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[bookmark: chapter_1]Prologue
The room was nearly pitch black. The weak glow of moonlight coming through the only window gave little illumination, but that didn’t matter. Darkness was their friend for this trap.
Keeran crouched behind the chest that had been positioned to block him from the view of anyone entering the room. Hand clenched around his sword, muscles tensed, he stared with fixed attention at the crack of light coming in under the bedchamber door.
A rustle reached his ears as his father shifted in his own hiding place on the other side of the chamber. Keeran turned his eyes in that direction, but while he could see the dark shape of the bed between them, he could see no sign of his father in the gloomy corner beyond it. Keeran knew he was equally invisible to the older man.
Another rustle. It was the barest of sounds, but he recognized it for a sign that the older warrior was restless. They hadn’t been hiding there long, but Keeran was restless as well, eager to claim vengeance for the deaths of his mother and sister.
His gaze returned to the dark corner and Keeran silently cursed his father for refusing to remain at his side as he had wished. After losing both his mother and sister in quick succession, he’d wanted to keep his sire close as they awaited the beast they were sure would strike again this night.
His mother and sister. Keeran felt grief try to claim and weaken him, but staved it off. He needed anger now to strengthen him, so deliberately reflected on the events that had led up to this night.
Keeran had returned from more than a year fighting the king’s battles to find Castle MacKay in an uproar and his mother dead. It was his father who had told him the tale of what had come to pass. Some weeks past, young village girls and boys had begun to die, found pale and bloodless, two marks on their throat as if bitten. Panic had been quick to set in among the MacKay clan. Since the attacks had all taken place at night, parents began locking their children away the moment the sun went down, but this did little to slow the deaths. Two more young girls turned up dead in their beds, both only feet away from their sleeping parents.
As clan chief, Keeran’s father was expected to both stop these deaths and to avenge them. He immediately set up a night watch to patrol the village, then gathered a group of men to hunt the source of the attacks. It was the third night of the hunt that Keeran’s father came across what appeared to be a man feasting on the neck of one of the warriors assigned to patrol the village.
Geordan MacKay had told Keeran that for a brief moment, he had been so overwhelmed by the horrible realization that the ancient myths of night-walking beasts who fed on the blood of men were true that he had been unable to move. Vampires existed. But he had soon shaken off his temporary paralysis and attacked, taking the creature by surprise and hacking off his head before the vampire could straighten from his last victim.
News of the kill had spread quickly, and the clan had gathered to greet him as Keeran’s father had made his triumphant ride into the bailey, the headless vampire across his horse before him. They had all cheered when he held up the head, jaws open, deadly teeth exposed. A huge bonfire had been started and the body and head unceremoniously dumped on it to be sure the creature could not return to life. Then they had celebrated his death and the return of safety to the MacKays well into the morning.
Keeran’s father had thought his troubles over then. He had killed the vampire plaguing his people. They were safe now. And they had been. At least the people in the village. But the very next night, his wife had fallen victim to the bloodless death. Geordan MacKay had awakened in the morning to find her lying pale and still beside him. Obviously, there was a second vampire, and this one had possessed the gall to kill Lady MacKay while she lay sleeping beside her husband. The horror was not over.
Keeran had arrived home the afternoon of his mother’s death and joined the hunt for this new beast that night. That hunt proved fruitless, as did the next night’s hunt, and the next. In the dawn after the third night, the men had returned to the news that Keeran’s sister was dead. This new vampire had got past the patrols and guards that had been set everywhere and had killed her in her sleep, as had happened with their mother.
It had been obvious at that point that this second creature knew that Geordan MacKay had personally killed the first vampire and was now seeking vengeance. That being the case, Keeran had been the next logical victim. Father and son, both furious and grief stricken, had redoubled their efforts to hunt down this new threat, but after nearly a week of searching, the laird of the MacKay clan had decided they should change their approach. They would lay a trap.
His plan had been simple. They would stuff straw under Keeran’s bedclothes, hoping the creature would think him asleep there. Then each would take position on either side of the bed so that no matter which side he approached from, one or the other would be positioned to come up from behind and tackle him.
His father’s plan had seemed a good one at first, but that was before they had doused the fire in the hearth, snuffed out the candles, and been plunged into stygian darkness. Suddenly blind, Keeran had feared they wouldn’t be able to see the vampire to attack him when he came. But his father had insisted they would see him enter by the torchlight in the hall spilling into the room when he eased the door open.
With no better plan to take this one’s place, Keeran had acquiesced and backed into his assigned corner. It was a relief to find that his eyes did adjust to the darkness and that, aided by the weak moonlight coming in through the window on the opposite wall, he could make out the dark shape of his bed.
Realizing all at once that this was no longer true and that the room seemed even darker than before, Keeran turned his gaze toward the window. It appeared that a cloud had been passing over the moon. Even as he looked, it moved away, allowing the faintest light back in. Keeran was just relaxing when another sound reached his ears.
Stiffening, he shot his gaze to the corner where his father stood invisible in darkness. Had that been a moan? He held his breath, straining to hear until his head ached with the effort. Keeran heard no other sound, but icy cold was creeping over him and he had the sudden uncomfortable sense of being the hunted rather than the hunter.
“Father?” he called in a bare whisper of sound.
Silence so thick it seemed to have a life of its own was his only answer. Keeran felt the hair on the back of his neck prickle. Had the beast got in? Nay. Light would have spilled into the room from the door had anyone entered. Still, his senses were on alert and his instincts were shrieking that there was trouble.
“Father?” he said, louder, to combat the sudden eerie sensation of being alone and exposed.
When there was no answer this time, Keeran eased up from his crouching position and moved carefully around the chest toward the door. They had removed all the rushes from the floor except for a foot-wide space around the bed. This had been to ensure they would be betrayed by no footfall as they crept up on the vampire when he appeared. Keeran was grateful for this forethought as he made his silent way to the door.
Relief coursed through him when he felt the wood of the door beneath his seeking fingers. Pausing just to the side of it, he listened for a moment, then pulled it open and thrust it wide.
Light immediately spilled into the room. Blinking as his eyes tried to adjust, Keeran turned to the corner his father had taken, prepared to apologize for the skittishness that had made him open the door, only to freeze as the man’s crumpled figure came into view. For a moment, Keeran was bewildered as to what the older man was doing lying there slumped against the chest he should have been crouched behind, but then he saw the blood dribbling from two small puncture wounds on his neck. He also noted that— while pale as death—Geordan MacKay was breathing, taking in short, gasping breaths.
Instinct sent Keeran hurrying across the room toward his father. He had just reached the foot of the bed when movement out of the corner of his eye made him stop his forward motion and turn. In his concern, he had forgotten the monster they had been lying in wait for. It was a fatal mistake.
Keeran’s sword was raised by the time he completed the turn, but the sight of the woman who stepped calmly out of the shadows so stunned him that he froze to gape.
She was slender, pale, and petite. She was also one of the loveliest women Keeran had ever seen. Her face was a pale oval, with perfect features framed by midnight hair that cascaded over her shoulders and out of sight down her back. His gaze stopped briefly on her large, lovely eyes, then dipped down to her sweet, blood red lips and stayed there. Keeran might have stared at her all night had a sound not drawn his attention to his father again.
“ Tis her. She is Vampyre. Kill her!”
Keeran felt as if he had been punched in the stomach at these words. He turned back to the woman, expecting a denial. Surely this beautiful creature could not be the monster they sought? But he found her smiling an unholy smile. A shudder ran through him as she licked her lips and he realized the crimson color had been his father’s blood. This was the beast who had killed his mother and sister and had now felled his father.
Red-hot rage immediately coursed through Keeran. He started to bring his sword down, but found she suddenly held the razor-sharp blade in a grip as hard as the steel she grasped. Keeran could neither raise nor lower it. Without hesitation, he drew the sword toward her as if her hand were a sheath. She didn’t even flinch as it sliced into her flesh. Neither did she bleed, he realized. Only the dead didn’t bleed.
Before he could attempt to hack at her again, the woman’s open hand shot out at him. He barely had time to note the move, let alone block it. Her cold palm slammed into his throat with incredible force, then her fingers closed with a strength no human could possibly muster. She followed that with a lightning-swift blow to his chest that sent him to his knees as the air was punched out of him. The woman then stepped forward, dragging him around by the throat at the same time so that she stood behind him and they both faced his father.
The sword had dropped from his hand when she had punched him. Now weaponless, Keeran could only grab at her hand, trying desperately to tear it away. His shock at his inability to do so had his eyes bulging as he attempted to suck air down the throat her vice-like grip seemed to have sealed closed. He was a warrior: strong, hard, and twice her size, and yet she was stronger.
“Hellbound creature!” Geordan MacKay gasped, and the woman holding Keeran as easily as if he were a rag doll laughed. It was a tinkle of amusement, more suited to a ballroom than this tense moment.
“Undoubtedly.” She sounded amused, but her voice turned cold as she added, “But you shall go to your Maker knowing that I am taking your son and heir there with me. ‘Tis a fitting punishment for your killing my mate, would you not say?”
Keeran saw his father try to rise from his slumped position at this claim, even as he himself attempted to break the grip on his throat. Neither of them succeeded. His father fell back with a weak moan of despair even as Keeran felt the sting of the beast’s death kiss on his neck. That first nip was all the pain there was to his death. Then ecstasy exploded where the sting had been, spreading from that spot through his whole body. Much to his shame, Keeran felt his body respond as if to a lover. Then cold began to creep over him and his vision began to narrow. His last sight before the encroaching darkness claimed him was of the tears leaking from his father’s regret-filled eyes and rolling down his pale cheeks.
 
When awareness returned to him, Keeran found himself lying abed and not knowing how he’d got there. He rolled weakly onto his side, then stilled at the sight of his father lying dead in the corner, a stake through his heart.
“He is dead. It is done.”
Keeran’s eyes shot to the window where the woman stood, shrouded in the gray light of predawn. She had awaited his regaining awareness before making her next move, and he suspected it would be to stake him, too.
“Nay. I’ll not put you to rest,” she announced, apparently able to read his mind. “Your father shall suffer more in his heaven knowing that you walk the earth, taking life to sustain your own as I do.”
“Never!” Keeran spat, repulsed by the very idea.
“We shall see.” Her smile was cold and cruel. “You will find you will do much to end the pain of hunger when it strikes.”
Realizing now that she did not have the mercy to kill him, Keeran turned his gaze aside, wishing she would just go away. He wished to be left to his misery and mourning. But while he could avoid looking on her monstrous beauty, he couldn’t shut out her voice.
“The dawn comes. You should seek shelter ere it arrives and sends you to hell in a blazing glory. A most unpleasant experience, I am sure.”
Keeran jerked his gaze back to her, prepared to spit out that he would rather die than live this walking death as she did, but he was just in time to see her slip through the window and out of sight. Now he understood how she had entered without alerting them, and realized that they hadn’t had a chance. Neither of them had even considered she might enter through the window. Keeran’s room was in the tower, too high for any mortal being to reach. They had underestimated the creature.
At least now she was gone.
Keeran relaxed on the bed with every intention of staying right where he was and allowing the sun to show him the mercy she would not, but when the first rays of light began to creep through the window and touched his feet, it felt as if someone had set a torch to his boots. It affected him even through his clothing. Jerking his foot out of that finger of light, he tried to sit up but found he was yet too weak.
Cursing himself for not staying where he was even as he did it, Keeran managed to roll off the bed, hitting the floor with a body-jolting thump. This gave him some respite from the sun’s rays, but he knew it would not be for long. Unshuttered, the window would soon allow the light in to fill the room. Yet he was too weak to gain his feet, let alone walk somewhere that the light could not reach him, and he refused to call out for help. He would not have his people see him this way. As far as they were concerned, their clan chief, Geordan MacKay, and his son and only remaining heir, Keeran MacKay, had died this night. He would have it so. He would not remain among them to sully them with his presence.
His gaze slid to the side and landed on the chest he had hidden behind. Mustering the little strength he had left, Keeran managed to crawl inside it. Relief flowed through him when the lid dropped closed, enshrouding him in a cocoon of darkness. It was quickly followed by shame that he had not had the courage to stay where he had been and allow the sun to destroy the monster he had become.
[bookmark: chapter_2]Chapter One
Emily spat the invading water from her mouth and coughed deeply, wrenching against the ropes around her torso as her body tried to expel the liquid that had made its way into her lungs. When the fit was over, she sagged weakly where she stood, forcing herself to keep her eyes and mouth closed. Both instinctively wanted to open.
Despite being ceaselessly pounded and buffeted by the wind, Emily felt starved for air; she longed to open her mouth and gasp in oxygen. She also yearned to open her eyes, but there was little to see. She was trapped in cold, wet darkness, alternately suffocated by the hard slap of the wind and pounded by the battering waves. Were it not for the solid surface of the mast at her back and the ropes digging into her body, she would have thought she’d fallen overboard and was drowning.
Emily almost wished she were drowning, at least then there would have been a foreseeable end to this torture. As it was, she was being beaten by waves that crashed over her, first slamming her back against the mast as they hit, then pulling at her, trying to rip her away from where she was lashed as they washed away. She was in agony, every inch of her flesh screaming at the abuse of the icy water and tearing ropes. No doubt by now the bindings had more than rubbed her raw. She imagined she was bleeding through the cloth of her gown, the ruby red drops washed away by each succeeding wave. And it seemed to her that this had been going on for an eternity, long enough that she began to fear she had been drowned by the brutal waves and was now in some form of purgatory. A punishment, no doubt, for her lack of proper concern when her uncle had been washed overboard. Was lack of grief at the death of a family member enough to see you in hell? she wondered. Despite knowing she shouldn’t, Emily blinked her eyes open and lifted her face to the sky. She was immediately blinded by another wave.
The storm had come on quickly. One moment it had been a bright and sunny morning, just coming on noon, in the next the sky had turned an ominous green that had gone darker and darker until all signs of daylight had disappeared. Emily had known from the sailors’ reactions that this was to be no normal storm. The mood among them had quickly become as heavy as the clouds overhead as they hurried to batten down everything onboard. She’d understood why when the ship had begun pitching wildly about. Then the rain had started, followed by the lightning that had briefly and intermittently lit the sky enough for her to see the great walls of water that the ship struggled through. Even the brief glimpses she’d had of those mountainous waves had left her gaping in horror. She had begun to pray.
Had this been a passenger ship, Emily would have ridden out the storm in her own cabin. No doubt she would have been lashed to a cot to keep from flying about and been blissfully ignorant of the true violence of the battle they faced. But this was one of her uncle’s cargo ships. There were no cabins. She’d spent the first part of the storm clinging to the side of the ship beneath a small wooden shelter, but as the storm had intensified in fury and she’d found it increasingly difficult to keep her footing, the captain had insisted on lashing her and her uncle to the mast. Her father’s brother had insisted Emily be taken first, and she had been touched by this very first sign of familial caring from the man. Then he had ruined it by shouting that if they managed to get her safely to the mast, he would risk the journey.
It had taken seemingly forever for the captain and the first mate to get Emily to the mast. The wind had kept grabbing at the long skirts of her gown and trying to whisk her away. By the time they had lashed her to it and gone back to collect her uncle, the wind had been a living thing, grasping and greedy. Worse yet, on their return the ship had been cresting one of the enormous waves that had been assaulting them for hours. The men had not been able to reach the mast before they were picked up by a rogue wave that crashed over the ship. Her uncle and the first mate had been swept overboard like so much flotsam. The captain had been smashed into the side of the ship with a violence that had left him injured, but alive and still onboard. Emily had known at that point that— barring a miracle—they were all lost. Her opinion had not changed in the eternity that had passed since then as she had first watched the seamen struggle to fight the storm, then watched them being overwhelmed by it until it had grown too dark to see at all.
The time since then had been interminable, filled with the crash of waves, the sting of rain, and the never-ending, howling wind. At first, there had also been the occasional screams of sailors being washed overboard, but Emily had not heard any for the last little while. She was beginning to think that she was the only soul left alive onboard, and didn’t know how long that would last. While the ship was still afloat, she was in dire danger of drowning where she slumped against the ropes binding her.
A sudden low crack and groan pierced the howling in Emily’s ears. It was accompanied by a shudder that ran through the boards under her feet and the mast at her back. Emily lifted her head and tried to penetrate the black, her heart thundering somewhere in the vicinity of her throat as she struggled to understand what this meant. It sounded as if the ship had hit something. This couldn’t be good.
Another wave battered her body and Emily moaned as her head cracked violently against the wooden mast. For a moment, the gloom was illuminated by stars dancing behind her eyelids and she was wretched with pain. It was then that the wind and water were abruptly cut off. She could still hear the wind, but it no longer beat at her as it had. Emily didn’t open her eyes until a hard form pressed itself against her.
Blinking her eyes open then, she was surprised to find that there was some light where until now there had been only darkness. The storm was apparently easing and some small moonlight was struggling through the clouds, enough that she could make out the ruffled front of a white shirt before her nose. Then that cloth and the body beneath it were pressed against her face and she felt arms close around her. Before she could quite understand what was happening, the ropes that had held her in place for so long slipped away. Stiff and weak from hours spent in the punishing wind, Emily felt herself crumpling downward, then was caught under the arms and lifted up.
“Hold on to me.” The words came to her clearly, though she almost thought she had imagined them, for surely even spoken into her ears she should not have heard them so clearly in this wind? Nevertheless, Emily did her best to obey the instruction, but her limp arms were incapable of following direction. She lifted helpless, apologetic eyes to the face looming above hers and was briefly caught in its dark beauty. Sad, gray eyes that seemed to reflect the moonlight peered out at her from a pale, chiseled face that was both handsome and somehow tragic. Emily knew instinctively that this man had suffered untold sorrow.
Her thoughts died an abrupt death as another fierce wave crashed over the boat, slamming both her and her would-be rescuer back against the mast. Her head cracked against the wood once more, this time a violent slam that made the night explode in a blinding light that faded as quickly as it had appeared, taking consciousness with it.
 
Emily blinked her eyes open and stared into obscurity. For a moment, she feared she was still on the ship and that the storm had merely passed, but then she realized this couldn’t be. She was dry, lying down on a relatively soft surface, and covered by what felt to be a mountain of blankets. She was saved! That glad thought was followed by the question of how? and a brief picture of a pale, handsome face beneath wind-tossed hair flashed in her mind.
Emily sat up abruptly and winced at the tenderness in her stomach, a reminder of her ordeal through the storm. She suspected she’d be tender for some time to come.
“And should be grateful to have escaped so lightly,” she reprimanded herself, then gave a start at the rusty sound of her own voice. Her throat was raw and sore, though whether from the sea-water she had swallowed or from her own shouts she just didn’t know. Whatever the case, she determined to be grateful for this little reminder of her experience as well. No doubt, the men who had been washed overboard would have welcomed the opportunity to complain of so little.
Emily peered around the dim room as she shifted to the edge of the bed. There was little enough to see: unidentifiable shapes barely visible through the gloom. It appeared to be night still, or again. She wasn’t at all sure how long she’d suffered the brutal storm. For that matter, Emily had no idea how long she may have slept afterward.
Her gaze settled on a large black rectangle that might be a door, and she slid off the bed to move cautiously toward it, inching forward with care lest there be something in her path. But when Emily reached what she’d hoped was a door and stretched out her hand, her fingers encountered only heavy cloth. Drapes.
Gripping the material with both hands, she yanked them open. Midday sunlight exploded into the room, searing her eyes and sending her staggering back. Blinking rapidly, Emily turned away from the blinding light and got her first glimpse of the room she occupied. The sunlight lit it admirably. Too well. She almost wanted to slam the curtains closed again. The room she occupied was a gloomy prospect. No amount of sunlight could brighten the decor of gray and blood red with its coating of dust and detritus.
Grimacing, she rubbed her arms and shifted to place one foot on top of the other on the cold stone floor, then glanced at the loose cloth covering her arms. Her dress was gone. She wore a long, flowing white nightgown in its place. Embarrassment tried to claim her at the thought of someone—the sad-eyed man?—undressing and dressing her, but she shrugged it away. Surely it had been a maid and not her rescuer who had changed her? Emily hoped so, but another glance at the room was hardly reassuring. It did not reflect the efforts of a maid.
Her ruminations on the matter were interrupted when a click drew her gaze to the door she had been seeking. The large wooden panel swung inward and a head sporting gray hair in a neat bun poked in, swiveling until two bright eyes found her.
“Oh! Yer up.”
“Yes. I—” Emily paused. The head had slipped back out of sight through the door. In the next moment, the wooden panel burst wide open and the head reappeared, this time atop the rather large, comforting body of an older woman carrying a tray.
“Well! I was beginning to think ye’d be sleeping the day away.” The woman sailed cheerfully across the room to set the tray on a small table next to Emily. “Not that I’d be blaming ye if ye did. But I’ve been ever so curious since the master brought ye home.” She fussed over the tray briefly, then pulled out a chair and smiled at Emily. “Here ye are, then. I’ve brought you some good, nourishing food to restore ye after yer trials. Have a seat, lass, and—och!”
Emily had moved automatically toward the chair, but paused abruptly at that alarmed sound. The woman sounded like a chicken about to lay an egg and looked about as ruffled, her matronly body bristling and jerking back as if to flap wings that didn’t exist.
“Ye can’t be standin‘ about barefoot on the castle’s cold floors, lass. Ye’ll be catching yer death, ye will. And ye’ve naught but the lady’s gown on.” Pausing, she slammed her palm into her forehead. “Oh, saints alive! I didn’t think to leave ye any slippers or a robe. I’ll fetch ye one right quick, ne’er fear. Ye just get off the stone floor and settle yerself at the table. I’ll return directly.”
The woman fled as quickly as she’d entered, leaving Emily feeling quite lost. She hadn’t had the opportunity to ask a single question, and there were quite a few she would have liked answers to. After a moment, the scent wafting off the food drew her to the table. Emily’s stomach growled as she surveyed the offering. There was quite an assortment; bread so fresh it was still warm, a steaming bowl of oatmeal, eggs, bacon, fresh fruit, cheese, and pastries that looked divine.
Overcome with hunger, Emily briefly forgot herself and fell on the food like a ravenous wolf. She had made great headway into the meal when a loud dragging sound, as if some huge piece of furniture were being tugged across a floor, reached her ears and made her pause and glance to the open door where the sound was emanating from. When her benefactor’s ample behind came into view, Emily stood and moved curiously to the door. Huffing and puffing and bent almost double, the older woman dragged what turned out to be a chest to the doorway.
“Oh! Let me help.” Emily rushed forward, concerned by the older woman’s flushed face.
The woman waved her away. “Ye’ll just be getting in the way. Back to the table, lass. I’ve got this.”
Ignoring that order, Emily took up position on the far end of the chest to help maneuver it the rest of the way into the room and to the foot of the bed. She wasn’t surprised to find the older woman out of breath when they both straightened, but the fact that she was as well was a tad alarming. Emily was usually much more stalwart than this and could only think that the storm had really taken her strength out of her.
“There now.” The woman popped open the lid of the chest and began to rifle through the neatly folded clothes inside. “These were the master’s mother’s things. Or sister’s. I think,” she added with a small frown as she lifted out an old-fashioned gown and took in its almost medieval look. “Well, they were some relative’s.”
An ancient relative, Emily thought with amusement as she peered over the gown the woman was refolding and returning to the chest.
“Anyway, this is where he had me get the nightgown ye’re wearing, and he said ye could make use of whatever ye needed.” She grunted with satisfaction as she came up with a slipper, handed it over, then bent to hunt its partner.
Emily examined the soft cloth, then slipped the shoe onto one foot, happy to find it fit snugly and was comfortable. She donned the other slipper when it was found, then a robe as well.
“There we be.” Beaming with satisfaction, the older woman steered her back toward the table. Her eyebrows rose in surprise when she saw the dent Emily had already put in the provided fare. ‘Well now, I like a lass with a healthy appetite.“
Emily flushed at that approving comment. She had gobbled down a good portion of the food in the short time the woman had been gone. She’d felt near to starving the moment she’d spotted the food, which reminded her of her first question. While they’d breakfasted before setting out for the docks, the storm had hit before they could manage lunch aboard ship. Emily had no idea how long it had been since she’d eaten. It felt like days. “How long have I slept?”
“Well, now.” Her hostess settled comfortably in a chair across from her and paused to reach for one of the pastries before answering her question. “It was near dawn yesterday when ye were brought here. A drowned rat ye were, I can tell ye. Barely alive, I think. I changed yer clothes and settled ye in bed and figured ye’d sleep the day away, but ye slept through the night too. I started to worry when ye didn’t wake up first thing this morning. So I decided to fix ye a tray and see did the food not draw ye back to wakefulness.”
“Dawn,” Emily murmured thoughtfully. “The storm started just before midday. That means I was strapped to that mast for—”
The woman nodded solemnly at Emily’s dismay. “It took a lot out of ye. Ye needed yer rest. Eat up,” she added. “It’s rare enough I get the chance to cook fer someone and ye could use fattening up.”
“You’re the cook here, then?” Emily asked.
The woman blinked, then again slapped a hand to her forehead. “Och! I’ve not even introduced myself, have I? I’m Mrs. MacBain, dear. Cook, housekeeper, and ...” She shrugged, then glanced around the room. Embarrassment immediately covered her face as she took in its state.
“It must be difficult to keep so large a home clean if you’re on your own,” Emily said sympathetically, and the woman sighed.
“Aye. I don’t generally bother with any but the main floor. Most of the rest of the castle is kept closed. We don’t usually have guests.” She turned her gaze back to Emily and took another pastry before moving the plate a little closer to her in silent invitation. “And now that ye know my name, who would ye be?”
“Emily.” She took one of the offered pastries. Her mouth watered as she broke the soft bun and the fresh-baked, yeasty scent wafted to her nose. “Emily Wentworth Collins.”
“Emily Wentworth Collins, is it?” Mrs. MacBain smiled as
Emily bit into the pastry with a moan of pure pleasure, then added, “That’s an important-sounding name. For an important lady?”
“Nay. I have no title, I’m afraid,” Emily admitted, then cleared her throat and said, “My memory is rather vague, but I am sure I recall a man untying me from the mast.”
“Aye.” The woman heaved out a breath that sent little bits of powdery sugar flying. “The MacKay.”
“The MacKay?” Emily echoed with interest. “Is he a handsome man? Pale? With sad eyes?”
“Aye. Keeran MacKay’s a handsome devil and that’s no lie. ‘Tis a shame about him, really.”
“A shame?” Emily queried softly.
“Hmm.” The housekeeper’s wrinkled face went solemn, then she seemed to shake off the mood and she turned a thoughtful gaze Emily’s way. “I noticed ye wear no rings. Ye aren’t married, are ye, dear?”
“No,” Emily admitted, bewildered by the seeming change in subject. Being a naturally honest girl, she felt compelled to add, “Not yet.”
“Not yet?” Mrs. MacBain asked, a question on her face.
“I was to marry an earl today,” Emily explained, then corrected, “Well, I guess it would have been yesterday we were to wed. ‘Tis why my uncle and I were traveling north. We were to arrive at the ancestral estate in the afternoon, spend the night, then the wedding was to take place the next day. I suppose I slept through the portion of time during which I was supposed to be married.”
“Marrying an earl? And you not even a lady?”
Emily bit back a smile at Mrs. MacBain’s shock over this idea, though she wasn’t surprised by it. There was a time when such a thing would have been unheard of. However, times were changing, and commoners were no longer peons bound to their lords, but were free to perform commerce and amass great wealth. And with that change, impoverished but titled lords had begun to marry untitled but wealthy commoners to secure their place in society. Mrs. MacBain was obviously of an old-fashioned mind and didn’t approve of such arrangements.
“Well, while not titled, I have had all the proper schooling. And
I am told I’m quite wealthy. Then too, the earl wanted a healthy, young bride to beget an heir, and my uncle wanted the title and connections the earl holds for business purposes.“ She frowned now and glanced up at the kind woman. ”Uncle John was washed overboard at the start of the storm. I don’t suppose—?“ She stopped her question when Mrs. MacBain sadly shook her head.
“The master said ye were the last soul left alive, dear. I am sorry.”
Emily nodded. She felt as much grief at the loss of the captain and sailors who had been strangers to her until the morning they had boarded the ship as she did at the loss of her uncle. In truth, he had been as much of a stranger to her as those other lost souls. She sighed unhappily at that knowledge.
“Ye’ve said yer uncle and this earl wanted the wedding. What did ye want?” Mrs. MacBain asked, watching her closely.
“Me?” Emily blinked at the very idea. What she wanted didn’t really come into it, and she had never been foolish enough to think it did. The woman’s wants were never important. Her duty was to do as she was bid with as much cheer and obedience as could be mustered. Men made the decisions in this world. She had been trained in that from birth. It was the way of things.
“Aye, ye,” Mrs. MacBain said, drawing her thoughts again. “Did ye wish to marry the earl?”
Emily shuddered at the very thought of the ancient, leering earl of Sinclair. The one time they had met, he had eyed her hungrily and announced to one and all that she would bear him “fine fruit.” Hardly an impressive first meeting. “No. But my uncle wished it.”
“I see. Well,” Mrs. MacBain said reluctantly. “I suppose we should send a message to the earl.”
“No!” Emily herself was startled by the shout that ripped from her throat. Forcing herself to take a calming breath, she tried for reason. She had been numb with a sort of horror ever since learning she was to marry the aged and repulsive earl of Sinclair, but had known there was no way to avoid it. As her guardian, her uncle had every right to arrange her life as he saw fit.
Now, however, he was dead. Did she still have to carry out his wishes and place herself in the earl’s hands? In effect, handing over the reins of her life to that—from all accounts—lascivious man? Or was her life now, finally, her own? It seemed to be her own, as far as she could gather. No doubt a barrister would be placed in charge of her finances until she reached the age of twenty-five—as stated in her father’s will—but the barrister could not order her to marry anyone. No one could now. She was free. The thought was a new and precious one.
Free. That horrid, torturous storm had freed her. But freed her to do what? She wasn’t sure what she could or wanted to do, and would appreciate the chance to figure it out without the earl haranguing her or the family lawyers hovering about her with disapproval. And this was probably her only opportunity to ponder what she wished to do, she realized. At least it was as long as no notice was sent informing everybody that she still lived.
Emily glanced at Mrs. MacBain. Encouraged by her kindly expression, she admitted, “I do not wish to marry the earl. I never have.”
“Then surely ye don’t have to now?”
“No, but—” She hesitated, then admitted, “I fear if you contact the earl and I am returned to him, I shall be pressured to honor the agreement and—”
When she hesitated again, Mrs. MacBain patted her hand with understanding. “Time is what ye need, deary. Time and space to sort the matter and decide how to handle it. And there is plenty of time and space here. It would be nice to have another woman’s company for a bit.”
Emily felt relief pour over her, then tensed again and asked, “But what of your employer?”
Mrs. MacBain shrugged that concern away. “It’s doubtful His Laird would notice, let alone mind, if ye stayed on a bit.”
“His Laird? Your employer is a lord?” Emily asked with surprise.
“Well, no. Not any more.” Her gaze skittered away from the curiosity in Emily’s face and she said, “Anyway, don’t worry about the master. He’s never about during the day and is often out at night, feeding. It’s most likely you’ll be sleeping while he’s prowling about.”
Feeding? Prowling? Emily was confused by the woman’s odd choice of words and would have asked about them, but Mrs. MacBain distracted her by giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. Then the older woman stood and moved to the chest at the foot of the bed.
“Yer dress was quite ruined by the storm, but there is surely something suitable here for ye to wear.” She began sorting through the contents of the chest as she spoke. The housekeeper fished out, examined, and discarded several gowns as apparently unsuitable before settling on a pale blue one with a matching girdle and long draping sleeves.
“Take yer time about eating, dear,” Mrs. MacBain said as she set the gown across the foot of the bed. “Once ye’ve finished and changed, come below to the kitchens and I shall show ye to the library. The master is an avid reader, so there’s quite a selection to entertain ye.”
“About your master,” Emily said as the woman moved toward the door. “I should like to speak to him, to thank him for rescuing me.”
A cloud seemed to pass over the woman’s face, then she forced a smile and waved a hand in an attempt at airy dismissal. “Oh, la. He willna be around until dar. . . dinnertime, but ye can speak to him then.”
“Dinnertime?” Emily smiled. “No doubt it’s your cooking that brings him home.”
Another shadow crossed the woman’s face at Emily’s attempted compliment, but all she said was, “He prefers to dine out. Still, he’ll be here then.”
Leaving Emily to wonder why anyone with such a marvelous cook would prefer to seek his meals elsewhere, the housekeeper slid out into the hall and softly closed the door.
Emily peered around the room she had slept in, hardly aware of how gloomy it was anymore. She was free. That thought kept running through her mind, and yet Emily had been resigned to her fate for so long that she could hardly believe it had changed. She didn’t have to marry the earl of Sinclair.
Smiling, she pushed away from the table and stood. She was quite full and finished with her meal, but there were things to do here. Emily was grateful to Mrs. MacBain for allowing her the time to sort out her situation, but wouldn’t add to the woman’s work. She was young and strong and would earn her keep by helping about the castle. And she would start by taking the breakfast tray below to the kitchen.
 
Keeran woke the moment the last rays of sunlight disappeared beyond the horizon. For a moment he lay quiet and still, listening to the activity in his home. There was a hum of energy on the fringes of his consciousness that he’d been aware of through his sleep, a stirring in the air that told him something was different. He usually awoke to the soothing awareness of the MacBains’ calm presence somewhere in the keep, but this night was different. While he was aware of the older couple, their energy was less calm than usual, less soothing. There was an underlying excitement to their life force. There was also a third presence in his home. He knew it was the girl from the boat. She had been asleep when last he’d awoken, her presence quiet and undisturbing. Tonight, he could feel the energy pouring off of her in waves that permeated almost every corner of his castle. She was awake—that was obvious—and would now have to be dealt with.
Keeran tried to concentrate on her energy and sense exactly where she was in the castle, but found himself unable to. Her vibration seemed to fill his home. That realization made him scowl. He was usually able to sense where individual souls were, but this woman seemed somehow different.
He pushed the loose lid of his coffin aside and sat up, regretting that he had brought her here. Keeran hadn’t intended to, but then he hadn’t planned on rescuing damsels in distress in the first place.
He’d been returning to the castle after the hunt, eager to get in out of the rain and wind, when Keeran had heard her screams. 1 hey’d seemed distant at first. Recognizing that they were coming from the coast, he’d turned in that direction. Her cries had become louder the closer he’d got, until by the time he reached the shore it was as if she were screaming in his ear. She hadn’t, of course, and he hadn’t even been hearing her with his ears, but she had a strong mind and her distress had reached him clearly. Keeran had quickly taken in the situation. A ship was in trouble on the water. He’d known at once that she was the only one left alive and had sensed that the ship was about to shatter on the coral reef that had taken so many other ships over the years.
Before he’d even known what he intended to do, Keeran was on the ship freeing her. He had removed her to shore, planning to lay her beneath a tree on the beach for someone to find in the dawn. The villagers would have realized that she was from the ship, but would have assumed that she had somehow managed to make it ashore. As for the girl, she had been a drowned rat, already half-dazed when he’d reached her, but the blow she’d taken to the head as he’d untied her from the mast had knocked her unconscious. Keeran had felt sure she wouldn’t recall his presence on the ship, or—if she did—would believe she’d imagined him.
However, Keeran’s plan to leave her there on the beach had died when his drowned rat had stirred as he knelt to lay her in the sand. She had opened pain-filled eyes and peered straight at him with a sort of wonder that had made him pause.
“You saved me. Thank you.” It was all she’d said before drifting back into unconsciousness, but he’d found himself staring at her, unable to abandon her. Then he’d peered down to see that her hand clasped his, holding him like a child clinging to her mother. Trusting that she would be safe.
Strangely reluctant to leave her alone and defenseless, he had straightened with her still in his arms and carried her home in the predawn hours to be left in his housekeeper’s care.
When he had awoken last night, Keeran’s first thought had been of her. He’d been concerned when Mrs. MacBain informed him that the girl had slept through the day and had yet to awake. Then he had thought she might perhaps awaken during the night and not know where she was. To prevent her suffering any unnecessary alarm, he had foregone his usual nightly hunt and watched over her through the night, disappointed when the approaching dawn had forced him from her side.
He now told himself that his disappointment had only been because he was eager to learn what he needed to know to see her back to her people and out of his home. Keeran preferred his life to move along in an orderly and routine fashion and knew instinctively that this woman’s presence would disrupt that. And as he had feared, she already had. That realization filled him with irritation as he left the hidden room where he rested during the day. The energy pouring off of his guest was stronger than any he had felt in a long while. He found himself drawn to it and annoyed by it at the same time.
Keeran made his way to the stairs leading to the first floor at a quick clip. He had every intention of speaking to his unwanted houseguest, finding out who she was and where she belonged, and making the necessary arrangements to return her there as quickly as possible.
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Emily finished scrubbing the last little bit of the dining room floor, then sat back on her haunches and wiped her forehead with a sigh. She was hot and weary from hard work, but she was also deeply satisfied. She had gotten a lot done this afternoon.
It had taken a good deal of talking and cajoling, but Emily had finally convinced Mrs. MacBain to allow her to help about the castle. She had then taken a quick tour of the first floor of the castle before deciding on starting in the dining room. Mrs. MacBain had told her earlier that she only bothered with the kitchens, library, hallways, and the office, but still Emily had been dismayed at the state of the dining room, which obviously hadn’t been cleaned in years, perhaps decades. It had taken little thought to decide that this room was where she should start her efforts, and she had set to it with a vengeance. In the one afternoon, she had swept and washed the stained and cobwebbed walls, cleaned the paintings, polished the oak table and chairs, and scrubbed the stone floor.
Her gaze slid around the now-pristine room, and Emily smiled faintly. A new coat of paint would have been nice, but the room was much improved. So much so that she felt sure that Mrs. MacBain’s employer might see his way clear to joining her in dining there this evening. At least, she certainly hoped so. She would be pleased to have a word or two with the man.
Emily grimaced at that thought. Earlier in the day she would have liked to dine with him so that she might thank him for rescuing her. But after her tour of the castle, she wanted to discuss an entirely different matter altogether. Specifically, his lack of consideration for his staff. Emily could not believe the amount of work that the elderly housekeeper tended to on her own. Most castles boasted a chef concerned only with the daily task of cooking, their time taken up with baking bread and making the full-course meals the lords, ladies, and other wealthy employers demanded. Mrs. MacBain did this daily, plus all the other chores a full staff would be expected to do: dusting, sweeping, scrubbing. This castle was huge and old and even with only part of the ground floor to tend to, the task was herculean. The ground floor alone consisted of the kitchens, an office, two separate salons, a sitting room, a dining room, a long book-filled library, a ballroom, and various other miscellaneous chambers. Some of the rooms were obviously kept closed, the dining room among them, but the others were spotless, obviously dusted and scrubbed daily.
Then there was Mr. MacBain. While collecting the paraphernalia she would need to clean the dining room, Emily and Mrs. MacBain had chatted. Along with learning that Mrs. MacBain’s employer was “Laird Keeran MacKay—who was no longer a lord” for reasons that the older woman had somehow avoided explaining, Emily had learned that while Mrs. MacBain had the duties inside the house, Mr. MacBain tended the stables, yard, and everything else without help as well.
Emily had hidden her dismay from Mrs. MacBain, but inside she was seething over the situation and could not believe that Laird Keeran MacKay—who was no longer a lord—could be so cruel. She could understand that financial setbacks might make the man thrifty, but this was ridiculous. The couple were too old to be working this hard, and she intended to tell the man so when he returned to the castle this evening. The only question in her mind was whether she should do so before or after thanking him for saving her life.
“What the devil are you doing?”
Emily’s heart leapt into her throat and she jerked around on her knees at that sharp question from the doorway. She hadn’t heard anyone approaching and was taken completely by surprise to find herself staring at the handsome, dark-haired man with the sad eyes. However, his eyes weren’t sad at the moment, rather they were cold with what might have been fury. And while he was handsome, the planes of his face were sharp and harsh as if chiseled from marble, definitely not the softer face from her memory. He looked more like an avenging angel than the angel of mercy who had saved her. Still, there was no mistaking this man as anyone but Keeran MacKay, the man who was no longer a lord.
“Well?”
The sharp question startled Emily out of her temporary paralysis and she blurted the first thing to come to mind. “Cleaning.”
This answer only seemed to infuriate the man further. “I have servants for that. You are not expected to sing for your supper, nor clean for it. Get off my floor.”
Flushing with embarrassment, Emily struggled to her feet, nearly losing her balance and falling when her legs cramped in protest at being on her knees for so long. Only the quick reaction of her host as he stepped forward to take her elbow in a hard grip kept her on her feet until she had regained her legs. This only increased Emily’s humiliation. Where moments ago she had felt pride in her accomplishment, she now felt shame at her weakness and her rumpled condition. Her first meeting with her savior and host wasn’t going at all as she’d planned. For one thing, she’d intended to clean up and make herself presentable before meeting him. For another, she had never imagined finding herself feeling at such a disadvantage. But then, she had never expected the man to be offended at her efforts to help Mrs. MacBain.
Reminded of the older woman and the unrealistic expectations of the man now glaring at her, some of Emily’s embarrassment faded, being quickly replaced with righteous anger.
“Yes. You have servants,” she agreed grimly. “Two servants expected to tend to this entire castle and its grounds. Surely you must realize that one poor elderly couple cannot tend to all this work on their own? They need help, and since you haven’t seen fit to hire them assistance, I took it upon myself to do so to show my gratitude for how kind they have been.”
She paused and huffed out a little breath, then sucked more air deep into her lungs, holding it there briefly in an effort to regain her temper. Emily had the mildest of temperaments. It was very hard to stir her anger, but she could not stand injustice of any sort and the situation the MacBains suffered here was ridiculously cruel in her mind. This man was working them into the grave. Though, she admitted to herself, he might not be wholly aware of the fact. Men seemed to be ever oblivious to domestic matters, and she realized his cruelty might merely be a matter of thoughtlessness. That possibility calmed her enough that she tried for a conciliatory tone as she said, “If it is a matter of financial distress—”
“I assure you I suffer no such distress,” he snapped, obviously insulted at the suggestion, and Emily felt her temper shoot up again.
“Then it must be that you are simply a skinflint, my lord. Saving money on the backs of the MacBains.”
A gasp from the doorway drew her attention to the elderly woman now standing there. The alarm on Mrs. MacBain’s face and the direction of her gaze made Emily aware that—in her upset— she had been poking her host in the chest. Flushing, she withdrew her finger, cleared her throat, and stepped back, suddenly finding herself unable to look at the man she had just been berating.
Keeran turned away from Mrs. MacBain’s alarmed expression and back to the woman before him. He had walked the earth for well over two hundred years and had never before met a woman like this one. Unless they were in his thrall, most females quailed before him, acting as skittish as spooked colts. But, while she was pale and stiff, this woman showed no signs of quailing any time soon. He was scowling his displeasure at this when it suddenly occurred to him why she was different from all other women. The girl was daft, of course. She’d been left strapped to that mast out in the wind and rain too long. Obviously all the banging about had shaken her senses. The waves had probably washed the brains right out of her head.
Satisfied with this explanation, Keeran felt himself relax until he peered back to his housekeeper and noted that she was still looking alarmed, as if she feared he might take a bite out of the woman right there in front of her. He hadn’t seen that expression on her face in a good thirty years—not since she had gotten used to him and concluded that he would not harm her. To see it there now upset him almost as much as his guest’s lack of fear discombobulated him.
“I—” Mrs. MacBain glanced from him to the tray she held, then to the woman who had been berating him just moments ago. “I was just... I thought—”
Irritated, Keeran waved her explanations away and moved past her out of the room. He was upset by both his housekeeper’s anxiety and all these changes in his home. Keeran disliked being upset. He enjoyed peace and quiet. He preferred routine, the same routine day after day. That being the case, it was not surprising that at that moment he wished for nothing more than to send his unwanted houseguest home and—
Dear Lord, he had forgotten to find out where she belonged, he realized, and came to a halt. The woman had so overset him that he hadn’t asked the questions he’d intended to. He turned to peer back up the hall and could hear the hushed conversation taking place in the dining room. Mrs. MacBain was asking rather nervously what had taken place. She also addressed the girl by name. Emily. A pretty name for a pretty girl who was now admitting that she had taken him to task for his lack of consideration in regard to his staff.
Shaking his head in wonder that she had dared to do so, Keeran turned away and continued up the hall. He would talk to the girl later, after he had fed. Every time she had blushed or flushed, a wave of hunger had rolled over him, making him almost faint. He would feed, calm down, then sit her down and talk to her. Hopefully by that time she would be calmer, and possibly would have those smudges washed off her nose and cheeks. She had been annoying, but she had also looked rather adorable with the smudges. It had been a long while since Keeran had found anyone adorable.
 
“Oh, child.”
Emily felt her heart sink at Mrs. MacBain’s expression. If she had looked alarmed, Emily wouldn’t have worried, but Mrs. MacBain was shaking her head with sadness.
“It isna because he willna pay that we have no help. His Lairdship would be happy to pay. But none of the villagers will work in the castle. He even hired a couple from the south once to help, but the villagers scared them off. The couple didn’t last a week.”
“Scared them off?” Emily asked, dismayed to think that she may have been unfair in her attack on her host. “How? And why will the villagers not work here?”
“Fear mostly,” the housekeeper admitted, then frowned and moved past her to set the tray on the table before glancing around. “Ye’ve done a fine job in here. Thank ye fer yer help.”
“Why are the villagers afraid to work in the castle?” Emily asked, unwilling to allow her to change the subject.
Mrs. MacBain turned back to the tray. Emily suspected it was to avoid looking at her as «he muttered, “Oh, there have been stories about the master and this castle being cursed for years. Tales of...” She hesitated again, then firmed her mouth and shook her head. “I’ll not betray m’laird by repeating them. ‘Tis enough to say that the villagers are afraid and so won’t work here. Now, ye should eat before the food gets cold.”
“You aren’t afraid,” Emily pointed out, unwilling to let the matter drop.
“Nay. But I was at first,” she admitted reluctantly. “Until I had been here for a bit.”
“What made you come to work here if you were afraid?” Emily asked.
“I felt I owed His Lairdship. He saved my boy.”
“Saved him?”
“Aye. My Billy got himself lost in the woods. I don’t know how many times I told him never to stray into the woods, but he and a couple other boys were having an adventure, wandered into the woods, and got lost. His Lairdship found them. They would surely have died of exposure ere someone found them had he not taken up the search. I came up to the castle the next morning to tell him I was grateful and he asked if Mr. MacBain and I would work here.” She shrugged. “I couldn’t say no. He had brought my boy back to me.”
‘And the parents of the other boys? Did he ask them too?“
She shook her head. “They never came to thank him that I
know of. Neither did any of the parents of the other children His
Lairdship has saved over the years, and there have been many.“
she assured her with a firm nod. “Children who were swimming when and where they shouldn’t have, playing when and where they shouldn’t have, and so on. His Lairdship always finds them and brings them home safe.”
“I see,” Emily murmured, and she thought she did. The laird of the MacBains saved the lives of local children, yet was reviled and feared because of some silly supposed curse from decades ago. It seemed terribly unfair to her. Terribly unfair.
Worse yet, she herself was one of those he had saved and then had reviled him for first being too unthinking and then being too cheap to hire help for the MacBains, when the truth was that he had the money and was willing, but no one would work for him. She bit her lip as shame overcame her. “And I chased him away from his own table with my accusations when he was obviously planning to dine in for a change. He will go hungry because of my assumptions.”
“Oh, well, don’t ye worry none. He’ll scare up something to eat somewhere,” Mrs. MacBain said vaguely. “Come, sit down to your own meal.”
Suddenly indescribably weary, Emily did as the woman suggested and moved to sit at the table, before asking, “Where is your son now?”
“Oh, he passed on some time ago. He was still just a lad, but was killed while in the king’s army. He worked here before he was a soldier though.” She smiled and patted Emily’s shoulder soothingly. “You should eat. Ye’ve worked hard today, harder than ye’ve any right to have worked, and while I appreciate it. . .” She shook her head and left the room. She had tried arguing Emily out of helping her all day. It seemed she saw little sense in trying to talk her out of it again.
Emily ate her food alone in the fine dining room she had almost managed to return to its former glory. The wooden table shone from her scrubbing and buffing and there wasn’t an inch of the room that was not better for her efforts. She, on the other hand, could now use a good soak. Her efforts—while satisfying—had been exhausting. If she’d had the energy, she would have taken herself on to clean up before eating, but Emily feared that should she do that, she might not find the energy to return below to eat. So, she forced herself to finish a portion of the food Mrs. MacBain had worked so hard on, unable to eat all of it only because her muscles didn’t seem to have the strength to lift the fork over and over.
It made her doubly grateful that the lord of this neglected castle had gone out for his meal. Emily didn’t understand why he would want to when he had such a wonderful cook, but supposed it was for the best, at least for tonight. She would have been embarrassed to have had to eat with the man after the way she had treated him. It was something of a relief to her that she was going to manage to avoid him. But this was only a temporary reprieve, she knew. Emily still had to thank him for saving her life. And on top of that, she now owed the man an apology for maligning him unfairly.
Sighing wearily, Emily pushed herself away from the table and left the room. She would have to make a quick washup, change, then return below to the library to wait for Keeran MacKay’s return. She owed him an apology and wouldn’t rest until she had given it.
 
Keeran stood at the foot of the bed and watched his guest sleep. Emily. She slept like an angel, her expression serene in repose. One arm bent, a lightly curled hand by her cheek, the other lying open on the bed. He watched her for a moment, then turned to peer around the darkened room, able to see it clearly in the moonlight with his nocturnal predator’s eyes.
The room was coated in dust and filth. Her cleaning efforts obviously hadn’t reached up here. He wondered briefly on that, then let it go with a shrug. He had returned home from the hunt, hoping to find her still awake. When he had found no sign of either the girl or the MacBains on the main floor, he’d made his way here to the room they had settled her in that first night. He’d intended to wake her and force her to tell him where she belonged so that he might return her there, but the sight of her sprawled across the foot of the bed, still wearing the rumpled gown from earlier and still bearing the smudges on her cheek and nose, had made him pause. It was obvious she had sat down for a moment to rest and then simply drifted off to sleep, exhausted by her efforts that day.
Emily made a small murmur, and Keeran turned his gaze back to her as she sighed and shifted in her sleep. She was beautiful in moonlight, a pleasure to look upon. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad that he hadn’t found out where she belonged and wasn’t sending her home on the morrow. She hardly seemed unsettling in her sleep. Aye, he wouldn’t disturb her and insist she tell him where she belonged. Tomorrow was soon enough, he decided as he pulled the bed coverings down from the top of the bed to cover her.
She was just one woman. How much trouble could she cause in a day?
 
“I shall expect you at the castle within the hour.” Emily nodded at the small crowd around her, then turned to smile at Mrs. MacBain. The older woman’s returning smile was a little uncertain, but she ignored that as she joined her to start back to the castle.
Emily had awoken that morning, upset to find herself curled at the bottom of the bed. She truly had wished to make her apologies to Keeran MacKay for her behavior the night before and had been determined to thank him for saving her. It seemed, however, that she had fallen asleep before she could manage the task.
Determined to speak to him first thing, Emily had thrown the covers aside and hurried out of bed and about her ablutions. She had then rushed below, only to learn that the master of the castle had already left for the day. Emily had no idea where he had gone and hadn’t been rude enough to inquire, but Mrs. MacBain had claimed that she didn’t expect him back until dark, so Emily supposed he had traveled to a nearby city on business or some such thing.
It was while she had sat over another lovely breakfast that Emily had decided to visit the village on her host’s behalf. The man was in dire need of household staff, and it was obvious that he’d had little success in the matter. She decided to use her own powers of persuasion for him. The man had saved her life, and she had treated him abominably in return for it. Emily felt she owed him. It was as simple as that.
Armed with all the information she could gather, and with a protesting Mrs. MacBain trailing her every step, Emily had taken the short walk down into the village. She had been determined not to return until she had succeeded in employing several servants for the castle.
It hadn’t gone quite as she’d expected. She’d started out approaching those who were unemployed, which seemed to be the better part of the village. The response was less than enthusiastic. But she hadn’t changed her tactics until an elderly woman had actually dared to spit on the ground at her feet, splattering the lovely slippers Mrs. MacBain had given her to wear. Then Emily had been forced to regroup. She had taken Mrs. MacBain aside and asked her to point out those who’d had children or relatives saved by the master of Castle MacKay. She had hoped that, like Mrs. MacBain, they would feel they owed it to the man. However, the others didn’t appear to suffer the same conscience as the housekeeper did.
Emily had then asked Mrs. MacBain for the names of those who were both unemployed and whose child or relative had been rescued by The MacKay. Armed with this further knowledge, she had set to work. Resorting to pestering, bullying, and shaming when necessary, she had managed to convince more than half a dozen people to agree to work up at the castle. It wasn’t as grand a success as she’d hoped for. The castle was in a sorry state and in need of a lot of work. She would have been happier with twice that number, but Emily would take what she could get. On top of that, the few she had managed to cajole into the duty had steadfastly insisted that they would not even set out for the castle until after sunrise and that they were to be allowed to be away well before sunset.
Emily could only shake her head over the superstition this revealed. Obviously this demand was a result of the mysterious curse supposedly plaguing the castle and its owner. It made her curious about the curse again, but Mrs. MacBain was remaining steadfastly closemouthed on the subject, and Emily would not betray the woman who had been so kind to her by asking any of the villagers to explain this curse.
Letting the mystery of the curse drop from her mind, Emily began to plan what she would have the workers do first. All the rooms needed cleaning. They could also all use a coat of paint, but—?
She stopped suddenly as an idea occurred to her. “Mrs. MacBain?”
“Yes, dear?” The elderly woman paused as well.
“You go on back to the castle. I need to return to the village.”
“Oh, but—”
“Go on,” Emily interrupted her protest with a smile. “I can find my way. The path is clear.”
After a hesitation, the woman conceded and continued along her way, leaving Emily to return to the village alone. Her steps were quick and excited as she walked. She was feeling quite pleased with herself. She had no doubt at all that Keeran MacKay would be pleased with what she had accomplished so far, but what she hoped to do now would surely please him even more.
 
Dear God, she had to go! That was Keeran’s first thought on arising. His sleep had been disturbed by the presence of strangers in his home all afternoon. They hadn’t been threatening, but their very presence had poked and prodded at his awareness as he’d attempted to rest. Now, he stormed up the stairs out of the dungeon, prepared for battle. Were he a dragon, he would be breathing fire.
He stormed up the hall toward the dining room, aware of the subtle changes made here and there. The floor shining clean, the hall tables polished to a fine sheen, a vase of flowers in the entry. Dear God! She was bringing his home to life and he couldn’t stand it. It had taken decades to get used to the filth and neglect of a nearly servantless castle. Was he now expected to get used to it being clean again, only to have to relearn life with it the other way all over again when she left and the new servants refused to return?
“Oh, my laird.” Mrs. MacBain rushed up as he neared the dining room. It seemed the likely place to find his guest; it was nearing dinner and that was where he’d found her yesterday. But the room was empty. He turned to his housekeeper, a forbidding expression on his face. “Where is she?”
“Ah .. .” She hesitated, her suddenly wary expression making Keeran curse inwardly. He detested the frightened way people reacted to him, but he hated it most of all from the MacBains, who should know better by now.
“She was only trying to help, my laird,” Mrs. MacBain excused the girl. “She hoped to please ye to thank ye fer rescuing her. She—”
“Mrs. MacBain,” Keeran interrupted patiently. “I realize she didn’t mean to upset me. But I like routine. I only wish to ask who her family are so I can arrange to return her home.” Much to his amazement, the woman’s face now went through several changes, starting with alarm and ending in a calculating look he had never before seen on her face.
“Ah . .. well, my laird—”
“I am no longer Laird, Mrs. MacBain,” he reminded her.
“Of course, my lair. . . ah, sir.” She smiled brightly. “Miss Emily’s abovestairs preparing for the evening meal.”
Keeran nodded and turned toward the room. “I shall wait for her in the dining room.”
“Ye’re joining her?” She seemed alarmed at the prospect.
“No. I shall wait for her and speak to her before she eats.”
“She’ll be a while,” the woman warned, then added, “ I’m guessing a long while. I told her the meal wouldna be ready for two hours.”
“Two hours?” He turned on her with dismay.
The housekeeper’s head began bobbing like a heavy flower on a slim stem in a breeze. “Well, she just quit working and went upstairs but a moment ago. She worked ever so hard today, my lair ... sir,” she interrupted herself to add, then continued, “I knew she could benefit from a nice soak. Then she shall have to dry her hair by the fire, and dress, and I knew she would rush through it all and weary herself unnecessarily did I not be sure she had the time she needed. And she was ever so weary already from all the work she was doing around here trying to make ye happy, so I told her dinner wouldn’t be for—”
“Very well,” Keeran interrupted her diatribe. When she fell silent, he eyed her hopeful expression with suspicion, then sighed and decided, “I shall speak to her when I return, then. I shan’t be late. Please ask her to wait for me.”
“Aye, my lair. .. sir.” Her head was bobbing in that odd way again, but she was smiling widely, obviously relieved. Keeran considered her suspiciously for one more moment, then turned away and continued out of the castle.
As he had the night before, Keeran would have to find his meal closer to home than he liked. He preferred to travel far and wide, varying where he struck to prevent alarming anyone near to his home. Not that he ever killed anyone while feeding. Keeran fed a bit here and a bit there to prevent harming anyone unduly. Of course, this method of sustaining himself was a bit riskier than feeding off one person, but left his victims healthy and well, if a little weak. To him, the risk was worth it. The beast—Carlotta, he had since learned, was her name—may have stolen his life and damned his soul to hell that night over two hundred years ago, but she could not take his humanity.
A bitter laugh slipped from his lips as he moved into the night. Many would argue that he was anything but human now. Yet still he clung to what bits of integrity he had learned as a human. He had no idea what he was now, or rather, he knew but preferred not to think about it. A vampire, a soulless nightwalker, feeding off the lifeblood of those around him. And a coward. He had suffered this existence for two centuries and still he had not the courage to let the sun claim him.
Forcing these unpleasant thoughts away, Keeran set about his business. He wished to be back before his houseguest should retire again. Mrs. MacBain was acting oddly and he didn’t trust her to tell the girl that he wished to speak with her.
As it happened, Keeran had underestimated his housekeeper’s obedience. It seemed she had indeed passed along his message to Emily, for he found her in the library on his return. Unfortunately, while the girl had remained below to await him, she had been unable to remain awake. He found her curled up in his chair before the fireplace, sound asleep.
Pausing before her, Keeran found himself unable to disturb her slumber. She looked achingly innocent, and innocence was something he had known little of in the last two hundred years. Keeran found interaction with humans painful, knowing they had loved ones to go home to; that they lived, laughed, and loved as he never would again. So, other than the occasional servant he managed to convince to work for him, he had little interaction with the rest of society. What little contact the necessity to feed did force on him was usually with its less sterling members of society, ne’er-do-wells and drunkards he came across during his nightly hunts. Keeran preferred to avoid feeding on the innocent. Despite the fact that he left them mostly unharmed, he didn’t care for the guilt that sullying them caused on the rare occasion when necessity had found him feeding on one.
Now, he found himself fascinated by the woman who, in rest, seemed innocence incarnate. Emily. Her hair shone golden in the firelight.
“An angel,” he whispered. His hand moved of its own accord to caress one soft, golden tress. It felt as warm as he recalled sunlight to be and, had he a heart, he was sure it would have pained him at that moment. She was achingly beautiful. Keeran wouldn’t have been at all surprised had she sprouted wings and begun to glow with heavenly light there before him.
“She couldn’t stay awake. She worked herself to the point of exhaustion today.”
Those soft words drew his gaze to his housekeeper, who had suddenly appeared to hover anxiously nearby. Keeran felt irritation sting him at her protective attitude. Did the woman yet not trust him not to harm the chit? If after knowing him for thirty years she did not, what hope was there for him in this world? To live eons without love or true friendship, to watch those around him age and die, one after another, endlessly. . . . Perhaps there was no hope for him.
Suddenly aware that his fingers still curled in the girl’s fair hair, Keeran withdrew his hand and straightened. “We should put her to bed,” he growled in a soft voice. “She cannot sleep here all night.”
“I’ll wake her and—”
“No,” he said sharply when she started forward. “There is no need to wake her. I shall carry her abovestairs.”
“But—”
“You will have to light the way,” Keeran interrupted. He really didn’t need her to light the path for him. As with all nocturnal beasts,
Keeran’s eyesight was exceptional in the dark. But, as he had hoped, his suggestion had soothed the old woman, assuring her that he expected her to accompany him, as was proper.
After a brief hesitation, Mrs. MacBain nodded reluctantly and picked up a candle from the table beside the door.
Satisfied that he would get his way, Keeran bent and gently scooped Emily into his arms. She was a soft and light bundle, her breath a warm caress against his neck as she sighed sleepily and cuddled against him. Keeran inhaled as he straightened, his chest squeezing at the scent of her. She smelt of sunlight and flowers, she smelt of life, and he felt a yearning stir within him. He wanted to drink of that life, to bathe in it and perhaps redeem the soul he was sure he’d lost.
Mrs. MacBain cleared her throat. Reminded of her presence, he turned toward where she waited by the door and carried Emily forward.
“I asked her if she was married,” Mrs. MacBain said as she led him out of the library and along the hall toward the stairs to the bedrooms.
To Keeran, that comment came out of the blue. The question had never occurred to him. Now that she had brought it up, however, he suddenly felt himself tense in anticipation of the answer. A murmur of protest from the girl in his arms made Keeran realize that his hold had tightened possessively around her. He forced his muscles to ease as he asked, “Is she?”
“Nay.”
This news was something of a relief to Keeran, though he couldn’t say why. What matter was it to him whether Emily was married or not? He had just convinced himself of this when Mrs. MacBain added, “Not yet.”
“Not yet?” he echoed, this time unable to deny the fact that this news had an effect on him. He didn’t at all like the possibility that she might belong to another.
“Aye,” Mrs. MacBain answered. “She was on her way to marry the earl of Sinclair when the ship ran into the storm. It was her uncle’s wish.”
Keeran glanced down at the woman in his arms. The earl of Sinclair? His very skin crawled at the idea of that elderly degenerate touching this fresh young woman. He knew the man, had known him since the fellow’s birth. The Sinclair had been a cruel, heartless child and had grown into no better of a man. The old bastard had already beaten several wives to death, yet persisted in finding new victims. Keeran didn’t at all like the idea of the fragile young woman he carried being the next victim on The Sinclair’s list.
“She doesn’t wish to,” Mrs. MacBain went on as she gripped a handful of the plain cloth of her long skirt and lifted it out of the way so that she could lead the way up the stairs. “And now that her uncle is gone, there is no one to make her. But she fears she may be forced into it does the earl learn she still lives. She needs somewhere to stay for a bit and sort the matter out.”
Keeran was struggling with this news when she added, “I hope ye don’t mind, my laird, but I told her she might rest here a bit till she sorted the matter out.”
Keeran heard the trepidation in her words and knew she was concerned that he would be upset by her invitation for Emily to stay. Several hours earlier he might have been. He certainly hadn’t been pleased with the chit in his arms when his rest had been disturbed by the work she had set into motion in his home. Now, however, holding her warm body close in his arms, he began to wonder why he had been so upset. So, the castle would be a pleasant home for a bit. He should enjoy it while he could, rather than bemoan that it would end soon enough. Besides, he didn’t wish to see the girl married to The Sinclair. He would rather kill the man first.
“Ye did say some time ago that we were to think of the castle as our home, my laird,” Mrs. MacBain hurried on. “And ... well... if this were my home, I would allow her to stay, so I—”
“I am no longer Laird, ” Keeran reminded her grimly as he carried Emily up the stairs behind the housekeeper’s swaying skirts. It was the only comment he intended to make on the woman’s action.
 
Emily was dreaming of being encased in strong, hard arms that made her feel as safe as a babe. It was one of those rare dreams when you actually knew you weren’t awake. In her dream, she was reading in the library when her host returned. She set the book aside and smiled a polite greeting. Keeran MacKay smiled back, a soft smile, his eyes warm as they took in the white gown she wore. Before she could speak, he had crossed the room and scooped her into his arms to hold her close against his strong chest.
“My lord! I mean, sir,” she corrected herself on a gasp. “This isn’t proper.”
“Do not berate me, my little beauty. I cannot help myself. Your loveliness, your wit, the way you have set my home to rights. All of it has set my heart aflame. You are the perfect woman for me, my little dove. I want to marry you, cherish you, and keep you safe from the arms of the lascivious earl of Sinclair.”
“Oh, my lord,” Emily breathed, her heart full to bursting at his passionate proclamation.
“I am no longer Laird.”
Emily blinked her eyes open and stared at the face mere inches from her own. Keeran MacKay. He was holding her in his arms. Only the warm expression was missing. His face was cold and hard. He could have been a marble bust. At least, he could have been were he presently as pale as he had been the first two times she had met him. At the moment, he was flush with color. Very flush, really. She hoped it wasn’t from carrying her. Carrying her?
Emily realized they weren’t in the library. Keeran was carrying her, not just holding her in his arms, but actually carrying her abovestairs. This wasn’t part of her dream. Alarm suddenly coursing through her, she glanced a little wildly about to see that they were trailing Mrs. MacBain up the stairs. She wasn’t dreaming anymore.
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“No.”
Emily’s gaze shot to Keeran’s face. His expression was stern and his arms tightened around her as he shook his head. He must have guessed by the way she had tensed that she was about to struggle and request to be set down.
Realizing the peril she would put them both in by struggling now, Emily forced herself to remain quiescent in his arms. Still, she was terribly uncomfortable there. It was one thing to dream that he had swept her into his arms and quite another to actually be in them. The reality was that after years of having proper behavior drummed into her head, Emily was terribly uncomfortable allowing a virtual stranger to carry her about. In truth, she was even embarrassed by her dream now that she was awake. Why on earth would her sleeping mind think she would welcome the attentions of her host? The answer to that was simple enough. Emily knew herself well. She was aware that she’d been terribly lonely every moment since the death of her parents. She had yearned and yearned for years for someone to love her.
At first, Emily had worked very hard to gain that love from her uncle. She had behaved herself at all times and worked hard at her studies, knowing that her nanny and tutor would inform him. She had hoped that he would be pleased, but if he was, he had never let her know. He had never even let her know that he realized she was alive. John Collins, her father’s brother, had dumped her at her deceased parents’ country estate, never to bother with her again until her twentieth birthday. That’s when he had sent for her to be brought to London to attend her engagement party. To say that the news of her engagement had come as something of a surprise was an understatement. And it hadn’t been a pleasant one. The earl of Sinclair didn’t exactly live up to Emily’s childhood dreams of the perfect husband. In truth, he was worse than her wildest nightmares. She could only be grateful that the negotiations had apparently taken two years, from her eighteenth birthday till her twentieth. It was the earl of Sinclair who had told her that. Licking his lips as he tried to peer down the neckline of her gown, he’d said her uncle was a greedy man who had dragged the marriage negotiations out over two years in an effort to keep as much of her inheritance as he could. The Sinclair had said the words in such a way that his admiration was obvious.
“Here we are, sir.”
Mrs. MacBain’s voice intruded on Emily’s thoughts, and she glanced to that kindly older lady to see that they had reached the top of the stairs and traversed the hall while she had been lost in thought. They now stood outside the door to the guest room she’d been using and Mrs. MacBain was holding the door open. The older woman’s eyebrows rose as they landed on Emily. “Oh. Ye’re awake.”
“Yes.” Emily flushed, once again embarrassed to be in her host’s arms. But when she began to shift in his arms, he merely tightened his hold a tad and strode forward, carrying her into her room and directly to the table where Mrs. MacBain had served her breakfast that first morning. He bent to deposit her in a chair at the table, then straightened and turned to his housekeeper.
“Hot cocoa.”
Mrs. MacBain blinked in confusion. “Hot cocoa?”
“I would imagine a cup of warmed cocoa would help our guest get back to sleep,” he pointed out. “Make it two cups please, Mrs. MacBain.”
“Two cups?”
Emily couldn’t help but notice the suspicion that crossed the older woman’s face and the way she hesitated. She seemed torn between obeying her employer and remaining in the room where she no doubt felt she was needed to maintain the propriety of the situation. Men simply weren’t supposed to be alone in a lady’s room. It wasn’t done. Still, Emily would be glad of the chance to speak to her host and finally thank him for saving her life and offering her shelter. Also, she had no wish to see the woman annoy her employer in an effort to protect Emily, an effort that surely wasn’t needed. Keeran MacKay didn’t appear the sort to attack her at the first opportunity, else he would have done so already. She had been in his home for two nights now without coming to harm.
Offering a reassuring smile to the housekeeper, she patted her hand and said, “We shall leave the door open, Mrs. MacBain.”
The housekeeper glanced toward Emily uncertainly, then nodded and left the room. The moment her footsteps faded down the hall, Keeran MacKay finally took a seat and turned his attention to her.
His gaze seemed almost a physical touch as it slid over her features. Emily found herself unable to meet it, and glanced around the room before recalling that she wished to thank him. “I am sorry I fell asleep. I did try to stay awake. I wanted to speak to you, to thank you for saving me.”
“You are most welcome.” He looked terribly uncomfortable with her gratitude, so Emily let that subject drop and moved on.
“I also wished to apologize for what I said yesterday. Mrs. MacBain explained that it isn’t your fault that—”
“Apology accepted,” he interrupted, apparently equally uncomfortable with her regret.
With that, Emily didn’t really know what else to say. Silence descended upon them, enclosing them in an oddly intimate quiet that the lack of light in the room only seemed to increase.
Emily glanced toward the candle Mrs. MacBain had set on the table by the door. It and the light spilling in from the hall were the only illumination to be had, leaving most of the room in darkness. Standing abruptly, she moved to collect the candle and started lighting several of the other candles spread around the room as she tried to think of something to talk about. In the end, however, it was he who broke the silence.
“Mrs. MacBain informs me you were to marry The Sinclair,” Keeran said abruptly.
Emily’s steps slowed, a grimace crossing her face. “Yes. My uncle arranged it.”
“But your uncle is dead.”
“Yes,” she agreed.
“Will you be able to bow out of the wedding without fear of scandal?”
A little sigh slid from Emily’s lips as she lit the last candle. Then she retraced her steps to the table and sank back into the seat he had set her in earlier, letting her shoulders drop dejectedly. “I have pondered the matter and fear I may not.”
That realization was an unpleasant one that she had been trying to ignore. Emily had been taught well. A young woman alone in the world could not hope to avoid scandal if she broke off an engagement that had been arranged for her and agreed to. It seemed her choices were between marriage to the earl of Sinclair or ruin. Neither event seemed acceptable to her. But she could see no other option open to her.
Emily glanced toward her host, surprised to see displeasure on his face. She had to wonder if he too disagreed with marriage between the classes. That seemed the only reason to her that he might be dismayed at her possible nuptials. Not wishing to think about the future she was struggling desperately to find an alternative to, Emily shifted the subject to the changes she had in mind for his castle. Her host seemed rather annoyed and reticent on the subject at first, but soon ventured his opinions and desires on what should be done. When that conversation expired, they moved on to another and another.
Keeran MacKay had a keen mind and a sharp wit. Emily enjoyed talking to him So much so that once or twice the thought crossed her mind that she wished it were him she was supposed to marry, rather than the earl of Sinclair. Were she to marry a young, handsome, and kindly man like Keeran MacKay, rather than the unpleasant earl, she would have gone to her betrothed willingly and without reservation. And her future wouldn’t have seemed so bleak.
Emily wasn’t sure what made her glance toward the door. A sound perhaps, or simply movement spotted out of the corner of her eye?
Turning her head, she spotted Mrs. MacBain standing in the doorway and she smiled at her in greeting, then tilted her head to peer at her curiously. The housekeeper appeared to be frozen to the spot, her expression stunned as she stared at her employer. Emily turned to glance at Keeran, bewildered to find that he was merely smiling softly. There should be nothing surprising in that. He had been laughing at a jest Emily had told him, when Mrs. MacBain had drawn her attention. It had taken a good deal of effort to get that laugh out of the man, but Emily had been determined to bring a smile to his lips. The sadness she had sensed in him from the first made her own heart ache somewhat and she had wanted to lessen it for him, if only for a moment or two.
“Well.” Mrs. MacBain seemed to snap out of her amazement and continued forward with the tray bearing two cups of hot cocoa. She glanced around the chamber as she walked and scowled at the mess it remained. The woman had wanted to have some of the workers clean this room as well today, but Emily had argued against it. She would rather see the main floor set to rights first. She’d started this project in an effort to make things nice for her host as a thank you, not to make herself more comfortable. Besides, she only slept here; most of her waking time was spent below, so she also benefitted more from concentrating on that part first. The guest room could be seen to afterward, though she might not be here to witness it by then.
“Tis fine,” she said now to the housekeeper and received an affectionate, if exasperated, look for her efforts.
“Tis not fine, but ye’re a stubborn lass, so I’ll let it go,” the woman said.
Emily saw the curiosity cross Keeran’s face, but he didn’t comment or ask what they were speaking of; he simply sat quietly as his housekeeper set the cups of hot cocoa down. The woman hesitated then and Emily knew she was considering what she should do next. Propriety required that she stay, but it was obvious from Keeran’s expression that he would order her to go if she tried. Besides, Mrs. MacBain had worked just as hard as Emily today. The woman must be as tired as she was.
Reaching out, Emily patted the hand holding the empty tray and smiled at her reassuringly. “The door is open, and we know you are nearby. We will be fine.”
What she really meant was that she would be fine. Mrs. MacBain nodded solemnly. “Aye. O‘ course ye will. And no doubt ye’re so tired that ye’ll drop right off to sleep once yer done with yer cocoa.” The last was said with a speaking glance toward her employer.
Emily bit her lip to keep back her amusement at his disgruntled reaction to it. It was obvious he was unused to his employee speaking to him in such a way.
“She is only concerned about propriety,” Emily said soothingly once the woman had left the room.
Keeran made a face, but didn’t comment. Instead, he stood and moved toward the door.
Afraid he was about to close it after she had promised the older woman that it would remain open, Emily was on her feet at once and hurrying after him.
“Oh, but I said we would leave it open,” she protested, catching at his hand to stop him.
“I was only going to be sure she wasn’t lurking in the hallway outside the room,” he assured her and continued forward, drawing her along with him.
“She was tired. I think she has probably gone to bed,” Emily commented as they both peered out to find the hall empty. When Keeran didn’t comment, she turned to glance at him and found him staring down at their still-entwined hands. She flushed deeply and would have released him, but he closed his fingers over her own, holding her.
“So warm.”
Those almost reverent words raised curiosity in Emily, but she pushed it aside as she realized that, indeed, compared to him she was a raging furnace. The hand holding her own was cool in comparison. Not unpleasantly so, rather like a nice breeze on sun-baked skin, but it was surely a sign that the man had just returned from outdoors and had caught a chill on his journey back from wherever he had dined this night.
“And you are chill,” she exclaimed. “Come. We should build a fire to warm you.”
Tugging her hand free, she hurried away toward the fireplace and Keeran stared after her. Had she bothered to look, he knew she would have found amazement on his face, for that’s what he was feeling at the moment—amazement at her concern and kindness in wishing to see to his well-being. Of course, Keeran was not feeling chilled and the fire would do him no good, but he was touched and even surprised by her concern for him.
She had given him one surprise after another tonight. Earlier, when Mrs. MacBain had been here, he had noted the affectionate way Emily touched and patted the hand of the older woman as she spoke to her and had actually felt jealous of those touches and the women’s easy affection. But then she had touched him while they spoke as well, and he had realized it was in her nature. Still, he drank in every smile and touch like a flower soaking up sunshine, and he had felt himself bloom beneath it just as a flower might, his defenses unfolding and opening to allow her near. Dangerously near, he feared. It had been decades since he had found anything to smile about. As for laughter, he couldn’t recall doing so since the night Carlotta had killed his father and changed Keeran forever. Yet tonight he had smiled several times and even laughed once or twice. He had also simply enjoyed talking to her.
Emily was an intelligent woman, with surprising wisdom for someone who had lived so few years. He found he liked her, and this was a sad thing to Keeran. Her life span would be just a blink of time in his life. Soon her beauty would fade, her body would begin to wear out, and then she would leave this life and pass on to her just reward. Keeran would most likely be alive long after she had turned to dust. It was heartbreaking for him to even consider this, which was why he usually avoided allowing people into his life.
Realizing that he was being most unchivalrous, Keeran roused himself and moved to join her in kneeling on the cold stone before the hearth. He took over the task of building the fire, loading several more logs into the fireplace, then using the candle she fetched to set the kindling alight. Within moments a cheery fire was burning, giving off a good amount of heat.
“There.” Keeran glanced to Emily to see that she had sat back on her haunches to survey the results of their efforts. She smiled at him now with satisfaction. “That should soon warm you.”
Keeran found a rusty return smile and offered it to her, then stiffened when dismay suddenly crossed her face.
“Oh. You have hurt yourself.”
“No, I haven’t,” was his surprised response.
“Yes, you did.” Leaning forward, she brushed one finger gently over his lower lip. Keeran was so startled by the action that he didn’t move. Then he was so startled by his own reaction to that one brief touch that he simply stared at her as she examined her finger, turning it for him to see. “You must have bit your lip without realizing it.”
Keeran stared at the drop of blood on the finger a bare inch from his face. The faint scent of it mingled with her own to make a heady perfume. Without even thinking, he found himself leaning forward that last inch and slipping his tongue out to lick the pearl of liquid off her soft flesh. Realizing what he was doing, he froze, then glanced to Emily’s face. Her eyes were wide, but with surprise, not alarm, and even as he watched, he could sense the changes taking place within her as she curled her fingers closed as if to hold on to the sensation of his touch, letting her hand drop to rest in her lap. He could almost hear the blood suddenly rushing through her body as excitement stirred within her, and certainly could smell that intoxicating elixir as it rose to the surface of her skin to make her blush prettily. Her beauty in the flickering firelight combined with that mixed scent to make him almost dizzy.
“Keeran.”
It was the first time Emily had spoken his name. It slid from her lips on a soft sigh, tinged with a heartfelt pleading that was echoed in the luminous depths of her eyes, and he knew instinctively that while she had not lived as long as he, she was certainly as lonely as he. Here was a kindred soul, yearning for love as he was, yet fearful it would never be given. Without considering what he was doing, Keeran gave in to his wants for a change and closed the last bit of distance between them, this time to press his lips softly over her own.
It was like kissing a sun-baked apple, warm and sweet, with a hint of tang. As a human, Keeran had always had a weakness for apples, and now he was like a starving man presented with a whole apple pie still warm from the oven. He devoured her lips. He licked them, slid his tongue out to urge them apart, then slid his tongue between them to taste her inner sweetness.
Emily moaned as his tongue invaded her mouth. She had never been kissed like this. In truth, she had never been kissed. But she liked it. She only wished he would hold her as he had in both her dream and when he had carried her up here. She longed to feel his arms around her, making her feel safe again, for at that moment, she felt rather as if she might be falling off a precipice.
As if reading her thoughts, Keeran slid his arms around her, tilting his head to the side as he drew her deeper into the kiss. Emily moaned again and allowed her own arms to creep around his shoulders, tightening the embrace they shared until her breasts were pressed nearly flat between them. That aroused a whole new series of sensations within her, ones that were overwhelming and frightening, yet exhilarating at the same time. Gasping a breath of protest when Keeran broke the kiss, Emily let her head drop and pressed her mouth to his neck. In her excitement, she nipped at the roughened flesh there. The sudden short, breathless laugh Keeran gave then confused her almost as much as his words when he teased, “That’s my job.”
Emily would have asked what he meant by that comment, but a startled look had come over his face as if he were stunned by his own teasing, and he started to withdraw. Desperate not to see this interlude end, Emily tightened her hold on his neck and pressed her lips to his again. When he stilled in surprise, but did not kiss her back, she moved her mouth across his, then shyly slid her own tongue out to brush it across his lips as he had done to her.
The response she got to this ploy was startling. Apparently she had done it correctly, she decided with pleasure, as he began to kiss her again with a sudden urgency. This time his arms did not remain still around her, merely holding her close. His hands began to roam over her back, then slid around to smooth up over the cool cloth of her gown to cup her breasts. Emily gasped, her back straightening in a jerk that lifted the generous mounds upward out of his touch. Fortunately, his lovely hands followed, and Emily shuddered and quivered as excitement began shooting through her, little bolts of lightning that centered at her nipples but ran down to her stomach and lower still, causing an ache between her legs.
“My lord,” Emily moaned as he broke the kiss and his mouth began to travel down her neck.
“Yes,” he groaned back, not bothering to correct her reference to his title as he had on the stairs. He continued to palm and knead at the tightening flesh of one breast, but his other hand slid away, encircling her to urge her lower body closer as he pressed her upper body away with his caress. Both of them were still on their knees, and Emily gasped as his knee nudged between both of hers. But she couldn’t seem to draw breath at all when his hand dropped to catch her beneath her bottom and urge her upward until she rode his thigh. Their bodies came together like two pieces of a puzzle.
“Keeran.” She breathed his name and let her head drop back, offering his nibbling lips better access to her throat as his thigh rubbed against her, building her excitement.
Keeran gave a low groan as she offered her throat to him and his hunger became confused. The sweetness she unknowingly offered was tempting and, had he not just fed, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to resist a taste of her sweet-smelling blood. But he had just eaten and another hunger consumed him now, one he had not really suffered for many a year. Just the same, he withdrew his mouth from the area of her neck and the temptation it offered, allowing it to drop toward her breast. He could feel the hard, excited pebble her nipple had become and tongued it through the cloth of her gown, but soon became frustrated with the hindrance.
With a growl, he tore at the cloth, rending it downward to expose the flesh he hungered for. Emily gasped out what might have been an “oh” or a “no”—Keeran wasn’t sure which. It was enough to make him hesitate, panting with effort as he struggled to regain control of himself. He could have wept with relief when she then slid her hands into his hair and drew his mouth hungrily back to her own. It had been a surprised “oh,” not a request for him to stop.
Keeran wanted to roar with triumph as he reclaimed her lips. He thrust his tongue deep and found one naked breast with his hand. The heat of her seemed to encompass him as he touched and kissed her. She felt like a living flame in his arms, and she seemed to grow warmer with every passing moment, with every new caress. She was searing his cooler skin with her heat. Keeran wanted to feel that heat everywhere. He wanted to feel her skin burn against every portion of his flesh. She made him feel alive.
Keeran knew she was innocent, that he had nothing to offer her. All he could do was take, but he couldn’t help himself. Breaking their kiss yet again, he ducked his head down and caught the warm flesh of her breast in his mouth to suckle eagerly. Her skin was salty and sweet all at once, a pleasure to his palate.
“Ohhh.” Emily tightened her grip on Keeran’s hair and pressed herself into him as he suckled. The ruined gown was drifting off her shoulders, leaving half her back bare to be heated by the fire. Keeran’s cool caress of her flesh had been an exciting counterpoint as he had palmed her breast and teased her nipples. Now he was driving her wild with his mouth, showing her pleasure as she had never known, while at the same time causing a yearning she didn’t understand. She wanted more, but what more could there be? How much excitement could she stand? And what would happen when she could stand it no more?
Cool fingers slid under her gown and brushed along the flesh of her inner leg. Emily instinctively clenched her legs around his thigh, trapping his hand there. She was suddenly aware that she had been riding his leg for several moments, unconsciously grinding herself against him, but she had no chance to feel embarrassed at this boldness. His hand did not remain trapped for long and was already creeping upward again. Emily found herself clutching at his hair reflexively, then tearing his head away from her bosom so that she might find his lips again. She seemed suddenly to need his mouth on hers more than she needed breath.
Keeran obliged her, claiming her lips, then urging them open so that he could thrust his tongue deep even as his fingers finally reached the center of her, the spot where all of her excitement and yearning were pooling. His touch was ice to fire and she felt the moisture created between her legs, then all she was aware of was that she was burning up as he caressed her.
Emily arched against him, her hands now slipping from his hair to clutch the cloth of his shirt. She was hardly aware that she had done so and that she was tugging at the expensive material until it rent apart, baring his chest. Though she had ruined the item of clothing, she felt no regret since the action allowed their flesh to meet. Emily groaned her pleasure into his mouth as her burning nipples rubbed across his chest. And she reveled in an answering groan from Keeran, pleased to know that he enjoyed it as much as she. His pleasure hadn’t occurred to her until then. Emily had been too swept away by the sensations overwhelming her to even consider his enjoyment, but now her mind was turned in that direction and she wished to please him as he was pleasing her. The problem was, she was unsure how to do so and it was most difficult to think with him touching her the way he was.
Emily never got the chance to come up with an idea—if her poor woolly mind could have at that point—for it was at that moment that a shriek came from the hallway.
“Oh! Get away, ye silly cat, or ye’ll be tripping me up and sending me to an early grave.” More was said, but in an incomprehensible mutter that Emily couldn’t make out. Not that she was paying much attention by that point. She and Keeran both froze at the first sound of the housekeeper’s voice, then jerked apart to stare in horror at the open door leading into the hall. Emily had forgotten herself so much that the fact that the door was open had quite fled her mind. Not only had she behaved shamelessly, she had done so with the door wide open for anyone to see. Not that there was anyone to see but Mrs. MacBain and her husband. Still, Emily could not believe she could behave so badly. Where had all her propriety gone? She was settling into a nice round of self-recrimination when Keeran reminded her of the more important matter at hand by releasing her from his embrace and attempting to draw the torn edges of her gown together to cover her nakedness.
Flushing wildly, Emily glanced down to avoid his eyes and noted the damage she had done to his shirt as well. Reaching out, she tried to repair that damage at the same time, but she simply got in the way of Keeran’s efforts.
“Never mind,” he said, suddenly turning her away and urging her toward the bed. “I shall stop Mrs. MacBain in the hall and tell her that you are tired and taking yourself off to bed. I’ll order her not to disturb you.”
Emily nodded, then just as quickly shook her head. “But what of your shirt?”
Keeran drew the two sides to overlap, then tucked the shirt more firmly into the top of his black breeches. “It will be fine,” he assured her when she looked doubtful. He started to turn away, then paused and turned back, pulling her close for another kiss. She suspected he had intended it to merely be a quick goodnight peck, but their passions were close to the surface yet and rekindled swiftly. The peck became a passionate melding of mouths that had Emily moaning in a heartbeat.
“Silly kitty. Get along with ye now. I’ve no time to be standing here petting the likes of ye.”
Keeran pulled away with a curse as Mrs. MacBain’s voice intruded again. It sounded terribly loud to Emily, as if she stood just outside the door or was speaking in an unusually loud tone.
“I had better go before she comes in here.”
“Yes.” Emily offered him a tremulous smile. “Thank goodness for the cat or she might already have come in.”
Keeran paused, blinked, then nodded slowly and turned away. He pulled the door closed behind him. The moment it clicked into place, Emily hurried forward and pressed her ear to the wood to listen to what took place in the hall.
Mrs. MacBain’s voice was loud and clear as she said, “Oh, sir. I was just coming to see if ye would care for more cocoa.”
Keeran’s voice was less loud and Emily couldn’t quite make out what he said, then Mrs. MacBain spoke more quietly so that she couldn’t be heard, either. Presuming they had moved off down the hall, Emily heaved a sigh and turned back to her room. It was aglow with candlelight and appeared terribly romantic. The dirt and dust were hardly noticeable in this soft light. Smiling, she drifted around the room, blowing out candles. Then she removed the torn gown, donned a fresh one, and climbed beneath the bedclothes. It was only once she was there, warm under the blankets and wrapped in the safe darkness of night, that she allowed herself to think about what had just taken place.
Keeran MacKay was an exceptional man who had done exceptional things to her. She couldn’t wait for morning to come so that she could see him again.
 
He would have to avoid her from now on. Keeran told himself that sternly as he stared into the fireplace in the library. He was sitting in the same chair he had found Emily sleeping in when he had returned earlier, and he fancied he could still feel a trace of her heat there. He could definitely smell the sweet soap she had used in her bath. It seemed to cling to the fabric of the chair, a gentle reminder of her presence.
Keeran would have to content himself with that reminder. He had learned tonight that he didn’t have the control he had always prided himself on. For over two hundred years, control had been an issue of utmost importance to him. The hunger, when it struck, was almost crippling in its strength, and the urge to drink and drink until his victim was dry, rather than stop and find another to feed from, could be strong, but he had fought these urges for what seemed like forever. Yet tonight another hunger had overwhelmed his supposed control, and it had taken only a matter of minutes. Seconds, perhaps. The scent of her, the taste of her mingled with that drop of blood he had unthinkingly licked from her finger, the look of yearning in her eyes ... All of these things had combined to leave him helpless before desires he hadn’t felt since his turning, in ways he hadn’t even realized he still could feel.
Keeran wanted to tell himself that it had been so long since he had even felt these desires that he was simply taken by surprise, that the next time he would be more in control. But he knew it wasn’t so. While it was true he hadn’t felt desire for several decades, he knew that the next time he would not be more in control. Even now his body still ached for her, and he was fighting the insane urge to return to her room, climb into bed with her, and take all the sweetness and innocence she had to offer. The problem was that he had nothing to offer her in return. Eternal damnation and a waking death hardly seemed a fair trade for the passion, companionship, and love he was sure he could have with Emily. No. He would rather see her married to the earl of Sinclair than make her his partner in death. He definitely had to stay away from her. It would be hard to resist her, and he doubted she would aid in the endeavor, but for her own sake he had to.
[bookmark: chapter_5]Chapter Four
Emily finished applying the last bit of paint to the wall of the dining room, then stood back to survey her efforts. This was the special chore she had returned to the village for, earlier in the week. She had gone to purchase paint for the castle. Of course, it’d had to be ordered from the south and carted up to the village, but she had convinced the store owner—with the promise of a generous bribe— to leave his store in his wife’s care and travel down to collect the paint himself to get it here quicker. Emily had been sure to order colors as close as possible to those that had already been peeling off the walls of the castle. She hadn’t wished to upset Keeran unduly with too much change.
Her mouth turned into a sad moue at the thought of her host. He had given her a glimpse at the heights of passion, then withdrawn from her, leaving her to sink slowly on her own. And he had withdrawn from her. Much to Emily’s disappointment, Keeran had already been gone for the day when she had gone below the morning after their interlude in front of the fire. She had been even more disappointed when not only did he not seek her out that evening, but there was no sign of him at all. But Emily had convinced herself that he must just be busy. However, when he was absent all the next day and evening, she’d been forced to admit that he was deliberately avoiding her. Emily had blamed herself. She had been too forward and allowed too many liberties, and now he no doubt had a disgust of her.
It was three nights before Emily saw Keeran again, and when she finally did see him, she was sure it was an accident, that he hadn’t intended to run into her. That night, she had worked later than usual and was making her way toward the stairs when he had entered the hall from the other end. He’d paused, seemingly startled by her presence, then had moved slowly forward to meet her as if drawn by an invisible string. Pausing before her, Keeran had simply stared down at her for the longest time, a smile growing on his face that had confused her until he had reached out to run a finger lightly over her nose and announced, “You are the only woman I have ever met who looks adorable with dirt on her face.”
Emily had blushed at the compliment, then caught his fingers as he would have drawn them away. Pressing them to her cheek, she’d said, “I’m sorry. I know I behaved badly. Truly, I have never behaved so with another man. I know that may be hard to believe, considering how I acted, but it’s true. I—”
“Nay.” Shock had covered his face at her words and he had moved his fingers to cover her lips, silencing her. “Nay. You have nothing to apologize for, Emily. I—”
“Then why have you avoided me these past days?” She’d been unable to keep the pain and bewilderment out of her voice.
Keeran had stared at her helplessly, then groaned and pressed his mouth to hers. Passion had exploded between them, and Emily had found herself pressed up against the wall as his mouth devoured her lips and his hands traveled her body. Then his mouth had dropped to her neck, and Emily had given a surprised cry at the sharp pain that had claimed her as he nipped her throat.
Keeran had pulled away at once, horror on his face, then turned and rushed from the house. Emily had stared after him in shock, one hand pressed to the side of her throat. He had pulled away from her so swiftly that she had seen the long, sharp canine teeth protruding out over his lower lip. She’d stood there staring at the door he’d disappeared through, her thoughts in a whirl. He was never around in daylight. He’d somehow rescued her from that ship in a storm too violent for a rowboat to traverse it safely. He never ate at the castle, but “fed” elsewhere, as Mrs. MacBain had put it. The rumors in the village, the fact that the servants would not work before dawn or after dusk.. .. Keeran MacKay was a vampire.
Emily had still been leaning weakly against the wall when Mrs.
MacBain had found her. The older woman had taken one look at her pale face and had begun to defend her employer. She had sat Emily down and told her what she knew of the tale of The MacKay; how he had been turned, and how he had lived his life since that day. Despite the villagers’ fear of him, by all accounts he was a decent man, if man he could be called.
Emily had listened to the woman’s words a little vaguely. In truth, this revelation didn’t frighten her so much as shock her. Keeran MacKay hadn’t hurt her in all the time she had been there. Besides, she had seen the horror on his face when he realized what he had done. He hadn’t meant to nip her, perhaps hadn’t bitten her at all, but nicked her by accident with one of his sharp teeth. Still, she had let the woman talk, taking each story of his kindness and courage to heart. It meant something that, despite the poor treatment he received from the villagers, Keeran still went out of his way to search out missing children and such. It meant that he was a good man, a decent man, and that he loathed himself as much as the villagers did—else he wouldn’t allow them to treat him as they did. Now she understood the sadness and torment in the depth of his eyes. He saw himself as a monster and, as such, denied himself any semblance of a normal life, neither allowing friendships nor love to blossom, even balking at having a comfortable home. Her heart had ached for him in that moment, and Emily had determined that she would be his friend if he would allow nothing else.
She had taken to spending her evenings in the library, dozing until she heard him return home, then seeking him out and insisting he join her in tea by the fire. He did join her, though he never drank the tea, but merely warmed his hands on the steaming cups she poured him. They had never once spoken of what had happened or the fact that she knew what he was. They had spent many an enjoyable night talking by the fire, but had not had a repeat of the passion they had previously enjoyed. Keeran was now holding himself at a distance. Emily suspected he was afraid to let her in. She had done everything she could think of to try to break through the barrier he had erected, but nothing had worked. She was beginning to lose heart.
Emily felt time weighing on her and knew she must make a decision about her life soon. No matter how much she enjoyed his company and the peace of his home, she could not remain here forever. At least not without an invitation.
“My”
Emily turned at that long drawn out word and forced a smile for Mrs. MacBain as the woman peered around the newly painted room.
“It looks lovely.”
“Yes, but I fear I have completely ruined this gown,” Emily said ruefully as she glanced down at the stains and paint spatters covering her borrowed blue dress. She had worn it for most of the hard work, saving the few other gowns from the chest for the evenings when she relaxed in the library.
“‘Tis a fair trade, I should say,” Mrs. MacBain informed her grimly, and Emily managed not to grimace at those words with their gentle reprimand. The housekeeper had wanted Emily to allow the servants to do the painting, but she hadn’t wished to pull them away from their efforts cleaning the rest of the keep just yet. They were making such good headway, she hesitated to distract them.
“I hope your employer feels the same way.”
Mrs. MacBain glanced at her sharply at those stiff words, then reached out to pat her arm. “Never mind, dear. He’ll come around.”
Emily wasn’t sure what the older woman meant by that, so didn’t comment. She merely began collecting the paintbrush and paint together, intending to clean up.
“Leave those. I’ll tend to them,” the housekeeper insisted. “Mr. MacBain has already carried the water up for yer bath. It’ll grow cold if ye don’t use it soon. It’s why I came to find ye. Why dinnae ye go bathe and change into yer night things? I’ll bring yer dinner up to ye. Ye’ve circles under yer eyes from exhaustion, and should rest this evening.”
Emily hesitated, but allowed herself to be convinced in the end and murmured her thanks as she left the room. She had been working at a frenzied pace these last days, trying to avoid thinking about leaving and how to handle the earl of Sinclair if he should try to pressure her into marrying him as she feared. It was beginning to catch up to her. That wasn’t the reason the housekeeper was trying to convince her to remain in her room tonight, however. At least, Emily didn’t think it was. She suspected the woman feared her employer’s reaction to her painting the dining room.
A glance out the windows as she walked into the entry to start abovestairs showed her that the sun was sinking into the horizon. Emily supposed that was why Mrs. MacBain had fetched her to send her to her room: to get her out of the way before Keeran awoke and saw that she had painted his dining room. It was the one plan she had not mentioned to him, wanting to keep it as a special surprise. Mrs. MacBain was dubious about whether it would be a pleasant one.
Emily entered her room to find that the MacBains had indeed already prepared her bath. The tub sat before a roaring fire and several candles lit the room. Emily slid out of her dress and sank into the steaming water with a sigh.
She would have to leave all this soon. She would have liked to stay. It was why she had delayed her decision so long, but Emily had come to the conclusion as she painted today that, though she wasn’t looking forward to the prospect, she couldn’t continue to delay leaving indefinitely.
Pushing the thought from her mind, she concentrated on scrubbing the paint from her skin and washing her hair, then stepped out of the tub, dried herself, and donned the nightgown and robe that had been laid out on the chair near the fire. Finally, she sat in that chair to brush her long hair. The golden tresses had nearly dried when the door to her room suddenly burst open and Keeran stormed in.
Startled at his sudden appearance, Emily stood slowly and faced him, alarm on her face. He hadn’t been in her room since the night he’d carried her up from the library. He didn’t look pleased to be here now. A scowl made him appear rather ferocious as he moved to her at a quick clip.
“You have to stop. Just stop!” he snapped.
Emily’s eyebrows flew up on her forehead. “Stop what?”
“Stop everything. You can not simply show up one day and begin cleaning and painting and disrupting my life like this.”
He looked more pained than angry, she decided, and felt herself
relax as understanding reached her. Her voice was gentle when she asked, “Why? Because you do not feel you deserve it?”
He reacted as if she had slapped him, his head jerking back in reaction to her words. He spoke through gritted teeth when he said, “I do not deserve it. I am a monster. A beast. I—”
She gave a derisive snort that silenced him and left him staring at her blankly. Taking advantage of his silence, Emily said, “You are hardly a beast, Keeran. I have been here over a week and come to no harm.”
“I nearly bit you,” he reminded her grimly.
“Yes,” she agreed. “But you didn’t. Nor do you feed off your own people, from what I can tell, and those you do feed on suffer no lasting effects when they very easily could.”
“You don’t understand.”
“But I do,” she assured him. “I do understand. Beasts do not trouble themselves to hunt for lost children.”
He stared at her silently for a moment, then said, “You shall depart and the servants shall follow and I shall be left to watch my home decay and fall into ruin again. It would be easier if you just leave it as is rather than give me this taste of life.”
“Oh, Keeran,” Emily breathed. Pained by what these words revealed of his life, she reached out and touched his cheek.
They stood frozen like that for a moment and she could see him struggle with himself, then he gave in with a groan and turned his mouth into her palm, placing a kiss there. Before her brain could quite register the gentle kiss, he turned back to her and pulled her into his arms. Emily went willingly, raising her mouth to be plundered even as she stepped into his embrace. He was hard and cool, handsome and tragic, exciting and passionate.
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Keeran slid his fingers up over the material and groaned in his throat with pleasure as he caught her breasts in his hand. When Emily gasped, he caught the sound with his mouth as she pressed into his touch. As pleasurable as this was, he still yearned to touch her naked flesh. Reaching down, he caught at the long skirt of the gown and tugged it upward, gathering it until he could slip his hand beneath and across her warm skin. She felt as good as he recalled, her leg smooth and warm. Keeran let his hand drift around to her bottom, cupping the globe with one palm and urging her against his hardness, then let his hand drop and slid it around in front until he could trail his fingers up one inner thigh.
Emily cried out into his mouth and began to lean heavily into him as he reached what he sought. Keeran immediately eased them both to kneel on the fur that had been set before the fire. He had noticed when he first entered that this room had finally been seen to. It was now as clean as most of the rest of the castle and had several added comforts since his last visit. Keeran was grateful for this one as they came to rest on the soft fur.
Breaking their kiss, he trailed his lips over her throat, then quickly away as a new hunger tweaked at him. He had come directly here after awaking and seeing the newly painted dining room. He should have learned from the experience earlier in the week and fed first. He could still hardly believe that he had nearly bitten her then. But that hunger was threatening to make itself known and was held at bay only by his desire. Once away from the temptation of the pulsing vein in her throat, Keeran felt that hunger ease a bit and managed to push it out of his mind as he urged Emily further back over his arm and made his way toward the mound of one breast. That first night, desperate desire had made him mouth her through the cloth of her gown. Tonight that would not do. Tugging the scooped neckline to the side, he managed to force it far enough down her arm that one breast was revealed. Keeran immediately lowered his face and sucked one engorged nipple into his mouth, teasing it until Emily was shifting and making exciting little mewls of sound.
“Keeran . . . please ... I want...” Her words ended on a gasp as he slid one finger inside of her, stretching and pleasuring her at the same time. His body tightened in anticipation as her wet heat closed around the digit. He could already imagine what it would feel like to be inside of her. He wanted to be there right then, but knew she wasn’t ready. He would have to be patient. The fact that he could made him wonder if some bit of control didn’t remain to him after all.
Emily was coming apart. Keeran’s delicious touch was making her mindless. She wanted it to go on forever, but this time she wanted to touch him in return. Forcing his mouth away from the breast he had bared, she urged him back enough that she could reach between them and begin to tug at his shirt. She managed to free the cloth from his breeches, but then needed his cooperation to remove it completely. Much to her combined regret and relief, Keeran gave up caressing her long enough to tug the shirt up over his head. He didn’t immediately return to caressing her again, but kissed her instead as she let her hands travel over his chest and shoulders, enjoying the feel of him.
She was aware that he was urging her backward as he kissed her. They were both still kneeling, so she was being forced back onto her haunches. She ended lying in an odd and even slightly uncomfortable position. But Emily forgot that discomfort when he suddenly straightened and pushed her gown up her thighs, stomach, then up further until her breasts were revealed as well. Shock took she place of confusion for a second, as she realized she was now splayed out before him like a buffet, her knees spread wide, her buttocks resting on her heels and raising the center of her as if in offering.
Uncertainty and shyness filled Emily then and she tried to rise back up, but Keeran held her in place by lowering his head to her breast again. The shock of sensation that shot through her as he suckled her was enough to make her hesitate, and when his hand slid between her open thighs once more, it was enough to keep her still.
If there was any discomfort now, Emily no longer felt it. She was aware only of the pleasure he brought her with his mouth and caresses. Disappointment drifted through her when he left her breast, but then the stretched muscles of her stomach quivered and jerked as he trailed kisses down over it. She had a moment’s shock and embarrassment when he continued downward until his face disappeared between her legs. Then the sensations he awakened within her pushed those aside and she cried out with unbearable pleasure instead.
When his hands drifted up to catch both her breasts as he continued to caress her with his mouth, Emily caught at and covered them with her own, squeezing them tightly in place.
Keeran immediately pinched at her pebbled nipples, tweaking them and adding to her excitement until she thought she could stand no more. It was then that something burst within her, convulsing her muscles and making her cry out his name in mindless delight.
Keeran murmured soothing words and held her as she rode the crest of the ecstasy he had given her. Then he straightened and scooped her into his arms. Emily wrapped her own arms around his shoulders and pressed her face into his neck so that she could kiss him there with joy and gratitude. She felt as if she had taken an elixir and was now in some sort of drugged state, her mind floating loosely. She was glad he was carrying her, for the muscles in her legs—in her whole body, really—were trembling so that she didn’t think she could walk.
Halfway to the bed he whispered her name and Emily lifted her head to peer at him. The moment she did, he bent to claim her lips in a kiss. Much to her amazement, the passion she’d thought had burnt itself out immediately burst back to life within her and she eagerly kissed him back.
He continued to kiss her as he crossed the room. When they reached the bed, rather than set her down, he settled on the soft surface with her still in his arms. Emily found herself seated in his lap, her arms clinging around his shoulders as he kissed and held her. Her gown had fallen to cover her breasts, but caught at her waist when he had picked her up. Now she felt him tugging it upward. They were forced to break the kiss so that he could lift it off over her head. He tossed it carelessly aside, then began to kiss her again as his hands slid unhampered over her body.
Emily allowed her hands to move over his chest and arms, then let them drop down over his stomach until they reached the top of his knee breeches. Keeran immediately groaned into her mouth and she felt the muscles in his stomach ripple. Feeling encouraged, she let her hand drop lower, but didn’t get far before Keeran caught her hand and drew it away.
“But I want to touch you too,” Emily whispered in protest when he broke their kiss to trail his lips over her cheek to one ear.
“Later,” he assured her. “I am having enough trouble controlling myself.”
Emily hadn’t a clue what he was talking about when he spoke of control, but wasn’t in the mood to question him. Contenting herself with running her hands over his shoulders, chest, and back, she sighed and arched and shifted into his caresses as his fingers slid between her legs and danced busily over her flesh, driving her to a fevered pitch. She was mindless with desire when he finally lifted her off of his lap to lay her back on the bed, and she shifted restlessly as he quickly removed the rest of his clothes.
Emily opened her arms in welcome when he rejoined her in bed, then dragged his head down to kiss him. She thought he would return to caressing her again and mentally prepared herself for the first shock of his touch. She wasn’t quite prepared, however, when he suddenly slid into her. She cried out, more with surprise than Pain, and stiffened beneath him at the unexpected intrusion, then realized that he, too, had stilled.
Emily opened her eyes to see his tense face, then shifted beneath him experimentally, wondering why there hadn’t been more pain. Her nanny had said their would be horrendous pain the first time when she had spoken to her about the wedding night to come. But the small twinge Emily had experienced was far from horrendous.
A low groan from Keeran made her still her experimentation. She glanced at his face to see his agonized expression and wondered if she had misunderstood her nanny. Perhaps it wasn’t the woman who suffered the first time. She was worrying over that when Keeran opened his eyes and speared her with a glance.
“Are you all right?” he asked gruffly.
Emily swallowed, then nodded solemnly.
“Thank God,” he growled and immediately began to move. Emily almost protested when he withdrew from her, but the breath she had inhaled to speak with was expelled on a sigh as he immediately slid back into her again. Unsure what else to do, Emily slid her arms and then her legs around Keeran and simply held on, allowing her body to move, arch, and clench as it saw fit. Her body seemed to have a better idea of what to do than her mind did, which was perhaps a good thing, since her mind appeared to have decided to bow out of this undertaking. Emily was simply a mass of sensation now, her body singing to the tune he played.
Keeran drove into her over and over again, his body screaming with pleasure as her moist heat welcomed him. He had known it would be like this. Her body was a warm welcome on his return from battle, a flaming fireside after a cold ride through a blizzard. She heated him and made him feel as though his lifeless heart beat again.
Emily cried his name breathlessly, her nails biting into his back as she urged him on, and Keeran growled with the excitement that was building to an unbearable level. Bending his head, he caught her mouth in a passionate kiss, then made a trail of kisses to her neck, where the scent of her excited blood was intoxicating. He inhaled the sweet scent, his growl growing in his throat, then felt his body buck and instinctively sunk his teeth into her tender flesh as pleasure engulfed him.
Emily’s eyes flew open with shock as she felt his teeth slice into her throat. There was one moment of searing pain, then ecstasy replaced it and slid through her body. She felt that explosion of pleasure she had experienced earlier, only far more intense, and allowed it to overwhelm her as darkness closed in.
 
Emily opened her eyes and found herself peering through the open drapes at the predawn sky. She stared at the lightening sky for a minute, then a sound made her turn her head to find Keeran dressed and seated in a chair beside the bed. He sat in shadow, his expression obscured. It was then she recalled what they had done, and his biting her. Had he turned her?
“Am I—?”
“No,” he assured her quickly and leaned forward to clasp her hands. “I stopped as soon as I realized what I was doing. I am sorry, Emily. So sorry. I never meant to ... I shouldn’t have ...”
“It’s all right,” Emily said quietly, and meant it. She didn’t mind that he had bitten her. She was only sorry that he had stopped before—
“Don’t think that way!” he snapped harshly.
Emily blinked in surprise that he had been able to read her thoughts. It seemed they had a connection now, and if that was the case, he knew she loved him. There was now nothing to be gained by not speaking of her love and the fact that she wished to stay with him, that she, in fact, would do whatever was necessary to be allowed to stay with him.
His hand squeezed hers almost painfully, drawing her gaze again. “Never think that way. You do not want to be like me.”
“Perhaps not, but I would like to be with you, and if I must become like you to do so—”
“No.” He covered her mouth to silence her blasphemy. But he was looking tortured now, almost desperate. “You don’t know what you’re saying. You don’t understand.”
“You are the one who doesn’t understand,” Emily interrupted, knocking his hand away from her mouth with sharp impatience. “Do you think I just let every man I meet make love to me? Nay. I love you, Keeran.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No!” he roared, suddenly on his feet and pacing away from the bed, then back. “You can not love me.”
“I can and I do,” she insisted.
“Emily.” He bent to take her hands beseechingly. “I have nothing to offer you.”
“You have yourself. That is more than enough.”
“You can’t mean that.”
“I do.”
“No. You don’t, you can’t know what you’re saying.” Keeran turned away, pacing several feet before stopping. He was tempted by her offer. To keep her with him for eternity, to have her to hunt with, to curl up by the fire in the library and read with on cold nights.. . . Keeran was tempted. Terribly tempted. He had never before wanted anything so much in this imitation of a life he lived. But he couldn’t do it. Emily had crawled inside his heart. He didn’t know how; he had thought that organ long dead, yet there it was. Not only had she cleaned and brightened his home, she had brightened his night and filled his heart as well. She was his sun and he wanted desperately to keep her with him. But the love that made him desperate to keep her by his side was the same love that wouldn’t allow him to do it. Keeran had taken her innocence; he would not take her life. He could never condemn her to this eternal death, and damn her soul to eternal hell.
Emily watched Keeran’s stiff back and waited breathlessly. She knew he was considering her words and making his decision. Her happiness depended on that decision. When he finally turned back to her, his expression held his answer, and Emily felt something begin to die within her. Her heart perhaps, or hope? He did not speak right away, but simply stood staring at her hard as if memorizing what she looked like. When he finally spoke, his voice was polite, as empty and polite as the words he mouthed.
“The dawn comes. I must leave you. I will arrange a carriage and outriders to take you home when I rise tomorrow night. With any luck you shall be able to leave first thing the morning after. You should sleep now.” He didn’t stay to wait for Emily’s response, but strode from the room once the words had left his mouth.
Emily stared at the door he closed behind him and felt her heart breaking. She had lost. Her hopes of happiness had just walked out of the room.
[bookmark: chapter_6]Chapter Five
Emily did not sleep. For one moment, she considered bursting into weak tears and sobbing her broken heart out, but then she decided that would be a horrible waste of time, and time was something she now had very little of. The moment the sun set on this day, Keeran would make the necessary arrangements to see her out of his life. She had to think of a way to convince him to let her stay, to let her love him.
Tossing the bedclothes aside, she slipped out of bed and began to dress as she sought the answer to this problem. Several ideas occurred to her, but Emily discarded each of them for one reason or another. It was when she went down to join the MacBains in the kitchen that the perfect idea came to her. And it was prompted by Mrs. MacBain asking which room she planned to paint that day and if she wouldn’t allow some of the new servants to help her this time.
Until that point, Emily had not even considered painting today. She had a more important matter to consider, but the housekeeper’s question had made her decide that while she would not take the time, there was no reason she could not take a couple of the new servants off cleaning detail and put them to work painting. Then she had pondered which room to start with and the paint available. There was a sky blue to replace the faded blue in one salon, sunny yellow for the other ...
Her thoughts had slowed as an idea began to niggle at her.
“Emily, dear?” Mrs. MacBain had said, rousing her from her thoughts. “Is something wrong?”
Emily had blinked and turned to glance at her. “No,” she’d said slowly. “No. Nothing’s wrong. In fact, you’ve given me a brilliant idea.”
“I have?” the older woman asked with surprise.
“Yes.” Emily’s mouth widened in a glorious smile. “And if it works, you will have made me the happiest woman in the world.”
“Oh . .. well. . . that’s nice,” she said uncertainly.
“Yes, it is,” Emily agreed, and pushing away her untouched food, she stood excitedly. “I shall need your help. And all the servants. We shall need the paint too.” She began pacing as she ticked off her list, then whirled and rushed forward to hug the housekeeper. “Oh, Mrs. MacBain, I think this might work.”
 
Keeran woke to complete silence. He had become so accustomed to the activity and presence of others in his home that this silence seemed unusual and even ominous. Then he recalled what had happened last night and understood. Emily had probably told Mrs. MacBain that she was to leave tomorrow, and the new servants had already decided they were through with his home. This seemed the likely answer.
It was for the best, he told himself as depression settled over him. Now he could return to his routine. Endless days and nights of misery and gloom.
Impatient with his own morbid thoughts, Keeran sat up and slipped from his resting spot, telling himself that this had been his choice. Emily had offered to spend eternity with him. It was he who had turned her away, refusing to sully her any further than he already had.
Thoughts of Emily made him realize that her presence seemed somehow subdued this night. While he could feel her in his home, it was not the strong, vibrant presence he had become used to. It was quiet and tense, almost waiting. But waiting for what? he wondered as he mounted the stairs to the first level of his home.
There were no torches to light the way, and the MacBains were nowhere to be seen when he entered the kitchen. It was only then that he paused and closed his eyes, seeking them with his mind.
He quickly realized that they were not there and felt concern grip him. Mrs. MacBain was terribly fond of Emily. Surely she wasn’t so upset about his taking her innocence that she had quit his employ?
Nay, Keeran thought. The housekeeper couldn’t know about that. Emily certainly wouldn’t have told her. However, she might have told her that he was arranging tonight to send her away, he realized, and hoped that the older woman wasn’t so upset with this news that she had quit. His next thought was that it didn’t really matter. Once Emily was gone, he would hardly care if anyone else were there or not.
Leaving the kitchen, he moved silently along the dark hall, his steps slowing as he saw that candlelight was spilling from the open ballroom door ahead. Suspecting that he would find Emily there, Keeran hesitated, unsure he had the strength to resist her should he find himself in her presence. But in the end, he didn’t have the willpower not to see her. Approaching the door cautiously, he peered into the room, then froze, his eyes widening at the display he found there.
His first thought was that Emily must have purchased every candle for sale in Scotland. And perhaps all those in England too. Hundreds of them littered the room. Some were in candleholders of varying sizes—seemingly every candleholder in his castle had been put to use—but most had simply been affixed to the floor by their own wax. None more than a foot apart, they littered the ballroom like a field of flaming flowers. And in the center stood Emily, a lone rose in her pink gown.
Keeran had never seen such a beautiful spectacle. Leaving his place by the door, he walked the wide path that had been left through the candles and joined her in the circle of light. Without a word, he took her in his arms and there in the field of flames he kissed her with the passion of centuries, then slowly stripped off her clothes and his own and lay her down on them. Her skin glowed opalescent in the candlelight as he made love to her, the small drops of perspiration that formed on her brow catching the light like diamonds.
Keeran’s dead heart swelled and squeezed by turn, glory and pain battering him at once. This was a moment he knew he would remember into eternity and every time he recalled it, he would suffer both agony and exultation. This was a gift like no other.
“I love you,” Emily whispered in the last moment of their passion, and Keeran squeezed his eyes closed, trying to memorize the sound and inflection of the words so that he could replay it in his head in the centuries to come. He was determined that memories were all he would allow himself to hold on to from this night.
When it was over, he rolled onto his back and pulled her to rest against him, cushioning her head on his shoulder and hushing her when she would have spoken. He just wanted to hold her for a moment and pretend that it could be for longer than that, that he needn’t get up, re-don his clothes, and make his way to the village to hire someone to see her home to England.
They remained like that until Keeran felt Emily shiver against him, and he became aware of the gentle breeze wafting around them. Opening his eyes, he glanced around and realized that every door leading out onto the terrace beyond was open. No doubt this was to allow the smell of fresh paint to escape, for Keeran could see that the walls had been painted the sky blue of a sunny day as he recalled it to look. Unfortunately, it was also allowing a cool evening breeze in.
He started to sit up, intending to help her dress lest she catch a chill, but she stopped him with a hand on his chest. “Please. Just a little longer.”
Keeran hesitated, then pulled her closer in his arms and remained reclining, no more eager than she was for this interlude to end and reality to intrude. He slid one hand along her arm and stared up at the ceiling, his mind tortured with the fact that he would soon lose her... until he noticed that the ceiling was freshly painted as well.
Emily held her breath. She had been waiting for him to notice the ceiling; it was her true gift to him, and her message. It was the idea that Mrs. MacBain’s question had given her that morning. It’s the sun,“ Keeran said suddenly, and she felt her throat constrict at his thick voice. He was obviously moved by the painting she and the servants had worked on for most of the day. While they had painted the walls the blue of a sunny day, the ceiling of the ballroom now sported a large, bright sun and fluffy white clouds on a paler blue sky.
“Yes,” she managed to say past the lump in her throat. “The sun. Daylight. A sunny day, painted so that you can see it every night when you wake up, Keeran.”
Easing her off his shoulder, he stood slowly and turned in a circle, his gaze drinking in this, his first sight of sunlight in more than two hundred years. “It looks so real.”
He reached up as if to catch at a cloud, then let his hand drop slowly.
“Yes.” Emily stood up beside him and touched his arm. “I can have the sun and you too, Keeran. This is enough for me.”
He stared at her sadly, then shook his head. “But it isn’t real.”
“No,” she admitted, then straightened her shoulders and prepared to argue for her happiness. While painting that day, she had considered very carefully what she should say, and now she took a deep breath and made her case. “No, it isn’t real. But ‘tis as real as my life will be if you send me away, Keeran, for I will always, until my death, only be pretending at living without you. I will be a pale portrait of the woman I could be, just as this is only a painting of daylight. There will be no passion, no husband, no family, no love, because none can replace you in my heart. I love you, Keeran. Do not send me away and damn me to a half-life without you.”
“Ah, Emily.” His voice was filled with regret, and she knew what was coming even before he said, “You will forget me. You will—”
“Learn to love another?” Emily interrupted with a sharpness that silenced him. “Do you see me as so fickle? Is my heart so weak and untrue to you? Then allow me to correct this mistaken impression of yours. I will love no other. I shall for the rest of my days sit and recall my time with you. I shall become a lonely old spinster, yearning for a lonely man who hides in his crumbling castle from the love of a woman who would explore the night world at his side and hold him in her heart forever, if only given the chance.”
Dear God. Keeran closed his eyes. She was there, so close he could touch her if he had the courage. She was a flame of vibrant life that had brought laughter and joy to his empty home and light to his eternal night. She had stirred the dead ashes of his heart back to painful life so successfully that it now ached with his love of her. He wanted so badly to keep her with him, but—
“I am not a man,” he argued desperately, having to fight himself and his own wants now, as well as fight her. “Carlotta took my soul and damned me to—”
“Perhaps she didn’t,” Emily interrupted.
“What are you saying? Of course she did. She turned me.”
“Aye, she turned you, Keeran. But perhaps she couldn’t take your soul with that act. Surely only you can give it away and damn yourself.” Seeing the hope budding on his face, she took his hand. “Keeran, you told me that you wanted to stay on that bed and allow the sun to end your existence after she turned you. If that had happened, do you think you would have gone to hell or heaven?”
“Heaven. It was probably my only way to get there.”
A smile blossomed on Emily’s face. “Because you would have then been choosing your own death over others.”
“Yes.” His expression was tormented. “But don’t you see? I didn’t have the courage to do so. I damned myself with my own cowardice.”
“By choosing life?” she asked, then shook her head. “Nay, Keeran. According to the Church, it is a sin to take your own life.”
“Murder is a sin, too.”
“But you have never killed anyone to continue your existence,” she pointed out, then asked worriedly, “Have you?”
“No.” He shook his head slowly.
She beamed her relief at him. “Then you are not the monster you think yourself to be. Keeran, I think whether we go to heaven or hell depends entirely on our own decisions, not on those made for us or things done to us. The woman who is violated does not carry the stain of that sin on her soul; her rapist does. Carlotta took your life and turned you into a vampire. But you chose not to take life to sustain your own, and never to use your strength and powers to harm others. In fact, you have taken the time and trouble to save many a life, despite how poorly you were treated for it in return. Surely, you cannot be damned.”
He was silent for several moments, digesting what she said, then a smile spread his lips. “When put that way. ..” His eyes found hers, then he reached for her hand. “Emily.”
“Yes.” She answered his unspoken question. “I still want to be with you. I will give up the life I have known for an eternity with you.”
“It can be hard at times,” he warned.
“Life is hard at times,” she said simply.
“You will miss the sun, and have to watch those you care for go to the grave before you.”
“So long as it isn’t you I must watch go to the grave, Keeran. I can bear anything else but that.”
“Oh, my love.” He pulled her into his arms and held her close, hugging her as if he would never let her go. “You have given me so much in the short time since you entered my life. Love, laughter, sunlight, hope. And I have so little to offer you in return.”
“Aye.” Emily sighed, then leaned back to peer up at him and say, “Saving my life, saving me from marrying The Sinclair, a home, love, eternal life. Really, you have so little to offer, I should ask for a dower.”
A burst of laughter slipped from his lips. It was followed by a surprised expression that made Emily smile. He was always so surprised to find himself amused. His existence must have been terribly gloomy and lonely all these centuries. She would see to it that it never was again.
Reaching up, she slid one hand into the hair at the back of his head and drew him down for a kiss that soon turned passionate, but after a moment, Keeran caught her hands and broke the kiss. “We should go to your room.”
“Nay.” She pressed a kiss to the side of his mouth, then the column of his throat, before leaning back to smile at him. “Here. In the sunlight.”
Keeran glanced around at the candles and fireplace, then finally to the sunrise she had painted. “Yes. Here in the sunlight.”
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