in rhythm with hers. Her breasts pressed against him, her body molded to his as if made for him, made to the exact specifications of his body, and memories of the dream lovemaking floated through her head in time with the music.
 
    
 
    
 
   Gavin held her to him. Felt his heart and her heart beating in perfect rhythm. Her breasts crushed against him, the scent of her hair assaulting his senses. He could feel her fingers moving on his shoulders, over his back, curling his hair around them. He closed his eyes and let the music carry them as the memory of their lovemaking came back to him. He knew the thoughts were hers as well as his, she was remembering too, and Gavin could feel his body begin to react to her. Opening his eyes, he danced her through the crowd, then scooped her up, and disappeared through the open French doors and into the gardens.
 
   Paper lanterns illuminated the walkway, and Gavin followed it down the stairs, through the rose garden, and past the fountain into the darkness. Taking her away from the crowds, where they could barely hear the music, he set her next to him on a bench beneath two pear trees.
 
   "Angie," he said softly. Cupping her face in both his hands, he lowered his face to hers. Angie drew a breath, her tongue flicking over her lips just before his lips touched hers.
 
   Opening her mouth to him, their tongues met, mating on their own. The kiss spiraled into wild abandon quickly as Angie's hands began moving over his body, wrapping in his hair, her nails grazing his scalp. Her body arched into him like a wanton woman.
 
   Gavin's desire spiked so quickly it was nearly beyond his control before he realized it. His hands roamed over her body, cupping her breasts, squeezing her nipples through the material of her dress. The barrier was too much for both of them. Angie moved his hand, and with her own, slipped the fabric from over one of her breasts, exposing it to him. His mouth consumed her, sucking her nipple deep into his mouth, and when she threw her head back and moaned aloud, he freed the other breast and took turns sucking and kissing them.
 
   His hands moved over her legs, pulling the gown up until he could touch her smooth, soft legs. His hand moved between her thighs, parting them. Slipping a finger inside her, he used his thumb to massage her clit. His mouth did not leave her nipple until she said, "Kiss me, Gavin." He moved his mouth to hers, and she clamped her lips on his, kissing him as if it would be their last kiss. His thumb moved faster against her clit, her hips moving of their own accord, encouraging him to take her over the edge.
 
   Her head fell back, her breathing heavy, perspiration forming a thin sheen between the mounds of flesh that were her breasts. "Gavin, I'm going to…" and she began to scream. He caught the sound with his mouth as she bucked violently against his hand. As she quieted, he softened the kiss, moved his mouth over her face, then moved down her throat, finding that sweet spot where it curved into her shoulder. His fangs slid down and were poised to sink into her silky skin when he heard his name called.
 
   Jumping, he quickly helped her to straighten her clothing and cover herself, muttering curses the entire time. He was so hard he was in pain, and now an interruption like this. He could have snapped someone's neck for it. However, it was his father, and he was pushing Angie's wheelchair.
 
   "There you are," his father said. "We have a problem, boy. Get Angie into the chair and come inside."
 
   Gavin obeyed his father and settled Angie into the chair, know Gav would not interrupt without due cause.
 
   "What's going on?" Angie asked, the alarm clear on her face.
 
   "I have no idea," Gavin answered.
 
   "It's not good, son," Gav said. "It's the constable, and he has a warrant for your arrest."
 
   Gavin stopped so quickly Angie almost fell out of the chair. "A warrant for me? For what?"
 
   Gav took a deep breath and placed his hand on Gavin's shoulder. "Murder."
 
   "Murder!" Angie gasped.
 
   "Murder? What the hell?" Gavin spat.
 
   By the time they reached the steps and got the wheelchair up them, the police were coming out the door.
 
   "Gavin Stone?" An officer asked.
 
   "Yes," both men answered.
 
   "The younger one," the constable ground out.
 
   "Yes," Gavin said, stepping in front of Angie.
 
   "We have a warrant for your arrest. You are charged with the murders of Judge Elmer Grossman, Charles Hufferman, Randolf Geddington, Gerald Akins, et al."
 
   "Oh, bloody hell," Gavin sighed as an officer placed the manacles on him and led him away.
 
   "Father, see to Angela," Gavin yelled over his shoulder.
 
   "I will, son. Don't worry about a thing."
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: _Toc368679443]Chapter Nine
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368679444]Arrested!
 
    
 
   "What is going on?" Angie cried.
 
   "Now dear, everything will be alright," Mattie wrapped an arm around Angie's shoulders and held her.
 
   "I don't understand." Angie wailed.
 
   "I know you don't, and I can't explain it to you. I can promise you; however, that everything will be just as it should be."
 
   "Did Gavin murder those men?"
 
   "Oh, dear, of course he didn't murder them." Mattie assured her. "Do you think he is capable of murder?"
 
   "I've only known him a short time, I don't know."
 
   "Yes, you do. Look into your heart, Angie. What does your heart tell you?"
 
   Angie sniffled and wiped her nose again. "I didn't think he was that kind of man. He's so polite and sweet and, no, of course he couldn't commit cold-blooded murder."
 
   "There, you see," Mattie consoled her. "You know my son better than you think you do."
 
   "But not as well as I want to."
 
   "What do you mean dear?" Mattie asked innocently.
 
   "I, well, that is to say, I think I'm in love with him," Angie admitted.
 
   Mattie wiped a tear and hugged Angie as tightly as she could. "Well, now, isn't that grand? Have you told him?"
 
   Angie shook her head. "No, I only just realized it myself."
 
   Mattie laughed at that. "Well, I won't spoil the surprise for him. You can go see him tomorrow and tell him yourself."
 
   "At the jail?"
 
   "Of course. He could use a little good news."
 
   "Now what is going on over here?" Gav asked as he approached.
 
   "Girl talk." Mattie beamed radiantly at him.
 
   "All right, I won't press any further. I think we need to get this girl back home so she can get some rest."
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "Mrs. Waterston," Angie said, "please stay close by. I've never been to a jail before, and I need you."
 
   "Don't you worry, dear, I'm right here with you, and Ben will be close as well."
 
   "Yes 'm, I won't leave your side a'tall, Mrs.," Ben assured her.
 
   "Thank you both," Angie told them as they entered the jail.
 
   The jailer showed them to the cubicle where they could visit Gavin then left them alone. Ben pushed Angie's chair to the door, and Mrs. Waterston opened it. Angie looked up and saw Gavin standing with his arms around another woman, and she was crying. Angie couldn't speak; she just stared with her mouth open. Gavin held the woman's face in his hands, said something to her, and then kissed her gently on the mouth.
 
   "Get me out of here," Angie whispered.
 
   Mrs. Waterston stood gaping at Gavin and the woman. "Come along Ben, let's take our girl home."
 
   Gavin's head jerked up. "No, Angie," He started to follow but the officer standing guard stopped him.
 
   Angie heard his name as she was wheeled back down the corridor.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "He sure had me fooled," Mrs. Waterston said, shutting the front door of the house with more force than necessary.
 
   "It may not have been what we thought it was," Ben suggested.
 
   "Men! You're all alike! What else could it be?" Mrs. Waterston challenged.
 
   "I'm not sure, but you've obviously made your mind up already." Ben shrugged. As he walked away, Mrs. Waterston thought she heard him mutter something about having 'real work to do', and 'arguing with a woman was more of a job than he could handle', but she wasn't sure.
 
   "I'm going to my room," Angie said. "I don't want to be disturbed."
 
   "I understand dear. I'll get you some tea."
 
   "No, Mrs. Waterston. No tea, no nothing. Just leave me alone for awhile, please."
 
   "Of course dear," Mrs. Waterston nodded as Angie rolled her chair toward her room. "Well, I need tea in any case," Mrs. Waterston said and headed to the kitchen. Just as she reached the parlor, the doorknocker sounded. Mrs. Waterston huffed and turned around to answer it.
 
   "Yes," she said to the woman on the steps. "May I help you?"
 
   "I would like to see Mrs. Elliott, please."
 
   "She's resting and not accepting callers at this time. May I tell her who called when she finishes her nap?"
 
   "My name is Madison Hawklin, I'm an associate of Mr. Gavin Stone, and he has asked me to speak with Mrs. Elliott."
 
   "Oh," Mrs. Waterston said in stunned surprise as she recognized the woman. "You're the one from the jail. How dare you come here after what we just witnessed?"
 
   "Please, I need to speak with Mrs. Elliott."
 
   "You will not," Mrs. Waterston snapped, and shut the door in her face.
 
   Madison took a deep breath, opened the door, and stepped inside. "I'm sorry, but this is necessary," she said.
 
   "Ben!" Mrs. Waterston screamed and ran out of the room.
 
   Hearing her companion scream, Angie roused herself.
 
   "Mrs. Waterston?" Angie called. "Is everything all right?" Hearing a light knocking on the door, Angie felt relieved. "Come in, Mrs. Waterston."
 
   A strange woman opened the door slowly, and smiled. "I'm Madison Hawklin. Mr. Stone sent me to speak with you."
 
   Angie immediately recognized her. "What are you doing in my house? How dare you!"
 
   "Please, listen to me. What you saw at the jail was not what it looked like. I have known Mr. Stone for many years, and I assure you, we have a strictly platonic relationship. We always have. He was trying to tell you when you left, so he sent me to explain."
 
   "It looked very cozy from what I could see," Angie huffed.
 
   "That was my fault. I was carrying on like a silly schoolgirl about his arrest. I was trying to get him to tell them what was really going on, but he refused."
 
   "What is really going on?" Angie said with concern.
 
   "If you will come with me, I would like to show you. Gavin wants you to see it as well. He had planned to take you there himself, later, but he told me to take you so you would understand."
 
   "Is it far?"
 
   Madison nodded. "It will be an overnight trip, and your companion can't come with us. You have to swear to keep this secret. No one else can know about it."
 
   Angie considered it doubtfully, then remembered what Gavin's mother had said: "Look into your heart." Angie looked, and she knew she loved Gavin, which meant she had to trust his judgment. Just then, the door flew open as both Ben and Mrs. Waterston entered the room.
 
   "It's all right," Angie said to both of them as she glanced up. "This is Miss Hawklin, my guest. She and I will be taking an overnight trip. Mrs. Waterston, pack a bag for me, please."
 
   "I'll get mine as well," Mrs. Waterston said.
 
   "No, Mrs. Waterston, you'll be staying here."
 
   "What? Angela, you can't be alone over night."
 
   "I won't be alone, I'll be with Madison. Now pack my bag, we leave immediately."
 
   ~ * ~
 
   It took nearly four hours to reach their destination, and Angela was tired and hungry by the time they arrived. The coachman opened the door and helped her into her wheelchair. Angela looked around at the beautiful setting. Set in the foothills among the trees was a beautiful three-story brick building with beautifully landscaped yards and flower gardens.
 
   "What is this?" Angie asked as Madison pushed her up the walk.
 
   "A school."
 
   "A private school? For whom? I've never heard of a school out here."
 
   "And you won't. Mr. Stone built this place some thirty years ago when I was but a child of five or six."
 
   Angie wrinkled her brow, Madison must mean Gavin's father. Gavin was far too young to build anything more than thirty years ago. "You went to school here?"
 
   Madison nodded as the door opened and two young men came to help get the wheelchair over the doorstep. "Like these boys and girls here," Madison gestured, "I lived here until I came of age. Mr. Stone supports this school, supports the children here. Everyone here receives an education, clothing, food, a warm bed to sleep in. When they come of age, each receives a thousand pounds and a job with one of his companies or are allowed to go their own way, as they see fit. Some, like me, choose to remain and work at the school."
 
   A woman of about twenty-five walked toward them, extending her hand. "I'm Gizelle. I came here when I was eight, and now, I'm a teacher here."
 
   "I'm Angela Elliott. So nice to meet you."
 
   "It's suppertime, please join us," Gizelle invited them.
 
   Madison pushed Angie's chair down the hall to the dining room. They sat at the head table with the teachers and other staff. There were about eighty children in residence, laughing and talking as they ate their supper.
 
   "Where do the children come from?" Angie asked after supper, when she and Madison sat alone in the gardens. The children were cleaning, taking their baths, and getting ready for evening prayers and bed.
 
   "The same place I did. The Raven District mostly. We are the children of the poor, of single mothers, and of prostitutes. Unwanted children abandoned to the streets. Gavin watches the Raven District, trying to save those who would wind up with a worse fate than just living in the Raven District."
 
   "What could be worse than that?" Angela asked incredulously. "Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't mean…"
 
   "It's okay." Madison smiled. "Many things can be worse. Men, like the judge and the others that Gavin is accused of killing, come to the Raven District looking to purchase young girls and boys for little more than a box of food, from mothers with several other starving children. Or they simply kidnap the children off the streets. Even if it's reported to the police, they won't look for a missing child from that side of town."
 
   "I don't understand. Why would they want those children?"
 
   "They sell them to the highest bidder or use them for their own purposes."
 
   Angie wrinkled her brow; this made no sense to her. Then, understanding hit her, and she gasped aloud. "You? You were one of those children?"
 
   "I was five years old. My father died shortly after I was born, leaving my mother with me and four other children. She had no way to support us, so she sent us to various relatives. I wound up with an old aunt and uncle in the Raven District. My uncle used to come to me at night and touch me, and when I told my aunt, she slapped my face and put me out in the streets.
 
   "What could a five year old do? When a man came to me and asked if I was hungry, I nodded and went with him. He fed me… then started doing the same things to me my uncle did. One night, I bit him and he nearly beat me to death. After that, he took me to another man and sold me to him. Then somehow Gavin was there and I woke up in his arms. He was cradling me, wrapped in a blanket, and there were tears in his eyes. He took me home and had a woman take care of me. I lived there for about a year while he was building this school. Then I came here, and then more and more children began to arrive, and it's been that way ever since."
 
   "So Gavin's father began all this, and Gavin has been keeping it up since," Angie said, with wonderment in her voice.
 
   Madison looked at Angie, realizing Gavin hadn't told her the truth yet. She just smiled and nodded. It wouldn't be right to tell Angie the truth herself. That was for Gavin to do.
 
   "Why doesn't Gavin just tell the police what those men were doing? Why doesn't he tell them about this place? They could talk to the children and maybe prevent it from happening to others."
 
   "That's why, Angie. He doesn't want the children to have to talk to the police. Growing up here is better than any of us could have hoped. We get new names, papers, an education, everything we would never have had if left where we were. When we are grown, no one knows where we really came from. Some are so young, or so traumatized when they come here, they don't remember where they came from; they only remember growing up here. Gavin provides everyone with all they need. There are housemothers who rock the children, love them, and take care of them. Some of them stay up at night to comfort the ones who have night terrors. There's a full staff, all paid by Gavin to assure the proper raising of these children. There's a church with a priest and a nun, specially trained for what they do here. It's a very unique place, and Gavin wants it to stay that way."
 
   Angie nodded, wiping a tear from her cheek. She was crying for Gavin, for the children here, and for her own selfishness. She spent two years feeling sorry for herself because she would never be able to bear children of her own, when there was a school full of children who had no mothers or fathers. "Thank you, Madison, for bringing me here, for taking the time to explain it all to me. And please forgive me for what I thought about you earlier."
 
   Madison smiled and hugged her. "Nothing to forgive, Angie. Gavin loves you, and wants you to know more about him."
 
   Angie pulled back and looked at the woman. "What did you say?"
 
   Madison burst into laughter. "Don't tell me he hasn't told you he loves you?"
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   Madison nodded. "Oh, I'm sure. The man is head over heels in love with you."
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: _Toc368679445]Chapter Ten
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368679446]Stand & Deliver
 
    
 
   Gavin paced his cell. It wasn't as if he couldn't leave if he decided to do so. No, he stayed because there was a principle at stake. Murder? Ha! How they could call what he did murder, made him angry. He meted out justice. Those men didn't deserve jail, and they definitely didn't deserve second chances. They deserved exactly what they got. He had rescued children for thirty years; ridding the streets of the same kind of scum he was now accused of murdering. It was true, he hadn't been able to keep up with all of them by himself, but he did what he could, rescuing the ones he found. He would rescue them all if he were able. He would like nothing more than to be able to go into the Raven District and whisk every child away to the school. He couldn't save the world, and he knew it, but he saved the ones he could.
 
   He couldn't believe anyone had seen him, in fact, he was sure no one had. So how had anyone named him as the perpetrator in this so-called crime? That was what he had to figure out. Did he leave one of them alive? No, he knew they were all dead. He'd taken that precaution. In addition, the blaze was set with a fallen candle and broken oil lamp. No, Gavin shook his head and exhaled sharply, something else tipped them off, but what?
 
   For now, that would remain unanswered, he had more problems on his mind than his current situation or upcoming trial. He hadn't heard from Angie or Madison, and it had been three days since he sent Madison after her. He didn't know what to think about the situation there anymore than he knew what to think of his current legal predicament. Gavin blew another breath. His cell door opened and his name called to the cubicle provided for visiting. His parents stood waiting for him.
 
   "How are you, son?" his father asked.
 
   "Are they treating you well?" his mother inquired as she kissed him.
 
   "I'm fine, really. Here, let's sit down. I've been trying to figure this whole thing out, Father, but I haven't a clue why somebody would name me in this whole thing. I haven't heard from Madison or Angie, either, and I'm worried."
 
   "I have been making some subtle inquiries why the constable felt you were their only suspect, and it appears the doorman of the condominium was the one who claimed to see you leaving the building with two children in your arms."
 
   "That's not possible. How could he see me?"
 
   "Apparently, the doorman has been working undercover for the police, trying to stop the kidnapping and selling of children at the condominium, and was well aware of what the judge was doing with those two children."
 
   "They did a hell of a job, didn't they? I'm sitting in jail, and if they'd done their jobs to begin with, instead of just watching, I wouldn't be involved at all!"
 
   "The good thing is, after a word with the officer pretending to be a doorman; it seems he forgot he ever saw you to begin with. If he can't identify you, they will have to drop the charges. You will appear before Judge Eugene Gannon in the morning, so get some rest. It'll all be over with then, and you'll be home."
 
   "Thank you, Father. I appreciate your help."
 
   "That's what fathers are for, son," Gav said, hugging his son.
 
   "And this is what mothers are for," Mattie said, producing an apple pie from the basket she carried. "Take that with you and enjoy it. We'll be back in the morning to go before the judge with you. We've hired that solicitor from Chester, a Richard Lyttleton."
 
   "I know that name," Gavin said thoughtfully. "Wait a minute, isn't he engaged to Judge Gannon's niece?"
 
   "Oh, is he?" Mattie said with mock surprise.
 
   "Small world, isn't it?" Gav added. 
 
   Gavin shook his head.
 
   "It is, isn't it?" Mattie agreed. "Well dear, good night. Get some rest; you'll want to look your best in the morning."
 
   "Of course, Mother. Goodnight, Father." Gavin kissed his mother and waved as they left. The guard escorted him back to his cell, and after Gavin ate a piece of the apple pie, he gave the rest to the guards.
 
   Gavin lay on the hard, narrow cot in the cell, thinking about Angie and wondering what she and Madison might be doing. Surely, he would hear from one of them. He just couldn't imagine both of them would abandon him without a word. Well, he sighed to himself, I'll be out of here tomorrow, and I'll find out exactly what is going on.
 
   Early the next morning, a guard escorted Gavin to the courtroom. He sat at a table with Mr. Lyttleton and his parents. When the officer come doorman took his place and the prosecutor questioned him, he couldn't identify Gavin. The prosecutor was furious, especially when Mr. Lyttleton requested the judge throw the charges out and set Gavin free. Judge Gannon banged his gavel down hard and dismissed the charges, warning the prosecutor and the constable about wasting his time.
 
   Gavin thanked Mr. Lyttleton, though he really wasn't sure what the solicitor did, but knew his father paid him handsomely. He walked out with a parent on either side and climbed into the carriage behind them. They headed for home and Gavin sighed. He could use a bath, and he could definitely use some real food and a soft mattress.
 
   "Come up to the house with us, son, and have some brunch," his father suggested.
 
   "Maybe I'll come for supper," he replied, "but right now, I could use a bath and a little sleep."
 
   "Of course," his mother said. "I've already ordered the bath and it should be ready right about now. I had to guess what time we'd be back, and I did a pretty good job."
 
   "Thank you, Mother. Father, I'll see you for supper," Gavin said, climbing out of the carriage.
 
   "You tried to get him to come to the house now? Gav, you are impossible."
 
   "I wasn't thinking, dear."
 
   "I'll say you weren't. You could have ruined the whole thing."
 
   "But I didn't, so everything is fine."
 
   "Oh, you are impossible! You should be punished!"
 
   "Mmm, you're right. I should be. So let's go upstairs and you can punish me," he said, patting her behind and nibbling her ear.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Gavin went inside the manor house, surprised to find Harold wasn't there to greet him. Perhaps his mother gave him the day off? "Anybody here?" he called out.
 
   "Yes, sir," Molly said, coming quickly from the kitchen.
 
   "Is a bath prepared?"
 
   "Yes, sir. Your mum ordered it."
 
   "Are you the only one here?" he asked, taking off his coat and unbuttoning the collar of his shirt.
 
   "Yes, sir. Your mum gave the rest of the staff the day off and said I should remain until you arrived; then I should go immediately. Is that alright with you, sir?"
 
   "It's exactly what I had in mind. Have a nice day." He smiled at her as she curtsied, grabbed her things, and made for the door.
 
   Gavin stepped into the study and poured a large glass of scotch to take upstairs with him. Upon entering his bedroom he set it on the dressing table and began to undress, leaving his clothing strewn across the floor. Picking up the scotch, he took it with him into the next room where the tub full of hot water sat waiting. He stepped into it, waited for his body to adjust to the temperature, and slid down until only his head and the tops of his knees were above water.
 
   "Ah," he moaned with pleasure and took a drink of the scotch. He set the glass on the side table and leaned back, shutting his eyes. "Just what a man needs; a hot bath, a good scotch, and a soft bed."
 
   "Do you also need someone to wash your back?" a female voice asked softly.
 
   Gavin came up out of the tub, splashing water over the sides and slopping it onto the floor as he whirled around. He stared with his mouth hanging open.
 
   "I was just wondering if you needed your back washed?" she asked again.
 
   Angie sat in her wheelchair, bare as the day she was born, her chestnut hair hanging over one shoulder, her green eyes sparkling with amusement. She rolled the chair to the tub and reached for him. Gavin came to his feet, water rolling off him. He helped her out of her chair, lifting her into his arms. Gently, he lowered himself back down in the tub, with Angie holding him tight.
 
   "How?" he whispered.
 
   "Shh." She quieted him. "We can talk later." She sealed her mouth over his, electricity shooting through them both. In a frenzy of heated passion, the mating was quick and fierce, nearly over before it began.
 
   "Angie," Gavin whispered, caressing her face. "I've wanted you since the first moment I saw you."
 
   "Gavin," she began. "I love you. I want you. And I hope you feel the same way about me."
 
   He nodded. "I love you, too, Angie. I have for all of my life. I just didn't know it was you until I met you."
 
   "I dreamed of you, Gavin. Dreamed of making love to you, dreamed of…"
 
   "I know. I dreamed it with you."
 
   "How could you?"
 
   "That's a long story, Angie, but I will tell you all of it."
 
   "First," she kissed him, effectively silencing him. Then she broke the kiss and bit his lip hard, drawing blood. She touched her finger to it, holding it up as his blood covered the tip. She looked into his eyes and sucked his blood from her finger. "Now," she said, "we'll be together forever."
 
   Gavin gathered her to him and kissed her passionately, his hands roaming over her body, and finding her breasts. Her hand wrapped around his cock, massaging it until rock hard. Gavin kissed her mouth, moved over her face, kissing her eyes, nose, and forehead, and then moved over her jaw line and down her throat. He found the sweet spot of silky skin where her throat curved into her shoulder. His fangs were already down, and he sank them into her flesh.
 
   Angie's body tensed in his arms and she moaned loudly as he held her firmly and began to suck. As he drank her blood, he listened to her heartbeat. When he heard it begin to slow he pulled back, pausing to look at her lovely face. Her head lolled back limply, her eyes closed. Gavin sank his teeth into his own wrist hard enough to draw blood, then put it to her mouth. 
 
   "Drink," he said gently. Angie obeyed. 
 
   At first, it was weak suckling, liked a newborn might do for the first time. Then she began to draw on his wrist, his blood pumping into her. She grasped his arm with both hands and sucked harder. He began to swoon, the feeling going through him like a drug, and it took all of his determination and strength to pull back and break free of her grasp.
 
   They both lay panting in the tepid water. "What happened?" Angie asked him.
 
   "We are one now, Angela. We will truly be together forever."
 
   "How…?" She wiped at her mouth and saw the blood on her hand. She looked at Gavin and saw his mouth and chin covered in blood as well. She started to feel a dizziness come over her and became alarmed. "What's happening to me, Gavin?"
 
   "It's alright, Angie. Don't be afraid. I'm going to help you." He stood with her still in his arms and stepped out of the tub. He laid her on the bed and gently wrapped a blanket around her. He grabbed a towel and dried himself quickly, then slid into a pair of trousers.
 
   Angie writhed on the bed, screaming as if in pain. Gavin knew the only thing he could do for her was hold her until it passed, until her mortal body was shed and her immortal body made her whole again. She threw the blankets off her, screaming Gavin's name. He held her and rocked her, trying to soothe his love. He had never experienced the change himself, having been born of two vampire parents, but he had been present at a few changes and witnessed the passing of the old body. He wasn't personally involved with the person changing though, and he'd never made a new vampire before, either. It took more than two hours before Angie finally settled down and quit writhing and screaming in agony.
 
   She lay back on a pillow, her hair tangled and sweat running off her body. She looked like an angel to Gavin. "How are you?"
 
   "I don't know," she whispered, sitting up. "I'm still not sure what just happened."
 
   "You're like me now. You're mine. I'm yours. Forever." He looked at her and hesitantly asked, "It is what you wanted? To be mine? Forever?"
 
   "Yes," Angie said, sounding unsure.
 
   "I love you, Angela. God, how I love you." He took her into his arms and attempted to kiss her.
 
   Angie pushed him away. "Wait." She looked at him, her eyes wide. "What do you mean like you? What are you? What have you done to me?"
 
   "Don't be afraid," he begged. "I'll answer all your questions."
 
   "I don't understand." Her voice sounded shrill and she began to panic.
 
   "Trust me, Angie. I promise you everything is all right."
 
   Angie stared at him, clutching the blanket around her. Tears welled up in her eyes and spilled onto her cheeks. "What am I now?" she whispered.
 
   "Come with me. I want to show you something," he said with a reassuring smile. He held a hand out to her. "Trust me, Angie. Take my hand."
 
   "My chair."
 
   "You won't need it. Trust me, Angie. Take my hand." She took his hand and scooted to the edge of the bed. "Put your feet on the floor." Angie looked doubtful but placed her feet on the floor, following as he pulled her upright. He let go of her hand and said, "Walk to me."
 
   "Gavin, you know…"
 
   "Trust me," he whispered. She put one foot in front of the other, and her legs held. She moved the other foot, taking another step, and another. Gavin walked backwards in front of her.
 
   "Gavin? Oh, Gavin! How did you do this?" Tears streamed down her face as she followed him around the room.
 
   "Come on," he said. He let her hand drop and went to the bedroom door to open it. He ran down the hallway to the stairs, at the bottom, he waited for her. "Come on, Angie. Trust me!"
 
   Angie moved down the hallway, slowly at first, but picking up speed, and running by the time she reached the top of the stairs. Seeing Gavin looking up at her, she bound down the stairs and leaped into his arms, her mouth landing on his, her legs wrapping around his waist. He spun her around and around as they kissed.
 
   "Let's go outside," she said.
 
   Gavin threw his head back and laughed. "Perhaps you'll want to put on some clothes before we do that?"
 
   Angie looked down at herself, just realizing she was still naked, and wrapped intimately around Gavin. "On second thought," she amended, "why don't we go back upstairs first?"
 
   "Great idea." He grinned and carried her back upstairs to his room.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   They lay wrapped in one another's arms, sated after a day of lovemaking. Gavin had never known such joy, such a feeling of wholeness and completeness. He knew, without a doubt, that Angie was his mate, the woman made for him, and though he'd had to wait far too long for her, she was worth it. He turned to see her face and rested his head on his hand, a smug smile on his lips.
 
   "What are you grinning about?" she asked, smiling back at him.
 
   "Happiness," he answered. "I never knew what it was until now. Marry me, Angela."
 
   Angie caught her lip between her teeth. "I want to, but…"
 
   "But what?"
 
   "I was pregnant when I had the accident, and I lost my child. I cannot bear you children, Gavin."
 
   "Well," he said, "I guess for some men that would be a problem, but for me, I only want you."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Really. However, you can have children."
 
   "No. The doctor said…"
 
   "That you'd never walk again," he interrupted her. "When we exchanged blood, your body was healed. Not just your legs but everything ever wrong with you, including your ability to bear children."
 
   "Oh," Angie said quietly.
 
   "Are you all right?"
 
   Angie nodded. "This is all so new to me, so unbelievable. I don't understand any of it. Tell me how it happened, Gavin. I need to know."
 
   Gavin took a deep breath and blew it out. "All right. But you have to listen to the whole story. I am… well… my parents and I… that is… are vampires."
 
   Angie burst into slightly hysterical laughter, not believing him. "I didn't know you were going to tell me a fairy tale!"
 
   Gavin grinned. "You have to listen to the whole story, you agreed."
 
   "I'm sorry," she said with a chuckle. "I'm listening."
 
   "It began a couple thousand years ago, long before I was on the earth, long before my parents were on the earth." He sat up on the bed and pulled her up with him. "This," he said pointing to the intricately carved headboard of his bed, "is the entire story. Of course, you have to know how to decipher it, but it tells the history of my family."
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: _Toc368679447]Chapter Eleven
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368679448]Scotland
 
    
 
   Muredach Mor was born in 463 A.D.  He came from a long line of warriors that battled the Romans, Anglos and Saxons, the Picts and Britons, as well as rival clans of their own. He was a true Scot. Coming from Ireland to Argyll, his clan claimed Alba long before his birth. A warlike Celtic race called Scots, they claimed the entire area, including neighboring islands, and declared it the Kingdom of Dalriada. The entire country eventually adopted the name of the conquerors, and it became known as Scotland.
 
   Muredach was a proud man; proud of his heritage, his people, and the prosperity of his lands. One day, he would be laird, and he knew he had much to live up to once his father was no longer in charge. He was also a big man, standing six feet seven inches tall and weighing well over three hundred pounds, all solid muscle. Some say he was descended from the Philistines.
 
   The horse he rode had been bred by his own family, as had all the horses they rode. They needed to be able to endure the size of the Mor family members and be capable of enduring long rides and days of battle. They called the horses Morgans.
 
   No matter the size of his father and brothers, none of the family members matched Muredach in size or strength. Yet Muredach was a gentle man, not given to fits of temper or rage. In fact, legend has it that even in battle, Muredach killed with a slow, calm manner. He never lost his temper in battle — after all, it wasn't personal, it was just war. Shot with arrows, run through with a sword, hit with a claymore, or wounded with a spear, Muredach always recovered from his injuries, none the worse for wear. Some even said no one could kill Muredach - that he was immortal, blessed by God.
 
   When Muredach married the lovely Bettina Llewelyn, it was by arrangement of Laird Llewelyn. Muredach never met Bettina before their marriage and was not happy about the union, but it was his duty to his family as the eldest son. His four brothers tormented him endlessly until the girl arrived with her lady's maid for the ceremony. Bettina was thirteen years old, yet the beautiful woman she would become was quite evident. Muredach sighed, he was marrying a mere child, and although it was quite common for a girl to marry as early as ten or eleven, Muredach had hoped for an older woman, one closer to his own age. He was, after all, nearly twenty years old.
 
   "Very well, Da," Muredach said with a heavy sigh, turning to his father after Bettina and her maid were shown to their rooms. "I'll marry her, then send her back to her own clan. I have no use for a child in my life. I agreed to the marriage for the peace it might bring to our lands, but I dinna agree to raise the Llewelyn's daughter for him."
 
   "What about yer lineage? Yer own sons?" His father reminded him of his family duty once again.
 
   Muredach burst into laughter. "Da! Look at her! She barely reaches my knees! If I bed the lass, I would surely break her in two! And if I dinna break her, the bairn surely would upon his birth. The bairn would likely be the same size as the lass!"
 
   Fergus chuckled at the thought and nodded his head. "Fine then, send her back to her clan, but know this, ye'll never be able to marry another. Bettina will be yer legally wedded wife 'til death."
 
   "Aye, I know. That bothers me not. I've never felt the need to marry a wench in the past."
 
    
 
   Two weeks of betrothal parties passed, and the Mor clan sat on one side of the abbey with swords at the ready. The Llewelyn clan sat on the other side with swords drawn. The feud between the two clans dated back before Muredach's birth, but he was well aware of the story.
 
   The Mors and Llewelyns both, were in Jerusalem the same time as Christ and witnessed the Crucifixion. At the moment the Roman soldier pierced Christ's side with his spear, while the only begotten of God Almighty hung on the cross, Dongart Llewelyn took it upon himself to club the Roman soldier and take the spear from him. In the mêlée that soon followed, the spear remained on the rocky ground as the Roman guard dragged Dongart away, and Gabhran Mor slipped around and picked up the spear, spiriting it away unnoticed. It remained with the Mor clan and ever since, the Llewelyn clan tried to recover it, claiming the spear was rightfully theirs.
 
   The current laird of the Llewelyn clan had a new plan to retrieve the spear: his only daughter, Bettina. The Llewelyn didn't know, however, that Muredach had no intention of living with the girl after the ceremony, and another mêlée was sure to erupt once the truth came out.
 
   Muredach stood near the altar with the priest as Bettina walked down the flower-strewn aisle. She was pretty as a picture in her blue and silver dress. It was the colors of the Mor. The blue satin dress included a delicate silver lace overlay, and Bettina wore delicate blue flowers woven into a wreath sitting on the silver lace veil covering her head and face. She was a lovely child, Muredach thought, watching her walk toward him. But a child nonetheless, and a child belonged with her parents, not in the wedding chamber with a man. Especially, not a man whose leg was bigger than she was!
 
   Muredach took Bettina by the hand. She never once raised her eyes to look at him but kept her face looking at her feet as much as possible. Never answering the priest, she merely nodded woodenly. She's scared to death of me, and why wouldna she be? I'm a giant compared to her! Muredach looked at the priest when he said his vows and answered "Aye." The priest announced them wed, and Muredach turned to his wife and lifted her veil. He leaned to place a chaste kiss on her cheek then walked out of the abbey with her beside him. Once outside, Muredach turned to Bettina and told her to stay with her mother, then he went to speak with the Llewelyn.
 
   "Once the wedding feast is over, I'll be returning Bettina to yer clan," Muredach informed his father-in-law.
 
   "What is this?" Llewelyn shouted. "She is yer lawful wife. She stays with ye."
 
   "Nay, she goes home with ye. She is a child and I'll not be raisin' her for ye. Ye tupped her mother, not me. Ye raise her. The marriage shall stand in name only."
 
   Llewelyn cursed loudly enough that the priest heard him. "The marriage is not legally binding until ye've bedded her," he reminded his son-in-law.
 
   "It'll not be happening. Look at me then look at your daughter! Do ye wish her dead on her wedding night? Even if she survived the tuppin', I might roll over and squash her during the night!" That brought a raucous round of laughter from the Mor clan, and another round of cursing from the Llewelyn.
 
   Fergus Mor stepped up beside his son. "My son has spoken, Llewelyn, and fact that he will be laird here one day might have ye rethinking yer decision concerning this matter. And considering ye be on Mor land now, outnumbered five to one, ye may want to sit back and enjoy the feast while ye be able." Then to Muredach, he said, "Come, son, ye need to join yer wife."
 
   They entered the keep and marched through the main hall to the banquet room. The tables were loaded with food that had kept the kitchen maids busy for the past week. Muredach took a seat beside his wife and tried to smile gently at her to allay her fear of him. She still refused to look at him. The feasting continued most of the night, interrupted now and then by a drunken brawl in the bailey. Bettina's maid came to take her to the wedding chamber, to ready her for the traditional wedding night consummation.
 
   Muredach looked at his father in exasperation. "What do I do now? I canna bed the wee lass."
 
   "Go to the chamber, assure the lass ye mean her no harm, and do what ye must, or doona, whatever ye choose."
 
   "Oh, bloody hell," Muredach muttered and stood. He downed the last of the ale in his tankard then turned to leave. A roar of shouts and applause erupted from the guests and Muredach muttered again.
 
   He took the stairs as if going to his own wake. He tried to go even slower when he reached the top of the stairs and turned down the hall. He took a deep breath. He couldn't prolong the moment any longer; he must face the girl and get it over with. He knocked lightly on the door of the bedchamber, pushing the door open enough to poke his head inside. Bettina was standing near the large stone fireplace in a thin, white nightgown that, with the fire light behind it, Muredach could see right through. "Oh, bloody hell," he muttered again, entering the room and shutting the door gently behind him.
 
   He crossed the room and sat on the hearth near Bettina but not close enough to make the girl feel threatened. Even sitting, he was taller than she was standing. The girl still would not look at him. "Bettina," he began softly. "Doona be afraid of me. I'll not hurt ye."
 
   Bettina looked up at him from under long, thick, dark lashes. "Me mum told me what ye will do this night," she said in a barely audible whisper.
 
   "Did she? Well, doona worry. The only thing going on in this chamber tonight will be sleep. On the morrow, ye will go home with yer clan."
 
   Bettina's head jerked up, her eyes wide. "Nay, m' lord, ye canna send me back!"
 
   "Bettina, I am not holding ye to the marriage. 'Twas made for peace a'tween our clans, nothing else. Ye are too young and I'll not keep ye here with me."
 
   "Nay! Me da will surely kill me if ye send me with him!" She wailed.
 
   "Why do ye think yer da will do ye harm, lass?"
 
   "I canna say, m' lord. He will kill me for telling ye."
 
   "Bettina," Muredach said softly. "Ye promised before God and the priest to honor and obey me, did ye not?" Bettina nodded. "Then obey me, lass, and tell me why ye fear yer sire?"
 
   Bettina chewed her bottom lip. "The marriage was not for peace a'tween our clans, 'tis only so I can find the Holy Spear of Christ yer clan stole from ours."
 
   Muredach nodded. It made a lot more sense to him now as to why the Llewelyn was in such a hurry to have his only daughter wed. "I'll not send ye back with him then, but ye must promise to keep a secret for me." Bettina nodded. "Ye promise, lass?"
 
   "Aye," she whispered.
 
   "Fine. We'll let your da think that we did what yer mum said we would do this night, and ye willna tell a soul, not even yer maid, that nothing happened. Agreed?"
 
   Bettina nodded and sighed with relief. Muredach smiled. "And I'll not tell yer da that ye told me his plan. We be agreed then, aye?"
 
   "Oh, aye," she said with a smile that immediately evaporated. "He will know, m' lord. My lady's maid hasta make the announcement, that we, that the…" she stuttered.
 
   "Tell him what?"
 
   "The bed sheets, m' lord. Me mum said there would be blood so they will know the marriage was consu-consu…"
 
   "Consummated," he supplied for her. "Aye. I nearly forgot that. I'll take care of it after we've had a night's rest." Muredach took the heaviest fur from the bed and laid it before the hearth. "I'll be sleeping here, ye can have the bed."
 
   "Thank ye, m' lord," Bettina said with a smile, her eyes bright as she climbed onto the big bed.
 
   "Yer welcome, lass," Muredach said, turning his back to her as he lay down. She was very pretty and would become an absolutely beautiful woman. He felt guilty that he was the reason she would never meet the man she was supposed to fall in love with and marry. He just didn't know how to erase the marriage. There was no way, he knew, and after seeing the stained bed sheets, everyone would think them truly bound as man and wife. Muredach sighed. It looked as if he would raise the Llewelyn's daughter after all.
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: _Toc368679449]Chapter Twelve
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368679450]Family Feud
 
    
 
   Muredach woke early and went to the bed where Bettina still lay sleeping. "Lass," he whispered. "Wake up. Yer maid will be here soon and we must mark the bed sheets for her." Bettina rolled over and sat up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. "Ye can go back to sleep after she's seen the evidence. Doff yer nightgown." Bettina gasped and crossed her arms over her small, budding breasts. Muredach nearly laughed. "Bettina, they have to think we consummated the marriage. I'll turn me back while ye take it off, then cover yer self."
 
   He waited a couple of minutes then turned back around. He threw the nightgown carelessly on the floor, lifted the bed coverings, drew his knife across the palm of his hand, and smeared the blood over the sheets. Then he slid into bed beside her, drawing the furs far enough to cover his kilt, leaving his bare chest for all to see. He put his arm around Bettina and drew her to the crook of it. "She must think we were together. Now close yer eyes as if asleep 'til she comes in."
 
   It wasn't long before there was a tap at the door, and Muredach groaned as if just waking up. "Who?" he called out.
 
   The door creaked open and a dark-haired maid stuck her head in. "Sorry, m' lord, for disturbing ye and the lady, but I have to make the announcement."
 
   "Shut the door and let me get me kilt on," he growled sleepily. The maid nodded, noticing the crumpled nightgown on the floor. She glanced at Bettina clutching the cover around her bare shoulders, looked at Muredach, and blushed before backing out of the door, shutting it. Muredach got out of bed, smoothed his kilt, then picked up the nightgown he'd thrown on the floor and opened the door. When the maid entered, he tossed the garment to Bettina, then went to the basin and poured water into it and began washing his face.
 
   Bettina slipped her nightgown over her head and slid out of bed, pulling it on as she did. The maid pulled the furs back to check the sheets, looking at Bettina. She looked quickly over her shoulder at Muredach still washing his face. "Was it horrible, m' lady?" she whispered. Bettina made a face and nodded. The maid snatched the sheets off the bed and left the room with them tucked under her arm.
 
   When he heard the door shut, Muredach looked up from the basin and saw Bettina smiling. "Thank ye, m' lord," she told him.
 
   "Yer welcome, lass," he smiled back at her. "I'll be leaving ye now, go back to bed, wrap yourself in the blankets, and sleep."
 
   "Aye, m' lord"
 
   Muredach went to the door, pulled it open, and looked back at Bettina. "Ye could've told her it was like magic." He raised one brow at her as he left.
 
   Bettina gasped and Muredach heard her giggling as he shut the door.
 
   Muredach seated himself at the long table in the dining hall, and a kitchen maid ran to bring him his breakfast. He took a drink from his tankard then looked up, feeling his father's eyes upon him. "Aye?"
 
   "Ye said ye'd not touch such a wee lass," Fergus said in a hushed tone.
 
   "Aye?"
 
   "I've seen the evidence myself. Is the lass in one piece still?"
 
   Muredach shook his head, amazed that his father hadn't guessed the truth. He held up his hand so his father could see the cut across his palm. "Aye, she is still whole," Muredach said, returning to shoveling food into his mouth.
 
   "What the devil is going on?"
 
   "The devil Llewelyn himself is what's going on," Muredach said with an edge to his voice. "I canna tell ye now. When they have all gone, we will talk. The lass had some interesting news to share."
 
   Later in the morning, Bettina, accompanied by her lady's maid, entered the dining hall for breakfast. Her mother, father, and brothers were already eating. "Good morrow, Mum, Da," Bettina said cheerfully.
 
   "Ye are in good spirits, daughter," her mother said, looking questioningly at her.
 
   "Aye," her father agreed. "I thought ye'd be abed all day recovering from yer wedding night."
 
   Bettina blushed at her father's insinuations but said, "My husband was very gentle, Da. He did not hurt me. Much," she added, suddenly remembering her mother telling her how painful it would be.
 
   "Has he said anything about returning ye to our keep?" Her father inquired.
 
   "Aye, he told me he wanted to, but I was able to convince him to allow me to stay."
 
   Llewelyn nodded, satisfied. "See, woman? Our daughter is no worse for wear and she will accomplish what she is here for. Bettina, we will come back for ye in two months time. Find the spear so we can take ye home with it when we come."
 
   "Aye," Bettina nodded and took a bite of her breakfast.
 
   "The Mors will know it was she who took it when both she and it disappear. They will come after it and another war will be on," her mother warned.
 
   "I'll worry about that when the time comes. We must have that spear back where it belongs."
 
   "What about Bettina? She will still be wed, her husband will surely come after her."
 
   "We will go to the priest and she will tell him how her husband beats her and mistreats her. He'll release her from her vows, and she'll be free to marry another."
 
   "Who'll have her?" Her mother said, aghast.
 
   "Will ye quit speaking as if I am not even here?" Bettina demanded.
 
   Muredach entered the room just as the Llewelyn's hand flew, knocking Bettina out of her chair. She landed on the floor with her lip bleeding. Muredach never broke stride as he walked across the room, gathered the Llewelyn up by the throat, and carried him to the door, then sent him flying with one giant fist to the mouth.
 
   "If ye ever touch my wife again, I'll kill ye," Muredach said, without so much as raising his voice. He strode back inside, shutting the door firmly behind him. "Excuse my behavior," he said to the rest of Bettina's family. "I think the Llewelyn will be wanting ye to join him as he'll be leaving now." Muredach stood near Bettina as she said good-bye to her mother and brothers, then he took her to the kitchen to have Agnes, the old maid, clean her lip. "Are ye alright, lass?" he asked her when Agnes finished.
 
   "Aye, 'tis hardly a scratch," she told him. "He oft does worse, 'tis nothing this time."
 
   "'Tis the last time he does it to ye," Muredach said. "Did he say anything else about the spear?"
 
   Bettina nodded. "He will return in two months time to take me and the spear back with him. He wants me to tell the priest that ye beat me and mistreat me so the priest will set aside the vows and free me from ye."
 
   Muredach nodded. He knew that was one way to end this marriage. "Do ye wish to have the priest set aside the vows, lass? I will let ye out of the marriage if ye wish."
 
   Bettina shook her head. "Where would I go? If I return to me da, he will kill me for not having the spear with me."
 
   "Very well. Listen to me Bettina. Ye are safe here at Castle Mor, and ye can live yer life out here as well. I'll not be holding ye to the vows. Ye are but a wee lass and I am, well, I am a man grown. 'Tis not the match I was hoping for, but I'll take care of ye and protect ye as I would any of my family."
 
   "Thank ye, m' lord," Bettina said and curtsied.
 
   "And call me Muredach. Now let's go see me mum and tell her what we've planned."
 
    
 
    
 
   Maud Mor was a pleasant woman of thirty-four, still trim and beautiful after having birthed five sons. She'd wanted at least one daughter, but her youngest son, Duncan, was a difficult birth and she hadn't gotten pregnant again, no matter how hard she and Fergus tried. She waited for her sons to reach marrying age, and now, finally, Muredach brought home a bride, and she was thrilled to finally have a daughter. Bettina was such a pleasant girl, and exactly the same age Maud was when she married Fergus, and gave birth to Muredach, ten short months later. Maud wished Muredach would take more than a brotherly interest in the girl and at least an attempt to make it a real marriage. She so wanted grandchildren. Sighing, she thought perhaps, her second son, Crinan, would be the one to marry and give her grandchildren.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Two months later, Muredach, his father, and brothers, along with their men, hid in the shadows, deep within the cover of darkness, away from the entrance of the outer bailey to the inner bailey, and around the castle proper, awaiting the Llewelyn to come for Bettina and the spear. They left two men walking the parapet as they normally would. To pull them off would alert the Llewelyn that something was wrong. Muredach left Bettina in his mother's chambers with two guards at the door. The spear remained hidden where it had been since coming from Jerusalem.
 
   The Llewelyn sent a troop of fifteen men ahead of him and his sons. When they sent the all-clear signal, he and his sons approached the outer bailey where Bettina was supposed to be waiting with the spear. The girl was nowhere to be found. Llewelyn was livid, how dare the wench defy him! Just then, the Mors surrounded the entire company.
 
   "Llewelyn," Muredach said. "Ye'll be gone from our lands, her to return. Bettina is mine, as is the spear. Ye'll not be putting yer hands on either one. We'll let ye leave in peace this time, but if ye come back, ye will die. Yer choice. Now go."
 
   "The spear belongs to the Llewelyn! Yer clan stole it. 'Tis rightfully ours and I'll be seein' it back where it belongs."
 
   "Ye her had it Llewelyn, 'tis always been in our hands. Now off with ye, man, before my men forget me orders to harm ye none."
 
   The Llewelyn's left without a fight, swearing to return and reclaim the spear.
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: _Toc368679451]Chapter Thirteen
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368679452]Called to War
 
    
 
   Before Muredach could get back inside, a rider came in fast, leaping from his mount as he entered the inner bailey, and Muredach came toward him. "Beggin' yer pardon m' lord." The man bowed before him. "'Tis a message from the Alpin." Muredach hadn't seen his uncle in some time, and knew the message couldn't be good news by the way the rider rode in.
 
   MacAlpin was Maud's brother and held the lands near the border at Antonine's Wall. The lands between that border and Hadrian's Wall to the south belonged to Briton. South of Hadrian's Wall were the Angles and Saxons. Longing to dominate Alba, the Brits tried for centuries to overrun the borders, without success.
 
   Muredach stood with his legs wide apart, his hands on his hips. He was a massive expanse of muscle and sinew, and every man that looked at him, quaked in their boots. "Spill it," Muredach ordered.
 
   "The Alpin requests yer help, m' lord. 'Tis the Britons. They've crossed the wall and raided his lands, stolen his sheep, and set fire to the keep. They have been fightin' for a sennight, but canna hold out much longer. He needs ye and yer men to fight with him."
 
   Muredach nodded. "Tell him we are on the way, and will ride hard to be there quickly. Go to the kitchens first and get yerself a meal while the stable lad tends yer beast. Ye canna ride hard with out a meal in yer gut."
 
   "Aye, m' lord. Thank ye."
 
   Muredach went inside to find his father. "The Alpin is under siege by Briton and needs our help. The men are getting ready for battle."
 
   "I'll be speaking with yer mum. Tell the men to be ready within the hour."
 
   "Aye," Muredach said and found his brother, Crinan, and passed the order on. Crinan found Duncan, Malcom, and Findon, and the brothers set about preparing for battle.
 
   Muredach knocked lightly on Bettina's chamber door then entered. "Bettina," he said. "'Tis trouble near the border and I'll be leavin' shortly. Ye are not to go farther than the outer bailey. I doona trust yer da, he may have men watchin' ye, waitin' for ye to wander away from safety. Stay near with me mum. Aye?"
 
   "Aye," she agreed. "Be careful, Muredach."
 
   He smiled at her; she was always so sweet and caring. "Aye, I'll be careful," he replied with a nod and gently shut the door.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   The battle on Alpin land was fierce and continued for months. What the Mor's anticipated as little more than a few days battle turned out to be a fierce, ongoing war. This side of the country had been in turmoil as long as most could remember. Briton waged war over this particular piece of ground for centuries but never been able to hold it. The Picts, the Romans, the Galls, and the Normans, to name a few, all spilled their blood on this ground, but the Celts had won and kept it. Those same people became a part of it, named it Scotia, built upon its shores, toiled its ground, loved it, and it supported them. This battle was no different as far as the Mor Clan was concerned. It belonged to their people and they weren't giving it up.
 
   By the time Briton troops retreated behind the wall, it was near winter. Muredach and his men, tired, bedraggled, dirty, and hungry, headed back to Castle Mor, but before they arrived, they were in another battle — this one with the Llewelyn. Having contracted with the Graham and the MacAulay, Llewelyn was confidant. Muredach dispatched his youngest brother, Duncan, back to the Alpin to call in more men. They were outnumbered, and the Llewelyn's men were fresh. The Mor's men were weary after nearly seven months of battle, and even with the additional troops, another five months passed before the Mor's were able to send the Llewelyn and their allies back to their own lands.
 
   Clan wars had been a large part of Scotia's history. Muredach wasn't sure why they couldn't just all get along since they were all related, either by blood or by marriage. It seemed the land called them to war sometimes, Muredach thought, mulling over the situation, the land enjoyed drinking the blood of the people fighting over her. However, this particular battle had not been over the land, it was purely personal. The Llewelyn used his only daughter to try to steal something belonging to the Mor's, failing that, he now sought to gain what he wanted by killing. It got him nothing but dead men in the end; though Muredach knew, it would not keep Llewelyn from trying again once they recovered from this battle.
 
   "Finally," Fergus said when the battle ended and they were on their way back to their keep, "thanks be to God. We can go home."
 
   "Aye," Muredach agreed. "'Tis been too long, Da. I shoulda killed the Llewelyn when he came for Bettina that night. And still the lizard lives."
 
   "Aye, he lives, but only because he is a coward and hires others to fight 'is battles. The time will come when 'e must fight for himself, then he will see what he has done."
 
   "Muredach!" Crinan called out. "Rider comin'."
 
   "Oh, bloody 'ell," Muredach spat. "What could it be this time? I'm tired. I wanna go home, sleep in me own bed."
 
   The rider carried an unknown flag as he approached the men. "Are ye the Mors?"
 
   "Aye," Fergus answered. "I be Laird Mor."
 
   "I am looking for Muredach Mor."
 
   "Aye," Muredach said.
 
   "MacKenzie sent for ye."
 
   Fergus looked at his son, and Muredach looked at his father. The MacKenzie clan were warriors known far and wide, and Laird MacKenzie led the largest armies against enemies of their lands; they'd never lost a battle. They were feared far and near for their methods of waging war, merciless attacks, and brutal methods of torture. When the MacKenzie called, a man went. Muredach served with them in the past, as had his father before him, and his father before that. He would go again, because not to go would mean war between his clan and theirs. Both clans were fearless and ruthless, and it had been more than two centuries since they'd been at war with one another. Muredach would not be the reason for a clan war now, especially since his clan spent the past year fighting two other clan wars. He gathered his things and rode out with the man who'd come for him.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "What do ye mean, Fergus?" Maud asked, feeling her eyes begin to tear.
 
   "MacKenzie's man came for Muredach and he went. What else could he do? To refuse MacKenzie would be akin to bringin' the Devil himself down on our heads."
 
   Bettina came running into the room, out of breath and laughing. "Where's Muredach?"
 
   Fergus looked at her, then at Maud, then back at the beauty standing before him. "Bettina?"
 
   "Aye," she said, wondering why he said her name like that. "Is Muredach not with ye?"
 
   "Bettina?" Fergus said again.
 
   "Why do ye say my name again?"
 
   "I just canna believe 'tis ye, girl. When last I seen ye, ye was that little lass, nothin' but a babe, and now! Look at ye!" Bettina blushed at his words.
 
   "Fergus, for Heaven's sake, old man," Maud admonished him. "Quit ye starin' at the lass! 'Tis what happens when a girl becomes a woman."
 
   "I'll be turning sixteen two days hence," Bettina said shyly.
 
   "I'm wishing Muredach was here to see ye, lass. I'm bettin' he'd be wantin' to bed ye now."
 
   "Fergus!" Maud gaped at him and Bettina blushed from head to toes. "Look what ye've done to the lass. Now be gettin' yerself to the bath if ye be wantin' to put yer hands on me."
 
   "Aye, I'll be puttin' me hands all over ye, wench," he said and winked at her.
 
   "Oh, get on with ye then." Maud felt her cheeks heat in spite of herself. "Pay ye no heed to that one, dear."
 
   "Aye," Bettina nodded, "but where be Muredach. He is not injured?"
 
   "Nay," Maud assured her. "He was summoned by MacKenzie and couldna refuse. He'll return as soon as he can."
 
   "Oh, bloody hell," Bettina muttered.
 
   Maud burst into laughter. "Ye shouldna repeat what ye hear from yer husband, dear. He'll not be teaching ye proper."
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Muredach fought with MacKenzie for nearly two years. They made raids to the north, sending back several smaller clans that attempted to take MacKenzie land. Then they went farther, crossing the North Minch, capturing the Uist Islands. Muredach hated being at sea. He never really acquired sea legs and couldn't comprehend what people saw in sailing the seas. That was for the Norse, for the English, for anyone else but him. The more he thought about it, the more he just wanted to go home. He wanted to feel solid ground beneath his feet; to smell trees, wildflowers, and grass on the air. He wanted to hear the sound of birds, of bees, of life. He wanted to be with his own family, his mother, father, and brothers. He wanted to eat decent food made in his own kitchen, drink a mug of ale before a fire, and he wanted to see Bettina.
 
   He thought of Bettina often, wondering if she was all right, if her father had caused any more problems. Even though she was in good hands—his father, brothers, and the men of the castle would not let anything happen to her—he still worried about her. Like it or not, she was his wife and his to care for and protect. She was the little sister he never had, that was how he thought of her. Just because they signed the priest's book declaring they were for all time properly wed, he just couldn't see her as his wife in any real sense of the word.
 
   It wasn't that he didn't like her, he did. In fact, he'd grown very fond of her. She was good-natured, sweet, caring, and helpful to his mother. She was the daughter his mother always wanted, and everyone in the family loved Bettina. Even his brothers took to her as if she was their little sister. It had been too long since he'd been home. He'd been away from them all far longer than intended, and he knew MacKenzie would keep him here forever if he remained silent. He knew he had to speak with MacKenzie soon and request for the release of service, at least for a while. He needed to go home and see for himself that everything was as it should be.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Muredach rode slowly across the valley, the castle bailey in sight. He felt immense pride looking around. It had been so long since he'd seen this green land he didn't want to hurry through it. In fact, he slid off his mount at one point and rolled around in the soft, green grass while the horse looked quizzically at him. Muredach laughed out loud. "Ye do it all the time," he admonished the horse, "so doona be givin' me that look."
 
   Mounting the animal once again, he rode until he reached the outer bailey. The guard at the gate sounded the alarm, indicating an in-coming rider, before recognizing Muredach. "Ye'd think me size alone would be all ye needed to know 'tis me," he said, slapping the guard on the back.
 
   "Welcome home, m' lord," the guard said with a laugh.
 
   "How's everything been? Any problems with the Llewelyn?"
 
   "No, m' lord. All has been quiet in yer absence."
 
   "Good." Muredach nodded and led his horse to the stable, handing the reins to the stable boy. He dropped his gear, then walked to the massive oak door of the castle and opened it.
 
   "Da! Mum! Bettina! I'm home," Muredach bellowed through the halls.
 
   "Muredach!" His mother shouted as she came down the stairs, and he caught her in his arms.
 
   "Mum, ye be the prettiest girl I've seen in a long time!"
 
   "Muredach!" Fergus entered the room with a broad grin. "MacKenzie finally tired of ye, did 'e?"
 
   "Aye." Muredach grinned. "Tired of me beggin' for green grass, hills and trees, so he sent me back to Dalriada where I belong."
 
   "Good to have ye home, son. Are ye hungry?" Maud didn't wait for an answer before heading to the kitchens to have the maids prepare a meal for her prodigal son.
 
   "Where's Bettina, Da?" Muredach asked.
 
   "Probably out ridin' with one of yer brothers. They've been teachin' the lass sword fightin', ridin', and the bow and arrow. And I'll say she's a pretty good marksman too."
 
   "They'll be turnin' me wife into a boy."
 
   "Oh, I doona think that'll be a problem," Fergus mused with a wicked smile.
 
   "What're ye goin' on about, Da?"
 
   "Ye'll understand when she comes in," Fergus said. "Ah, look. The maid's bringin' yer meal. Sit down and eat. Yer wife'll be back soon."
 
   Muredach sat at the table with the trencher before him, filled with smoked meats, baked meats, and fresh bread smeared thick with freshly churned butter. He ate like a man starving, then set back and drained the ale from his tankard.
 
   "That's the best I've had in a long while," he said, patting his full stomach.
 
   "Muredach!" He heard the scream before he saw her and grinned at the sound of Bettina's voice. Well, at least she's gotten over the shyness. Then she entered the room and his mouth fell open. "Ye are here! I thought they were jestin' with me!" Bettina laughed and threw herself into his arms. Muredach wrapped his arms around her automatically, but his mouth still hung open.
 
   "I missed ye," Bettina breathed into his chest.
 
   "Shut yer mouth, boy," Fergus said, lifting Muredach's chin with one finger.
 
   "Bettina?" Muredach finally found his voice. He grasped her by the shoulders and set her back. "Let me look at ye, lass." Muredach couldn't believe what happened to the wee lass he'd wed.
 
   She had grown taller and her head now reached his breastbone. She had also filled out, the budding breasts she'd had were now full and the bodice of her gown displayed them nicely. Her waist was small and her hips softly rounded. Dark hair hung past her waist in a wild tangle of curls, while green eyes glittered with laughter, accented by long, dark lashes, and thinly arched brows. Her lips were full, pouty, and looked ready for a kiss at any moment.
 
   Muredach couldn't believe she'd grown into such a lovely woman, even though she had been a beautiful child. She was more than beautiful now, and he couldn't take his eyes off her. "Ye've grown into a beauty, lass," he said quietly.
 
   "Thank ye, Muredach," Bettina said, blushing.
 
   What am I going to do with her now? He came home expecting to find the girl he thought of as a sister, but this woman wasn't his sister. She was his wife, and he felt a thrill skitter through his body. She was his wife, he had certain rights, and she couldn't refuse him. He inhaled deeply.
 
   "Oh, bloody hell," he said. "I need a bath." He stalked out of the dining hall.
 
   "Try a cold one," Fergus called after him, and Muredach could hear his father's laughter all the way up the stairs.
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   Bettina sat in the garden, working on one of the tapestries from the wall of the great room. The intricate needlework required very fine stitches and Bettina now had a headache from the eyestrain. She ran the needle through the fabric, pushed it back, and pricked her finger. "Oh, bloody hell," she muttered and sucked the drop of blood into her mouth.
 
   Muredach had just rounded the corner and burst into laughter when he heard her curse. "I think me brothers have been teachin' ye more than the sword."
 
   "Muredach!" Bettina grinned at him. "I've pricked me finger with the damned needle."
 
   "Ye best watch yer words, lass. My lady mother will take the soap to yer mouth!"
 
   "She blames ye anyway. She's says ye were a bad influence when first I came to be yer wife."
 
   "Did she?" He grinned. Bettina continued to tell him about learning the household from Maud and the sword from his brothers. Muredach heard little of it as he watched her. She had grown into the most beautiful woman he'd ever laid eyes on, and now her eighteenth birthday was less than a fortnight away, he was having more than brotherly thoughts about her. In fact, he'd not had a decent night's sleep since his homecoming, laying awake at night thinking about her, or waking up from dreaming about her. He'd sworn not to touch her, but she was no young lass of thirteen anymore. She was a grown woman and she was his wife. He inhaled sharply, watching the way her breasts rose and fell as she talked and gestured with her one free hand.
 
   "Ye seem to have enjoyed livin' here, lass," he finally said.
 
   "Oh, aye. 'Tis my home, Muredach. I love yer parents and brothers as if they were mine own."
 
   "They are yers, lass."
 
   "And you, Muredach? Are ye mine as well?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "When I was a wee lass ye wouldna touch me. I'm no longer a wee lass, Muredach. I am yer wife, remember?"
 
   "Aye, I remember. How could I forget?" He ran a hand through his hair.
 
   "I…" she began.
 
   Muredach rose suddenly. "Forgive me, lass, but I just remembered I need to, er, do something in the stables." He hurried off, leaving Bettina staring after him.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "Maud, what is wrong with me?" Bettina entered the solar where her mother-in-law was having tea.
 
   "Whatever do ye mean?"
 
   "Is there something wrong with the way I look? Am I not the kinda woman a man would want to tup?
 
   Maud gasped, then chuckled. "Oh, dear. Ye are very lovely to look upon, and I imagine any man would want ye dear, for any number of reasons."
 
   "Then why does Muredach not desire me the way a husband should desire his wife?"
 
   "Sit and have some tea, dear." Maud picked up the teapot and poured a cup. "My son swore not to touch ye when ye were such a wee lass, because he was afraid of hurting ye. He being such a braw lad, and ye being so wee, and so young, he turned his mind to thinking of ye as he might a sister. Now that ye've grown, he does not know what to think of ye."
 
   "I want him to think o' me as his wife." Bettina sighed into her cup.
 
   "Do ye now? Ye are in love with him, truly?"
 
   "Oh, aye. I've been in love with him since the night of our wedding."
 
   "Well, then ye hafta be actin' like a wife to him."
 
   "I doona know how."
 
   "Sit closer, dear. I know something that will work and if it does not, then my son is addled."
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Muredach stayed away from the castle all day. He rode his horse to some of the outlying areas to check on the people living on the lands, to see how they fared. His clan had taken care of the crofters since the beginning. They were hard-working people and kept the land producing enough for all to eat, all year long. He spent time speaking with the men about the crops, the coming winter, and their families. Then he rode into town to check on some supplies he'd ordered. Business concluded, Muredach had nothing else to do to keep him away from the castle, so he went to the river for a swim. Anything to try to get his mind off Bettina and the way she looked at him that afternoon.
 
   No longer a wee lass, indeed! He could see that very well. She needn't point it out as if he were blind. Oh, no, he was not blind. Definitely not blind. He had been watching her since he'd gotten home, sneaking around so she wouldn't know, but he couldn't keep his eyes off her. It was making keeping his hands off her all the more difficult, but he just couldn't stay away from her completely. He couldn't get the thought that she was his wife out of his mind if he tried, and he had tried. He wanted to think of her as a wee lass, that little bit of a girl, the child that had been brought to him to wife. But try as he might, the image of that little girl faded into the image of the woman she was now, and that's who he saw every time he thought of her. He ached for her, dreamed of her, and woke up drenched in sweat because of her. Now, she was bringing it to his attention that she was his wife.
 
   She couldn't possibly know what she was saying, couldn't possibly know what she was asking of him. As much as he wanted her, as much as he needed her, he knew he couldn't take her the way he wanted to. She couldn't know the need she ignited within him, the desire he felt every time he looked upon her. She was like throwing oil on a fire she ignited him so. There was nothing he could do to quench the heat within him, and he'd tried.
 
   His hand was a sad replacement for the wet heat he knew her body held, but even the slight, temporary relief his hand brought wasn't enough to slake his need of her. He didn't know how much longer he could live in the same household with her before ravishing her like a heathen. He knew he would not be able to hold out forever, no matter how strong his will. He could not continue seeing her day after day and not touch her. The desire to take her into his arms, seal his mouth over hers, and consume her, was overwhelming. He swore loudly, deciding he would have to leave again. MacKenzie was always in need of men, and he could rejoin the regiment. Spend the rest of his life somewhere else, even if it meant being at sea, leaning over the railing, puking his guts up.
 
   "Oh, bloody hell," he sighed.
 
   Why did she have to be so innocent? She had been living with his family, as much a member of it as he himself. His parents doted on her as they would if she was their own flesh and blood daughter. His brothers thought on her as a sister, but she was his wife, and a woman grown at that. He knew if he kept up this line of thinking, he would talk himself into going straight to her chamber, locking the door behind him, and not giving her a choice. He'd exercise his rights as her husband. Damn it! How did his brothers stand being around her all of the time without…
 
   Thinking of his brothers, had they noticed how beautiful Bettina was now? How full her breasts? How sensuous her mouth? How rounded her behind had become? Did they see the beauty of her face, her soul? Did they lust after her? Was that the reason they taught her to fight and ride? Did they keep her in the lists under the guise of teaching her so they could be close to her? Perhaps touch her arm? Her shoulder? Brush innocently against her full bosom? Muredach shook his head. How could they not notice? Had one of them touched her? Kissed her? Had one of them been waiting for his return to see if he would want her, hoping he wouldn't? If one of them had so much as… he caught his dark thought before it could fully form and squashed it with a loud sigh.
 
   "Yer talking like an addlepate," he said aloud.
 
   "What?" Crinan asked as Muredach entered the stables, leading his mount.
 
   "What?" Muredach looked up at him blankly.
 
   "I thought ye said something," Crinan said with a grin, helping Muredach with the horse.
 
   "No, I was just thinkin' to meself," Muredach muttered.
 
   "Thinkin' of Bettina?"
 
   "What mean ye by that, Crinan?" Muredach backed his brother against the wall with his arm across Crinan's chest.
 
   "Hold on, brother." Crinan laughed. "I just mean that she's grown to be a lovely lass and ye being her husband and all. If I was her husband I'd be thinking of her all the time."
 
   Muredach caught himself and released his brother. "Sounds like ye've thought of her already."
 
   "No more than a sister." He'd never seen Muredach jealous before, this was something new. "But ye can't ignore the way she looks. I am a man."
 
   "And have our brothers become men in my absence, noticin' how she looks?"
 
   Crinan laughed heartily. "Yer jealous of yer own brothers?"
 
   "Am not," Muredach said churlishly.
 
   "Muredach, we all love Bettina, and we are men. We can't help but notice her beauty, but first, we are yer brothers and she's yer wife. We look upon her as a sister, nothin' more."
 
   "Aye, I know that. I've just had a lot on me mind," Muredach said and started out of the stables.
 
   "But if ye were to die or somethin', there'd surely be a brawl over which of us gets to take yer place," Crinan called out after him. Muredach could hear him laughing all the way across the bailey.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   Muredach ate his supper in the kitchen then ordered the maids to draw him a bath. He went straight to his room and bathed. After his bath, he dropped his plaid and stretched out naked on the bed. He was tired from the day's ride and hoped it would be enough to let him sleep without dreaming of Bettina. No such luck.
 
   The dream of Bettina was more real this time than ever before. He could actually feel her naked body lying along the length of his. Her hands, cool and soft, moved slowly over him, gliding silkily over his ribs to his chest, her fingers raking through the crisp hair, then moving down his stomach. He could feel his muscles quiver beneath her light touch, causing him to moan. Shifting onto his back, he felt her lips kiss him lightly on the chest. Oh, this was the best dream yet, or the worst, as his blood was beginning to boil and his body was vibrating. Her hand moved over his chest again, her nails scraping lightly over his skin, moving through the dark hair that covered his chest and belly making a line to the mass of hair around his cock. Her hand followed, attentively touching him, then wrapping around him, and began moving slowly up and down.
 
   Muredach's eyes flew open. This was no dream. "Lass! What be ye doin'?"
 
   Bettina's hand stilled but stayed where it was. "Exercisin' me wifely duties," she said carefully, exactly the way Maud taught her.
 
   "Bettina, this canna, we canna…"
 
   Bettina slid up his body and pressed her lips to his. She had been waiting a lifetime to do this, had waited and wondered if she would ever be grown up enough that Muredach would look upon her the way a man looked upon a woman, the way a man looked upon his wife. She had wanted to see the desire in his eyes for her, had wanted to feel him take her in his arms and kiss her with love and passion. She had waited for him to really consummate the marriage when he'd returned from his service, but that was apparently not going to happen. She could wait no longer and Maud told her exactly what to do. Bettina was nervous but determined to be a wife. Muredach's wife. In every sense of the word.
 
   His body was so big and strong, so powerful, and so beautiful, just like the Morgan horses he raised. He was a warrior, and she heard the tales of his many battles, witnessed with her own eyes how he'd defended her against her father, throwing him out of the keep like a beggar. Even knowing his strength in war, his fearless ability to annihilate the enemy, she also knew he was gentle. He never raised his voice to her, never belittled her, and had only treated her with the greatest respect since she'd arrived to become his wife. He was so tall, so broad, and so much bigger than she was. How could she not fall in love with him? She'd loved him since their wedding night. He was everything to her. Her protector, her provider, her husband, and now, he would be her lover.
 
   His face was beautiful too, she thought, one hand weaving through the long, black hair hanging past his waist. His black eyes were warm, with thick, dark lashes and eyebrows. She could never imagine being with another man. This handsome warrior was the only man she ever wanted — body and soul. Grazing her fingertips along his stubbled cheek, she then ran the tip of one finger over his full bottom lip. His lips always made her feel like leaping into his arms and kissing him, and now she was.
 
   Bettina didn't know how to kiss exactly, she only knew that lips connected, so she pressed her lips firmly to his and moved her hand up his stomach to his chest, raking her nails along his skin since he seemed to enjoy that attention. She thought he would stop her, but after a moment, she felt one of his arms wrap around her, and the other cup her face. He pulled back from her and looked into her eyes. She gazed into his. Lust filled her, desire licked through her like a flame coming to life. She flicked her tongue over her lips. That was the invitation he was waiting for. He suddenly pulled her over on top of him and slid her around until she lay on the bed looking up at him.
 
   "Oh, lass," he whispered.
 
   His mouth came down on hers. His tongue pressed her lips open, and sliding into her mouth, it touched hers. Bettina thrilled at the feel of him and moved her tongue. The kiss made her bloodstream feel molten and her body seemed to know exactly how to move and what to do. His hands roamed over her body, and she heard a moan deep in his chest. She thought he was trying to swallow her, and she wanted him to. Her hands fisted in his hair and her legs moved over his, her hands moving from his head, over his shoulders, and over his body.
 
   The kiss went deeper, sliding deep into Muredach. He'd never kissed a woman like this, with body and soul. He felt himself spiraling into unknown territory, letting it take him wholly. When he pulled back, he slid his lips over her face, kissing her gently, moving down her throat to her breasts. God, how he'd wanted to taste her breasts, to suck her puckered nipples deep into his mouth and feel her move beneath him. He suckled her nipples, while moving one hand over her flat stomach and down her thighs to separate them. He moved a finger to the cleft between her legs and moved gently up and down, feeling the wetness that gathered there. He sucked her nipple, pulling it deeper into his mouth as he slipped a finger inside of her. She moaned loudly, igniting a new fire inside of him.
 
   She moved against his hand as he moved his finger in and out of her, using his thumb against her clit. When she began to whimper and call his name, he withdrew his finger and replaced it with his mouth. She immediately sat up, her eyes open wide, looking at him, but when his tongue flicked over her clit then slid further down and into her pussy, she fell back onto the bed. With her eyes closed, she let the sensations take her again. Her hips bucked against him, and he held her against the bed. He teased her and played with her, watching her face and listening to her moans. Every time she seemed close to an orgasm, he pulled her back.
 
   "No, no, no," she breathed hoarsely. "Doona stop, please doona stop!"
 
   He grinned and flicked his tongue over her clit, again and again, not allowing her hips to move, her legs trapped under his big body. She moaned and rolled her head from side to side. She begged him for something seeming just out of her reach, and when he finally allowed her to grasp it, she screamed, coming off the bed, grabbing his head, and holding on tight. After, she fell backwards and sucked a breath deep into her lungs.
 
   Muredach licked her clean, kissed her abdomen, moved up to her breasts, and suckled gently as she caught her breath. Wrapping his arms around her, he rolled over so she was on top of him. She lay across his chest while he held her, stroking her back, running his fingers through her silky hair. Muredach felt as if he was the only man on earth to have a woman like this. He was satisfied and happy.
 
   When Bettina's breathing returned to normal, he caught her face in his hands and kissed her mouth, slowly, softly, his tongue languidly moving over hers. Then he broke the kiss and looked into her eyes. "Lass," he said, with gravel in his voice, "I want to be inside of ye, but ye'll hafta do it so I doona hurt ye none. Take yer time and do what ye want with me."
 
   Bettina wasn't sure what she wanted to do, but his words shot a hot, white spear of desire through her, and she moved to sit upon him, straddling him. She'd dreamed of being with him so many long, lonely nights, imagined what he would do, how he would touch her, but what just did to her made those dreams pale in comparison. Bettina took her cue from what he did and slid off him to sit between his legs. Rubbing the flat of both hands over his thighs and up his belly while he watched her, she was amazed with his body. She had never seen a naked man before, and he was so big, so muscular, and so hard that the muscles of his belly formed little squares beneath his skin. The male part of him was also hard, and she could've sworn it was the size of her arm.
 
   Slowly, she let her hand slide down his body and over the silky head of his cock. Glancing at him, she saw his eyes heavily hooded, and his breathing changed. She stroked him, then let her hand drift to the heavy sac below and hefted it. This was all so new, so different than she'd thought it would be. She inhaled deeply, slid her hand around his dick, and raised it upright. Flicking her tongue over the head of it, she wrapped her mouth around him. He moaned from deep in his chest, and his hips moved, so she moved back and forth on him, sliding her mouth lower each time, taking more of him with each movement. Then she slid the tip of her tongue down the full length of him, over his balls, sucking one into her mouth while moving her hand up and down his cock.
 
   "Lass," he whispered, grasping her arms and pulling her up on him. "I'm needin' to be inside ye."
 
   Bettina wasn't sure what to do, wasn't sure he was going to fit, but she straddled him again and raised her hips. Holding his cock in her hand, she pressed her untried opening against him. "Oh," she whispered, and she began stretching to fit him. Stretched to the limits, he would go no further. "I canna," she whispered. "I'm sorry."
 
   He rolled her over, smiling down at her. "Doona be, 'tis yer first time, lass." He pushed against her, and she instinctively wrapped her legs around him, spreading for him. He pushed harder and she inhaled. Her pussy stretched, stinging, to accommodate his engorged cock. Holding her tightly, he pushed through the barrier of her virginity and caught her scream against his shoulder. She bit him — hard. He stopped, waited a moment, and then began moving slowly in and out of her. He caught her mouth with his, kissing her breathless while continuing to move inside of her. Bettina caught up again, hooking her ankles around his legs, she used him for leverage and moved under him.
 
   "Aye, 'tis the way, lass," he whispered into her hair. Rising up on his elbows, he looked at her face. Her lip caught between her teeth, and the fire in her eyes told him all he needed to know. He caught her hands in his, them above her head, keeping them trapped in his. He kept his eyes on hers as she writhed beneath him. He moved. She moved. "Ah, just like that," he moaned.
 
   "Muredach," she said. "Muredach, I'm, I doona know… oh, God," she screamed. He felt the heat, the wetness flooding inside of her as she came, and he moved faster. She screamed louder, and he growled loud and long. He stilled while deep inside her, his own orgasm rolling through him like a mighty river.
 
   He rolled them over so she was on top of him and kissed her gently. Wrapping his arms around her, he held her silently for a long while, his thoughts running rampant. She pushed against him, and he relaxed his hold on her. Looking into his eyes, she kissed his mouth softly. "I love ye, Muredach," she said softly. "I always 'ave, since the night we wed. I've been waitin' on ye a long time."
 
   Overwhelmed, he felt a lump in his throat. It took a few moments before he could speak. "I love ye, too, lass. As my wife," he added.
 
   "Not yer sister then," she said with a grin.
 
   "Nay," he breathed, "'tis not what a brother does to his sister."
 
   Bettina giggled and kissed him again. "I'm yer wife really and truly."
 
   "Really and truly."
 
   "'Tis about time," she said with a nod and began another long journey over his fabulous body.
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   The days and nights rolled by for Bettina, and she was never happier. The very first morning after they'd made love, Muredach moved her things into his room himself, and told her she'd be sleeping with him every night from then on. And every night he showed her new ways to take her higher, and ways for her to make him growl. He took her to the loch, showing her wonderful things they could do in the water and on the grassy bank. They went riding together, and he showed her how to sit on the horse facing him, with him inside of her, while they galloped across the land. There was no end to their lovemaking, the different positions, and the different places. It got to the point that the rest of the household was afraid to walk outside if Muredach and Bettina were out, having come across the pair in the throes of passion once too often. They learned to be careful, though it seemed to be catching since one of the maids overheard Fergus telling his wife to meet him in the hayloft.
 
   Even Muredach's brothers felt the sting of loneliness, and it wasn't long before Crinan was courting the baker's daughter, and Duncan was swooning over one of the crofters’ daughters. Malcom went to visit a distant cousin in Edinburgh, and had recently sent a missive announcing his engagement to a lovely lass and was bringing her home to meet the family. Findon was the only one unattached to a particular lady, and when asked about it, he simply shrugged. Findon had yet to tell his parents of his decision to join the priesthood. He spoke with the abbey priest, and was encouraged to tell his family and ask for their blessing. Findon wasn't sure what they would say, but with four out of five brothers married, he was sure there'd be enough grandchildren in their future that his mother wouldn't be too upset. He wasn't sure how his father would take the news, though. The Mor men were warriors, had always been warriors, but he hoped there was now room for a priest in the family.
 
   Coming into the parlor where his mother was having tea, Muredach asked, "H'ave ye seen Bettina?"
 
   "Not for some time. She's probably out ridin' her horse or tendin' the flower gardens. Ye know how she likes to get her hands in the dirt." Maud smiled at him.
 
   "Aye, she does at that." He grinned and started for the gardens. When he didn't find her there, he went to the stables, but no one had seen her there either. Muredach didn't want to panic, but he was starting to worry. Bettina hadn't been out of his sight since the night they'd first made love, nearly five months ago.
 
   Back inside, he looked through the kitchens, went to their chamber, and checked again. He even went to see if she'd gone below to help the laundry maids since there seemed to be no end to her generous nature. She was nowhere to be found, and the fear he'd felt tingling around the back of his neck was now a cold hand of fear around his heart. "Da," he said as he entered the great hall. "Bettina's missin'. I've searched everywhere for her."
 
   "Now, doona fret so, I'm sure the lass has not gone far. We'll get some men together and look for her. Did ye look down by the loch? Perhaps she went for a swim."
 
   "No, but she wouldna go with out tellin' me." Muredach paced the floor.
 
   "Maybe she forgot. Let's go see."
 
   Muredach and Fergus rode with a handful of men to the loch, but Bettina wasn't there either. Fergus sent them in different directions to see if she had just gone for a little walk, but there was no sign of her. Then one of the men shouted, holding up his arm. Muredach rode to him and took the cloth he held. It was a piece of Bettina's dress, along with a piece of the red and black tartan of the Llewelyn.
 
   "The Llewelyn has her!" Muredach gritted through clenched teeth. "Da, fetch the men and head toward the Llewelyn's castle. I'll take these men with me." Muredach didn't wait for an answer; he heeled his horse and was off at a run. With his men close on his heels, it was no more than a couple of hours before they reached the cleft of rocks that marked the beginning of Llewelyn land. A spear stuck in the middle of the path, another piece of Bettina's dress attached to it. Muredach reined in his horse and looked around.
 
   "Alright Llewelyn, I'm here," Muredach shouted. "What be ye wantin'?"
 
   "Ye know what I want, Mor. Bring the Holy Spear of Christ to the valley loch and I'll be tradin' me daughter for it. And come alone," he bellowed. "I can see everythin' from there, so I'll be knowin' if ye are alone."
 
   "Bettina, are ye all right, lass?" Muredach called out to her.
 
   "Aye," she said, but he could hear the fright in her voice.
 
   "Doona worry, lass. Ye'll be fine. I'll be back with the spear. Llewelyn, ye harm a hair on her head and ye'll die at the valley loch, ye hear?"
 
   There was no reply. Muredach and his men turned their horses and rode hard back the way they'd came, meeting Fergus and the rest of their men. Muredach related what Llewelyn said and left it to Fergus to make a plan while he rode back to the castle to retrieve the spear. Riding past the castle to the abbey, he entered the sanctuary. Genuflecting at the door, he crossed himself, went to the altar, and lifted the bench off the floor. Inside the hollowed seat, wrapped carefully in furs and hides, lay the Holy Spear of Christ. The Llewelyn would be livid if he knew how close he'd been to it at the wedding. Muredach left the item carefully wrapped, sealed the opening of the bench, and returned it to its original position.
 
   Returning to the valley loch, he held the spear across his thighs. When he arrived, Llewelyn had Bettina's hands tied behind her back, a cloth stuffed into her mouth, and his hand fisted in her hair. "Let her go," Muredach said calmly.
 
   "Show me the spear," Llewelyn spat.
 
   Muredach slid to the ground, unwrapping the spear. Holding it up, he turned it around in his hand. "Send her over to me," Muredach instructed.
 
   "Not 'til I 'ave the spear, lad."
 
   "When ye send Bettina to me."
 
   "Then ye'll not be gettin' her." He pulled Bettina's hair hard enough that she made a muffled cry.
 
   "Doona hurt her! I'll lay the spear on the fur and walk away. Ye let go of Bettina and walk away on that side. I'll go to her and ye come to it. Agreed?"
 
   "Agreed," the Llewelyn said.
 
   Muredach laid the spear carefully on the furs and held his hands out, stepping slowly away. Llewelyn released Bettina and moved away from her. Keeping a wary eye on one another as they walked, they circled until reaching what they wanted. "Come to me, Bettina," Muredach said softly. "Walk slowly toward me, lass." Bettina took a few slow steps then was in Muredach's arms. He quickly removed the gag and untied her hands. "Are ye alright?" She nodded and clung tightly to him.
 
   "Mor!" Llewelyn shouted. "Ye will both die now!"
 
   Muredach pushed Bettina behind him and the Llewelyn let the spear fly through the air, piercing through Muredach's stomach, the soft flesh and muscles doing little to stop it or alter its path. Muredach looked down in shock. The Llewelyn used the Holy Spear of Christ to kill him! It was a Holy relic, not a weapon, and Muredach did not expect anyone to use it as one. He grasped the spear and pulled, but it didn't move. Suddenly, the Llewelyn's men filled the valley, but right behind them stood Muredach's men.
 
   The battle began in earnest. The Mors, having called kinsman to arms along the way, greatly outnumbered the Llewelyn's. The clang of steel against steel rang from one end of the valley to the other, along with the screams of men run through or mortally wounded. The acrid smell of blood mingling with the smell of horseshit, filled the air and made it difficult to breathe. The battle raged on. No one knew exactly how much time passed or even which side was winning. Every man was tired, muscles ached, lungs burned. Then finally, everything was quiet.
 
   Every Llewelyn died that day by the valley loch.
 
   Fergus found his son during the mêlée and tried helping him. "Oh, son." Fergus nearly collapsed into tears.
 
   "Help pull it out," Muredach ordered.
 
   "I'll be havin' to pull it through," Fergus said sadly. "'Tis gone through ye into Bettina." Fergus paused and gasped a breath of air, then said, "She's dead, son."
 
   Muredach began to shake as Fergus pulled the spear through. He fell to his knees, gathered Bettina to him, and fell on top of her. Muredach was a gentle man, not given to rash behavior or fits of temper. Never loud, he never lost his temper, not even in battle. After all, it wasn't personal; it was only war. Muredach Mor began to shake violently, rising up on his knees as his blood ran thickly from his stomach to the ground. He leaned his head back with Bettina held to his chest and he screamed. The entire valley fell silent, quaking at the sound. The Mor guards retreated and left the bodies where they lay. All that remained was Muredach holding Bettina, Fergus, and two of his brothers.
 
   Muredach held her a long while, feeling lightheaded from the loss of blood, but no one could persuade him to leave. "Just let me be, Da. All of ye, leave me be for a while." They all nodded and left him alone. Muredach lay down on the ground beside his wife and cried, stroking her silky hair. His hands covered with his own blood, her throat and chest covered with hers. Muredach buried his face in her hair, in the curve of her neck, tasting her blood on his lips. He stroked her face, rubbed his thumb over her lips, leaving his blood on her. Then, he lay down and died.
 
   ~ * ~
 
   "He's dead, Da," Duncan choked out, leaning over his brother some three hours later.
 
   Fergus leaned over his son and put his hand to his son's mouth and nose, then sighed with relief. "No, he lives." Fergus never felt so relieved about anything in his life. The thought of telling Maud her first-born son was dead was nearly as bad as was his son actually dying. It was going to be just as bad telling her Bettina was no longer with them. At least Muredach was still alive. For now.
 
   "Muredach, wake up!" Crinan shouted, slapping his brother's face lightly. "Come on, open yer eyes!" He demanded.
 
   Muredach slapped his brother's hand away and opened his eyes. "What're ye yellin' about? I'm awake!"
 
   "Come on, brother," Duncan said. "Let me help ye up."
 
   "I doona need yer help." Muredach growled and sat up. He saw Bettina, and a new wave of grief washed over him. "Bettina," he whispered, lifting her to him. He kissed her lips and held her tightly.
 
   "Mmm," she moaned against his chest.
 
   Muredach jerked upright and held her so he could look at her. It was then he noticed the wound in her neck was no longer there. He wiped at the dried blood to make sure — no sign of a wound. He looked down at his belly and wiped his hand over the place where the spear pierced him. It was no longer there, either.
 
   "Bettina, lass? Are ye alright?"
 
   "I am." She smiled up at him. "I was havin' the strangest dream…" Then she looked around at Fergus, Duncan, and Crinan. Seeing the shocked looks on all their faces, she looked at the bodies littering the valley. Looking back at Muredach, and the blood covering his tunic, her eyes went wide. "What happened?" she whispered.
 
   Fergus crossed himself. "Praise the saints," he said.
 
   Muredach looked at his father, then at his brothers. "What did just happen here, Da?"
 
   "I have not the foggiest idea. Come, let's get home. We've stayed too long here on Llewelyn land as it is."
 
   Muredach held Bettina on his lap as they rode back to the castle. Fergus held the spear safely wrapped in the furs across his lap. He would return it to the safety of its hiding place at the abbey. Once returned, Muredach planned to ask the priest about the strange things that happened. As soon as they reached their home, Muredach sent his brothers and father inside while he took the spear and Bettina to the abbey.
 
   Sitting with Father Mac, Muredach told him the entire story. The priest listened carefully, sat back in his chair and sighed, then began his story. "The legend of the spear 'tis said that when yer family came to have possession of it, it still had the blood o' Christ on it. 'Tis said the blood o' Christ is able to raise the dead. If legend be true, and we are convinced now that it is, when the Llewelyn threw the spear to kill ye, he dinna know that the blood o' Christ heals what the spear destroys. When ye touched yer wife's mouth with yer blood on yer hand, ye touched her with Christ's blood, healing her as well. Then ye kissed her and licked her blood from yer lips. Ye two have exchanged blood. Ye have come back from the dead with the power of Christ's blood. Ye are immortal, Muredach Mor. Both of ye."
 
   "'Tis impossible, father." Muredach laughed sardonically, shaking his head. "What mean ye immortal? We are not monsters!"
 
   "No, ye are not. But ye canna die now, except by the cuttin' off of yer heads. Watch," the priest said and held up a knife. Muredach grabbed Bettina to protect her, and the priest plunged the knife into Muredach's heart. Bettina screamed.
 
   Muredach looked down at the knife handle protruding from his chest, grasped it, and pulled it out. "It did not kill me!" He stared in amazement at the knife, now covered in his blood, then wiped it on his tunic and handed it back to the priest, who refused to touch it.
 
   "Ye canna die, lad. Neither can ye, lass," the priest said softly.
 
   "Father, keep this yer secret," Muredach requested.  "I consider it a confession."
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   "From then on, everyone born into this family was like them," Gavin said. "Of course, Muredach and Bettina didn't know the extent of it at first. It took Muredach's father lying near death before either learned it was possible to heal another, and make them like we are. Then Muredach turned his brothers, except Findon who became a priest, and he turned his mother too. His brothers turned their wives, and that's how we came to be." Gavin concluded his narrative.
 
   "Oh, that's the most romantic story, Gavin." Angie nearly swooned. "So what happened to Muredach and Bettina, did they have children?"
 
   "They have three daughters and five sons."
 
   "Oh my! That's a lot of children. Wait," Angie wrinkled her brow. "You said 'have.' Muredach and Bettina are still alive?"
 
   "Of course they are," Gavin said. "They still live in the ancestral home in Scotland. My mother descended through their son, Hugh, and my father through their daughter, Kathern. My great-grandparents, Fergus and Maud, and all the rest of them, are still in Scotland."
 
   "They're alive," Angie whispered. "Can I meet them?"
 
   "I don't see why not. They'll be at the wedding, I'm sure."
 
   "Our wedding," she breathed, saying it as if she didn't quite believe it real.
 
   "You do still want to marry me?"
 
   "Of course, I do!" Angie said quickly. "Gavin, do you think, if it wouldn't be too much trouble, we could get married there?"
 
   "In Scotland?"
 
   "Yes. But I mean in the same abbey where Muredach and Bettina married."
 
   "If that's what you want, then that's what we'll do," he said, pulling her closer to him.
 
   "What about the spear? Is it still in the bench at the abbey?"
 
   "No. After what happened, Muredach didn't want anyone else getting a hold of it. When Findon became a priest, Muredach entrusted it to him, and Findon hid it away, telling no one where it was. When Findon died, he took the location of the spear with him to his grave. It's never been found."
 
   "It's probably for the best, isn't it?"
 
   "I think so."
 
   "Can we go outside now? I haven't walked across grass barefoot in so long."
 
   "We should wait a while longer, until the sun goes down. Your skin will be very sensitive to the sun, and you shouldn't be directly in it. You'll always have to stay in the shade, wear protective clothing and a hat during the day, even on cloudy days. So you'll learn to sleep during the day and get up at sunset, so you'll still be able to enjoy some daylight but not exposed to the sun."
 
   "Anything else I can't do now?"
 
   Gavin thought about it for a moment. "Yes. You can never, ever leave me, Angela."
 
   "And you can never, ever leave me, Gavin."
 
   "Not on your life." He pulled her to him and kissed her. Her hands began roaming over his body, and soon they were rolling over the bed in a tangle of arms and legs, laughter and moans, and sweat-slickened bodies.
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