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  Prologue


   


  Glendon House.


  The great stone manor rose up from the gloom, dark and forbidding, against the dreary gray sky. Ivy grew up one side of the old Victorian, bright, leafy, green. The large windows beneath the peaked roofline seemed to stare out like dark, soulless eyes.


  Hillary clutched the cold handle of her suitcase, the hair on the back of her neck pricking, and forced her feet to move forward. The case’s wheels wobbled over the uneven ground behind her.


  It’s an old house and a lot of fog, nothing more.


  But that wasn't entirely true. Inside, a crazy old woman waited to squeeze the last of Hillary’s savings from her bank account. Certainly explained the trepidation surging inside her.


  Still, if Agnes had been telling the truth--and some of her claims had checked out--Roderick Douglas’s journals could be just what Hillary needed to piece together the tattered remnants of her life.


  At the front door, she banged the brass knocker and waited. After a few moments without an answer, she tried again. Still nothing.


  Trepidation exploded into full-blown fear.


  What had she been thinking, to trust Agnes Douglas? The woman was clearly insane.


  For the past month, Agnes had phoned her almost every day. Sometimes to remind her to bring boots and a warm jacket, other times to complain that someone was leaving dead animals in her garden. Then, for three days--nothing. Agnes hadn’t phoned, nor had she picked up when Hillary tried calling her.


  And now, on the day of her arrival, Agnes was nowhere to be seen.


  Hillary banged harder on the door. Still no answer. Maybe Agnes couldn’t hear her knocking. The woman was almost ninety, after all, and it was a big house.


  Cautiously, she pressed the latch on the door. The hinges creaked as the heavy oak swung inward a few inches.


  Now what? Should she just let herself in? Well, she hadn't spent seven hours on a flight from Toronto to Glasgow followed by an hour’s drive on the wrong side of the road just to stand on some crazy lady’s front step.


  “Agnes?” she called, through the narrow gap.


  No answer.


  “Agnes?” she tried again, louder.


  Nothing.


  Maybe she wasn’t home. Then why was the door unlocked? Hillary sighed. Easy. Culcraig was a small village and probably didn’t have much in the way of crime.


  But Glendon House stood away from the village, alone in countryside. Surrounded by a wide expanse of tangled grass on one side and hemmed in by woods just starting to green with spring on the other.


  A sense of isolation wrapped around her like icy fingers, chilling her more than the damp air ever could.


  “Pull it together,” she murmured. So what if the door was unlocked? Not everyone lived with same deep-rooted terror of home invasion that she did.


  She pushed the door wider and moved inside, but the horrible smell of rot stopped her dead.


  Her stomach gave an involuntary lurch as the sickly sweet odor enveloped her. Covering her mouth with both hands, she swallowed the bile bubbling up her throat and scanned the wide front hall, from the chipped cornices to the dust-coated wood paneling to the sweeping staircase. There, at the bottom, half tangled in the cast iron rail, the broken, twisted body of an old woman lay in a congealed puddle of blood.


  Oh God, not again.


  Cold sweat slicked her skin, the blood rushed from her face like a reverse tidal wave. For a moment, the whole thing seemed unreal, as if she were watching the scene play out from the back row of a movie theatre. Then reality returned, hitting her like a slap. Every muscle in her body clenched, her stomach heaved. She staggered back outside and threw up on the grass.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter One


   


  A pounding, loud and relentless, shuddered through Caid’s body. He cracked an eye and focused on the numbers glowing red from the digital clock next to his bed. Forty-five minutes. He'd been asleep a mere forty-five minutes.


  “Christ’s sakes,” he murmured into the pillow. If the people from the flat below were looking for help rearranging their furniture again, he’d bloody murder them.


  Wearing only his boxers, he rolled off the messy bed and staggered, bleary-eyed, into the sitting room.   He yanked the door open and growled, “What?”


  “Bloody hell, you look a sight.” His brother, Alex, stood on the other side of the threshold, fist poised in mid-pound.


  “I’ve been working.” Caid shrugged, flopped onto his settee, and stretched out.


  Alex moved inside, frowning at the state of the flat. And with good reason. Caid’s clothes from the past week littered the floor. Food-crusted plates, half-empty cups of tea and coffee as well as soda cans buried the desk except for a small clear area circling his computer like a moat.


  “I think you were cleaner when you were drinking.”


  “I’ve been up since seven yesterday morning, with less than an hour’s sleep, thanks to you, so if you dinnae mind, I’d like to get back to it.”


  Alex grinned, annoyingly unaffected by Caid’s harsh tone. “If you’d answer yer telephone, I wouldnae be here now. I’ve been trying to ring you for four days.”


  “Had the ringer off. I told you, I’ve been working.”


  “Right, then,” Alex said. “Had you answered, I wouldnae needed to leave Culcraig and come all this way just to tell you Aunt Agie's had a bad fall down the stairs and died. The funeral's tomorrow, as is the reading of her will."


  "That's terrible.” Caid’s memories of the old bird were hazy, but he’d no reason to wish her ill. "You’ve come all this way just to tell me that? You know there are other methods of communication besides the telephone. Email. The Post."


  "I’ve come to bring you back with me."


  "No disrespect to Aunt Agie, but have you lost yer bloody mind? What do I want to go to her funeral for? I havenae seen her since I was a lad. And I've no doubt our parents would rather I didnae attend."


  "It's no’ the funeral you need to be there for." A faint smile touched Alex's lips. "The solicitor has specifically asked for you to be present when he reads her will."


  "She's left me something, then?" Caid turned and swung his legs to the floor. Probably a collection of magazines from 1972, or something equally worthless.


  "Aye, now hurry and fetch yer things."


  "Christ’s sakes. I've work to do and cannae just bugger off to Culcraig."


   Besides leaving his fictional DI tracking a fictional serial killer down a fictional London street, he was to meet his very real agent for lunch in two days to discuss the North American rights to his last book.


  "I dinnae wantae hear it," Alex said, shaking his head. He stood and went over to the desk, his lips curling in distaste as he gathered the dishes. "Yer going. Dinnae forget a suit. Do you have one that doesnae need pressing?"


  "What does it matter if I'm there to collect whatever trinket she’s left me?"


  "I dinnae think she left Dad Glendon House."


  Caid froze. “Why would you think that?”


  “I had an interesting conversation with her at the beginning of the year. I think she rewrote her will so he wouldnae get his hands on the house.”


  Dark pleasure unfurled within Caid when he thought of his father's reaction. James would be furious. That alone would make the trip worthwhile. There would be a certain joy in watching Glendon House converted into a bird sanctuary or whatever nonsensical thing Agnes had planned.


  Glendon House was like a badge of honor to James, that Agnes lived there a perpetual thorn in his side. And dear Auntie Agie had found a way to keep him from it even from the grave.


  “Does he know?” Caid asked.


  “’Course he does. He’s furious as well.”


  "Right," Caid said. Apprehension and excitement warred inside him. “I willnae be long."


  He showered and dressed quickly, despite the steady pounding behind his eyes. In two hours he’d be face to face with his father again. His insides squeezed and his palms grew damp at the thought.  Eight years had passed since James and his mother had cut Caid out of their lives. The idea of sitting in the same room with his parents after all this time, the past between them like a giant pink elephant that no one dared acknowledge, left him hollow inside.


  He could feel himself weakening, his resolve ebbing away like a sandcastle in the surf.


  Exhaling a slow breath, Caid straightened and braced himself. He’d go to Culcraig. He was done playing the role of James Douglas’s troubled son, the eternal fuck-up. He’d rebuilt his life even with the mistakes he’d made in the past. 


  After shouldering his bag, he returned to the living room where Alex waited.


  "I'm ready."


  But he didn’t feel ready. Not even close.


   


   


  "I'd like to thank you for yer patience," Inspector Bristol said.


  Hillary glanced around the small, pretty parlor of the Seilach Inn where she’d been staying the past five days since finding Agnes. "It's no trouble. Joan's been very kind."


  "That's good, then.” He shifted his considerable girth on the tiny Louis XV chair. The frame creaked in protest and Hillary wondered if the delicate curved legs wouldn’t just give out altogether. “And I appreciate yer cooperation throughout. You understand that we needed to rule you out of our investigation?”


  Her stomach dropped. Please, not again.


  For a moment, images flashed through her head like a videotape on rewind; the stern-faced judge granting her bail, her small square cell, having her fingerprints taken, the bright red puddle creeping across her dining room floor.


  She looked into Bristol’s round, smiling face, and her heart beat faster. Sure, he looked amiable enough. They always started off that way. She was only too familiar with the routine by now. A sympathetic nod, a warm smile, all the while drawing her in with idle chatter--then they pounced.


  Not that she completely blamed Bristol. Take a woman with her history and throw in a dead body--hell, she’d be suspicious too.


  “I imagine you didn’t have any problem doing that.” Her voice sounded remarkably strong, completely contradicting the anxiety swelling inside her.


  There had to be some twisted irony at work here. She’d come all this way for a chance at a fresh start, a chance to take the first wobbly steps toward rebuilding her life, and instead she found herself facing the fake smile of yet another cop. Another blood-soaked body.


  “None at all. You werenae in the country at the time Agnes died, and I’ve since heard from the Procurator Fiscal. Her death has been ruled an accident." He patted the top of his head, running his hand over his short, ginger-colored hair, as if to be sure it was still there. The tight, wiry curls looked a little like the fuzzy side of Velcro.


  "An accident?" Was he trying to trap her? She’d seen the body. There was no way Agnes’s death was accidental.


  "Aye. The time of death was consistent with a storm we had last week, and her injuries with a fall down the stairs. Likely, she became disoriented in the darkness when the electricity went out and missed her footing on the steps.”


  She wasn’t a suspect.


  Relief trickled slowly over her like a summer rain. When Bristol had shown up at the inn, she’d half expected him to produce a pair of handcuffs and lead her away. A clear-cut case of history repeating itself. Instead, he was telling her there wasn’t even a murder for her to be a suspect in.


  “A fall down the stairs? Really?”


  “Aye.”


  “She complained that someone had been watching her, and threatening her. I told you that, right?” What are you doing? He obviously doesn’t know what you did. Don’t give him a reason to find out. But if there was any chance of foul play in the woman’s death, Hillary couldn’t stay silent. Besides, he’d already said she wasn’t in the country when Agnes died. She was in the clear whether the older woman had been murdered or not.


  “Agnes was well known through these parts as a bit of a nutter,” Bristol explained. “She accused people of stealing from her, spying on her, for years. There’s never been any validity to her claims.”


  “But she was so…” Hillary hesitated, groping for the right word, “Broken. My God, there was so much blood.” She shivered, unable to stop herself.


  “I’m sure finding Agnes the way you did must have been very frightening. Especially after all that you’ve been through.”


  Her spine turned rigid despite the sick sinking in her belly. “What I’ve been through?”


  “Part of ruling you out as a suspect means looking into yer background. I know about Randall Myers.”


  The air sucked from her lungs as if she’d been kicked. “I see,” she managed barely above a whisper.


  “You must understand, what happened to Agnes was nothing more than a terrible accident.”


  Hillary nodded, her cheeks hot. Absently, she massaged the palm of her right hand with her thumb.


  “I’d appreciate if you kept Randall Myers to yourself.” Even speaking his name made her skin crawl.


  “What I learn in the course of my investigation is no’ for public knowledge, I can promise you that. You’ve no need to worry there.”


  Maybe she didn’t. Bristol had been very kind to her so far. He’d been polite and respectful while questioning her. Very different from her last experience with the police.


  She tried to smile, but the expression felt awkward on her face. “Thank you.”


  “Will you be staying on a bit?” Bristol asked.


  “I’m not sure,” she told him, grateful for the change of subject. “I’d planned to stay three weeks, but without the journals there’s no point.”


  “It’s lovely country here. You might enjoy just playing tourist.”


  “I might,” she said without conviction. Her possibilities were drying up. “I’ll certainly stay to attend the funeral tomorrow.”


  “I’m sure Agnes would have appreciated that.”


  “Do you think so?”


  “No.” A wide smile spread out over his ruddy face. “She’d probably say you were wasting yer time.”


  Hillary chuckled. “Probably.”


  “You know, her nephew, James, will likely be inheriting everything, journals included. I could introduce you. He might be willing to let you have a look at them. He’s an academic like yerself. A literature professor if memory serves. I’m sure he’d be sympathetic.”


  A tiny ember of excitement sparked within her. She’d pretty much written off the trip to Scotland as a waste of time and money, but this nephew might help salvage her plans. “I’d appreciate that.”


  “No’ at all.” He stood, and Hillary would have sworn she heard the chair groan with relief. “I must be off, but I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  “Thank you.” And she meant for more than offering to introduce her to Agnes’s heir. It had been a long time since anyone had treated her with the respect he’d shown once they learned she’d killed a man.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Two


   


  Hillary stood in the doorway of the Seilach Inn, out of the steady drizzle, and watched Inspector Bristol drive off. The damp air chilled her skin, but strangely soothed as well. She needed the fresh air to clear Randall from her muddled brain. Somehow he’d even managed to follow her across the ocean.


  She swallowed hard, remembering the lies and accusations, and that overwhelming sense of hopelessness as her marriage and career had come crumbling down around her. Her face turned hot and her breath seemed to lodge in her throat. She had to get into the open where she could breathe.


  She returned to her room, grabbed her jacket and hiking boots, then stepped out into the cool air. After a few deep breaths, her heart rate slowed and the trembling in her hands lessened.


  Her footfalls crunched across the gravel lot as she left the inn behind and followed a worn path into the forest. The heady scents of wet wood and earth tickled her nose. Still, she couldn’t seem to keep the memories of the past two years from replaying in her head.


  She stopped walking and squeezed her eyes shut, fighting to push Randall back to that shadowy corner of her mind she worked so hard to avoid.


  Think of something else. Get back on task. Think of Anne and remember why you’re here.


  After all, according to Joan Howard, the inn’s proprietress , somewhere in this stretch of forest Anne Black had met her end at the hands of an angry mob. Joan hadn’t provided an exact location, just that it happened somewhere along the edge of the property line that separated Agnes’s land from the inn’s.


  “With the walls of Glendon House in view,” Joan had said on Hillary’s first night at the inn. They’d been sitting by the fire in the parlor after a dinner Hillary couldn’t quite bring herself to eat, Agnes’s battered body and that God-awful stench still too fresh in her mind. “Anne shouted a final curse as the men strung her up. They say that as she strangled, the tree they hanged her from withered and died. And within the next seven years, the families of each of the men who participated suffered a great tragedy.”


  Joan did love her spooky legends. Not that Hillary minded. She’d always found local folklore fascinating. She enjoyed comparing the similarities and differences from one region to another, the mix of fact and hearsay.


  The question was, how much of Anne’s legend was fact, and how much was simply a good tale for the tourists? Without those journals Hillary would never know.


  A woman named Anne Black had been tried and acquitted of arson and vandalism charges in 1915, but what had driven a group of men to turn vigilante and string her up despite the court’s decision?


  While belief in witchcraft was not unheard of in some rural areas of Britain even into the early twentieth century, Hillary had never heard of a case coming to such an extreme end. Agnes had promised that Roderick’s journals would explain everything, but the odds of actually getting to see those journals were growing slim. 


  A flash in the gloom caught her eye and she stopped walking. A small light, there for an instant, then it was gone.


  What the hell?


  Another flash, this one a little left of the first. She narrowed her gaze. A round yellow glow shone through the trees like the beam from a flashlight.


  Was there someone else in the woods?


  The light disappeared.


  Her heart rate kicked up and a shivery cold, slick and horribly familiar, settled over her.  She struggled to pull herself together.  So what if she wasn’t alone? Surely, other people walked in this forest. But rational thinking did little to calm the swell of panic expanding inside her chest.


  The light returned, closer this time. There had to be someone out there, coming toward her, but she couldn’t see anyone.


  “Hello?” she called out.


  No answer, and the light vanished again.


  Hillary turned to start back to the inn, but froze. Another light had appeared directly behind her, so close she had to squint against the brightness. She peered into the forest murk, but couldn’t see anyone past the bright yellow glow.


  “Very funny,” she shouted, forcing her voice to sound mildly annoyed rather than filled with the terror coursing through her.


  No answer.


  Two people, one on either side of her, and neither of them spoke. Surely, if she were dealing with a couple of hikers one would have said something by now. She started away from both lights, remembering Agnes, bloody and broken.


  As she walked, the sensation of being watched slithered up her spine. With her jaw clenched tight, she struggled to keep from running. Ahead of her, the trees thinned. She could make out the large stone walls of a house. Where was she?


  A branch snapped to her right.


  Close, too close.


  She picked up her pace to a half jog, glancing over her shoulder as she came to the edge of the trees, then struck something solid. The impact sent her stumbling backward. A tiny yelp escaped her as she slipped on the wet ground. She landed with a splat on her backside, jarring her entire body.


  A fresh wave of panic washed over her. She tensed, waiting for whoever had been following to pounce.


  Nothing.


  On a trembling exhale, the tension gripping her eased. She glanced around to be sure she was truly alone, and her gaze fell on a small woman pushing herself up from the muddy ground.


  “I am so sorry.” On rubbery legs, Hillary stood and scrambled over to the woman. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”


  “Dinnae worry yerself, I’m fine,” the woman said, sitting back on her knees. Hillary guessed the woman to be close to her own age of thirty-two, maybe a few years younger. Mud and bits of yellow grass clung to her brown corduroy coat. The wind whipped her dark red hair about her head as she peered up at Hillary. “You must be the writer.”


  Hillary shook her head. “History professor.” Not anymore. “I’m Hillary Bennett.” She held out her hand.


  “Sarah Miller.” She took Hillary’s hand and let Hillary help her up.


  “I’m so sorry about this.”


  Sarah smiled. “Just a wee bit of dirt, really. No harm done. Ye’re here to write about Anne?”


  Hillary frowned. “You know about that?”


  “Aye, Culcraig’s a small village, and with what happened to poor Agnes…”


  Of course, no doubt people were talking. Nausea swirled in Hillary’s belly at the idea that she was once again fodder for gossip.


  “So are you writing a book about Anne?”


  Sarah’s question interrupted her dark thoughts. A book had been the hope. Who knew what the reality would be? “I came to see Agnes’s journals. If there had been any truth to her claims, I might have considered something more.”


  “That Anne was a witch?”


  “That Anne was hanged as a witch.”


  Sarah chuckled. “One and the same, really. Did you see the journals?”


  “No. Do you actually believe Anne was a witch?


  “Anne had a gift. She tried to help the people of Culcraig, but they were ignorant to her ways.”


  A very different version of the legend Hillary had heard so far. According to most of Culcraig, Anne had been in league with the devil, cursing her neighbors, and bringing death and destruction to the whole village. 


  “What gift was that?”


  Sarah sat on a boulder next to her. “She could see curses, and lift them.”


  More local lore. Were she not cold, soaking, and deeply embarrassed, she might have enjoyed hearing more. “That would make Anne a cunning woman. She would have been revered in the village. They never would have hanged her as a witch. She would have been their protection from witches.”


  The corners of Sarah’s mouth pulled into a slight smile. “Ignorance and fear make people do horrid things. What were you running from the now?”


  Heat stung Hillary’s cheeks. “I wasn’t running.”


  “Nor were you walking.”


  “I saw someone with a flashlight and I thought they were following me,” she admitted. Her cheeks burned hotter. It sounded weak, even to her.


  Concern darkened Sarah’s eyes. “Who did you see?”


  “I actually didn’t see anyone. Just the flashlight.”


  “Hmm.” Sarah’s lips thinned. “Perhaps it was Anne following you.”


  Great, Sarah was making fun of her. Well, no more than she deserved for sending the poor woman sprawling into the mud.


  “I think I’ll head back. Sorry about that.” She pointed to mud streaking Sarah’s coat. “I’ll pay to have it cleaned.”


  “You dinnae believe me?” Sarah’s smile widened as if she knew the punch line to a joke she’d yet to tell. “Look around you, Hillary. Do you no’ see where you are?”


  Hillary’s gaze followed Sarah’s sweeping arm. The stone dwelling she’d seen as she burst from the trees was now clearly visible over the wide expanse of tangled grass.


  Glendon House.


  “And this.” Sarah pointed to the gnarled tree next to the boulder, ancient and brittle, without so much as a bud to hint at life within the twisted branches.


  “Are you trying to tell me that this is the tree where Anne was hanged?”


  Sarah nodded and she patted the pale rock beneath her. “It’s The Witch’s Stone.”


  “To mark the place of execution.” Hillary couldn’t keep the awe from her voice as she placed her hand on the cold, smooth stone. Could this actually be the location of Anne’s death?


  Sarah chuckled. “Still so sure it wasnae Anne you saw in the woods?”


  At that moment, Hillary wasn’t sure of anything.


   


   


  Caid signed the registry and gave Joan his credit card. His eyes stung in protest as he forced them to remain open. He'd managed a little sleep in the car, but Alex had insisted on talking to him a good portion of the drive. Now his head and shoulders ached with exhaustion.


  "It's sorry I am about Agnes," Joan said, as she ran his card through the little black machine for confirmation. She smiled at him, at least he thought she did. The corners of her mouth naturally turned down so even when she smiled she looked to be frowning. "Such a shame. It's good you've come home to see her laid to rest, though. Family should be together at a time like this."


  Caid wasn't so tired that he missed her probing. Raised in Edinburgh, Culcraig had never been his home. As a child, there’d been a few dutiful visits to Glendon House, but Agie had hated his father, so she’d made their stay as unpleasant as possible.


  Perhaps it was his father's proprietary view of her home that had made her such a misery to be around. Caid imagined his father demanding explanations for any missing or moved items had irked the old woman.


  Well, if she’d left the house to some religious cult that would show him, wouldn’t it? The idea pleased Caid immensely.


  As for his family being together during this difficult time, surely Joan noticed he was registering here, while his mother, father and brother stayed together at Glendon House.


  "I've read yer books," Joan continued. "And I think they’re marvelous."


  "Thank you." He offered a hint of a smile.


  "It makes all of Culcraig proud to know one of our own has such a talent."


  "That’s kind of you to say, but I think--"


  "Oh, this blasted machine," Joan snapped. "The slightest weather and it acts up."


  The sound of the front door opening drew his attention from the credit card machine to the woman entering the hall. Her dark, sopping hair clung to her pale cheeks. Her bulky clothes, caked with mud, dripped onto Joan's plush rug.


  Joan turned away from the desk, his credit card still in her hand. "Hillary, come and meet Caid."


  Caid leaned heavily against the desk, struggling not to snatch his card from Joan’s hand and demand to be taken to a room. He longed for his bed with the same desperation that a blind man longed for his sight.


  "Hi," the woman said as she came to join them.


  "Oh my dear, ye’re sodden through. Where have you been on such a dreich day?" Joan asked.


  A slight blush touched the woman’s cheeks and her eyes, dark bottle green, dropped to her appearance. "I went for a walk and got a little bit lost in the fog. I fell. I'm okay though. I should change."


  "I'm Caid." He wanted her attention back on him, but wasn’t sure why. He held out his hand.


  "Hillary."


  His fingers closed around hers. "Yer skin's like ice, love."


  Her eyes darkened with mistrust and she pulled her hand from his grasp. "I'm fine."


  "Hillary found Agnes," Joan said. "Agnes was Caid's great aunt."


  "I'm sorry," they both said in unison.


  Hillary smiled a little. Just enough to intrigue him. She was lovely beneath the wet and mud.


  "Are you the literature professor?" she asked.


  His stomach clenched as if kicked. "No. That would be my father."


  "Sorry. I…um…I should get changed."


  "Before you catch a chill,” Joan agreed. “Take a nice, long bath and I'll bring you yer tea, then we'll have dinner and wee blether."


  Hillary nodded and started up the stairs. Presumably, to her room.


  "No dinner for me," Caid said. "I'm exhausted and just need my bed."


  "Can I no’ bring you some tea, at least?"


  "No thank you, Joan. Just my room and a good night’s sleep."


  "Aye. Well, it's likely been a long day, and tomorrow longer still."


  True enough. Simply thinking of the impending reunion made his heart race.


  "The machine will probably be working again come morning." Joan handed him his card. "We’ll try it again then."


  "Ta." He slid the card back into his wallet.


  "Take the green room. First door on the left. Right then, off you go."


  Caid nodded, hoisted his computer bag over his shoulder and lifted his suitcase. After climbing the stairs, he found the first door on the right.  He gripped the brass knob and tried to turn, but it resisted. Frowning, he jiggled the handle a bit, and the door swung inward.


  Inside, a small lamp glowed softly next to the bed. He dropped his bag and case, and flopped onto the mattress. The room was very pretty and feminine. Though the flowers on the wallpaper and bedspread looked more blue than green to him.


  What did he care? The bed was soft and that was all he needed. He toed off his shoes, flipping them from his feet onto the floor, and wriggled up so his head lay nestled in the pile of pillows.


  At the sound of a door opening, he sat up. His eyes rounded and the air in his lungs shriveled. Hillary stood in the open doorway to the bathroom, practically naked.


  His gaze swept the soft curve her hips, the low dip of her white silk panties then upward to the gentle swell of her breasts peeking out over the edge of her bra. Her hair, still damp from her excursion outside, fell sexy and tousled past her shoulders.


  He sat up further, his jeans tight in the crotch and sleep now the furthest thing from his mind. Then he lifted his gaze to hers. Those dark green eyes shone wild and terrified.


  Without a word, she slammed the door shut, closing herself in the bathroom. The lock clicked into place.


  Bloody hell!


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Three


   


  Hillary’s pulse thundered in her ears as she wrapped herself in a thick, fluffy towel. What the hell was he doing there? She might have thought him mildly attractive, but not enough to want to find him on her bed.


  And how had he gotten in? She knew she’d locked the door.


  “Hullo?” The man’s muffled voice drifted through the heavy wood door.


  She drew in a trembling breath and squared her shoulders, determined to keep it together. “Get out of my room.”


  "Yer room?" His voice rose in surprise.


  Clearly, the man was deranged. "Yes, my room? Do you think I walk around half-dressed all over the inn?"


  "I wondered. This is the room Joan sent me to. The green room."


  "This is the blue room.  Those flowers are blue. Are you color blind? " Her initial panic was dissolving quickly, annoyance settling in its place.


  "I cannae hear you through the door. Come out so we can finish the discussion a reasonable manner.” Even with the thick wood between them, she could hear the laughter in his voice. "You know, you looked lovely the now."


  The jerk was baiting her. Daring her. Annoyance turned to anger.


  On a deep breath, she flung open the bathroom door and marched over to the dresser. He stood next to the bed, grinning maddeningly. Gritting her teeth, she pulled a pair of gray yoga pants from the drawer and slid them up under the towel. With her anger simmering just below the skin, she kept her back to him and let the towel fall, then tugged on a hooded sweater and zipped it up the front.


  "Get out of here," she said, turning to face him.


  He chuckled, the sound grating her nerves. "I was only having a wee bit of fun."


  "Really? This is fun for you? And I should be having fun, too? Having a man I've only just met catch me practically naked in my own room? One who refuses to apologize and leave. Instead you hover over me--"


  "I'm no’ hovering." He had the nerve to sound genuinely offended.


  "While I dressed, did you even attempt to avert your eyes?"


  "Well…I…"


  "The answer is no."


  “I think ye’re overreacting.”


  “Am I? How silly of me to not enjoy having you ogle me uninvited.”


  "That's no’ what I'm doing at all."


  “Do you honestly believe you’re so irresistible that simply seeing you on my bed would have me jumping your bones?”


  “It wasnae like that. I thought this was my room. Seeing you in yer underwear was a mistake. I thought you were hitting on me.”


  “Sure you did.”


  “Do you think ye’re so irresistible then, that every man who meets you is just dying to crawl into bed with you? Let me assure you, that’s no’ the case. When I saw you downstairs, I found you as pleasant to look at as a drowned rat. Sleeping with you was the furthest thing from my mind.”


  “Well, good.” Her feelings were not hurt. Just because she had initially found him quite attractive was no reason to take offence. Since then she’d discovered he was a rude, self-absorbed creep with about as much charm as a drunken frat boy.


  She bent, lifted his computer bag and thrust it at him. As he pulled the strap over his shoulder, she grabbed his suitcase from the floor. When his gaze met hers, she shoved the case against his chest. He wrapped both arms around it and glared, his blue eyes blazing.


  Hillary opened the door and stood aside. "Now get out."


  "Happily."


  Once on the other side of the threshold, he opened his mouth to say something else, but before he could get the words out, she slammed the door shut.


  Done and done.


  She brushed her hands together as if wiping away a layer of dust and started to the bathroom to run that bath. The knock&--which sounded more like a kick&--stopped her.


  "Take a hint," she muttered, before yanking the door open.


  He stood as she'd left him, laptop bag on his shoulder, still clutching his suitcase and glaring. "I’ve left my shoes next to the bed."


  With a loud sigh, she snatched both shoes from the floor and for a moment considered throwing them at him.


  "Dinnae do it," he said, clearly reading her thoughts.


  She shrugged and somehow managed to resist the urge to whack him upside the head with one as she tucked them under each of his arms.


  "Would you mind opening the door across the hall for me?" He kept his tone formal and cool.


  "Whatever is going to make you go away faster." She crossed the hall and pushed the door open. The room beyond was dark, but even with only the hall light the pale green paint on the walls was clearly visible, as were the tiny white and green flowers on the bedspread. "The green room."


  "Aye, so it is."


  He moved past her, and, without turning, kicked the door shut in her face.


   


   


  “Bristol offered to introduce me to James Douglas,” Hillary said to Joan as she settled in the parlor with her tea. A fire crackled in the fireplace next to her, the flames casting long shadows on the far wall. “He thinks that James might be open to letting me have a look at the journals.”


  Joan pursed her lips and held out a tray of cookies. “Aye, well Bristol has more faith in the man than I do.”


  Hillary shook her head in refusal to the sweets. She was so full from dinner she couldn’t possibly eat anything else. “Why do you say that?”


  “James Douglas is a hard man, pretentious and self righteous. He tried to have Agie declared senile.”


  “Really?” Hillary’s stomach slid to her feet.


  Joan nodded. “Aye, about five years ago. He had her investigated so she’d be forced into an old age home.”


  “Why?” Please let it be out of concern for his poor, aging aunt.


  “For Glendon House. After his father died, James felt the house should have been turned over to him. But David was very different than his son. A mild sort, kind and unpretentious. I suspect David was afraid James would toss Agnes out and leave the poor woman destitute. His fear wasnae unwarranted.”


  The tiny ember of hope Bristol had sparked fizzled. “Obviously, his plan failed.”


  Joan chuckled. “In the end the investigators found Agie as eccentric as ever, but of sound mind. That was it for James, though. She swore he would never be allowed into her home again."


  James Douglas sounded like a real piece of work.


  “And poor Caid,” Joan continued. “It’s a wonder he’s turned out as well as he has with that man for a father. Especially, after the trouble he’d fallen into.”


  “Oh?” Hillary did not want to care, but her interest perked in spite of herself.


  “Caid was a troubled lad and lived a wild life. Drinking, drugs, and running with a very rough crowd. He nearly killed himself in a car accident a few years back, broke his leg badly and wound up in a clinic to get off the drink. I’m pleased to see him doing so well for himself."


  Hillary nodded and sipped her tea. She didn’t want to hear any more about Caid. She might have overreacted earlier, letting her fears connected to Randall influence her behavior. And the more she thought about it, the lousier she felt. Still, she wasn’t wholly in the wrong. He could have just apologized and left, instead of acting like a complete jerk.


  "I've read both his books,” Joan continued. “They're quite good. Page turners. I'm looking forward to his third. Caid tells me it will be out in the autumn."


  Hillary gritted her teeth and forced herself to pretend interest. "He writes suspense novels?"


  "Aye. Tends to focus on the darker side of human nature. Riveting reading, though. Have you seen anything by him in Canada?"


  "No." Hillary shrugged. "But I don't read a lot of fiction."


  "I’m sure I've both his books here." Joan stood and went to the bookshelf behind her, bending to read the cracked spines of the paperbacks crammed tightly together. "I keep everything I’ve read. Good to have for guests on a rainy afternoon."


  "You don't need to go to any trouble on my account." Hillary didn't have the heart to tell Joan that she'd rather have spikes hammered into her eyes than read anything Caid had written.


  "It's no trouble. Ah, here it is." Joan slipped the book out. "This was his first."


  Hillary smiled tightly as Joan handed her the novel. She pretended to scan the back before setting it on the table next to her. "Thank you."


  "My pleasure. When you finish it, you must let me know what you think.”


  “I’ll do that.”


  "You and Caid might have a great deal in common."


  What was that supposed to mean? "How so?"


  "Well, you both write books."


  "I write non-fiction for academic circles, he writes paperback novels." Damn, that sounded snotty.


  "Aye, I suppose there is a difference." Joan's tone cooled considerably.


  "I mean he's a story teller. What I do requires little creativity. The writing is quite dry and of almost no interest to anyone who didn't have an interest in the subject matter to begin with." Did that sound better?


  "I'm sure you dinnae give yerself enough credit. I would think writing about the European Witch trials would be terribly interesting." Some of the warmth returned to Joan’s voice.


  Hillary saw an opportunity to change the subject and jumped at it. “I think I found the tree where Anne was executed. I met a woman this afternoon who pointed it out to me.”


  Joan frowned. “What woman?”


  “Sarah Miller.”


  Joan pursed her lips. “I know her gran.”


  "There was someone else in the woods while I was out walking," Hillary said. Though why she would bring up the creepy people with the flashlights she wasn’t sure. Perhaps she hoped Joan could offer a comforting explanation.


  “Really? Who?”


  "I’m not sure, all I saw was their flashlights. And when I called out, no one answered "


  "May have been the Witchlights."


  Annoyance mingled with apprehension. "Witchlights?"


  "Aye. Glendon Woods is a haunted place."


  Hillary chuckled. "I don't believe in ghosts."


  "That's entirely yer prerogative, but you likely saw one or two just the same. The lights have been seen in those woods for hundreds of years. Long before there were torches."


  "Sounds like a great story for the tourists." Hillary offered a small smile.


  "Dinnae be so quick to dismiss the notion. Legend has it, that if you look into the lights you'll go mad."


  Hillary bit her lip to keep from smiling all out. "Very spooky, but like I said I don't believe in ghosts. Anyway, I should get to bed, what with the funeral tomorrow."


  "Aye, of course," Joan agreed.


  But there was no humor in her face.  Instead, her expression had turned dour.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Four


   


  Agnes’s funeral drew a fairly large crowd, a fact that surprised Caid. His memories of her were few, but they all shared a common element; a misery of an old woman who’d alternated between ranting and suspicious. Still, it was a shame when a life was cut short by something as meaningless as a tumble down the stairs.


  Caid shifted his weight from the leg he’d broken in the accident. The damp made it ache. How much longer would the minister drone on, keeping Agnes’s mourners standing in the drizzle staring at an open grave? He shifted again, earning a hard glance from his father&--the closest the man had come to acknowledging him all day.


  Reuniting with his parents had gone as expected. They ignored him and he them. Alex had foolishly tried to fill the awkward silence with inane small talk, until the monosyllabic replies from all parties had forced him to give up.


  Caid looked away from the grave, his gaze settling on Hillary. She stood between Joan and Bristol, of all people. The last time Caid had seen the Inspector, Bristol had been a green constable, catching an eight-year-old Caid throwing stones at passing cars on the motorway. Aside from putting on about ten stone, Bristol had hardly aged in the last twenty years.


  Hillary met Caid’s stare, her eyes narrowing. He jammed his hands in his pockets and looked away. There was no resemblance to the drowned rat he’d met last night. Today, Hillary wore her hair pulled into a twist at the back of her head. A few wayward strands framed her delicately-featured face. Snug black pants molded to the slight swell of her hips. Her black jacket and smoke gray blouse hugged her slender waist.


  He remembered her in those silky, white underthings. Was she wearing something similar today? An equal combination of practical, yet feminine. Or maybe something in black.


  He shifted again.


  A shame, really, that she should be such a man-hating cow. Imagine, implying that he was some sort of pervert.


  He’d truly believed she’d come to his room to seduce him. It had happened before.  A simple misunderstanding. He’d hardly deserved to have her go off on him the way she had. Though, if she knew about his preoccupation with her underwear just now, she might be inclined to disagree. But she didn’t, so what harm could a wee fantasy about Hillary in her bra and panties hurt?


  Of course, in his fantasy she was mute.


  At last the services came to an end and the crowd began to break up. His parents moved away from him, nodding politely as Agnes’s acquaintances expressed their condolences. A wasted effort on behalf of the mourners, if he’d ever seen one.


  “Well, that’s done,” Alex said, coming to stand beside him. “Will you be returning to the house, then?”


  The thought of the next two hours spent with his parents in another awkward silence filled Caid with a strangling claustrophobia. “No, thank you, Alex. I’ll ask Joan for a lift back to the inn.”


  “The solicitor will arrive at Glendon House at four-thirty. Will Joan bring you, or should I fetch you?”


  “I should have driven myself, then I’d have my own car at my disposal.”


  “In the state you were in yesterday? I dinnae think so.”


  “I could have driven up today, on my own.”


  “You could have, but you wouldnae have.”


  Caid smirked. “Aye, maybe.”


  As the crowd slowly dispersed from the cemetery, Bristol approached his parents with Hillary in tow. Caid edged closer to hear them better.


  “I’m sorry for poor Agnes,” Bristol said. “Terrible way for her to go.”


  As if they cared how the old bird went, so long as she was gone.


  Did his parents recognize Bristol? Did they remember the blotchy-faced constable dragging their youngest up the drive by the scruff of his neck? Did they remember a younger, thinner Bristol telling them their child needed ‘to be dealt with to prevent the boy’s criminal nature from developing further’?


  “Thank you Inspector,” his mother replied, her tone cool, but then Caid rarely heard her use another.


  “This is Hillary Bennett,” Bristol said. “She found Agnes and--”


  James turned his full attention to her and puffed out his chest. “I know who she is. I’ve read some of her work. Feminist drivel.”


  Bristol’s face reddened, his previously jovial expression hardening.


  Hillary snorted. “That’s one opinion, I suppose.”


  “The only opinion.” James stepped toward her, and, to her credit, she didn’t move back. “When I learnt you had an interest in my Grandfather, I read a wee bit of what you’d written. You’d have people believing that woman-hating was the sole cause of the witch hunts.”


  A slow fury pumped through Caid. His father, the quintessential intellectual bully. James’s opinions were never wrong. And never to be questioned.


  A tall man, over six feet, with a wide athletic build, he hovered over Hillary as if to intimidate her with his mere presence. Caid jammed his hands in his pockets and moved away from Alex toward the group.    


  “Clearly you misunderstood my theories,” Hillary said, standing her ground. “I believe a combination of several events brought about the European Witch Hunts, but a leading factor was society’s need for a scapegoat. This, added to a strong sense of misogyny in a primarily patriarchal society, made women an easy target.”  


  “Dress it up as you like, but you’ll no’ ruin my grandfather’s good name by dragging him through yer fantasy-based scenarios.”


  “My work is well documented.”


  “And that you attempted to trick my aunt into allowing you to malign her own father is truly despicable,” he went on as if she hadn’t spoken, folding his arms over his chest, smug and sanctimonious. “You ought to be ashamed of yerself, miss.”


  “Tell me,” Caid interrupted. “Is it as despicable as accusing an old woman of senility in attempt to force her from her home so you could claim it for yerself?” As despicable as messing about with your students? Caid wanted to speak the words aloud, but they lodged in his throat.


  Bristol snickered, and his mother, who had appeared bored by the whole conversation, tensed and rested her hand on his father’s arm. Both his father and Hillary whirled on him, fixing him with dark, hard glares.


  Hillary turned away first. “Mr. Douglas--”


  “Doctor,” his father corrected.


  “Agnes didn’t share the same illusions about your grandfather’s sterling reputation.”


  “Anne Black was a murderess and more than one family suffered at her hands. No one in Culcraig would dare say differently.”


  “Would they actually claim she was a witch?”


  His father didn’t reply. He glanced at Caid, then took his wife’s arm and started away from the grave.


  Hillary rounded on Caid. “I’m quite capable of arguing a point myself. I don’t need you to butt in.”


  Before Caid could respond, she turned on her heel and stormed away.


  Bristol slapped him on the shoulder. “Well done, lad, I thought yer timing was spot on.” Then he too went the way Hillary had gone.


  Alex came to stand next to him. “It would seem yer damsel didnae appreciate being rescued from the fire-breathing dragon.”


  “So it would.”


  “She’s quite pretty.”


  Caid frowned, his leg hurting. He wanted to get indoors so the pain would ease. “She’s a cow. Let’s just get this business with the will done so I can get away from here.”


   


   


  “Pay that old blowhard no mind,” Bristol said, setting a tall, dark beer down before Hillary and another in front of himself. “Are you sure you’ll no’ have something to eat?”


  She shook her head, too angry to eat. Douglas gave new meaning to the words pretentious jackass. Though, in all honesty she wasn’t sure if she meant the father or the son.


  Douglas Senior’s remarks, while uncalled for, were not wholly unexpected. Joan had painted a rather unflattering picture of him the night before. But who did Caid think he was, opening his big mouth? Did he think she was incapable of defending work that she not only believed in, but took a certain pride in, as well?


  She’d been writing and lecturing on the subject for years. She didn’t need him, or anyone else, to run interference for her. She was fine on her own.


  “Ye’re brooding,” Bristol said.


  “I’m sorry. I’m probably lousy company right now.”


  “Nonsense. Right, here we are, then.”


  A waitress arrived and set a basket of fish and chips down before him. Hillary glanced around the smoky pub. A half dozen men sat at the bar, laughing and ribbing the pub’s owner. Two women, one in her mid to late fifties, the other who looked not far from her own age, sat in a booth across from them.


  Hillary returned her attention to Bristol. His eyes glowed as they fell on the deep fried food before him. She plucked a fry from the paper-lined basket and popped it into her mouth.


  “If ye’re hungry, order something,” he said, frowning in mild irritation.   


  “I’m not, really.”


  “Then hands to yerself, Miss.” After dousing the food with a sickening amount of vinegar, he dug in. “So without Roddy’s journals, where does that leave you?” he asked between mouthfuls.


  “Exactly nowhere.” Truer words had never been spoken. No journals, no book. No book, no way to salvage her career.


  “Surely, things cannae be that bad.”


  Oh, but they could. She didn’t teach anymore, and with her divorce finalized and her house sold, what did she have to go back to?


  She could move home with her parents. Live in their basement. A spectacular future of sitting around all day in her jammies, watching game shows and soap operas awaited her. She could spend some time in internet chat rooms for human companionship, theorizing about government conspiracies and wowing her fellow chatters with obscure historical references.


  God, she was depressed.


  “Damn it,” Bristol muttered, pushing back from the table and lifting his stomach to see the cell phone clipped to the waistband of his pants. “Will you excuse me?”


  Hillary nodded and watched Bristol maneuver his large body through the narrow space between the dark wooden tables. He moved with a grace she would never have attributed to a man of his size.


  Almost as soon as Bristol slipped out the door, the conversation at the bar ceased. The hair on the back of her neck prickled, as if an icy wind had swept into the room. She turned slowly to the group of seven men, their hard glares on her.


  There was a vibe here, and it wasn’t good.


  Her insides tangled into knots, and she gripped her right hand with her left, rubbing the scar on her sweaty palm with her thumb. Her heart thudded against her ribs as the owner came out from behind the bar and started toward her. The dim light reflected off his shiny, bald head. He stroked his grisly goatee with his hand as if in deep thought. A tiny silver skull and cross bones earring dangled from his ear, swinging back and forth as he moved.


  The other men watched, but none left their seats.


  Hillary tensed. She should get up and leave, go after Bristol, but she couldn’t move. The panic rising within her held her frozen in place.


  “Ye’re the writer?” The man asked when he reached her table, putting himself between her and the door.


  Sick fear slicked over her, and she fought to keep herself from trembling. She hated the weakness in her almost as much as the man making her feel that way.


  Where was Bristol?


  “I’m a history professor.” The words were hoarse, but at least her voice hadn’t warbled.


  “But ye’re thinking of writing about Anne Black?”


  She nodded.


  “I hear that you plan on blaming us, Culcraig, for what happened.”


  She didn’t bother to point out that no one in the room had been alive the year Anne had been murdered. That all the men who had dragged Anne from her home were now long dead. “It’s not a matter of blame,” she said instead, pleased to hear some of the strength return to her voice. “I planned--”


  The man leaned forward, slapping his palms hard on the wood table, the crack resonating through the now silent pub. Hillary jumped. Someone tittered at the bar.


  “Anne Black was a cold-hearted killer and the bitch got what she asked for.”


  The two women sitting in the booth opposite Hillary watched with a sort of dispassionate curiosity, but neither came to her defense. Maybe they agreed with him.


  “Now, if yer friend the Inspector’s done here, I’ve no need to serve you. You should be on yer way.”


  Her face turned hot with a mix of fury and shame. Do something, her mind screamed. But her fear was too big, too heavy, and she couldn’t move under its smothering weight.


  “All right in here, Willie?” Bristol asked as he entered the pub.


  Hillary turned sharply, releasing the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Never in her life had she been so glad to see anyone.


  Willie glanced at Bristol. “Aye, it is.” Then he looked back at her, hate swirling in his tiny black eyes. “Right, love?”


  Her cheeks burned with humiliation. “Yes.”


  “Good, then.” Willie smiled smugly as he returned to the bar. One of his cronies chuckled aloud.


  “Dinnae do anything stupid, Willie. Anything that you might regret later,” Bristol said.


  “No’ me,” Willie said, his eyes never leaving Hillary.


  She shivered, hating herself for her weakness.


  “Time to go?” Bristol asked, concern etched in the deep grooves in his forehead.


  She nodded and stood, following him outside. He stopped beside the car. “Now what was that I just walked in on?”


  Hillary shook her head, too tired to bother explaining. She just wanted to get back to the inn. She needed to book a flight home.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Five


   


  After a quick bite at the inn, Caid went to Glendon House with Alex. In twenty years, the exterior had changed remarkably little. The gardens were overgrown and wild, but Caid suspected as Agnes had aged and her finances dwindled, she’d slowly lost the battle to keep the old place up.


  Inside was much the same. A thick layer of dust covered the furniture and dark wood paneling on the walls. The air smelled heavily of age and decay.


  Alex led him to the study, where his parents had taken up residence. Here, the furniture had been cleaned, the chemical odor of the polish strong in the small space. His father sat on a worn settee, reading a large leather-bound volume from the bookshelves behind him, his small wireless glasses perched at the tip of his nose.


  Caid’s mother wrote at the secretary in the corner. Likely, some personal note to one of her pretentious friends, thanking them for attending whatever boring function she’d arranged to fill her dull day.


  “Any word from the solicitor?” Alex asked, sitting at the opposite end of the settee. Caid stuffed his hands into his pockets and leaned against the wall by the door, mentally willing the day to be over.


  “No.” James set the book aside. “How goes the writing?”


  It took Caid a moment to realize James was speaking to him.


  “Fine. Though, I wasnne able to get much done yesterday or today.”


  “I once harbored a secret dream that my son would one day become a giant in the literary world.”


  And which son could you have hoped that for?


  “It seems a sort of cosmic joke that a child I raised would turn out to be a hack paperback writer instead.”


  The words, meant to sting, had surprisingly little effect on him. Perhaps James was losing his touch.


  “I wouldnae worry on it for long,” Caid said. “You had very little to do with my raising.”


  “That’s what you tell people, isnae it?” His mother stood, her usually serene expression hard and accusing. “That you’ve turned out as you have because of yer father and me.”


  “I find I have little interest discussing either of you with anyone.” What had he been thinking? Even seeing his father lose Glendon House wasn’t worth this.


  Her face relaxed and she once again sat down. His father lifted his book.


  He’d been dismissed. James had managed to get in his dig, made sure Caid understood nothing had been forgotten--or forgiven--and now he was supposed to just fade away. Disappear.


  Again.


  “That’s all you have to say to me?” Caid demanded, suddenly furious. “After eight years, that’s it?”


  “You’ll have to excuse me if I’m no’ eager to re-establish a relationship with my twelve-step son.”


  This time the words hit like a well-aimed blow to the stomach, taking his breath away.


  “Dad,” Alex snapped.


  “It’s no’ worth it, Alex,” Caid said. Nothing would ever change between him and his parents. He’d pushed too far, too hard. After all he’d done, there’d never be any going back.


  “Are you sleeping with her?” Gone was his father’s superior tone, in its place cool, angry suspicion.


  “Who?” Caid asked, confused.


  “Hillary Bennett.”


  “I spoke to her for about five minutes last night, that’s all.”


  “Yes or no?”


  “What business is it of yers? As you say, you’ve no interest in yer twelve-step son, anyway.”


  “You embarrassed yer father in front of that horrible woman and the Inspector.” His mother smoothed her dark hair. “Airing our private business. By now half of Culcraig will be speaking of it.”


  “You know what she’s after,” his father continued, ignoring his mother. Caid’s head started to spin until he thought it might explode. “She wants those journals. That’s what she’s doing, cozying up to you.”


  “There’s no cozying going on.”


  The doorbell chimed, warbly and out of tune.


  “I’ll get it,” Alex said. “Try not to kill each other while I’m gone.”


  “Both of you stop now.” His mother sat next to his father. “There’s no need for Mr. Lawrence to know our personal business.”


  “Know this.” James snarled and jabbed a finger at Caid. “If she’s left you Glendon House, I’ll contest the will until my dying day. This house is mine by right.”


  Caid rolled his eyes.


  Alex returned to the study. A tall, skinny man with thick glasses atop a short stub nose followed a few steps behind. Introductions were made, and Mr. Lawrence sat on the cracked leather settee opposite Caid’s parents.


  He opened his black briefcase, removed a legal size envelope and tipped it slightly so the contents slid into his hands. After clearing his throat, he read from the papers before him.


  Alex had been named executor with a small trust set aside for him. Agnes left some things that had once been Caid’s grandfather’s to his father.


  “Glendon House, its property and all contents, except for the previously mentioned…”


  Lawrence lifted his eyes from the papers. James leaned forward, practically salivating.


  “…is given and bequeathed to Kincaid Samuel Douglas.”


  The breath sucked from Caid’s lungs as if he’d been kicked in the gut. This had to be a joke. What did he want with this crumbling mausoleum?


  His mother covered her mouth with both hands, her eyes wide. His father glared furiously before standing and pacing the room.       “I’ll contest it. This house should be mine.”


  Alex snorted. “On what grounds? You yerself had Agnes’s competency verified when you had her investigated.”


  James’s face reddened with fury. “This is yer doing. You encouraged her to leave it to him.”


  “She wanted Caid to have Glendon House, and more importantly, she didnae want the property to go to you. I merely assured her that I’d see her wishes carried out.”


  “It doesnae matter, Scots Law--”


  “Agnes had no children of her own. Scots Law doesnae apply,” Alex cut in.


  “I should have been given the house when my own father died.”


  “Scots Law states that ye’re entitled to half yer father’s estate. You received that and more. If you take this to court, you willnae have a leg to stand on. And if yer planning on trying to drain Caid financially, he’ll have my backing.”


  James glared, his eyes nearly bulging from his head. Caid stood and rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand, panic flooding his system. Why in the hell was Alex arguing for him, anyway?  


  “I dinnae want it,” he said, and all eyes turned his way. “What would I do with a dilapidated old house in the middle of nowhere? Can I sell it?”


  “Yes, of course,” Lawrence said. “The property is yers to do with as you please.”


  “You’ll no’ sell this house.” His father’s voice was like an explosion, shaking the floor where they stood.


  “If ye’re nice,” Caid said, struggling for calm. “I’ll sell it to you for a very reasonable sum.”


  “I’ll no’ give you a penny for what’s mine.”


  “That’s a shame. Well, if you change yer mind…”


  “How could you do this?” His mother asked Alex, her eyes narrowing. “How could you do this to yer own parents?”


  Alex’s expression was unusually hard. “It’s a bloody house, that’s all. Yer house in Edinburgh is better appointed than this.”


  “It’s yer father’s birthright!”


  “Good God, we’re no’ the bloody royal family.”


  Caid almost snickered. He might have if his voice hadn’t somehow become locked in his throat.


  Lord save him, what would he do with this place? The house was practically falling apart. He could sell it, but who would want it? And how long would that take? What had Alex been thinking, helping that crazy old woman leave him this heap? He had enough anchors around his neck.  He didn’t need another.


  Caid glanced at the cracked plaster moldings, stained wood floors and ugly faded furnishings. The weight of one very large house-shaped anchor pressed down on him.


  James grabbed Caid’s arm and yanked him around to face him.


  “It’s mine,” his father ground out, frigid hate swirling in his dark blue eyes, “and by God, I will have it back.”


   


   


  Bristol dropped Hillary at the inn, honking once as he started down the long drive. She lifted her arm and waved, then turned toward the door.


  Behind the big stone lodge, the setting sun leaked through cracks in the black clouds, turning their edges gold. A soft breeze whispered about her and she could almost smell spring.


  She used to love that fresh, clean scent. The first hint that winter was over and summer on the way. At one time, it had filled her with a restless sort of excitement. Not anymore. Now, the smell left her cold.


  Like everything else since Randall. 


  Why did she have to go and think about him? But after that episode in the pub, how she could she not?


  Most of the anger and defeat she’d felt had dissipated, leaving only the sad reality that she’d failed. Failed Anne and herself. She’d leave Scotland sometime in the next few days as empty-handed as when she’d arrived. More so. The tiny glimmer of hope she’d come with had been snuffed out, and all she had left was the question, What now?


  She would never be able to convince James Douglas to allow her to read the journals. Most people in the village wanted to see her as far from Culcraig as possible. She had no allies here. The only people who’d been at all helpful and kind were Bristol and Joan.


  And Caid.


  As much as she hated to admit it, she was feeling more than a little guilty for snapping at him at the funeral. He’d only tried to help, after all. And since that very unpleasant confrontation in the pub, should she really be turning away anyone who might be on her side, even remotely? 


  With the thought nagging at the back of her brain, she opened the door. Inside, the air was warm and fragrant with whatever Joan was making for dinner.


  Hillary climbed the stairs to her room, but the banging and shuffling from behind the door across the hall stopped her. Caid would likely be leaving tomorrow. She should apologize for being so rude now, in case she didn’t get the chance later.


  She knocked twice, and with a muffled curse, the door swung inward, Caid’s lean frame filling the opening. Behind him, his wrinkled suit lay in a heap on the floor. He'd changed into a faded pair of blue jeans and black T-shirt. His suitcase lay open on the bed as if he were in the midst of packing.


  "What is it?" he snapped.


  Hillary took an involuntary step back. Gone was the mildly bemused humor that usually made up his expression, instead his features were taut with anger. His eyes, the color of the ocean, stormed with emotion.


  "Um…I just…um…I wanted to apologize for snapping at you this afternoon."


  His straight brows rose doubtfully and he folded his arms over his chest as he leaned against the doorframe. "You do?"


  "Yes. I was embarrassed, but that's really no excuse for being so rude. Especially when you were only trying to help."


  "Aye, I was. Tell me, Hillary, what's brought about this sudden change of heart?"   


  Was he making fun of her? "After I had some time to consider the situation from your perspective, I found my behavior, well, lacking. I figured you'd be leaving tomorrow and wanted a chance to tell you I was sorry."


  "That's very kind.” His mouth twisted into a smirk. “I'm starting to believe my father had the right about you, after all."


  "I beg your pardon?"


  "Tell me how far would you be willing to go to get a look at those journals?"


  She shook her head. "I don't know why I bothered."


  As she started to turn away, he shot his hand out and locked his fingers around her wrist. A tiny jolt raced up her arm. "I do. And you still havenae answered my question. So let's see just how far ye’re willing to go."


  He lowered his head and before she could say anything else, his mouth closed over hers.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Six


   


  For a moment, coherent thought fled. Caid’s lips, warm and firm, and the small pool of heat forming in her lower belly were all that penetrated her limited awareness.


  His free hand cupped her cheek, slid into her hair and cradled the back of her head. With his teeth, he nipped at her lower lip. He stepped forward, pressing himself against her length, sending a shiver through her body. She started to lift her arm, to wrap it around his neck, but the weight of his hand, still clamped around her wrist, stopped her.


  Panic burst inside her like a silvery flare.


  She shoved him back with her free hand. "Are you drunk?"


  Caid smiled. "Further than I thought, but no’ as far as I would have liked."


  "You're certifiable."


  "You kissed me back."


  "A momentary lapse in judgment, I assure you." She just wished she could do something to stop the heat climbing her neck and spreading into her cheeks. "Are you always so difficult? I came to apologize."


  "You came to make another try for yer precious journals."


  "That is offensive on so many levels. But ignoring that, your theory doesn't hold water."


  "Really? Enlighten me." His tone and indulgent smile grated on her nerves.


  "Frankly, you and your father don't seem terribly close. Somehow, I don't think you have much influence there."


  He frowned. "But it's mine."


  Why did she feel like she was missing out on a chunk of this conversation? "The journals?"


  "All of it. The house, the journals, all of it." He paled a little as he spoke.


  "But Bristol said your father--"


  "Aye, he thought so, too. Guess you were nice to the wrong Douglas."


  "That's why you thought I apologized? Because I found out you inherited everything?"


  "Didnae you?"


  "No."


  "Forgive me if I find yer apology suspect, when no’ three hours ago you were telling me to piss off."


  "You can take my apology and stick it--"


  "My goodness, and here I thought you were an academic, intellectually superior to the rest of us and above using such common language."


  "You have issues," she said, and turned away, shaking her head.


  "Are you trying to tell me you hadnae heard about my sudden change in fortune?"


  Hillary stepped into her room. "I don't care what you think." She slammed the door with a resounding whack.


  Caid sagged against the doorframe. "Shite."


  Surely, she'd been trying to manipulate her way to the journals. So why then did he feel like such an ass?


  "Will either of you be eating this evening?" Joan asked. She stood at the bottom of the stairs, hands on her narrow hips, her lips turned down in a genuine scowl that made him want to bow his head and scuff his feet like a lad.


  He escaped the urge. Barely.


  “ I'm eating," he told her.


  "Off you go, then. I'll speak to Hillary."


  Joan started up the stairs and he down. They met in the middle. She glared at him, but he continued on, pretending not to notice.


  In the dining room, Joan had set the old cherry wood table with pale pink china edged in gold scroll on a crisp white lace tablecloth. Fragrant steam wafted from the rich food in the serving dishes.  


  "Well," Joan said from behind him. "It would seem it's just the two of us for dinner this evening."


  "Sulking, is she?" He sat down and spread the white lacy napkin over his lap.


  "You dinnae want my opinion on the matter." Joan served him beef tenderloin from the silver dish. The meat landed on his plate with a plop. A few stray drops of juice dotted his T-shirt.


  “Hey.”


  “Oops. Terribly sorry.” But Joan’s tight expression belied her words. “Potatoes?”


  Before he could reply, she slopped a steaming mound onto his plate. A clump missed the china and landed on his knuckle, burning his skin.


  "Damn it." He lifted his hand to his mouth and sucked the potato off. When he took his hand away, there was an angry red mark where the food had been. "I'll serve myself, if you dinnae mind?"


  Joan nodded as he spooned vegetables onto his plate.


  "Gravy?" she asked sweetly.


  "Aye, so long as it goes on my food, and no’ in my lap."


  Her scowl deepened.


  "I'll pour it myself."


  The meal continued in silence. The food tasted like sawdust in his mouth and stuck in his dry throat. The more he thought about Glendon House, the tighter the strangling sensation gripping him. He had to be rid of it.


  Perhaps once his father's initial anger passed, he'd make Caid an offer. Oh, who was he fooling? His father's mind, once set, never changed. This was a matter of principle, after all. James would never pay for something he believed was rightfully his.


  Caid had been tempted to just give the house to his father. No doubt after a few blustering refusals, the old man would have eventually accepted the manor. James had coveted the place for so long, Caid doubted having to accept it from the bad son would be enough to keep his father from it. But Alex had been furious when Caid had suggested the idea as they drove back to the inn.


  “Have you completely lost yer mind?” Alex had demanded. “You owe a tidy sum to the bank. Money you wouldnae owe if you hadnae been so stubborn.”


  After his accident, Alex had taken on all of Caid’s financial concerns. For the clinic, the damages from the accident, and the fines for drinking and driving. Alex had even loaned Caid money to help him get settled once he'd left the center. As soon as Caid had been able to, he’d borrowed from the bank to pay Alex back.


  “I’ll no’ have this discussion again. It was good of you to cover my expenses, but it wasnae charity. I told you I’d pay you back, and I did.”


  "You owed me nothing," Alex said. "I didnae care about the money. Ye're my brother, and I'd pay it again if I had to."


  "It was important to me that I pay you back."


  “Aye, that’s fine, but I still dinnae understand why you insisted on taking a loan to do it. Why you didnae just pay me when you could.”


  “So we are going to have this discussion again.”


  “Stubbornness, Caid, plain and simple.”


  Exasperated, Caid dragged his fingers through his hair. “And why should you be out of pocket because you’ve a brother who’s a complete fuck-up?”


  “Ye’re no’.”


  “Aye, no’ now, but I was.”


  Alex grinned. “Maybe you were. The point I’m trying to make is dinnae give the house away. Even if you sold it as it is, you’d have enough to pay the bank. Might take a while, though. Depending on how long, you may have to pay property taxes and some of the other basic maintenance expenses.”


  “Oh well, ye’re doing a fine job convincing me to no’ give the bloody thing away.”


  Ignoring him, Alex continued. “But if you took some time, cleaned the place, added some fresh paint and sorted any of the obvious repairs, you’d sell the house for much more and faster. You could finally travel like you wantae.”


  Alex had certainly known which buttons to push. All Caid had ever wanted was to get out and see the world. But even a tin of paint cost money, and while he was able to get by on what he made writing, he was by no means a rich man.


  Caid set his fork down and drummed his fingers on the table. Each digit made a dull thud on the tablecloth.


  "Are you finished, then?"


  Caid looked up for a moment. He'd nearly forgotten Joan was there. He nodded and she took his plate.


  "Well, I'm glad to see you've the sense to feel guilty," Joan said. "Poor girl, she only tried to talk to you, and you behaved terribly."


  Actually, he hadn't really thought of Hillary since he’d sat down.


  "She wants a look at the journals. Before this evening, she couldnae say a kind word to me."


  "And how, might I ask, would she know that you’ve inherited the house with her out all afternoon?"


  "Didnae you tell her?"


  "I hadnae spoken to her until she politely refused dinner. And I think we can safely assume why she did that."


  He ignored Joan's not so gentle admonishment. "So she really didnae know?"


  "Aye."


  The apology had been genuine, and he’d acted like an ass.


  "You really are foolish," Joan continued, pouring more salt in the wound. "Agnes had a financial arrangement with the girl."


  "Hillary was going to pay her to see the journals?"


  "And to stay at Glendon House. But, from what I understand, Agnes had overcharged her. Since staying here, she might wantae renegotiate."


  Damn, damn, double damn. He'd truly made a mess of the situation. Could he convince Hillary to stay at Glendon House?


  Whatever money she paid him he could use for the repairs. It wouldn't be much, but maybe enough to fix some of the more glaring problems and clean the house up a little.


  Why had he kissed her?


  His stomach pulled tight at the memory, and he did his best to ignore it. That kiss would be his biggest stumbling block when he tried to make up with her. She'd probably accuse him of being a pervert again.


  Aye, well, no more than he deserved.


  "Dinner was lovely, Joan."


  "Thank you. Now, dinnae you have some groveling to do?"


  "Aye, I’ll be on my way.”


   


   


  Hillary lay on the bed, head propped on the pillows, legs stretched out over the spread and crossed at the ankles. Next to her, the lamp glowed softly, illuminating the small words on the page of the battered paperback Joan had given her.


  She nibbled her lip, drawn into the story despite her almost desperate need to hate the book Caid had written.


  After Joan had left, Hillary had still been furious. There was no way she could have sat across the table from Caid without shoving the plate of food in his face.


  He'd kissed her--worse, she'd liked it.


  She harbored no illusions as to his feelings for her. He'd only done it to see if he could. He seemed to think her some kind of journal slut.


  How could she have liked the feel of his mouth on hers? She hadn't been remotely interested in sex or members of the opposite sex in over a year. And now her libido kicks in? For him? One of the rudest men she'd ever met?


  Maybe she’d stopped seeing the psychologist too soon.


  Hillary had paced the room restlessly, searching for something to distract her. She’d needed to put the whole experience from her mind. She’d considered her reference books, but decided against them, too angry for the material to hold her interest. Then she’d remembered the book Joan had given her still on the dresser where she'd left it.


  Fully intending to mock Caid, Hillary had picked up the book and settled back on the bed, but soon her anger ebbed away, the need to mentally berate Caid forgotten. The need to figure out why someone would stalk a seemingly mild mannered loans officer became far more important.


  The soft knock at the door made her grit her teeth. Probably Joan, insisting she eat something. Hillary set the book down on the bed, crossed the room and opened the door. Caid stood on the other side, his eyes dark and his mouth set in a grim line.


  Her heart fluttered a little when she remembered the feel of those lips on hers.


  Good kisser or not, he was still a jerk.


  "I'm not in the mood for another round." She started to close the door, but he put his hand out to stop her, his body filling the doorway.


  Fear, practically paralyzing, rushed through her as images of Randall filled her head. His body blocking a faraway threshold and forcing her back against the wall.


  She took a step back and lifted one trembling hand like a traffic cop with the shakes. "Don't do that."


  Caid frowned and nodded slowly, backing off. "I'm sorry."


  God, she must look like a lunatic if the mixture of confusion and horror in his expression were any indication.    


  "No," she said, covering her face with both hands and rubbing her eyes vigorously. "I'm sorry. I'm just tired."


  And that's all it was. Well, that and her confrontation with Willie. Obviously, the incident still nagged at her subconscious.  To keep memories of Randall at bay, she had to work at it. After an emotionally draining day like the one she'd just had, was it any wonder he'd crept into her thoughts again?


  She dropped her arms back to her sides. "What do you want?"


  "I wantae apologize," Caid told her. "I'm very sorry for what I said. It's been a long day and I let my temper rule my brain. That's no excuse I know, but…" He shrugged.


  She could relate to the effects of a long day. "Accepted.”


  He blinked, as if surprised. Perhaps he’d been expecting more of an argument. But what would be the point? After tonight she’d probably never see him again. “Now, if you don’t mind--"


  "I'd like to make it up to you."


  "Oh?"


  "I've an offer that might prove advantageous to both of us. Could I come in for a moment?"


  She shrugged and stepped aside, as much to prove to herself that she could as to hear his offer. "Why not?"


  "Thanks." His gaze fell on the book open on her bed. "Are you reading my book?"


  Heat stung her cheeks. "Yes. Joan insisted on lending it to me. I didn't want to appear ungrateful."


  "Well, there is that. Are you enjoying it?" A hint of insecurity tinged the usual couldn't-care-less tone of his voice.


  "More than I wanted to."


  He chuckled, clearly understanding her meaning.


  "So, let's hear this offer." She sat on the corner of the bed and he on the hard-backed chair next to the dresser.


  "As you now know, I've inherited Glendon House." He smiled ruefully, then continued. "The truth is, I've as much need for the decrepit estate as I have for a hole in the head. I plan to sell it, but I need to do a little renovation work first. Only a mad person would buy it as it is now. Joan told me you'd had a financial agreement with Agnes to stay and view the journals. I'd like to honor that agreement. You get the journals, I get the money to repair the house. Both of us get what we want."


  Her heart rate quickened. The journals, and just when she’d given up. Damn, if only the offer had come from someone other than Caid. Could she trust him?


  "Now whose apology is suspect?"


  "Aye, I understand. You and I have no’ started on the best footing, but perhaps we can set all that aside. My apology was sincerely meant. I behaved like an ass earlier and, no matter what you decide, nothing changes that."


  "Your aunt was hosing me. Her rates were a mite higher than Joan’s."


  "We can certainly renegotiate the terms you and Agnes had arranged. What do you think is fair?"


  "I think what I'm paying here at the inn should be adequate."


  "Aye, but you’d be getting everything that goes with the inn as well as the journals."


  "Everything that goes with the inn? So you'll be cooking for me and tidying up my room and bathroom?"


  "What ye're paying here seems more than fair."


  "I thought so."


  "We’re agreed, then?" He held out his hand.


  “Maybe.” She jabbed a finger at him.  “You had better never pull a stunt like you did in the hall again.”


  “On my honor.”


  For whatever that was worth.


  "Okay." She nodded and took his hand, letting his long fingers close around hers. He smiled, cocky and boyish. Something fluttered low in her belly.


  Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea after all.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Seven


   


  The dream settled over Hillary like a wet wool blanket, heavy and cold. Though she would have done anything to stop herself from reliving that night, her brain was like a television set with a broken on/off switch. She had no choice but to sit back and watch the show.


  It started with a pounding, a steady rhythmless beat on her front door. As she drew closer, the blue and white stained-glass window in the door prevented her from seeing who stood outside.


  A nervous shiver raced over her skin.


  She glanced at her watch. Eight-thirty. Not terribly late, but she wasn’t expecting anyone.


  Don’t open it, a voice whispered from somewhere inside her. She gave herself a mental shake and opened the door. A sick, lousy feeling settled in the pit of her belly. "Randall, you're not supposed to be here."


  "Dr. Bennett, you have to talk to me." Tall and thin with gaunt features, he leaned against the doorframe, his skin oddly pale.


  "Randall." She used her stern voice, the one she saved for students who weren’t going to pass her class. "I have a restraining order. If I call the police, they'll arrest you. You've already been expelled. Go home."


  "No!" he shouted, standing straight. "You had me expelled."


  "You got yourself expelled. You were asked to leave me alone, to stop sending me letters, to stop following me."


  "It’s okay. I know why you did it." His voice was little more than a quivering whisper.


  "Go. Michael will be home soon--"


  "No, he won't." A smile curved Randall’s lips, slow and predatory. "He's gone until Friday."


  Apprehension crept up her spine.


  Her husband had left that morning for a conference and wouldn’t be home for four days. And Randall had known. "How did you know that?"


  "Now that I'm not in school, I have a lot of free time."


  For the first time since this whole thing with Randall had started, fear tightened her insides. Over the past months, she’d found him sad, a nuisance, unfortunate, but never frightening.


  "I'm closing the door. You have five minutes to go away, then I'm calling the police."


  She started to push the door closed, but he blocked it with his hand and moved so his body filled the doorway. "I just want to talk to you."


  "No, you have to go." She placed the flat of both palms on his chest and tried to push him back onto the porch, but he was stronger than she gave his skinny body credit for.


  "Listen to me," he shouted. He grabbed both her upper arms, his fingers digging painfully into the flesh, and thrust her back. Her elbow struck the heavy newel post at the bottom of the stairs, sending a sharp rocket of pain darting up her arm. “I just want to talk.”


  The hell with that.


  Rubbing her aching elbow, she edged closer to the opening that would lead her into the dining room. She could run through there, to the living room and out the back door, then to her neighbor’s where she would call 911.


  Randall moved further into the house, closing and locking the door behind him. The heavy clunk of the bolt sliding into place chilled her blood as her control over the situation slipped away.


  “Why are you trying to run?” Randall snapped, stepping in front of her and using his frame to block her escape.


  He was skinny, taller than her, but beanpole thin. Maybe if she caught him by surprise, shoved into him as hard as she could, she would knock him over and buy herself enough time to get away.


  “I just need you to understand,” he said, almost pleading. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  She reverted to her disappointed school teacher voice, doing her best to ignore the pounding of her heart. “I didn’t realize that was an option.”


  “Well, you’re making me angry.” He sounded like a defensive child. She was certain the power had shifted back to her.


  “I’m sorry, Randall, but this behavior is unacceptable. If you want to speak to me, forcing your way into my house is not the way to do it.”


  “This is the only way. You got me expelled and if I leave you’ll have me arrested.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “It is. It’s your fault. We’re supposed to be together now.”


  “You’re one of my students--”


  “Not anymore. You had me expelled, but it’s okay, I know why you did it. We couldn’t be together if I was in your class or going to the university. But now we can.”


  The full impact of his delusion struck her as it never had before. How could she have confused this with a crush gone too far? It didn’t matter now. She had to get away from Randall.


  She charged him, head down and forearms up, like a football player pushing toward the goal. Randall let out an airy “oomph!” as she forced him back and out of her way. Her dining room came into view just as he locked his hand around her arm and yanked her back.


  "Bitch!" he screamed, his voice hoarse and shrill all at once.


  His free hand closed into a fist and swung back. She squeezed her eyes shut so she wouldn't see him hit her. But she heard the flat thud as his fist connected. And felt the explosion on her cheek that made her ears ring and sent her tumbling backward.


  He was on her in a second. Straddling her hips and tugging at her shirt.


  “You’ll see. You’ll see,” he muttered over and over again, like a kind of mantra.


  She tried shoving him off, slapping and punching at him. The reality of what was about to happen was sinking in, bringing with it the sick realization she was helplessness to stop him.


  "Stop Randall, please. Stop!"


  If he heard her, he made no indication. He yanked her shirt up and pulled her bra down, exposing her breasts. His groping hands on her flesh turned her stomach. She screamed, loud and high as she continued to struggle.


  "Shut up!" He backhanded her, grinding her lips against her teeth. The sweet metallic flavor of her own blood filled her mouth. Her head swam, but she was still conscious enough to feel him pull at the zipper on her jeans.


  Desperate, she reached out and seized his face with both her hands. Gritting her teeth, she gored both sides of his face with her fingernails. He howled and pulled away from her, giving her the chance to scurry out from under him and dart for the dining room.


  For a moment, she thought she might be free, then Randall leapt at her, tackling her into the buffet, sending the ornaments decorating the surface crashing to the hardwood floor. Her shoulder struck the large gold-framed mirror hanging on the wall. The glass cracked with the impact. They rolled onto the floor, the heavy mirror landing on top of them, showering them both with shards of broken glass before falling aside.


  She started to crawl away. Then his hands were on her again, flipping her onto her back. And he was straddling her. He bent his head, pressing his mouth to her neck. Her stomach lurched.


  She reached out, her fumbling fingers straining for something, anything that she could use to knock him off. Her hand closed around something cool and smooth. She gripped it tight. The sharp edges sank into her palm.


  A guttural cry filled the air--later she would realize the sound had come from her--as she swung wide. The tip of the broken mirror connected with his neck, sinking deep into his flesh. He sat up straight and opened his mouth. A strange gurgling sound bubbled out.


   


  Hillary sat up straight in the darkness. Sweat soaked her skin and her body trembled. For a split second, she didn't know where she was, then memory flooded her, reminding her of how she’d wound up at Joan’s inn.


  With a shaky breath, she wiped away the tears on her cheeks. Her throat felt raw and dry. She hadn't screamed in her sleep, had she?


  When he'd first come home, Michael had complained about her waking him night after night. But the dreams had been more frequent, then.


  No one was pounding at her door. That was a good sign.


  On wobbly legs, she left her bed and went to the bathroom. She ran the tap and filled the porcelain cup next to the sink. She gulped deeply, the cold water soothing her burning throat. Once she'd drained the cup, she filled it again and guzzled back the contents before setting it back on the counter.


  Her wide-eyed expression in the mirror shocked her. With her skin pale and her hair tangled from her restless sleep, she looked wild, haunted. She turned away, the image hardly comforting.


  Back in the bedroom, the room felt hot and small, as if the walls were closing in. She dragged a chair to the window and pushed open the glass, breathing in the frigid air. The dark night was quiet and the slight breeze seemed to chase away the last remnants of her dream.


  In the distance a light shone, tiny and bright. It flickered and swirled in the dark.


  Joan's Witchlights?


  As if the nightmare wasn't enough, now she was seeing ghosts.


  Or maybe, and far more likely, she was simply losing her mind.


   


   


  Perhaps the prospect of returning to Glendon House had brought on her nightmare. After all, the last time Hillary had been in the house, she’d found a dead woman at the bottom of the stairs. As she steered her car up the long, narrow drive, a shiver ran through her.


  She glanced at Caid, sitting in the passenger seat. He hadn't noticed. His gaze was fixed on the road beyond the windshield, his fingers curled into the arm rest so tightly his knuckles had gone white.


  "I'm not used to driving here yet," she ventured.


  He didn't look at her. "Really? I hadnae noticed. It seemed perfectly natural to turn onto the road and face down a lorry."


  "Sorry about that." She opted for a change of subject, hoping to distract him. "Will your parents still be at the house?"


  "No’ likely. I insisted they spend the night yesterday, but my father was equally adamant that they leave. Worried about running into him again?"


  "Not worried per se, just not eager for another unpleasant confrontation."


  He smiled, but didn't let his gaze wander from the windshield. She sighed and gave up.


  As the car rounded the top of the drive, she spotted a dark green Jaguar parked by the front door. Her stomach dropped. So much for avoiding unpleasant confrontations.


  "Looks like they spent the night after all."


  Caid shook his head. "That's my brother’s car."


  Good. She pulled up behind the jag and cut the engine. 


  Caid turned, lifting his straight brows. "We live."            


  “Very funny.” Attraction fluttered in her belly and she mentally squashed it. One uninvited kiss and she was behaving like an infatuated school girl.


  Still, when they collected their bags from the trunk and Caid’s hand brushed hers, a wave of goose bumps stippled her skin. She gritted her teeth and did her best to ignore the sensation as she followed him to the door.


  Once inside, Caid dropped his suitcase to the floor. "We'll choose rooms later."


  Hillary nodded, letting out a slow breath. 


  The sickening smell of rot had gone from the foyer, but her gaze kept flicking back to the bottom of the stairs, no matter how she struggled not to look.  There was no evidence that a dead woman had lain there for three days, except, perhaps, for a faint reddish tinge to the dark wood floor. Though, she could just be imagining it. A trick of the light.


  "Are you all right?" Caid asked, frowning.


  "I found her there." She pointed to the bottom of the stairs.


  He started toward her. "I never even thought."


  "I'm fine," she said, moving back. "I really am."


  Caid opened his mouth as if to say something else, but the sound of another man's voice stopped him.


  "I thought I heard you--;" Alex came to a dead stop when he saw Hillary next to Caid. "Dr. Bennett, what a wonderful surprise."


  Though the smile on his face never faltered, Hillary doubted he meant a word of it. "Thank you."


  Alex turned to Caid. "I thought we'd be leaving straight away. You have yer lunch if I remember correctly."


  "Aye. Hillary's going to be staying here.” Caid turned to her.  “Will you be all right on yer own for a wee bit?"


  Hillary’s heart rate quickened. "Of course. Where are you going?" She hoped she sounded casual and not terrified at the idea of being left alone in this monstrous house where little more than a week ago she'd found a dead woman.


  “Alex is giving me a lift back to Edinburgh so I can meet with my agent and pick up my car. Make yerself as comfortable as possible.” He grimaced as he said the last, glancing around their dreary surroundings. “I’ve no idea where yer journals might be. You could try the study.”


  “Thanks. I will.”


   


   


  Hillary stood, leaving the pile of wrinkled papers and receipts on the floor, and walked to the window, stretching her back. Through the smeared glass, she peered out at Glendon House’s tangled garden. The overgrown shrubs and long grass bowed in the wind. Above the trees, slate-colored clouds swept closer. A storm, maybe.


  Her initial nervousness at being left alone had disappeared as she worked. Despite the house’s age and decay, there was something about it that she liked. A rambling coziness that made her feel protected.


  For most of the morning and well into the afternoon, Hillary dug through papers packed tight in the credenza and desk, searching for Roderick’s journals. While Caid’s family had given the room a decent surface clean, they hadn’t bothered getting rid of the garbage hidden in the drawers and cupboards.


  Things like ancient tax bills and quotes from various contractors, she set aside for Caid. The bundles of newspapers and old magazines, she piled near the door for the garbage. In the end, all she had to show for her hard work was a sore back and bleary eyes.


  A loud gurgle from her stomach interrupted her thoughts. She glanced at her watch. Nearly four. Hopefully, Caid would make it back before the storm hit. In the meantime, she had to eat something.


   She made her way to the kitchen, a long rectangular room tucked away at the rear of the house. Of what little of the house she’d explored, she liked this room the best, with its wide stone floor and huge hearth at the far end. Dust and cobwebs gave a feeling of general neglect, but with a good scrub and a can of paint it wouldn't be hard to restore the room, making it cozy and warm. A couch and a few chairs by the fireplace. Move the harvest table to the middle of the room.


  Cut it out, it's not your house. Besides, she didn’t need any reminders of her transient state.


  She went to the fridge and hauled out the basket of food Joan had sent with them. And thank God Joan had. There was nothing else to eat. Hillary probably should have gone out for supplies earlier, but she’d lost track of time, and with the first fat drops of rain pelting the windows, she’d wait until tomorrow.


  She stood at the counter, picking at the cold roast chicken, cheese and bread, and drinking a can of lemon lime soda. Which room should she search next? She had no idea, but she needed to come up with some kind of plan. The house was huge and filled with junk. If she didn’t get lucky soon, she could spend the rest of her natural life looking for the journals.


  When she finished eating, she hefted the leftovers back into the fridge, then went on to explore the rest of the house. As she moved from one junk-filled room to another, her sense of futility grew. Those journals could be anywhere, and she didn’t even know what they looked like.


  What if they didn't really exist? What if the whole thing had just been the ploy of a lonely old woman looking for attention? No, that couldn't be. James Douglas had been too furious at the prospect of her seeing the journals for them not to be real. Damn, what if he’d taken them with him? The way her luck was running, anything was possible.


  As she started up the stairs, her stomach clenched a little on the first step--Agnes’s step--but she kept her gaze straight ahead, and by the time she reached the top she was fine. The rooms upstairs were similar to the ones downstairs. Cluttered, dirty, and in a general state of disrepair.


  She found one bedroom recently wiped down, the bedding neat and fresh, and not a single box to be found. Across the hall, there was another room in the same condition. Probably where Caid's parents and brother had stayed. That was good. Both she and Caid would be able to sleep in reasonably clean rooms.


  Provided he ever came back.


  She checked her watch again. Quarter to five.


  At the end of the hall, she found a large bedroom filled with more junk than any of the other rooms she'd seen. Carefully, she moved through the clutter, stepping around the huge pieces of furniture and boxes piled so high she couldn't see over them. When she reached an old brass lamp on the nightstand, she flicked the switch and filled the room with watery light. The soft glow cast long shadows over the mess and unmade bed.


  Agnes's room?


  Feeling like an interloper, Hillary let her gaze sweep the space, hoping for some clue about where the journals were. On the mantel above the fireplace, a collection of framed black and white photographs stood, covered in dust and cobwebs.


  She lifted one and rubbed the dust away from the glass with her sleeve. The man smiling back at her could have been Caid, but she’d never seen Caid with the same expression of easy levity. Judging by the style of his clothes, the man in the photo was probably Caid’s grandfather. Agnes's brother, David. Perhaps that was why she’d left everything to Caid.  He reminded her of her brother.


  A loud bang from somewhere deep in the house made her freeze. What was that? Caid, maybe?


  Hillary set the picture down, went to the window and pulled back the yellowed lace curtain. Hers was the only car in the driveway.


  Her heart rate quickened as she mentally listed the number of reasonable explanations for the noise. The house was old. The storm. But as she left Agnes's room, she heard the distinct sound of footsteps followed by the slam of a door.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Eight


   


  Caid squinted through the driving rain, clutching the steering wheel in a death grip. His shoulders ached with tension. Not much further now, thankfully.


  The wind swept over the open fields, shifting his car in the lane. He gritted his teeth and held the wheel steady, trying to ignore his growing unease.


  It had rained like this the night he’d lost control of his car and hit the tree.


  His memories of the accident were almost nonexistent--a combination of alcohol consumption and the trauma from the event. He had a vague recollection of speeding down the road, struggling to keep his eyes open. His next memory was the hospital--emergency room maybe--and a blur of people standing over him.


  But no pain. Not then. He’d probably still been too drunk to feel anything.


  When he woke next, he was in a hospital room, wrapped in an agony he hadn't known existed.  


  Caid pushed the memories away, forcing himself to concentrate on the here and now. The narrow road curved in a loose snake shape, the terrain alternating between wide, flat fields and patches of forest. He preferred driving through the woods. The trees provided a natural barrier, blocking the wind.


  Ten minutes and he’d be at Glendon House. He slowed through another sharp curve. Gnarled trees rose up on either side of him, their branches hanging into the road like reaching fingers.


  Coming out of the bend, his heart leapt into his throat and he jumped on the brake. A flashing light atop a police car in the center of the road acted as a sort of beacon for the mangled wreck compressed against the wall of trees.


  A thin line of sweat trickled down Caid’s back as he pulled over. Struggling to ignore the nausea swirling in his stomach, he climbed out of the car into the cold rain. Bristol, covered in a tent-like slicker, waddled over to him.


  “What happened?” Caid had to yell to be heard over the wind and rain.


  “Jimmy and Nancy Fraser,” Bristol said. “As best I can tell, they lost control on the wet road and swerved into the trees.” His round face was pale beneath the slicker’s hood.


  Bristol said the names as if Caid should know who they were. For a moment, he was tempted to remind Bristol that he hadn’t been in Culcraig since he was ten years old, but changed his mind. What was the point?


  “Can I do anything?” he asked, instead.


  “No. The ambulance has already come. I’m waiting until what’s left of the car is towed away. I dinnae want any more accidents tonight.” He shook his head slowly. “There’s a dark cloud hanging over the aged in this village.”


  Caid didn’t know what to say, but no response seemed needed.


  “Are you on yer way to Glendon House?” Bristol asked.


  Caid nodded.


  “You best be off then. Drive safely.”


  “Be careful,” Caid told the officer, then slid back behind the wheel. Bristol gave a short wave as Caid pulled away.


  Shivering, he switched on the heat so warm air blasted from the vents in an attempt to dry his rain-soaked clothes. But the effort was futile at best. God, he wanted a hot shower. Hopefully, his parents had hired someone to give Aunt Agie’s bathroom a bit of a clean. They must have. There was no bloody way his mother would have stayed there without certain civilities being met.


  He turned up the long drive and the manor rose from the gloom--a welcome relief after the drive. A few lights glowed weakly from the windows. He parked behind Hillary’s rental, grabbed a bag from the back and dashed from the car to the door. Though why he bothered to run when he was already wet, he didn’t know.


  As soon as he stepped into the hall, Hillary raced down the stairs as if she’d been waiting for him. Her cheeks were pale, her eyes dark with fear. Confused, he lowered his bag to the floor.


  “You’re back,” she said, barely above a whisper. “I’m so glad you’re back.” She gripped his sleeve in a tight fist. “There’s someone in the house.”


  Her voice trembled a little, and he was struck with the urge to pull her into his arms and comfort her, but thought better of it. Their agreement was built on a shaky foundation as it was. No need to complicate matters. Still, he shouldn’t have left her alone for so long. Not after she’d found Agnes little more than a week ago. For all her sharp words there was a softness about Hillary. A vulnerability.


  “Were you a wee bit nervous on yer own?” he asked, gently.


  She released his sweater and took a step back, narrowing her eyes. “I was fine alone,” she said, enunciating each word as though he were dense. “I didn’t get nervous until I realized I wasn’t alone. Are you hearing impaired?”


  So much for soft vulnerability. “What are you talking about?”


  “When I was upstairs, I heard someone walking around down here. At first, I thought it was you, but when I looked out the window, mine was the only car parked out there.”


  “How long ago?”


  “Just a few minutes.” 


  “Right then, let’s have a look.”


  He took her hand and was surprised when she linked her fingers with his. A tiny jolt leaped from his palm up his arm.


  Together they searched each room, flipping light switches as they went. Some worked, most didn’t, and the ones that did offered such a low wattage they barely lit the space, casting more shadows than anything else. Not that it mattered. He doubted that anyone had actually been in the house. Old houses made noises.


  “You know,” Hillary said, keeping her voice low. “This house is huge. We could check each room individually, but who’s to say that whoever’s here won’t just keep moving around as we search, eventually working their way into a room we’ve already checked? We’ll never be one hundred per cent sure we’re alone.”


  “Are you suggesting we separate?”


  Her grip on his hand tightened. Did she even realize she’d done that?


  “It would probably make more sense to split up. If we worked from opposite ends and met in the middle, it would reduce the chance of an intruder slipping away. But as I said, this place is huge and we’re only two people.  The odds of our mystery person eluding us are still pretty good. Not to mention the confusion.”


  “Confusion?” He tried to suppress his grin.


  “If we separated, we could easily wind up tracking each other. At least together, if we hear or see anything out of the ordinary, we know that it has to be someone else.”


  “What an astounding rationalization.”


  “I think I made some very good points.”


  “Aye, you did. I’m sure you’ve convinced yerself quite nicely. Did you bring the subject up simply because you were concerned I might think you liked holding my hand?” He couldn’t stop himself from smiling, especially when she struggled to untangle her fingers from his.


  As they entered the kitchen, he tightened his grip. "Dinnae be like that. I’m just having a wee bit of fun with you."


  She ceased struggling and her delicately shaped brows drew together in a frown. "That wasn't here earlier."


  "What?" He turned to the direction she pointed. A brass fireplace poker lay dead center on the battered harvest table. On the floor, a series of watery footprints stretched between the back door to the table.


  Christ’s sakes, Hillary hadn't just been frightened alone in an old house, there had been someone else here. But who? And why?


  She released his hand and moved closer to the table, bending slightly to inspect the poker. He strode to the back door and slid the bolt into place. When he turned, Hillary was staring at him, her eyes wide.


  "I think there's blood on this. And maybe hair."


  A strange lightheadedness gripped Hillary.  Her stomach turned and she could no longer look at the tiny rust-colored marks dotting the length of the brass poker. Or the single white hair fluttering near the tip. She took a step back as Caid moved closer, his expression impassive.


  "Ye’re positive this wasnae here earlier?" he asked.


  "I would have noticed a bloody fireplace poker in the middle of the table.”


  "It's no’ blood," Caid said, turning toward her.


  "How do you know that it isn't?" 


  "How do you know that it is?"


  She remembered the brass candlesticks in her old dining room. She hadn't noticed them right away, not for nearly a week after the police had let her and Michael back into the house. At first glance, she thought they'd simply been dirty--then the realization of what those dots really were had hit her and sent her flying upstairs to the bathroom.


  The marks on the candlesticks had been remarkably similar to the ones dotting the poker.


  "Instinct," she told him. "I think we should call Bristol."


  Caid shook his head. "Bristol's hands are full tonight. There's been a car accident." With a dishtowel, Caid wrapped the handle before picking the poker up. "We'll ring him in the morning, but for now, we'll find somewhere else for this."


  She followed behind him as they retraced their steps, searching for a place to store the poker. At last, Caid decided on a badly scratched credenza in the study. He laid the poker down inside the empty storage space.


  “I dinnae think we need to worry about the intruder still being in the house.” Caid slid the cabinet door closed. “The footprints didnae leave the kitchen. Whoever it was, it looks as though they went out through the back door.”


  Hillary nodded. “You should probably get changed. You’re soaked through.”


  “Aye,” he agreed. “I dinnae suppose in yer search you found a reasonably tidy bathroom.”


  She nodded. “I did. Your parents or Alex must have cleaned it because I don’t think Agnes had cleaned anything in years.”


  Caid snorted. “My parents didnae lift a finger, I can promise you that. More likely, some poor sod from the village did the work before they ever arrived. As for Agnes, well, she was old and didnae have much money. Likely, she couldnae keep the place up on her own. Alex told me she paid a local lad to help keep the grounds from becoming too overgrown, but really couldnae afford to have him come out more than a few times a month.”


  “In that case, I’m surprised the place isn’t worse.”


  “My father sometimes paid for work to be done. I imagine he considered it an investment into what would one day be his. After he tried to have Agie committed, though, she wouldnae let him anywhere near the house.”


  A hint of a smile curved his lips, his eyes the color of the sky at twilight. A tiny shiver raced up her back.


  “Why did you--” She cleared her throat, her mouth inexplicably dry, and tried again. “Why did you tell me that in front of him at the cemetery?”


  “He’s a bully and a hypocrite, and he had the unfair advantage since you didnae know either of those things.”


  Caid’s voice had turned quiet, and his head bent toward her. That weird fluttering returned low in her belly. Was he going to kiss her? Did she want him to? Yes, she realized, she did. But she took a step back, putting distance between them.


  “You really should shower and change, before you catch a cold.” If he had planned on kissing her, she needn’t worry now. Nothing killed the mood more than sounding like someone’s mother.


  He nodded, frowning. “Ye’re probably right.”


  Once he was gone, she flopped onto the faded settee. A cloud of dust billowed out from under her. She coughed and waved it away.


  What was it that made her insides shiver like that? If she didn’t know better, she’d swear it was lust. But that couldn’t be, and certainly not for him.


  She hadn’t wanted a man’s attention in more than a year. Still, had she expected to remain celibate for the rest of her life? She stood and started to pace. Maybe. She’d never really thought about it. After Randall, her interest in sex had evaporated along with her interest in men.


  Why would it return for rude and moody Caid? Granted, he was attractive and he did have that accent. She’d always been a sucker for an accent.


  So what? He still wasn’t her type. Obnoxious with a questionable past. No, she preferred quiet men, thoughtful, professional.


  It was geography, nothing more.


  Being here, in another country, had given her some space from the events of the past two years. Now things like desire were returning. Her interest in Caid was based on proximity. He was the only man around. If she were surrounded by attractive men, no doubt he would be the last man she’d choose.


  The same was probably true for him. He had admitted that the only reason she was even here was to help finance his renovations. And she’d only accepted because she needed the journals to write her book.


  All the more reason Caid was a poor choice for a romantic interlude. She couldn’t afford distractions. He was simply a means to an end.


   


   


  She was simply a means to an end, and he’d be wise to remember that. As hot water ran down his skin in a sad sort of piss trickle from the badly stained showerhead, Caid closed his eyes and tilted his head back.


  Hillary’s image floated before him, her eyes dark and haunting, her lips parted, waiting to be kissed. Caid popped his eyes open and shut the hot water off entirely, letting the cold spray hit his skin like tiny shards of ice.


  There, that would teach him.


  Satisfied his libido was back under control, he turned off the water, pushed back the cracked, yellowed curtain and stepped out of the cast iron tub.


  Messing about with Hillary would be a mistake. She wasn’t his type. He had no patience for temperamental bossy women--who no doubt after a decent shag would spoil the moment by looking to define their relationship. Or wonder where they were headed as couple. He rubbed his skin vigorously with a worn towel. For him, a shag was a shag. Good fun for both parties and nothing more.


  Hillary was the commitment sort. He knew one when he saw one. Probably controlling, too. Look how bossy she was just now. She thought there was a bloody madman in the house and she still needed to lecture on the pros and cons of their chosen search pattern.


  Aye, well, the hell with that. He’d no’ be foolish enough to tangle himself with the likes of her. He just had to remember to look past the pretty package. Past the long smooth frame. Past the perfectly curved backside. Past those misty eyes.


  And for God’s sakes, stop thinking about her in her underwear.


  He yanked on a pair of jeans and a heavy blue sweater before leaving the bathroom. When he would have gone back downstairs, the sound of shuffling paper from the other end of the hall stopped him.


  He followed the noise until he reached Agnes’s room. Hillary sat cross-legged in the middle of the bare wood floor, a thin hardcover book open on her lap. A tiny smile played at the corners of her lips.


  “What are you doing in here?” he asked.


  She looked up at him, the smile still in place, and he wished he’d just continued downstairs. With her expression open and unguarded, she was quite lovely.


  “I think this was your aunt’s room.”


  He cleared his throat before he spoke. “It was.”


  “This is a book of accounts.” She lifted the book to show the word in gold emboss on the faux leather cover. “But she didn’t record financial accounts. It looks like a long list of people who’d slighted her.”


  He chuckled and sat on the edge of the bed, leaning back on his hands. “I suppose the whole list consists of my father’s name.”


  “Not in this one, but she has a whole box full. This book seems fairly current. Look, I’m in here.” Again she turned the book so he could see, but from where he sat he could only make out scribbles on the page.


  “What does she have written beside yer name?”


  “Miss-Too-Big-For-Her-Britches couldn’t find the time to speak to me on the telephone. And after all I’ve done,” she read. “It looks like I was forgiven, though, there’s a line through it. Maybe after she’d convinced me to pay more to stay here.”


  “Am I in there?”


  “Not so far. When did you last speak to her?”


  “When I was ten.”


  “Judging by the number of people she has written in here, she probably didn’t have time for old slights. Listen to this one about Bristol. Pudding Constable thinks I’m a crazy old woman.”


  “My God, everyone she ever met must be in those books.”


  They laughed as she closed the ledger and set it back in the box.


  A means to an end, he reminded himself, not liking the easy conversation, or that she looked so damn pretty covered in dust, her hair pulled away from her face in a sloppy twist.


  “What are you doing in here, anyway?”


  His tone must have been sharper than he intended. A hint of wariness filled her eyes.


  “I’m sorry, I never thought to ask if you minded.”


  “I dinnae.” He felt like an ass. “I just wondered why you wound up here instead of with the journals.”


  “I haven’t found them yet. I tore apart that study.” She hesitated, as if uncertain. “I hope that was all right?”


  “I promise you, I’ve no emotional attachment to anything here.”


  She nodded. “Anyway, the journals aren’t in the study. But they were special to Agnes, so I thought maybe she’d bring them up here. Keep them close to her.”


  “A reasonable assumption. Any luck?”


  “Not yet, but there are plenty of places to look. I did wonder if your father might have taken them with him?”


  “He might have had he been on his own, but there’s no chance Alex would have let him. Besides, he didnae know about our arrangement.”


  She nodded and stood, stretching as she did. “When I went through the study, I found some papers you might be interested in. I put them in the top drawer of the desk. And I piled stuff that I thought you’d throw out near the door. You might want to go through it again, though.  Maybe you’ll want some of those things, after all.”


  “Thank you.” Bossy and controlling, she was just trying to hide it beneath layers of helpful and nice, but he wouldn’t be fooled. “I think I’ll fix myself something to eat. Are you hungry?”


  “No, I ate something just before you got back. I saved some of the stuff Joan sent over. The basket’s in the fridge.”


  “Ta.” Oh, she was a clever one.


   


   


  She dreamed of Randall again. Or at least the nightmare started off about him. But this time, when she came down the stairs, instead of finding Randall lying dead on the dining room floor, she found the fireplace poker gleaming bright and hard in a growing puddle of red.


  “Hillary.” The whispered voice woke her abruptly, dragging her from the dream, leaving her disoriented in the nearly pitch black room.


  “Wake up Hillary, yer dreaming, love.” A gentle hand stroked her hair.


  Caid.


  “I’m awake,” she murmured. Heat stole into her face. Thank God for the dark. “Did I wake you?”


  “No, I couldnae sleep. Then I heard you crying.”


  “I had a nightmare.” Her eyes started to adjust to the dark and she could make out the shadowy outline of his profile.


  “Aye, you did.” His voice was so smooth, so gentle. Part of her wanted to run and hide with embarrassment, but another part of her wanted to curl against him, absorb some of his warmth and strength.


  She sat up, forcing him to move back, and fought the tremors rippling through her body. She reached for the lamp next to her bed and flicked the switch, filling the room with weak light. A cold, damp sweat slicked her skin and her thin cotton tank-top and striped pajama bottoms clung to her as she kicked herself free of the blankets tangled around her legs.


  “I’m sorry I bothered you,” she muttered without meeting his eyes.


  “You didnae. Are you all right?”


  She nodded and Caid thought she was anything but. She still shook badly and her eyes were a little wild and glassy. He wanted to reach for her, but feared she would break if he did.


  “What was the dream about?” he asked.


  She shook her head and knelt next to her suitcase. “I don’t remember.”


  He frowned and she looked away, searching through her neatly folded clothes. She pulled a faded red sweatshirt over her head before leaving the room.


  With a sigh, Caid fell back onto the bed. Her sweet feminine scent drifted up from her still-warm blankets. Something coiled tight inside him.


  He should sell this heap as it was, take what he could get for it and run. Hillary could have the journals, then he’d send her packing, too.


  But that was a stupid knee-jerk decision, and he didn’t make those anymore.


  No, he’d stick with his plan, and in the meantime, he would just stay away from Hillary. Avoid her whenever possible.


  A good place to start would be by getting off her bed.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Nine


   


  It was nearly noon when Hillary emerged from Agnes’s room, frustrated and disillusioned. She’d spent most of the morning searching through the clutter for Roderick’s journals, and still hadn’t found them. Every day that went by without them was a day closer to having to return home empty-handed, the whole trip a waste of time and money. 


  Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn’t really eaten today. Unless she counted a cup of the world’s worst instant coffee--which she didn’t.


  She went downstairs to the kitchen, passing the study on her way. The sharp, rhythmless clack of fingers on a computer keyboard seeped through the closed door. Relief drew some of the tension from her shoulders.


  Caid was back and busy at work. She’d have a little more time to figure out what she was going say to him.


  Miraculously, she’d managed to avoid him for most of the morning. He’d been gone when she woke, leaving her a brief note in the kitchen that he’d driven to the village for groceries.


  Just thinking about last night’s performance made her face hot. She must have looked absolutely pitiful. The memory of his warm hand stroking her cheek, his body heat so close to her on the bed sent a shiver through her that had nothing to do with nerves.


  She had to stop thinking about him like that.


  Besides, she had more pressing concerns; like how to deflect any questions her behavior last night might have inspired. She didn’t even want to think about Caid’s reaction if she told him about Randall.


  For a moment, Michael’s narrowed, accusing stare, his face tight with suspicion, flashed in her mind. Cold fear tangled around her insides like an icy ribbon. She didn’t want to see that same expression clouding Caid’s face. And she didn’t want to analyze that feeling, either.


  Maybe she’d be able to get away with pretending nothing had happened last night, and if that didn’t work, a short “thank you for your kindness” should be sufficient. If he persisted in asking her about the dream, she would shrug him off. Everyone had nightmares from time to time. He need not know hers were recurring because she’d killed a man.


  What if she had the dream again? This had been the second night in a row.


  She gave herself a mental shake. No point in worrying about something she couldn’t change. Instead, she continued on to the kitchen and fixed herself something from the now well-stocked fridge and pantry. 


  She’d just taken a huge bite of her ham sandwich when the warbly doorbell chimed. Still chewing, she hurried down the hall to answer it, but Caid had beaten her there. He held the door and stepped aside so Bristol could enter.


  “Thanks for coming,” Caid said, shaking the big man’s hand.


  “Hullo Hillary,” Bristol said.


  She could only half-smile and nod, while trying to swallow the ridiculous amount of food in her mouth.


  “Hungry?” Caid muttered from beside her. His brows drew together in a mildly disgusted frown.


  She gulped the mouthful down, wishing she’d had the chance to pour herself something to drink and the forethought to bring it with her. “Yeah. So?”


  So much for the awkward moment she’d envisioned. Everything was back exactly as it had been. And thank goodness. So why the tiny kernel of annoyance? She should be relieved to find Caid as surly as ever. Just like nothing had happened. Just like she wanted.


  “When did you call Bristol?” she asked.


  “This morning, before I left.”


  Caid led Bristol into the study and Hillary followed. He’d been hard at work while she’d been upstairs. All the books had been pulled from the shelves, the deep wood paneling gleamed, and fresh paint covered the walls. The chilly breeze wafting through the open window couldn’t completely mask the caustic odors of paint and wood polish.


  But somewhere along the way, despite his hard work, Caid had wound up at the desk, typing on his laptop. For some reason, the image made her smile. Maybe because she’d found herself doing the same thing back when she and Michael had been renovating the farmhouse.


  A sudden pang gripped her heart, as sometimes happened when she thought of life before Randall.


  “I understand you had a bit of excitement yesterday,” Bristol began, lowering his girth onto the settee. “Can you tell me what happened?”


  Caid leaned against the desk and folded his arms over his chest. “Hillary heard someone in the house.”


  “You did?” Bristol asked.


  “Yes. I was upstairs going through some boxes when I heard footsteps followed by a loud bang. At first, I thought Caid had come back--”


  “Caid wasnae here? You were alone?”


  “That’s right.”


  “It must have been a wee bit upsetting to be in this house on yer own after finding Agnes no’ so long ago.”


  She didn’t like the implication. Why was it so much easier to believe she was somehow emotionally unstable, than someone had actually broken into the house? “I was fine.”


  Bristol nodded “Go on.”


  Hillary described the previous night’s events. When she finished, Bristol frowned. “You think whoever was in yer house left the poker on the kitchen table?”


  She sighed inwardly. It sounded so silly when he put it like that. “Yes. I ate dinner in the kitchen about half an hour earlier, and there was no poker.”


  “Are you sure? You might have just missed it.”


  “I think I would have noticed a big poker in the middle of the table,” she snapped.


  “Now, Hillary,” Bristol admonished. “I need to rule out all possibilities. Why do you suppose someone broke into the house, just to leave a fire poker for you? Do you think it was some kind of threat?”


  She remembered Willie’s malignant little eyes. “Possibly. There are some people in Culcraig who would rather I didn’t write about Anne Black. If they’d heard Caid had agreed to let me see the journals…” She shrugged.


  “I still dinnae understand the significance of the poker.”


  Neither did she, really. She lifted her gaze and met Caid’s eyes. He shrugged.


  “I think there was blood on it,” she blurted out.


  Bristol looked to Caid for confirmation.


  Caid sighed. “It might have been blood.”


  “Where’s this poker now?”


  “Right here.” Caid knelt next to the credenza and slid the door open. After a moment, he turned around, frowning. “Did you move it, Hillary?”


  “No. I haven’t seen it since last night.”


  “It’s no’ here.”


  “How can that be?” She crossed the room and bent to peer into the dark cabinet.


  Her eyes met Caid’s. He shrugged and shook his head.


  “You put the poker there last night and now it’s gone?” Bristol asked.


  She nodded. Someone had been in the house again, but when? Last night, while they slept? This morning, after Caid left? A shiver tickled her spine.


  “I must be honest,” Bristol said, hauling his hugeness off the settee. “I think ye’re probably correct, Hillary. Someone who’s taken an exception to yer book is playing a nasty prank on the both of you. I doubt there’s any real danger. Check yer windows and doors, and make sure you’ve locked up tight before going to bed. You might want to consider an alarm.”


  “What about the blood?” she asked, even though she was fairly certain what his answer would be.


  “Surely, it wasnae really blood. I think someone’s having you on.”


  “Well, thank you anyway, Inspector,” Caid said, his expression inscrutable. “Sorry to have dragged you out here for nothing.”


  Hillary ground her teeth together. Nothing? She knew what she’d seen. If that poker was some kind of sick joke, there was nothing harmless about it. Not to mention someone coming and going from this house whenever they chose.


  “No’ for nothing. And if this poker turns up, I’ll wantae have a look at it,” Bristol said.


  Caid nodded and walked him out while Hillary stayed where she was and fumed. When Caid returned, she was on the verge of exploding.


  “He seems like a nice enough man, but as a cop he’s bloody shite,” he said, flopping onto the settee and stretching out.


  Her anger evaporated at his blunt words. “I’m starting to think Agnes may have been right about him.”


  “Aye, maybe we should have our own book of accounts. Dinnae let someone breaking into my house keep you from yer tea.”


  “Oh, yeah. My lunch is still sitting on the counter.”


  “Provided our invisible intruder hasnae disappeared with that too,” he said, hauling himself up and following her down the hall.


  In the kitchen, she poured herself a glass of milk and took it and her plate to the table, while Caid started preparing something for himself.


  “The study looks good,” she said. “You got a lot done today.”


  He shrugged. “Aye, I suppose. Any luck with the journals?”


  “No. And if they’re not in her room, I have no idea where to look, next. I’m afraid I might be here for the rest of my life, looking for them.”


  “I know how you feel.”


  He sat across from her with a sandwich of his own and they ate together in silence for a few moments.


  “About last night,” she said finally.


  His eyes, dark and fathomless, met hers. “Everyone has nightmares, Hillary.  You shouldnae be embarrassed.”


  “I wanted to thank you for being so decent, and to apologize for waking you.”


  “I told you, I was already up.”


  “Couldn’t you sleep?” she asked, eager to shift the conversation away from her.


  He jerked a shoulder and took a bite of the sandwich.


  “Is it the house? Are you a little overwhelmed?”


  He glared at her. “Tell me about yer dream. You sounded terrified last night.”


  “Fine, I won’t ask about your sleepless nights and you won’t ask about mine. Point taken.”


  With a grunt, he bit into his sandwich and looked away. She followed his gaze around the huge kitchen and could almost hear his heart rate pick up as the enormity of the work needing to be done settled in.


  But, wisely, she didn’t comment.


   


   


  Hillary stayed in Agnes’s room for the rest of the afternoon and, as the sky outside slid into twilight, she flopped down on the bare mattress and faced the inevitable. The journals were nowhere in this room. She’d been through every box. Cleaned the room of clutter, as she had with the study, and still nothing.


  Exhausted, she rubbed her eyes and did her best to ignore the aching in her shoulders and back. She wanted nothing more than to stand in the shower under the steaming spray, wash off the decades worth of dust and grime caked on her skin, then crawl into bed. On the upside, she was so damn tired the chances of her waking up, or waking anyone else, from a nightmare, were slim. 


  As she glanced about the room, admiring her handiwork, her gaze fell on the photos and ugly ornaments on the mantel. She should put them in the boxes she’d set aside for Caid to look through. Though why she should do anything nice for him when he’d been such a miserable jerk all day was beyond her.


  Since lunch, he’d been sullen and quiet. When she’d spoken to him, his replies had rarely consisted of more than one word or a grunt.


  With a sigh, Hillary forced herself to stand, her muscles aching and stiff. She crossed the room and gathered the frames from the ledge, stacking them one on top of the other.


  “You don’t look half as moody as he is,” she muttered to the photo of Caid’s grandfather on the top. She tucked the pile under her left arm then lifted an ugly, porcelain urn with a huge pink rose painted on it. 


   “As moody as who?”


  Caid’s voice made her jump and one of the photos started to slip out from under her arm. She shifted quickly and managed to grip all the frames to her chest, but lost her hold on the urn. The smooth porcelain slid from her fingers and crashed to the floor, shattering at her feet.


  “That was your fault,” she snapped and knelt down, setting the pictures next to her.


  “My fault? How’s that?”


  “Sneaking up on me when my hands were full.”


  He squatted next to her and helped gather the broken shards. “No doubt a priceless family heirloom. What’s this?” He pulled a big iron key from the wreckage.


  “It must have been inside,” she said, taking it from him.


  He caught her wrist and turned her hand in his, his gaze narrowing at the scar running diagonally from the base of her index finger to just above the wrist. She nipped at her lip, heat creeping into her face as his thumb slid between the key and her palm, and he traced the thin hard line. The contrast between the cold metal and his warm grip sent a shiver tingling over her skin.


  Please don’t ask about it. She pulled away from his grasp and squeezed her hand into a fist, her cheeks still stinging.


   “What do you think the key’s for?” she asked, trying to distract him and wishing her voice hadn’t trembled when she spoke.


  To her relief, he shrugged. “I havenae a clue. It’s is too big for any of the doors in the house.”


  “Maybe there’s a huge family treasure,” she teased, her anxiety easing a little.


  He actually smiled. “Wouldnae that be nice?”


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Ten


   


  They shared a meager supper of canned soup and sandwiches. Already, Hillary missed Joan’s cooking. She tried not to think about the weeks of sandwiches and soup that lay ahead. She wasn’t much of a cook and Caid didn’t appear to be, either. At least he was better company now.


  “No luck finding the journals?” he asked, as he cleared the dishes from the table.


  She shook her head and filled the sink with hot, soapy water. “I’ll try another room tomorrow.”


  “That’s good news for me, then. You do a fine job of organizing a room before I get to it.”


  “I aim to please,” she said, setting the dishes into the suds.


  “What do you hope to find in those journals?”


  “The circumstances that motivated Anne Black’s lynching.”


  “And you think that old Roddy has the answers?”


  She handed him a rinsed bowl to dry. “According to Agnes, he did.”


  “I thought yer specialty was the witch hunts?” He set the bowl in the cupboard and took a plate from her. “I dinnae understand how Anne fits in.”


  “At the time Anne stood trial, there were a number of newspaper articles with quotes from her neighbors claiming she was a witch, that she’d cursed the villagers and they had subsequently suffered various misfortunes. Sick farm animals, fires, property damages and illness. Accusations not at all dissimilar to those made during a witch craze in the Middle Ages.”


  “But Anne wasnae accused in the Middle Ages. All this happened at the beginning of the twentieth century.”


  “I know.” She held out a handful of silverware. “Makes the case even more interesting. I would love to see what factors came together so that a community not only believed she was a witch, but felt so threatened that they were compelled to kill when the courts acquitted her.”


  He took the silver awkwardly in the dishtowel. “But wasnae it unusual for a village to accuse a woman of witchcraft in 1915?”


  She shrugged. “Unusual, but not unheard of. While it was decided that witchcraft was no longer a criminal offense in 1736, that didn’t mean everyone agreed. Many educated people still believed witchcraft existed.”


  “But in 1915?”


  “Granted, most of this sort of conflict in Britain peaked between 1850 and 1870, fizzling out by the late 1890s, but it wasn’t unusual for there to be accusations made in rural areas into the 1930s. I suspect Anne was a begging witch, not at all uncommon in the late nineteenth century.”


  “That’s guess work, though, without the journals.”


  “Educated guess work. I do have some experience with the subject matter.” She shoved a pot at him. “Dry faster, you’re slowing me down.”


  “Oops. Did I offend yer professional sensibilities? What makes you think Anne was a begging witch?"


  Hillary grinned and drained the sink. “Do you really want to hear this?”


  “I’m too tired to write anymore tonight.” He shrugged as he filled the kettle. “And there’s no telly.”


  “How could I refuse such a flattering request?”


  “Ye’re too bloody sensitive.”


  “No doubt.” But she liked the easy banter, the quiet after dinner conversation. They sat at the table and waited for the water to boil.


  “So, what’s a begging witch?”


  “A begging witch uses the threat of bewitchment as a means of survival. The villagers would have given Anne food and lodging to keep her from cursing them.”


  “Nice work if you can get it.”


  “It was a fine line, though. She had to convince people of her powers without actually admitting to being a witch.”


  The shrill whistle from the kettle pierced the quiet. Caid stood and went to the counter.


  “So a begging witch had to watch her step or wind up like Anne?”


  His back was to her as he took down two cups from the cupboard. He had a well-formed body, visible despite the loose sweater and jeans. Wide shoulders above narrow hips and a great butt.


  “Well?”


  What had he asked? Hillary shook her head. “Usually, a suspected witch fell prey to various forms of harassment. Being dragged from her home by a mob of angry men and murdered was a fairly extreme reaction. You know, Agnes would have been a strong contender for accusation. Back in the Middle Ages, she would have been a scold. An old woman, usually poor and reduced to begging, prone to cursing people who made her unhappy. Women like this were usually first to be accused in a witch-hunt. If a hunt hit the level of a craze, it became a free-for-all as far as accusations went. There were villages in Germany with only one woman left alive after a craze.”


  “Good God, no wonder you have nightmares,” he teased, those ocean blue eyes lit with warmth. “And while Agnes might have been known to give her neighbors a telling off, she wasnae quite reduced to begging.”


  “That’s true, but I think she was worse off than you realize. I mean aside from gouging me to see the journals and--I’m guessing here--not leaving you a penny besides the house, I think she was selling off her furnishings. The rug in her bedroom is missing.”


  He sat up straight, his expression turned serious. “I thought you didnae get past the front door the first time you were here.”


  “I didn’t.” The image of Agnes in a heap on the stairs flashed through Hillary’s brain before she could stop it and she suppressed a shiver. “But while I was in her room today, I noticed the discoloration of the wood on the floor. For about two feet from the wall, all the way around the room, the floor is faded and filthy. Past a clearly visible line, the floor is still dirty, but not nearly as bad.”


  “You may be right,” he said, leaning back in the chair. “I wonder what else she sold. Maybe yer journals.”


  “Not funny. Besides, I’d like to think she’d have let me make an offer.”


  “Unless she did it long before she spoke to you. When you contacted her, maybe she let you believe she had them, when her plan all along was to have you come here and search for something that she no longer owned--paying her for the privilege, no less.”


  “She contacted me,” Hillary said, doing her best to ignore the sick feeling his suggestion caused. “She read one of my books and thought I might like to read her journals.”


  “Well, then I suppose it’s a good thing for Agnes that they dinnae have witch-hunts anymore.”


  “But she was the victim of a witch-hunt.” Hillary drained her cup. “When your father tried to have her proven incompetent.”


  “No’ quite the same.”


  “Actually, the situations are quite similar. A strange woman with few friends to defend her, your father was in a position of power and authority in comparison. He used her reputation as eccentric and strange and mostly just old to take advantage of her few resources and have her removed from her home and community.”


  Pity welled in Hillary at the thought. After all, she knew first hand what it felt like to be the victim of a witch-hunt. No, she hadn’t been burned or hanged. She’d simply lost everything that mattered to her, leaving her standing alone in the smoldering ruin of her life.


  Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You’re here aren’t you? Free?


  She’d only spent two days in a jail cell before her lawyer arranged her bail, but it was long enough. Long enough to bargain her life away in tearful prayers if she could just get out of that mess.


  “But he failed.” Caid’s voice brought her back to the present. “I wonder if my father knew she was selling things from the house. He would have been angry. As far as he’s concerned, this place is his.”


  “He had no idea you could inherit instead of him?”


  “Not until the solicitor insisted I be here when he read the will.” Caid’s straight brows drew together in a frown. “I hadnae seen her in more than twenty years. I doubt the possibility even entered his mind. She must have hated him.”


  Hillary thought of what Joan had said about Agnes complaining of the way Caid’s parents treated him. Maybe Agnes had had a soft spot for him. “She read your books. Or at least she had copies of them.”


  A semi-smile touched his lips. “Did you finish reading my book?”


  “Almost. I hesitate to tell you this for fear of feeding what is clearly a monstrous ego, but I pocketed Agnes’s copy of your second book.”


  He leaned forward, grinning. “My number one fan.”


  “You forget I know you personally. I could never be your number one fan.”


  He laughed, unperturbed by the insult.


  “Besides,” she added, “I think that title goes to Joan.”


  “No’ since I kissed you. She was well pissed at me that night.”


  Hillary’s cheeks burned with the memory of his lips on hers, the heat that had surged through her body, and the way she had eagerly responded. She turned her attention to the stone floor. Caid cleared his throat and when she looked up again, he stared down at the table, tracing a thin crack in the wood with his fingertip.


  When he lifted his gaze to hers, all humor was gone. “When you found Agnes, did it look like an accident? Did it look like she’d fallen down the stairs?”


  “I…um…I,” she stuttered, trying to push back the picture of the bloated, twisted body in her head. And the smell. The rancid odor of rotting flesh that had stayed with her even days later. “I couldn’t tell. I’ve never seen someone dead from a fall down the stairs.”


  “But when you first saw her is that what you thought? That she must have fallen down the stairs?”


  She searched for the right words, trying to skip over her less-than-stalwart reaction. “I didn’t really look at her for long.” Ah, the hell with it. “The truth is I opened the door, saw her--smelled her--and then I went right back outside and threw up.”


  “Sorry, I didnae mean to push.”


  “It doesn’t matter, just not my finest hour. Why do you want to know?”


  “I started thinking about what you said about my father trying to have her put in a home and I wondered just how far he would have gone to get her out. Especially if he knew she was selling things from the house.”


  “You don’t really believe he would have killed her?”


  “No,” he said with a sigh. “No. He’s far too civilized for that. I just…” He trailed off and shrugged.


  “Bristol said everything about her death was consistent with a fall down the stairs. The time of death even lined up with a storm that had made the power go out for a few hours.”


  He nodded, but his eyes narrowed the longer they stayed fixed on her. “Ye’re no’ telling me something.”


  Had she given something away in her expression?


  “Out with it,” he demanded. “What havenae you told me?”


  “It’s nothing, really. What do I know about dead bodies?” More than she wanted to, unfortunately.


  “Tell me.”


  Hillary sighed. “She was so broken. And the amount of blood. I wouldn’t have thought that a fall down the stairs could make someone bleed so much.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I was surprised when Bristol told me that Agnes’s death had been accidental. You asked me what I thought when I first walked in and found her? I thought she’d been murdered.”


   


   


  With an angry sigh, Caid threw back the covers, climbed out of bed and started pacing the length of the room. Cold, damp air dotted his bare skin with goose bumps, but he barely registered the chill.


  Last night, his overactive brain had kept him up making lists of what needed to be done and the cost of each project until he could literally see years of his life being sucked into the same void as his dwindling bank account. The sound of Hillary’s soft cries had almost been a relief.


  Tonight, though, he was tired. He’d worked himself physically in the morning, painting the study, then wrote most of the afternoon. With his brain like mush and a good solid ache in his muscles, he should have been asleep in no time.


  Oh, he just had to wonder about his father having a role in Agnes’s death. What the hell did he care for, anyway? He hadn’t seen either of them years. It wasn’t his problem. The police thought the whole thing was an accident and if that was good enough for them, it would just have to be good enough for him, too.


  He grabbed the battered paperback he’d been reading from the bureau and crawled back into bed, settling in with a caper about a bunch of bumbling would-be criminals who couldn’t get anything right.


  At last his eyes grew heavy and he started to doze.


  A loud creak followed by a heavy thud yanked him awake. Caid sat up a little. The book, still open on his chest, fell onto the mattress next to him. He reached for his watch on the bedside table. Good Christ, he hadn’t been out for more than two hours.


  Cursing, and with an unfortunate sense of déjà vu, he rolled out of the bed, then dragged on his jeans. What was that noise? A door? Maybe he’d dreamt the whole thing. But if it was another break in…


  As he stepped into the hallway, Hillary’s door, slightly ajar, caught his eye. He pushed it open the rest of the way. The lamp next to her bed burned softly, but she was nowhere to be seen.


  Where was she? His heart rate picked up, beating hard against his chest. Maybe she’d gone downstairs for something. She’d probably been the one to wake him.


  He wrapped his arms around his bare chest and rubbed his upper arms as he started down the hall. With only the pale light spilling out from both bedrooms to guide him, he made his way to the top of the stairs, but hesitated before descending into the pitch black of the lower floor.


  If she were down there, wouldn’t she have turned on a light? What if she sleepwalked? As he reached out for the switch to the ugly chandelier dangling over the foyer, he hesitated. A door at the opposite end of the hall was open and a weak light glowed just beyond the threshold.


  Inexplicable anger shimmered just below his skin. Annoyance mixed with something a little deeper, a little frightening, an emotion he couldn’t name and definitely didn’t want to examine.


  He marched down the hall through the open door, coming to a narrow stone staircase. Dirty wall sconces glowed dimly, and combined with the thick cobwebs hanging from the ceiling, cast strange fluttering shadows up the wall.


  Good God, what had she been thinking, coming up here? He rested his hand on the wood banister and something scurried under his palm. He snatched his arm back and rubbed his hand on his jeans.


  Despite the shudder running along his spine, he continued up the stairs. At the top, Hillary sat with a book open in her lap in the middle of a long, rectangular room made smaller by the clutter of furniture hidden beneath ancient dust covers.


  “Hillary, it’s one a.m.”


  She looked up, her dark eyes unusually bright. “Sorry. Did I wake you?”


  “Aye, you did. What are you doing up here in the middle of the night?”


  “I couldn’t sleep,” she told him.


  “And the obvious solution was to wander a dank, cobweb-filled staircase?”


  “Something like that. I kept thinking about the key and how it was too big for any of the doors in the house. How all the other doors had the same size lock. Then I remembered that the door at the end of the hall had a different lock. I remembered because at the time I thought that was kind of strange and I wondered where the door led. If the lock was different, chances were it wasn’t just another bedroom. Then I thought the reason it was different was because the lock was bigger, big enough to fit the key we found. So I tried it and found the stairs to the attic.”


  He couldn’t help but gape. She had managed to say it all in a single breath. “And a room full of junk.”


  “That’s just it. This isn’t junk, none of it. This room is like a pharaoh’s treasure room. This is where Agnes kept anything of value. She thought someone was stealing from her, right? She must have locked these things here with the idea of protecting her valuables. This,” she held up the book on her lap for him to see, “is Roderick’s journal. I’ve found it, Caid.”


  Caid turned slowly, really seeing just what made up the clutter in the room. Silver serving dishes and tea services, tarnished, but solid silver. He pulled back some of the dust cloths, revealing smooth dark wood pieces unlike the scarred and chipped furniture downstairs. Boxes of china so thin the plates were nearly translucent.


  “I just can’t figure out how a frail, old woman like Agnes managed to get all of this up here,” Hillary said.


  “She probably had the lad who managed the garden bring it up for her,” he replied absently. Could he sell some of this? Even if it brought him just a few thousand pounds, it would help with the house. Maybe it would even be enough to hire a builder to do some of the work. That would hurry things along. Get him out of this place sooner, and off to Spain.


  “There’s all kinds of family photos in the box where I found the journals,” Hillary said, setting the books down next to her. “You look like your grandfather. It’s strange, when I saw your parents I thought you looked like your mother, but I guess you just have her coloring.”


  “I guess,” he murmured. He would have liked to use the whole box for kindling.


  “Do you remember him at all?”


  Caid shook his head. “He died shortly after I was born.”


  “Joan told me he and Agnes were quite close. Maybe that’s why she left you the house, because you reminded her of him.”


  “More likely to spite my father.” He should invite an appraiser to the house and find out what this lot would be worth. “We should keep this door locked until we’re certain that our intruder is no longer getting in.”


  She nodded, but he could tell she wasn’t really listening. She sifted through the photos until she came to his grandfather’s wedding picture. “This is your grandmother?”


  “Aye. Perhaps we should go back down, it’s the middle of the night.”


  “They look so happy together. When did she die?”


  “I dinnae know. Long before I was born.” What was her preoccupation with his family? There he was in the blasted middle of the night, sitting in a cold attic while she analyzed photos of a family he cared nothing about. 


  “Did he remarry?”


  Caid sighed. “No.”


  If she detected his impatience, which he made no effort to conceal, she didn’t show it.


  “Look, he kept her wedding ring.” She held out a small wood box. Inside, a thick band with tiny grooves and swirls etched into the gold sat atop a few folded papers.


  He plucked the ring from the box. “I wonder how much I’d get for this.”


  “You can’t sell it!”


  He stood rigid against her emphatic response. “Aye, I can.”


  “He kept that ring all these years. He never remarried. He must have loved her a great deal.”


  “You can tell that from a wedding ring and one photograph, can you? Maybe his marriage was such a horror show he vowed to never make the same mistake twice.”


  “You’re a cynic.”


  “And ye’re a romantic. I never would have expected that of you.”


  She snorted. “I know, especially being divorced.”


  “Ye’re divorced?” Why the idea that she would have a past surprised him so much he couldn’t say. But worse was the idea that she might have a present. Was there someone waiting for her at home?


  “Yeah.” She shrugged and put the pictures back in the box.


  “How long?”


  “The divorce became final a couple of months before I left Canada, but we’d been separated for a while. We should probably go down.”


  He knew evasion when he saw it. He excelled at it, after all. “What happened?”


  “Are you trying to ask if one of us had a torrid affair?”


  Perhaps she’d been trying for humor, but the hitch in her voice ruined any chance of that. How could she appear both vulnerable and strong at the same time? Perhaps it was that bizarre contradiction that fascinated him so much.


  Bloody hell, fascinated? Not likely, she was merely the only woman at hand. Still, he couldn’t stop himself from asking, “Is that what happened?”


  “No.” She held out the small box that had contained the wedding band, but frowned when he took the box from her instead of dropping the ring back inside.


  “You’re not really going to pawn that, are you?”


  A tiny twinge of guilt tugged at his conscience. “This house is a tip. It’s falling down around my ears. I need to pay for the repairs somehow.”


  Her lips thinned. Her obvious disapproval fanned the guilt already wriggling inside him as well as his annoyance. Bloody hell, why should he feel bad selling off heirlooms from a family he’d never felt a part of? 


  “Do you want to leave the box of photos or bring them down?” she asked.


  “I dinnae care what happens to them.”


  A challenging grin lifted the corners of her lips and she crossed her arms over chest. “Why don’t you get along with anyone in your family?”


  “I get on with Alex.”


  “But not your parents. Especially not your father.”


  “You’ve met him, I would think that explained everything.”


  “You pried into my life.”


  He chuckled. For some reason, her questions eroded some of his irritation. “Hardly. I know ye’re divorced, which you let slip all on yer own, and neither you nor your ex was unfaithful. No’ exactly a wealth of information.”


  She scooped up the journals from the floor, holding the books against her chest like a child with a favorite Christmas present. “We should go.”


  He nodded and started to follow her to the stairs, but she stopped and turned. Her eyes, dark like a summer lake, bored into him. “We’re not that different, you and me.”


  “No,” he agreed, meaning it. “We’re not.”


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Eleven


   


  Sunshine streamed through a narrow gap between the heavy drapes. The thin band of light stretched over the flattened rug, up the side of the bed and across Hillary’s eyes. She squinted against the brightness and rolled over, pulling the covers over her head. Her whole body ached from spending most of the previous day crouched on a dirty floor. She willed her sore muscles to relax so she could sleep some more.


  Then she remembered the journals.


  With renewed energy, she flung back the blankets and sat up. The three thin volumes waited on the corner of the bureau where she’d left them. A combination of excitement and relief filled her. They were her hope. Her career. Her reputation. Through them, she would find some semblance of the woman she’d once been. And they waited for her.


  What if there was no mention of Anne Black and the events that had lead to her death? Her parents’ basement and the vast world of internet chat-rooms awaited her. Perhaps she was being melodramatic, but the idea of finding nothing and ending up right back where she’d started left an icy dread in the pit of her belly.


  She climbed off the bed and pulled back the faded green drapes.  Outside, the morning sun cast a golden hue over the jungle-like garden and the patch of trees hiding the road. She pushed open the window and the warm rays fell on her face. The air was cool, but without the usual damp chill she’d become accustomed to.


  Maybe she’d walk, first. Days like this had been rare since she’d arrived. Some time outside might prove inspiring. Okay, she was procrastinating, avoiding the possibility that the journals would prove useless, but no one needed to know that.


  She dressed quickly, pulling on a pair of blue jeans and a fitted sweater. When she left her room, Caid’s door was closed. Likely still asleep. Once in the kitchen, she fixed herself a cup of terrible instant coffee. Thick like sludge, the bitter black liquid tasted worse than it looked, but caffeine addiction cared nothing for texture or flavor.


  Caid drank mainly tea and had no real appreciation for the importance of decent coffee--and he called himself a writer.


  A coffee maker.


  Today she would buy a coffee maker. There, now she was no longer simply shirking work and avoiding potentially bad news. She had a purpose, a goal. And such a purchase was a show of faith. An investment. She had no use for a European coffee maker in Canada, so buying one was a symbol of her confidence in old Roderick Douglas and his journals.


  She scribbled a quick note for Caid on the off chance he actually noticed she wasn’t there when he woke, then scooped up her purse and jacket and started for the door. Outside, she slid her arms into the sleeves as she walked.


  The air smelled fresh and clean. Birds, perched on the budding branches of the misshapen hedge and tangled bushes, chirped and twittered. She opened the car door and had almost climbed into the seat when she realized she was on the passenger side. After tossing her purse inside, she walked to the other side. At least no one was there to see.


  As she drove, she reminded herself to keep to the left. Fortunately, the road wasn’t busy, probably due to the early hour.


  Hilly pastures hemmed in by ancient stone fences stretched out on either side of her and again she was taken by the beauty of the country. And the history. How many hundreds of years had these fields been farmed? And how many generations of people had done the work? Who were they? How had they lived? The questions filled her with restless awe. She was merely a tiny speck along a great timeline.


  The village was a quaint mix of cobblestone streets and old shop buildings, leaving her feeling like she’d stepped into a Dickens novel. She parked her car in a public lot near the middle of town then started walking along the sidewalk, peering into store windows.


  Culcraig was a charming village with a strong tourist trade. The shops sold everything from souvenir plaid ball caps and Scottish flags to expensive silver jewelry with Celtic inspired designs.


  But none sold appliances.


  As she peered through a store window at a collection of tiny silver figurines set around a display of Scottish history books, the door next to her burst open. She jumped and turned, coming face to face with the woman she’d knocked down in the woods. The memory made her face hot.


  “I thought that was you.” Sarah smiled brightly from the doorway. “So, you’ve decided to stay on, have you?”


  “Yes, Caid, Agnes’s nephew, is letting me view the journals.”


  “Oh, well that’s brilliant, then. Are you coming in?”


  Actually, she hadn’t planned to. Judging from the pretty ornaments in the window, she doubted very much she’d find a coffeemaker inside. Still, after sending the woman sprawling in the mud, turning her down seemed rude.


  “Yes, of course. Is this your store?”


  “My Gran’s, actually.” Sarah let the door close once Hillary was inside. “But since she’s been ill, I’ve taken over for her.”


  “I’m sorry. This is lovely.” She meant it. The shop wasn’t large, but deep blue carpet and light pine shelves cluttered with ornaments, books and art gave the small space an eclectic charm. Enya played from a small CD player on a shelf behind the counter and the spicy scent of incense tickled her nose.


  “Thank you. Have you had much success with the journals?” Sarah asked.


  “To be honest, I just found them yesterday.”


  Sarah’s fine, red-gold eyebrows lifted. “Had Agnes hidden the books?”


  “Yes, and that combined with state of the house…” Hillary shrugged.


  “A bit of a mess, was it? Well, Agie was a little off her rocker. Such a shame when the mind goes.”


  Hillary opened her mouth to defend Agnes, but stopped. Who was she to contradict Sarah? She’d only spoken to Agnes over the phone off and on for a little over a month. Sarah had known Agnes better than she. And even Hillary had to admit the old woman was a touch…eccentric.


  “I’m surprised ye’re out today,” Sarah said, interrupting her thoughts. “And no’ at Glendon House, poring over your treasure.”


  Hillary smiled. “My treasure?”


  “Well, the books must mean a great deal to you if you were willing to stay after that nonsense with Willie Innes.”


  Heat crept into Hillary’s cheeks and her stomach dropped. “You heard about that?”


  “Aye. Culcraig’s a small village. There are no secrets here.”


  “Fabulous.” Finding herself the subject of gossip and speculation once more chilled her. Bad enough her interest in Anne Black and Roderick’s journals were under a microscope, but what if someone learned about Randall?


  “I’m glad to see you didnae let Willie and those other fools chase you away. He’s all talk, you know? Empty threats an’ all.”


   Goose bumps studded Hillary’s skin. Was Sarah right? Had everything Willie said that day in the pub merely been the act of a bully showing off in front of his friends?  Or was the man capable of more?  Could he have broken into Glendon House, left the poker on the table as some kind of warning, to chase her off, maybe?


  The idea that he had been the one in the house with her, alone and isolated, left her light-headed.


  “Are you all right?” Sarah’s voice softened with concern. “You’ve gone so pale.”


  Hillary forced a smile and gave a careless wave. “I’m fine. Late night, that’s all. I’m just tired.”


  Sarah crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her head, her gaze narrowing. “Has he done something?”


  “No,” Hillary said quickly. “No, of course not.”


  Sarah eyed her shrewdly. “I’m no’ convinced. Have you been to the police?”


  Even if Willie had been the person she’d heard inside the house, she had no proof. Hell, she couldn’t prove anyone had even been in the house, let alone who that person was. If she went to Bristol and Bristol went to Willie…


  What might the man do if she were wrong?


  Or if she were right?


  Besides, anyone could have broken into Glendon House, and Bristol already didn’t consider her the most credible witness. He’d likely take her less seriously if she went around accusing people randomly and without proof. No, Willie Innes was one sleeping dog she’d do well to let lie.


  “There’s nothing to go to the police about,” Hillary said, pleased to hear a little strength return to her voice, then tried for a change of subject. “Maybe you can help me with something. I’m looking to buy a coffeemaker.”


  Sarah stared at her for a long moment, then smiled. “Well, you’ll no’ find one at any of the shops along here.”


  “But you know where I could find one?”


  “Aye, I do.” She wrote directions on a square of notepaper at the counter, then handed them to Hillary.


  “Thanks,” Hillary said. “I guess I’m lucky to have run into you.”


  Sarah chuckled. “I’d say so. But you must remember, if you need anything, you’ve a friend here.”


  “Thank you. I really appreciate that.”


  And she did, more than the other woman could ever know.


   


   


  Caid stood in the open doorway and watched the builder’s truck rattle and shimmy down the long drive before disappearing into the woods. A cool sweat coated his skin as panic’s talons curled tight around his insides. The builder’s long and expensive list of must do’s replayed in his head, while the dim realization that he’d never leave Glendon House set in.


  What had he been thinking, taking on this mess? The electrical was dangerous, the plumbing rotted, the roof needed sorted. Mould, rot, decay. The list went on and on.


  His own meager earnings wouldn’t be enough to pay for all the repairs, even with the money Hillary was giving him. Not to replace virtually everything in this wreck and still maintain his flat in Edinburgh.


  He went back inside, closed the door and leaned against it, his gaze sweeping from one side of the foyer to the other. This dump would eat the better part of his life.


  That was it. Decision made. He’d sell the house. List the bloody thing today and take what he could get for it.


  And while he waited for someone of questionable sanity to make an offer, he’d continue to do what he could to get the place into some semblance of order. He’d have to give up his flat, but he could live with that. It was just a flat, after all.


  So why the crushing weight pressing down on his chest?


  He returned to the study, settled behind the desk and turned on his laptop. He should be making the necessary calls to sublet his flat, and find an estate agent to help unload this heap.


  He would, after a few more pages.


  His fingers flew over the small keyboard and the world around him ebbed away. When the doorbell chimed out of tune, he stopped and glanced at the clock on the credenza. Nearly two o’clock. It must be Hillary back from the village--and locked out.


  Annoyed, he drummed his fingers on the desktop. Was it too difficult for her to remember to take a key? Christ’s sakes, she’d been as bothered by their intruder as he had. Surely she would know he’d be keeping the doors locked.


  The bell rang again. He cursed, stood and marched down the hall, ready to let loose a day’s worth of frustration, but when he yanked open the door the words died on his lips.


  “Mum.”


  She regarded him with eyes the same shade as his own, wary and annoyed. “Kincaid.” Her tone was cool, formal.


  “What are you doing here?” He didn’t see his father in the drive or at the car. Good. A visit from that man was the last thing he needed. One from his mother was bad enough.


  “May I come in?”


  “Dad’s no’ with you?”


  “No. May I come in?” Impatience edged her voice.


  “Aye.” He nodded and stepped aside. She moved past him and strode into the hall. The door closed behind him, blotting out the daylight and leaving them alone in the dim foyer.   


  “Is there somewhere we could speak?”


  What was she doing here, alone, without his father? “The study’s no’ bad, or the kitchen.”


  Without another word, she turned and entered the study. She lowered herself onto the cracked, leather settee and sat stiff.


  “What do you want?” he asked again, leaning against the wall and folding his arms over his chest.


  “You’ve done a lot of work, I see.”


  He didn’t reply, but waited for the inevitable zinger. She didn’t disappoint. “Still, no’ as much I would have expected.”


  “I could take you around the rest of the house so you could make your criticisms more specific.”


  “That’ll no’ be necessary.” Her cool eyes surveyed him, measured him. Only once had she regarded him with something other than indifference, but instead of the hurt or gratitude he’d expected, there’d been rage. A brilliant fury directed at him--of all people. He hadn’t understood. At fourteen, he’d been quite naive.


  “What brings you to my home?”


  She sighed. “Yer reaction the day the will was read made me wonder if you might be willing to let Glendon House go.”


  His heart accelerated and he struggled to keep his features as bland as hers. “Aye, I would. If the price was right.”


  “I’d be willing to pay a reasonable sum, but yer father couldnae know about our arrangement.”


  Aye, God forbid the old bastard think he’d had to pay for it. “I’m to tell him it’s a gift, then, out of the goodness of my heart?”


  “No.” She shook her head slowly and for the first time Caid sensed hesitation. “He’d no’ accept a gift.”


  “Then what will you tell him? That I’ve fallen off the face of the earth?”


  “You’ll go to him and ask that he take the house from you. Tell him you cannae manage the work involved.”


  Anger, fast and furious, surged through his veins. “Tell him I’ve failed at something else? Beg and grovel for him to save me from my own incompetence? Oh aye, he’d love that, now wouldnae he?”


  “Dinnae be difficult. I’m willing to pay more than a fair sum for this house. You’ll know the truth. Why should it matter what he thinks?”


  Why indeed? Accepting the offer would have him back in Edinburgh by the end of the day. His father already considered him barely above something he would scrape off his shoe.  Telling him he couldn’t manage the house would only cement that belief.


  And in that lay the crux of his dilemma.


  It shouldn’t bother him. While he listened to his father lecture about failing at something else, Caid would know that his mother had paid, and all behind his father’s back. He should feel elated that he would be pulling one over on the miserable old man. But he didn’t.


  The clunk of the front door opening cut through the silence. His mother frowned.


  “I’m back.” Hillary’s voice floated in, light and lovely. “Caid, are you there?”


  “In the study,” he called.   


  “I had to drive around most of Culcraig, but I finally found it,” Hillary said as she moved into the doorway, clutching a large box with a picture of a coffeemaker on the front. “No more instant--”


  The wide smile on her face faltered as her gaze fell on his mother. “I’m sorry, I’m interrupting.”


  “No’ at all.” Caid turned to his mother. Her eyes glittered like blue ice. She turned her fury on him and a perverse sort of joy filled him. At last, something other than indifference.


  “What is she doing here?”


  “That’s right, you’ve met Dr. Bennett havenae you? I’ve decided to honor Agnes’s agreement, allowing her to work with Great Granddad’s journals. The arrangement has proven advantageous to us both. Isnae that right, Hillary?”


  She didn’t answer. When he looked at her, her mouth was set in a tight line. “This is clearly a private matter. I’m sorry to have interrupted.”


  With a parting glare aimed at him, she turned and left.


  “I’ll no’ have her here. I want her out and away from those books. We can only hope that yer father hasnae heard about this.”


  “If I agree to your offer, the journals will no’ be included. I’ll give them to Hillary. I had an agreement with her, and I willnae break it."


  “Unacceptable.”


  “Aye, ye’re right,” he said, hating the stubborn pride pushing the words out. “The entire situation is unacceptable. I’m done playing the part of eternal fuck-up to feed his ego. If you want the house, make me an offer. A legitimate one.”


  “This is so typical of you.” The words spewed from her mouth like venom. “You were never satisfied unless you had everything and everyone in an uproar. You were exhausting as a child, and now ye’re still that spoilt, selfish boy, only in a man’s body.”


  “I’ve said all I’m going to about this. You have my terms.” Whatever delight pricking her anger had ignited was fading, leaving him tired and hollowed out.


  “This is yer father’s birthright. Dinnae think you can keep him from it.”


  “If you wantae buy my house, then you will meet my terms.”


  “Ye’re making a mistake, Kincaid. And you’ll be sorry you did.” She stood and marched across the room, stopping at the door. After a deep breath, she faced him again. The bland expression had been fixed in place once more. “I’ll see myself out.”


  He nodded, but said nothing as she left. A steady throb had developed at the base of his skull. What had he done? He’d been as good as gone, but pride had reared its ugly head.


  So now, here he was, exactly where he’d started out. Trapped in a huge house ready to fall in around him.


   


   


  “Sorry about that,” Caid said as walked into the kitchen.


  Hillary pressed her lips together. Furious, she feared what she might say if she opened her mouth. Her fingers fumbled with the plastic basket as she struggled to put the coffeemaker together on the table.


  Returning to Glendon House, she hadn’t been prepared for awkward family dysfunction, nor to be thrust into the middle of it. What a child Caid had been back there, waving her like a red flag before his mother. There had been no thought about her feelings or his mother’s, only his own gratification.


  “Can I help?” he asked, slipping onto the bench opposite her.


  “I can manage,” she bit out.


  He eyed her warily. “Is something wrong?”


  “Why should anything be wrong?” Ass.


  He shrugged. “Why is it women always answer a question with a question instead of just explaining why it is they’re angry?”


  “Oh, I don’t know.” She slammed the basket down on the table before she winged it at his head. “I suppose it’s just our way of reconfirming how thick the opposite sex can be when it comes to recognizing their own moronic behavior.”


  “I behaved like a moron?” His eyes darkened and a furious pleasure welled inside her.


  “An immature moron, actually. The way you treated me and your mother was inexcusable.”


  “How I treated her?” he sputtered. “Were it up to her, you’d be out on yer backside with no journals!”


  “Don’t try to manipulate me.”


  “By telling you the truth?”


  “Here’s some truth for you. I will not be your latest weapon to stick it to your parents,” she said, trying to ignore the hurt quivering under layers of anger.


  “Is that what you think I’m doing?” 


  “You don’t drink anymore, and you can’t use that to get to them, so you’ve decided to wave me under their noses. Well, let me make something perfectly clear. I will not be used. Not in your little family feud, or anything else. Understood?”


  “Aye.” His eyes, the color of cobalt, held hers. Then, without another word, he stormed out of the kitchen.


   


   


  Hillary finished putting the coffee machine together and brewed herself a pot while replaying her argument with Caid in her head. She shouldn’t have brought up the drinking, it was a low blow. Even if it was true. His behavior where his parents were concerned was like a small child misbehaving to gain their attention.


  The good news was that little performance seemed to have evaporated any attraction she’d foolishly felt. And there was no point in dwelling on the hollowness inside her. Maybe she was just hungry.


  With a cup of real coffee in hand, she left the kitchen and started toward the stairs. Outside the study, she hesitated. The sharp clicking of Caid’s fingers moving furiously over the keyboard seeped through the closed door.


  Venting had taken the edge off her anger. Maybe she should knock and force a resolution. They were living under the same roof, after all.


  Why bother? This was a business arrangement of sorts. Perhaps some distance was better.


  She climbed the stairs to her room and the journals.  Standing in the doorway, she really took in the small space. Wardrobe, bureau and bed, there was nowhere for her to work. She needed a real workspace. A desk, decent light and, with any luck, a comfortable chair.


  A quick search and she realized that these items might be harder to find than she’d thought. The study was her best choice, but Caid had already taken up permanent residence. The kitchen table was another option, but she’d have to pack her work up every time she and Caid wanted to eat.


  There was that beautiful mahogany desk in the attic.


  Within an hour, she’d shoved most of the clutter to one side. She found a floor and desk lamp--they cast a warm glow, giving a certain coziness to the room--and a throne-like armchair that, while a bit on the heavy side, was comfortable to sit on. Even the gabled window across from her offered a lovely view of the garden and forest between Glendon House and Joan’s inn.


  Now, fresh coffee in hand, Hillary settled behind the desk and opened the first volume of the journals.


  She worked until the room darkened and long shadows lengthened on the far walls. Standing, she stretched--her back making an alarming popping sound--and glanced at her watch. Good Lord, she’d been at it for nearly four hours and barely transcribed a quarter of the first book.


  Roderick’s handwriting was small and faded, and she often had to reread lines in order to be sure she was correct. Now, with bleary eyes, all she’d really discovered about Roderick Douglas was that the man had a love of lists--he made them for almost everything--and an ego so large she couldn’t imagine it fitting into this house.


  In his painfully dull entries, dealing mainly with his investments, there was an almost self-righteous indignation in his tone, a sense of superiority.


  She moved to the window and peered out over the darkening garden and the forest. Anne’s stone stood out stark and pale against the tangled trees.


  The Witch’s Stone.


  Poor, persecuted Anne. What had she done to invite such a terrible fate? 


  Hillary returned to her desk and worked long into the night, until her eyes grew tired from the faded print and her wrists ached from hovering over the keyboard. She was about to put the book down and turn in for the night, but the next entry caught her eye.


  I was forced to chase a trespasser off my land today. A woman, in ragged dress, yet young beneath the layers of filth. She didn’t speak, but watched me from the edge of the wood. After a time, I approached her. When I spoke, she did not reply, whether from inability or disinclination I cannot say, but I found the experience unnerving. Her stare was empty. I insisted she leave my property or face charges. She gave me a slight smile. I do not mind confiding that the expression chilled me. There was something wrong with the woman, and I hope to never see her again.


  Hillary looked at the date. October 3, 1914. Anne had been hanged in April 1915. Could this woman, who had so disturbed Roderick, be Anne Black?


  Goose bumps raced over her skin and she shivered from a sudden chill. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end with the sense that she was being watched.


  She lifted her gaze to the window, even though she knew she was too high up for anyone to see in.


  With her heart beating rapidly against her chest for no good reason, she stood and moved closer to the window. In the dark, she could see nothing of the garden below, just the shadowy outline of the trees. Something bright caught her eye. A tiny light danced and bobbed along the edge of the forest.


  Joan’s witchlights?


  Nonsense.


  Still, her skin crawled and the feeling of someone watching remained.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Twelve


   


  The next morning, Hillary found Caid sitting at the kitchen table with his tea and a novel, a plate dusted with toast crumbs shoved to one side. He glanced up as she entered, but said nothing and returned his attention to the book.


  So, he still wasn’t speaking to her. Fine, she’d just ignore him right back.


  As she started a pot of coffee, she could feel the weight of his gaze, but pretended not to notice. The rain pelting the windows and the gurgling of the coffee machine were the only sounds in the kitchen.


  At last, he stood and took his plate to the sink, then left the room with his cup and book. Some of the tension ebbed away once he’d gone, and she sank into one of the rickety kitchen chairs while she waited for the coffee to brew.


  She didn’t like this new animosity between them. Nor the niggling doubt that she’d crossed the line by bringing up his drinking.


  Oh, get over it. It wasn’t like they were friends. They had a business relationship and whatever civility went with sharing accommodations with a virtual stranger. If he wanted to sulk, she’d let him.


  She stood and poured herself a cup of coffee, then went to the attic, locking herself away with the journals. She spent the better part of the day poring over the first book, doing her best to transcribe the faded text onto her computer, and then, at last, pay dirt.


  That strange woman returned today. I spotted her as I took a turn about the grounds. She hid at the edge of the woods, watching me. She was as ragged as ever, but at least clean. When I approached her, she held her ground and met my gaze with an insolence I found completely unacceptable. This time when I demanded she tell me who she was, she replied. Her name is Anne.


  Hillary’s breath hitched in her throat. Anne. At last she’d found her.


  She is Radcliffe’s tenant and would answer no other questions beyond where she lived. She claimed to fear for me. That a curse hung over me and she would do what she could. Have you ever heard such nonsense?


  A curse. Was this what had led to the talk of witchcraft? Was this why she’d been accused of murder and vandalism? Was that one simple statement what had caused a town to vilify and eventually murder her? And who was Radcliffe?


  Hillary closed the book and ran her fingers over the cover, worn smooth from use and time. In these pages lay moments and incidents, small and uneventful on their own, like fine woven strands of a spider’s web, becoming more intricate until reaching the pinnacle of that fateful night.


  For a moment, she thought of Randall. She and Anne were not all that dissimilar. How was she to know that a young man’s dreamy stares in her classroom would end in his grisly death and her arrest? And how could Anne have known that something as small as mentioning a curse in conversation would lead to a group of men dragging her from her home, and stringing her up?


  Too tired to continue, she pushed the book aside and started downstairs. Once on the main floor, the scent of fresh paint mingled with the caustic odor of some sort of cleaner stung her nose. She passed a small parlor, cleaned and painted, the ancient furniture shoved into a heap in the middle of the room.


  Caid had been hard at work this morning. But outside the closed study door the now familiar staccato of his fingers on the keyboard drifted through the heavy oak.


  She lifted her hand to knock, but stopped herself. They were barely speaking. She doubted he’d appreciate being interrupted just to answer her questions about the name Radcliffe. Besides, as he’d reminded her on several occasions, he’d only been a boy the last time he’d been to Culcraig. Odds were, he wouldn’t be able to help her anyway.


  She glanced at her watch as she continued down the hall to the kitchen. At nearly five o’clock, the historical society would be closed. Not that they’d be much help; Hillary was still waiting for that pinched-faced biddy to let her know about viewing records from the year Anne had died. So who, then?


  Joan.


  The answer seemed so obvious. Why hadn’t she thought of her earlier? Joan specialized in village history. And if Hillary made the trip now, she might get something to eat besides canned soup for dinner. That alone would make the trip worthwhile.    


   


   


  There was another car in the gravel lot when Hillary arrived. Guests. Of all the bad luck. With Joan hard at work making her customers comfortable, she’d likely be too busy to answer Hillary’s questions. She should have called first.


  Still, Hillary couldn’t quite bring herself to turn around and head back. All that waited for her at Glendon House was a meal with lousy food and grunts and scowls for conversation--provided Caid emerged from his den at all. At least at the inn there was the possibility of a real meal and a discussion made up of full sentences. Hillary parked her car and got out.


  As she pushed open the front door, the fragrant smell of dinner made her stomach growl.


  “Hello,” she called out.


  Joan poked her head from around the corner. “Hillary, what a nice surprise. Come in, come in.” She ushered Hillary into the parlor. “Have you eaten?”


  “I don’t want to put you to any trouble,” Hillary said.


  “No trouble at all. Yer being here is actually a stroke of good luck. I’ve a young couple from Manchester staying with me, but they’ve made other plans for dinner and told me at the last moment. I’ve too much food for one person.  You must stay.”


  “I will, thank you,” Hillary said, pleased to hear Joan’s guests wouldn’t be joining them.


  During dinner, Hillary enjoyed the easy conversation with Joan, a pleasant change from Caid’s moodiness.


  “So how are things with Caid?” Joan asked, as if reading her mind. “Are you both getting on all right?”


  “We’re getting along fine,” Hillary lied.


  Joan’s lips thinned and she measured Hillary with shrewd eyes. “And where is he tonight?”


  “Working on his book when I left.” That was true at least. “I didn’t want to disturb him.”


  “And how is yer work coming?” Joan asked.


  “Better now that I’ve found the journals. I had my doubts that I ever would.”


  “That’s good news. What have you learned of Anne and Roderick so far?”


  “Not a lot,” Hillary admitted. “Roderick comes across as self-absorbed, and his few meetings with Anne have been strange, but relatively uneventful. There was mention of the name Radcliffe. Does that mean anything to you?”


  “Aye, it does. Charles Radcliffe owned the cottage where Anne Black lived. He was her landlord. According to legend, Old Charley was absolutely terrified of Anne, and when he tried to evict her, he was suddenly struck blind.”


  Nodding, Hillary worked the story over in her mind, sorting fact from legend. “He blamed Anne for his affliction?”


  “That he did.”


  “Why wasn’t he among the men who hanged her?”


  “As I said, Anne terrified him from the start, but once she blinded him, he never spoke against her again, even after she died.”


  “Do any of his descendants still live in Culcraig?”


  “His son, Tom, was hit by a car this past October on his way home from the pub. A terrible thing, that.”


  “How awful. Who hit him?”


  “No one knows. The driver never stopped. Such a shame, but no’ a surprise. Poor old Tom was a notorious drunk. Harmless, but a drunk just the same. His grandson never forgave himself for the accident. After all, Tom had his last drink at Willie’s place.”


  “Willie, who owns the pub?”


  “Aye. You’ve met him?”


  “Just once.” Of all the lousy luck. “I thought his last name was Innes.”


  “It is. His mother was a Radcliffe. You seem disappointed.”


  Now, why would that be? Just because her best lead had threatened bodily harm if she pursued her research. Oh well, it wasn’t Joan’s fault. “I am a little. I don’t think Willie would be too eager to answer my questions.”


  “I’m no’ surprised. He and Agnes had a horrible row when he heard she had someone coming to read Roderick’s journals.”


  “They argued?” The memory of Willie’s hard eyes boring into hers while he leaned over the table at the pub sent a shiver creeping up her spine. “When?”


  “About a week or so before you arrived.”


  And a few days later Agnes was dead? Coincidence? Could Agnes’s accident not have been an accident at all? Could Willie have pushed her down those stairs, maybe hoping to stop Hillary from working with the journals? That seemed like an excessive reaction.


  “Why was he so against me writing about Anne?”  


  “To be honest, yer book has put a number of noses out of joint. There’s more than a few in Culcraig who believe Anne got what she deserved.”


  Again Hillary felt that connection with Anne, the connection of the wrongfully accused. “They believe the woman deserved to be strung up from a tree? What was it about her that incites such animosity even today?”


  Joan leaned forward, her eyes bright, her expression serious. “For some, Anne’s legend is good for tourists--a few brave men protecting the village from a horrible witch. To say that Anne was simply a woman murdered by a mob of frightened men takes some of the mysticism from the tale, making it ordinary and ugly.”


  “And for the others?”


  “Well, they fear Anne’s final curse to this day, and they’re afraid yer book will stir her words to life once more.”


  Nonsense. What rational person would fear a curse from a woman who had died nearly a century ago? “Anne wasn’t a witch. There’s no such thing.”


  “I think you’ll soon learn that where Anne’s concerned, nothing is as it seems.”


  “So which camp is Willie in? Superstitious or worried about tourist dollars drying up?” And would he be willing to kill to protect against either?


  “Hard to say, really,” Joan mused. “He did lose his granddad, and there’s--”


  She stopped speaking abruptly, her lips forming a tight, thin line, as if catching herself just in time.


  “There’s what?”


  “Agnes’s fall just before yer arrival. People blame the curse.”  Joan rose and started to clear the table, her gaze fixed on the task at hand. The woman wasn’t being honest.  She was keeping something from Hillary.


  The urge to press Joan pounded in time with her pulse. She wanted to know what Joan wasn’t saying, but she bit back on the questions bubbling inside her. Joan had been the only person willing and able to help her so far. She wouldn’t risk damaging their relationship.


  Hillary stood and started to help gather the dishes.


  “Dinnae be doing that.” Joan waved her away. “You shouldnae be helping with the washing up.”


  “It’s the least I can do. Thank you for dinner.”


  “I should be thanking you. I enjoyed the company. You must come again and bring Caid with you. We’ll all have a nice wee blether. Does he know ye’re here?”


  “No,” Hillary said, thinking it highly unlikely Caid would go anywhere with her. “I didn’t want to disturb him.”


  “Oh, dear. I hope he isnae worried.”


  She snorted before she could stop herself. “I don’t think there’s much chance of that.”


   


   


  Caid paced the length of the foyer, the soles of his shoes scraping against the rough wood floor. Where in hell was she? He glanced at his watch. Nearly ten o’clock.


  When he’d emerged from the study three hours earlier, he’d been struck by the quiet and the darkness. Not a single light had been turned on. Perhaps Hillary was still locked away in her loft. Funny how he’d come to think of it as hers. He’d pushed the thought away and went upstairs, but when he’d reached the loft, he’d found the room locked and silent. Uneasiness had settled over him.


  Spite, he thought, storming from the foyer to the study. He dropped into the overstuffed chair behind the desk. She was trying to make him worry. A childish attempt to remind him that she was angry.        Well, he wouldn’t be drawn into her games.


  Now who was being manipulative?


  That she’d called him that still pissed him off. Almost as much as the knowledge that she might have been right.


  Concentrate. He gritted his teeth and forced himself to read his last paragraph on the screen, but the words blurred meaninglessly before his eyes.


  What if it wasn’t spite? What if something had happened to her? He leaned back in the chair, tilting his head to look up at the cracked ceiling. If something had happened to her…


  The solid clunk of the front door opening made him sit up straight. He leapt from his chair and hurried to the closed study door. As her quiet footfalls approached, he yanked the door open, taking delight when she jumped in surprise.


  “Gave you a bit of a fright, did I?”


  She pressed her hand to her chest. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”


  He didn’t reply, just continued to glare at her. Her hand fell away and she eyed him suspiciously.


  “Something wrong?”


  “Where were you?”


  “Out.” She turned and continued on toward the kitchen.


  A steady pulse throbbed in his forehead. He’d been worried sick, and she was walking away? Not bloody likely. He marched after her.


  “Aye, so I gathered. Could you no’ have left a note? Or told me you were going? Did it no’ occur to you that I might wonder where you were?”


  “Actually, no.” She fiddled with her blasted coffee machine. “Being an adult and all, I guess I didn’t realize I was answerable to you.”


  “Someone’s been breaking into this house, coming and going as they please. I dinnae think a note letting me know where you were is too much to ask. I’d have left one for you.”


  “You’re right.” She turned and faced him, those soft, dark eyes locking with his. There were times when she literally stole his breath away. “I should’ve told you where I was going. I didn’t think about it, and that was wrong. I apologize.”


  He didn’t detect sarcasm. Some of his anger ebbed away and he conceded, “I may have overreacted because I was worried. Where were you?”


  “I went to see Joan.”


  A bolt of panic flashed through him. Was she planning to leave? “What for?”


  “I needed some information about a local family and I stayed for dinner.”


  “She fed you?”


  “Yes, and very well, too.”


  “Now ye’re just being cruel.”


  She turned back to making coffee, a slight smile pulling at her soft, full mouth. “Does this mean we’re speaking again?”


  “No, I’m just bored.”


  “You certainly know how to flatter a girl. Are you having some?”


  “Aye, I’ll have a cup.”


  She nodded, added another two scoops of grounds to the basket and started the machine.


  “How was your day?” she asked, leaning back against the counter. She held her right hand with the left and absently smoothed her palm with her thumb..


  “I’ve had better,” he told her. “I didnae get much done. Spent most of the morning on the phone trying to sublet my flat.”


  “Any luck?”


  “There might be a few people interested. I have to get my belongings out, so I’ll be away tomorrow, and probably spend the night. Fortunately, I dinnae have much.”


  She nodded and turned to the coffee, which had finished brewing. He didn’t like leaving her alone, but thought better than to verbalize his concerns. Having found himself on the receiving end of her cutting remarks before, he had no desire to find himself there again. Nor did he want to disturb the uneasy peace between them.


  “How do you take it?” she asked, pouring the steaming black liquid into a mug.


  “I’ll do it. Sit down.”


  He rose and stood next to her while adding cream and sugar to his coffee. She ignored his suggestion to sit down--not that he was surprised--returned the cream to the fridge instead and brushed against his back as she did. A shimmer of unseen energy tingled over his skin. He turned and caught her hand to stop her from moving away.


  Her eyes went wide and dark like a forest lake. He could have drowned in them. Her soft, powdery scent with the barest hint of floral wrapped around him, teasing his senses. He wanted to kiss her. To press his mouth to her full, parted lips. To taste her. She’d intrigued him from the start, and wanting her had gnawed dully at the back of his brain for days.


  But having her this close, so that he could feel her body’s heat mingling with his own…


  The thud of the cream hitting the floor jarred him from him his thoughts. He glanced down as thick, white liquid glugged out over the stone slab.


  “Damn it,” Hillary muttered, squatting and righting the carton. “I’m not usually so clumsy.”


  He snatched a dishtowel from the counter, hunkered down beside her and started mopping up the mess. “It doesnae matter.”


  “The stone is porous.” She stood and soaked a cloth at the sink, then returned to his side. “If the cream soaks in, it’ll stink.”


  He snorted. “What’s a wee bit of soured cream compared to the usual dank, musty stink of the place?”


  She smiled, but didn’t look up from mess she was wiping. Her hair fell across the delicate lines of her jaw and cheekbone. His fingers itched to push the silky strands away. Despite the benign conversation, the tension from a few minutes ago thickened rather than abated. He forced his gaze back to the mess on the floor.


  “That should be good enough,” she said, sitting back on her haunches and eyeing the dark spot on the stone. The faint jagged line of the scar on her hand peeked out from the cloth, drawing his attention. He’d noticed it before, and noticed the way she shut down when he drew attention to the mark.


  As she stood, he did likewise, gripping her hand once more. He took the wet towels from her and tossed them into the sink, but didn’t release her. Instead, he ran his thumb over the hardened flesh marring her palm. Her hand fisted instantly.


  “What happened?” he asked, lifting his gaze to hers. Her eyes looked huge against the paleness of her skin.


  “I cut it. Not a big deal.” A soft rasp edged her voice.


  “How? It looks like it was bad.”


  She didn’t answer, but tried to tug free of his grip. Instead of letting her go, he pulled her closer, then, as though it were the most natural thing in the world, he lowered his head and brushed his lips over hers. She shivered beneath his touch, tilting her head and giving him better access to her soft, pink mouth.


  Need spiked inside him like a solar flare. With a low growl, he gripped her hips and pulled her slender form tight against his. He took her mouth harder this time, in a deep, hungry kiss.


  She parted her lips, giving his tongue access. Blood rushed to his groin. The muscles low in his stomach pulled tight. He slid his arms around her, crushing her against him, but she turned her head, tearing her mouth from his.


  “Don’t.” She spoke low, barely above a whisper, but the single word resounded through him like a door slamming shut.


  His face burned. He released her and looked away. What in the hell had he been thinking? Just when he didn’t think he could cock things up with her anymore, he somehow succeeded. Good Christ, what next? “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be. I wasn’t exactly pushing you away. I just think getting involved that way, while we’re both living under the same roof, could prove…problematic.”


  “Ye’re right.” He knew she was. He just wished he could convince his body, or at least will it into a less obvious state.


  For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Hillary moved first. She lifted her cup from the counter and sat at the table.


  “How long do you expect the house to take?” she asked.


  So, she planned to go the whole let’s-pretend-it didn’t-happen route. Sounded good to him.


  “Forever,” he replied, sitting in the chair opposite her.


  She dropped her gaze to her coffee and traced the edge of her cup with her finger. “I know the work can seem overwhelming, but just do one room at a time. It’ll come together.”


  “Is that the voice of experience?” He couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his tone.


  She looked up. “Yes, actually it is. I renovated a nineteenth century farmhouse. Granted, it was nothing like this. Glendon House is far more…” She stopped, searching for the right word.


  “Decrepit,” he offered.


  She smirked. “No. Stately. This house is statelier than my house was. It has so much potential. That’s not to say that my own house didn’t have a cozy sort of charm.” She sounded wistful.


  “Are you wee bit homesick?”


  “Oh, it’s not my house anymore. Michael and I sold it when we divorced.”


  “That’s a shame, you sound as though you miss it.”


  She nodded and smiled gravely. “I do, but it belongs to a different time in my life.”


  Sadness filled her eyes, despite her smile, and he wanted to do something to take it from her, but didn’t know what. He cleared his throat and changed the subject before he embarrassed himself again.


  “I’ve an estate agent coming on the weekend.”


  “You’re listing already? I thought you were going to renovate, first.”


  He snorted. “I’ll be fifty before I’m finished.”


  “It only feels like that.”


  Her supportive words brought a faint smile. “I’ll keep working on the place until someone foolish enough to buy it stumbles along.”


  “I wondered if you might change your mind about selling and live here.”


  “Are you mad?”


  “It needs some work, I agree, but when it’s done this house could be gorgeous, and despite the size there’s a real hominess.”


  “Aye, for morticians.”


  “You have no imagination.”


  “I’m a bloody fiction writer. Ye’re just romanticizing the old mausoleum.”


  “Think about it. This room, for instance, could be amazing.”


  “I suppose, if you like a dungeon theme for the kitchen.”


  She laughed. “No imagination.”


  “Aye, maybe not when it comes to this house.”


  He sipped from his cup, letting the warm, bitter liquid trickle down his throat. Hillary looked away. Her gaze slid from one end of the room to the other. Perhaps decorating the cold, dreary space in her head.


  “Do your parents know you’re listing the house?” she asked, without meeting his eyes. Once more she looked into the half-empty depths of her cup.


  He shrugged. “No, but I’m sure they willnae be surprised.”


  She nodded. “Did your mother make you an offer?”


  “Aye.” His whole body tensed. He hated talking about his parents.


  “I probably shouldn’t have brought this up. Not after we’ve managed such civilized conversation for a whole twenty minutes. Why didn’t you accept? Not enough money?”


  “I wasnae willing to jump through my parents’ hoops.”


  “What kind of hoops?”


  He drank from the mug again. The coffee had turned tepid and the bitterness stronger. He set the cup back on the table and pushed it away. “Ye’re prying.”


  “Yes, I am.” She smiled a little but watched him intently.


  “Why?”


  She shrugged. “I guess I’m interested.”


  “My father willnae buy Glendon House from me outright. He believes it’s rightfully his, and he’ll no’ pay a thing for it. Nor would he accept the manor if I simply signed it over to him. Stubborn pride. Perhaps the only thing he and I have in common.”


  “I don’t understand. What did he expect you to do?”


  “My mother made an offer. We didnae speak of money, but I’m certain she’d have paid whatever I asked. The only stipulation being my father couldnae know of our arrangement.”


  “I see two major flaws in her plan. First, wouldn’t your father notice such a large amount of money missing? And second, how would she suddenly explain the change in ownership?”


  “Yer first flaw is very easily resolved. The money is hers. Oh, my father makes a comfortable living playing the intellect, but the bulk of their money came from my grandfather who owned coal mines in the east. My father has little interest in finances and, despite his pretensions, no head for investments. My mother has always managed financial matters. As for your second flaw, I was skeptical, myself.” He sounded angry even to his own ears, and he struggled for indifference.


  “What did she want you to do?” Hillary asked. Concern softened her expression, leaving him humbled and embarrassed.


  “Grovel.” He pushed back from the table. Why had he started to tell her this? “She wanted me to go my father and tell him that I couldnae manage the house and I needed him to take it from me.”


  He snatched his mug from the table, crossed the room to the sink and dumped the contents down the drain. With his back to her, he took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. God, he was pathetic. A little concern and a teasing smile, and he’d spilled his guts.


  The legs of her chair scraped the stone floor, then she was next to him at the counter, her powdery scent teasing his senses. “Maybe you like this place better than you’re willing to admit.”


   “You’ve given my behavior much more depth than it deserves,” he said, turning to face her.


  “You could be rid of the house, get whatever you want for it and, excluding the money your mother will be paying you, still be reasonably honest about why you want him to take the place.”


  Her words pierced his skin like tiny darts. “That I’m a miserable failure? Is that the truth in yer eyes?”


  “Did I say that?” she snapped. “Don’t put words in my mouth, thank you very much. What I meant was, you’re not interested in the house. That doesn’t make you a failure, it just means you don’t want the headaches involved with the renovations.”


  She made it all sound simple, but she didn’t understand the lifelong battle of not being enough. “That’s no’ how he’d see it.”


  “So what? He’s going to put whatever spin on the situation he wants to. I understand that what he thinks is important to you, but--”


  “I dinnae give a shit what he thinks.”


  “Yes, you do.”


  Maybe he did, at that. And he hated that part of himself, the part that still craved the approval of a lying, pompous, adulterer. Still, he didn’t need Hillary speculating on his father-son issues. “Aye, well thank you for yer assessment. No doubt made easy by yer own perfect father-daughter relationship. I’m sure ye’re the apple of his eye.”


  She cocked her head. “My father left when I was three and I never saw him again. My memories of him are vague at best. So, no, I have nothing from my own life to draw on.”


  “Just you and your mum, then?” he asked, curious about her. He knew so little, and she rarely allowed him a glimpse.


  “My mother remarried when I was twelve. George is a nice enough man, but I was her daughter and he was her husband. She worked very hard to make sure neither of us was burdened by the other.”


  “Why are you telling me this?”


  She shrugged. “You were very forthcoming about your parents. I feel like I owe you. Anyway, George and I always maintained a sort of polite acquaintance. My mother didn’t want to need him, and she definitely didn’t want me to, either. It was important to her that I get by on my own and not rely on anyone else. ‘You’ll never know when they’ll let you down,’ she’d say. We both knew she was talking about my father.”


  “What about poor George?”


  “They have a reasonably solid marriage. Though, if he left her tomorrow, she’d be fine. It’s strange saying all this.  He was the one I leaned on the most when everything fell apart.”


  “Yer marriage, you mean?”


  She nodded slowly, but didn’t meet his gaze. “Yeah. He was very supportive when Michael and I divorced. It’s getting late, I’m going to turn in.”


  “Goodnight,” Caid said as she started toward the door.


  “Goodnight,” she called without turning around, leaving him alone in the kitchen.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirteen


   


  Hillary stood back from the old rug she’d been beating, blinked her watering eyes against the cloud of dust and coughed. The sun glared down on her, making her sweaty despite the chilly spring wind. Dirt and grime clung to her damp skin and all she wanted was a hot shower.


  She took a swig from her bottle of water. What had she been thinking to start this? Obviously, she hadn’t been--that was the problem.


  By the time she woke yesterday, Caid was gone. She’d been relieved. The memory of that kiss, the white-hot need that had streaked through her, leaving her insides tight and quivering, had kept her tossing and turning most of night. God, she’d wanted him. Pushing him away had been one of the most difficult things she’d ever done, but it had been the right thing. The smart thing.


  After a cup of coffee, Hillary had tucked herself away in the attic with the journals and Roderick’s endless monologues describing his greatness. She supposed her brilliant plan to clean the kitchen had been born from a combination of boredom, wanting to see the room as she’d envisioned it before returning to Canada, and looking for something to distract from her carnal fantasies of Caid. Besides, if she showed him what could be done with the house, perhaps he wouldn’t find the whole experience so overwhelming.


  By noon yesterday, she’d made remarkable progress cleaning the kitchen. She’d wiped out the cupboards, scoured the ancient stove and even cleaned beneath the huge metal beast--dust bunnies as large as her head making her cringe--then moved onto scrubbing the long expanse of stone floor. When she’d finished, her back and shoulders ached, but already the room looked brighter, larger.


  The floor had taken over two hours and she’d had to race to the hardware store to buy paint before it closed. By the time she’d fallen into bed at two in the morning, she’d cleaned and primed the walls, scrubbed the fireplace, and wondered what in the hell had made her want to do this in the first place.


  She’d slept like the dead, her eyes closing almost as soon as her head hit the pillow, unperturbed by bad dreams, fears of break-ins, or fantasies of Caid’s body moving in hers.


  This morning she was back at it. She’d hoped for a less grueling day physically, but her search of the house for furnishings dashed any chance of that. She’d managed to find a suitable rug, settee and chairs, their fabric dull from dust and neglect.


  After applying the first coat of paint to the walls, she’d dragged the rug into the back garden, draped the faded material over the cracked stone table and did her best to beat the dirt out. She’d searched the house from top to bottom, but couldn’t find a vacuum. 


  “Have the journals proved disappointing, then?”


  Sarah’s voice startled Hillary from her thoughts, and she swung around quickly. The other woman stood behind her, an amused half smile curving her mouth.


  Heat stole into Hillary’s cheeks. She must look like a madwoman, dirty and disheveled, wildly thrashing the rug. “I’m taking a break.”


  “So I see. I hope I’m no’ interrupting.”


  She was, actually. Caid would be home before dinner and Hillary still had a second coat of paint to do, and furniture to clean and move, but she didn’t want to be rude. Besides Joan, Bristol and sometimes Caid, Sarah was the only other person who had been friendly to her. “Not at all. Why don’t you come in and I’ll make some tea?”


  Hillary rolled the carpet and started to lift.


  “Let me help,” Sarah said, gripping one end.


  “You’ll get filthy.”


  Sarah shook her head and shrugged. “I dinnae mind a wee bit of dirt.”


  The help was a relief. Hillary’s entire body ached from the work she’d done so far. Together, they spread the rug before the fireplace. It really needed a good steam clean, but this was the best she could do with such limited time and resources.


  “You’ve been hard at work,” Sarah said, noting the freshly painted walls. “Does Douglas have you earning yer keep?”


  Hillary smiled. “Not quite. I’m trying to prove a point.”


  “Ye’re welcome to come to my house when ye’re done and prove a point to me. My kitchen needs painted.”


  “Sorry, but I’m swearing off point-proving once I’m finished here.”


  “Does he mind you doing this?”


  A small chuckled escaped her lips. With his moods, who could say? “I guess I’ll find out when he gets back.”


  “He’s away?”


  Hillary nodded. “He left yesterday morning, but he should be back around dinner time.”


  “You were on yer own last night?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you no’ nervous in such a big old house like this by yerself?”


  Hillary shrugged. “Not especially.”


  “What about Caid?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”


  “Well, you’ve no time for visitors.”


  Hillary started to protest, secretly relieved, but Sarah folded her arms over her chest. “Dinnae try to argue. However, I’ll help you and we can have a blether as we work.”


  “You don’t need to do that,” Hillary said. “It’s really dirty work.”


  “I told you, I dinnae mind.”


  Sarah’s help could be a good thing. Hillary couldn’t move the furniture on her own. “If you’re sure?”


  “Of course I am.”


  Together, they carried the furniture she’d found into the kitchen. While she added a second coat of paint to the walls, Sarah scrubbed the stained fabric on the ancient sofa and chairs.


  As they worked, they talked, an easy chatter that ranged from village legends to village gossip. Pleasant warmth fell over Hillary. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a laugh with a girl friend. After Randall, most of her friends had slipped from her life. Some believed the lies his parents had told about her, and others had obviously been uncomfortable in her presence, unsure what to say to a woman who’d killed a man.


  Once the painting had been completed and the furniture cleaned, Hillary replaced the chipped and broken dishes with a set of white china trimmed with pretty green leaves she’d brought down from the attic the day before. Lord knew Agnes had enough sets.


  With the room finished at last, Hillary started to lower herself onto the settee, but stopped, her backside mere inches from the cushion. The thing had just been cleaned, and she was a disaster.


  “I need a shower,” she said, forcing herself to stand despite the screaming protest of her muscles.


  “I should say so.” Sarah grinned amicably. “There’s paint in yer hair.”


  Hillary eyed Sarah, who still looked annoyingly well groomed. “Thanks for the tip. I’ll only be a few minutes. Do you mind waiting?”


  “No’ at all.” Sarah sank onto one of the chairs. “I’ll make myself comfortable.”


  Something tickled the base of Hillary’s skull. A strange tension that left her with the urge to shove the other woman out the door before Caid came home.


  Jealousy? Was that it? Did she feel jealousy for Caid? A perverse possessiveness?


  For crying out loud, it had been one stupid kiss--well, two actually, if she counted the one at the inn--and it had been a mistake on both their parts. There was no reason to feel jealous.


  Granted, Sarah’s wild tangle of strawberry blonde hair, snug blouse and blue jeans made Hillary look like an old frump in her dirty, paint-stained sweats.


  She must be tired. She was tired. She’d been working like a dog for two days. A shower and clean clothes would no doubt have her back to her old self.


   


   


  As soon as Caid stepped into the house, the faint odor of fresh paint stung his nostrils. He lowered the box in his arms to the floor and let the duffel bag strap slide off his shoulder. A sinking sort of dread crept over him. What had happened?


  “Hillary?” he called.


  “In here,” she replied, but she sounded strange.


  He started down the hall. “Where?”


  “The kitchen.” What had happened to her voice? Had she been in the country so long she’d lost her accent? That didn’t explain why her voice had risen two octaves since yesterday.


  When he entered the kitchen, he froze. Was he in the right house? Of course he was, but it hadn’t looked like this when he’d left.


  The walls had been painted a rich camel color and the cupboards a dark brownish olive. Even the hardware on the doors and drawers had been replaced with brushed silver. The stone floor and fireplace looked brighter. And set before the hearth, a settee and two heavy chairs facing each other.


  An attractive redhead sat draped over one of the chairs, her bare foot propped on a table he recognized from the parlor. Once coated in dust so thick he’d thought the table’s color was gray, now the dark wood gleamed.


  “Do you like it?” The redhead asked, standing and coming toward him.


  “Who are you?”


  “I’m Sarah, and you didnae answer me. Do you like the room?” She reached for his hand and linked her slender fingers with his.


  “Aye,” he said, distracted. “Where’s Hillary?”


  “Let me show you everything.”


  Sarah tugged on his hand, leading him toward the little sitting area. Was he on television? One of those terrible home decorating shows? He glanced around quickly, scanning the walls for hidden cameras. What in the hell was going on?


  “Where. Is. Hillary?” he asked again, enunciating each word.


  “I’m here.”


  She stood just inside the kitchen, her damp hair tousled. The image of her the day he’d caught her in only her bra and panties flashed before him. Perhaps she could sense his thoughts. Her eyes were dark and annoyed, and her mouth set in a tight line.


  Sarah’s free hand ran the length of his arm from his elbow to his wrist, causing an annoying tickle. He extricated his fingers from her grip and started toward Hillary.


  “Did you do this?” he asked.


  She smiled faintly. “I did. What do you think?”


  “I think it’s astonishing. I barely recognized the place.” When he stood next to her, he lowered his voice to a whisper. “Are we on television?”


  She laughed and he couldn’t help but smile. The sound warmed him. “No. I just wanted you to see what I meant by the house having potential.”


  “It looks wonderful. You didnae by any chance have the plumber come in, too?”


  “I only had two days.”


  “Excuses.”


  She gave him a playful shove.


  “Thank you,” he said seriously, his gaze locking with hers. Dark and haunted, her eyes drew him in. “No one’s done anything like this for me before.”


  He wanted to kiss her. Deep and hard and hungry. Like a craving, the urge made his entire body itch. But something told him she might find the action a little extreme for a thank you.


  Her gaze dropped to his mouth then lifted to his eyes once more.


  Or maybe not.


  “The least you could do is buy us dinner?” Sarah piped up from behind them.


  “Aye. I suppose so.”


  “I see you’ve met Sarah,” Hillary said, taking a step back.


  He nodded, but kept his eyes on her. Did she want him as much as he did her? Not likely. She’d been throwing walls up between them almost from the moment they met.


  “Sarah stopped by today and offered to help. A good thing too, I never would have finished before you got back.”


  “I guess dinner is the least I can do. Are we off to the pub, then?” Caid asked.


  “Aye,” Sarah replied. “Let me clean up a wee bit, first.”


  When he turned back to Hillary, she looked a little pale. “Are you too tired? You must have worked like mad to finish in two days.”


  She shook her head. “I’m fine.”


  “Did you want go somewhere else? Or just stay in?”


  “The pub’s fine, isnae it  Hill?” Sarah interrupted, joining them.


  Hillary frowned slightly before turning her attention back to him. “The pub’s fine,” she agreed.


  But Caid had his doubts.


   


   


  Caid opened the door and waited for Hillary and Sarah to step inside the bar before following. The combined odors of fried food, vinegar, beer and cigarette smoke filled the air. The latter hovered like a blue haze in the dim room.


  The pub was crowded, bodies packed tightly around the bar. The tables and booths near the front were filled, but Sarah managed to find an empty booth at the back. She sat down and he sat across from her. Hillary slipped onto the wooden bench next to him.


  A skinny blonde with frizzy hair and taut, worn skin, the kind from years of hard living, came and took their order, then moved on to another table.


  “So Hillary,” Sarah said, raising her voice a little to be heard over the steady din. “How is yer work with the journals coming? Have you learned the truth about Anne Black?”


  “So far, Roderick’s only mentioned her a few times, though he does find her strange,” Hillary said.


  The waitress brought their drinks, setting the two pints in front of the women and passing Caid his ginger ale.


  “I imagine the journals are rather one sided,” Sarah said as she leaned forward. “And not likely to examine the real reason the village turned on Anne.”


  “And what reason was that?” Caid asked, before taking a swig from the glass.


  Sarah shifted her attention to him, her eyes bright. “Her gift. She had visions of the future, but the people of Culcraig were frightened. Especially when her predictions came true, so they killed her. That’s why she cursed the men who murdered her, and their families.”


  Caid snorted. “Cursed them?”


  “Aye, as they strung her up. Isnae that right, Hillary?”


  Hillary shrugged. “So the legend says. I imagine Anne was trying to use their fears against them in an attempt save her life.”


  “It was more than that. Within seven years, each man’s family suffered a tragedy.”


  “I wouldn’t put much stock in that. Seven years is a fairly large expanse of time, and everyone experiences ups and downs in life. Because these men contributed to a woman’s murder, anytime something went wrong they probably automatically attributed the event to Anne and their--”


  Hillary stiffened next to him. Caid looked up as a lean man, perfectly bald, with an unkempt goatee wrapping around his thin lips, approached. A tiny, silver skull and crossbones dangled from his ear. Caid had seen the man before, but couldn’t for the life of him remember his name.


  “Willie,” Sarah supplied as the man reached their table.


  “I thought you and I had an understanding,” he said to Hillary, ignoring Sarah and Caid. Willie’s tone was low and menacing, and Caid wanted to reach over and shove the little prick away.


  “Did we?” Hillary said, her voice quiet.


  “Aye. So what are you doing here, then?”


  “For the love of God, Willie, you’ve no’ banned Hillary from the pub, have you?” Sarah asked, rolling her eyes.


  “Banned her from Culcraig.”


  “You must be mad. For what reason could you possibly have to do that?”


  “I want no liars in my place,” Willie bit out.


  Sarah laughed. “You are mad.”


  Willie turned his rancorous stare on her. “I’m mad, am I? You should talk, Sarah Miller. Are you here caring for your poor, ill gran, or is she caring for you?”


  Sarah’s eyes narrowed, her mouth curving into a hard, humorless smile.


  “Fine, Willie, you win. We’re going.” Hillary stood and drew his attention back to her. As she slid from the booth, Willie refused to step back, his chest nearly brushing hers.


  A sort of primal rage filled Caid. He stood quickly and put himself between Hillary and Willie, wanting to drag the miserable man outside and pound on his bald head. He hadn’t been in a fight in years, but he wouldn’t have forgotten how. Just like riding a bike.


  “Think again.” Willie nodded to the bar where three local louts watched with interest.


  Four to one. Well, he’d had worse odds before, granted he’d been nearly blind drunk at the time and currently had no recollection of how it all turned out. Odds were, he was about to have the piss beat out of him.


  Hillary gripped his arm, her fingertips burrowing into the flesh. “Let’s just go.”


  “I couldnae agree more,” Sarah said, glaring at Willie.


  As they turned to leave, Willie shoved his shoulder. Caid whipped around, his hand closing into a tight fist.


  “She stays with you,” Willie said.


  Caid held the man’s gaze, but didn’t answer.


  “Get rid of her. Otherwise, you never know what could happen.”


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Fourteen


   


  “You’ve had a run in with him before,” Caid said.


  “Awhile ago.” Hillary slunk down further in the passenger seat. At least he’d waited until they’d dropped Sarah at her cottage before starting his interrogation. Thank God for the dark. He couldn’t see the embarrassment staining her cheeks.


  “Why didnae you say anything?”


  For a moment Michael’s voice, thick with accusation, filled her head. If you didn’t do anything, why didn’t you say something before now?


  She swallowed hard before speaking.


  “I didn’t think he’d do anything if I was with people. When I had lunch with Bristol, Willie didn’t say a word until Bristol left the table.”


  “But Willie might have done something had you been alone?” Caid’s voice sounded tight, but the same darkness that kept her expression hidden did the same for him.


  “I doubt he’d do more than toss me out of the bar.”


  “Is that women’s intuition speaking? Tell me, has it occurred to you that it’s Willie breaking into Glendon House?”


  “You think the break-ins are my fault?” Her pulse thudded in her ears and an icy sweat coated her skin.


  “I’m no’ trying to assign blame, but had you mentioned yer run in with Willie sooner we may have had someone for Bristol to investigate. Beyond that, you were alone in the house when our intruder came calling. What if his disappearing poker wasnae getting the results he wanted? What if he decided to escalate the threat?”


  “You don’t know that it’s Willie breaking in. And if the poker is a threat, how do you know the threat is directed at me?”


  “I dinnae, but at least it gives us something concrete to go on.”


  “Concrete? He doesn’t approve of the work I’m doing and told me I couldn’t drink in his pub. That’s a long way from breaking and entering.” But the man had also had a run in with Agnes days before she died. Coincidence? It had to be. Agnes’s death was accidental. Bristlol said so. If she shared her concerns about Willie with Bristol, the Inspector would likely offer the same sympathetic smile he’d given her when she found Agnes’s body, and a pat on the head. What with all she’d been through, after all.


  “That may be, but the next time someone tells you that ye’re unwelcome in their establishment, you might wantae mention it.”


  “Fine. You know the old woman at the historical society? Well, she’s ignored my request to view some documents. I’ve asked her three times. Maybe she’s the one breaking in. She’s eighty, at least, but I suppose she could have been sneaking around the house, hiking to it from some considerable distance, since we’ve never seen a car.”


  “Now ye’re just being silly.”


  She could hear the smile in his voice and some her defensiveness ebbed away. “I’m sorry I didn’t mention Willie sooner, but…” She trailed off, unable to find the words. How could she explain the paralyzing fear Willie’s threats had caused her? Or the shame that went with it?


  “But what--”


  The words died on Caid’s lips as he turned up the drive and the car’s headlights fell on someone at the edge of the woods. Whoever it was stepped back out of the glare and was absorbed into the dark.


  “Did you see that?” Hillary asked.


  He must have. Caid jumped on the brake and the car’s back end slid sideways on the gravel. He shifted into reverse, turning the wheel so the headlights illuminated the edge of the forest.


  Nothing moved beyond the cluster of trees, their bare branches tangled and still in the eerie white light.


  She glanced over at Caid. “That was a person.”


  “Aye.” His gaze remained fixed on the trees. “Maybe our intruder.”


  “I didn’t get a good look at him, it happened so fast.”


  “Me either. There’s a torch in the cubby box.”


  Hillary unfastened her seatbelt, leaned forward and lifted the latch for the glove compartment in front of her. A tiny light bulb glowed yellow, illuminating a jumble of papers and receipts. Her hands trembled as she rifled through the mess. At last, her fingers closed over hard, cylindrical plastic.


  “Here.” She handed him the flashlight.


  He nodded and opened the car door. “Wait here.”


  “Yeah, right.” Rolling her eyes, she climbed out of the car and moved to stand next to him.


  The wind whispered through the branches, the wood creaking like a rusty hinge. She shivered, unnerved and exposed.


  “Can you no’ do as I ask, just once?” Caid muttered.


  “Hide inside the car all helpless and weak? I don’t think so.”


  “What if I’m attacked and I need you to hit him with the car?”


  “If you’re attacked, I’ll have plenty of time to get the car.”


  He ignored her, running the flashlight beam over the trees. Nothing moved or seemed out of the ordinary.


  “I think whoever it was is gone,” he said.


  A twig snapped. The sharp, hollow sound pierced the quiet.


  Caid swung the light and whoever watched them dodged the beam just in time. The sound of footfalls crashing through the forest echoed in the silence. Caid rotated the light wildly, but the sounds were moving away.


  His body tensed. “I’ll be back.”


  “Are you nuts?” Fear for him surged inside her. Hillary grabbed his arm before he could take off. “It’s too dark. You’ll never catch up.”


  “Maybe.” He relaxed beneath her fingertips and dropped the arm holding the light. “Let’s get back to the house.”


  With a nod, she followed him to the car, then climbed inside. Caid reversed, turned and continued toward Glendon House.


   


   


  Once inside, Hillary helped Caid explore each room, searching for signs of another break-in. They didn’t find any. By the time they returned to the kitchen, the two days of intense physical labor kicked in, leaving Hillary achy and exhausted.


  Caid didn’t look much better. With his skin pale beneath the dark stubble covering his cheeks and chin, he looked as tired as she felt.


  “Some night,” she said, sinking into one of the chairs by the fireplace, her muscles soft as hot wax.


  He nodded. “Never a dull moment. Do want some tea or coffee?”


  “Too late for coffee. Although tired as I am, it probably wouldn’t make a difference. I wouldn’t mind a cup of tea.”


  “I cannae get over the difference in this room,” Caid said, as he set the water to boil. “You did a brilliant job. Thank you.”


  “You said that already.”


  He flopped onto the settee and propped his feet on the table. “I must mean it, then.”


  She smiled and leaned back. “You were right about the plumbing, though. That still needs to be done.”


  “Along with everything else, but surely this’ll help impress any would-be buyers foolish enough to consider this pile of rubble.”


  “You’re still going to sell?”


  “Aye, to the first person who’ll make me an offer. Sorry.”


  “Don’t be sorry for me. My reasons for doing your kitchen weren’t completely altruistic.”  She sat up and met his gaze. “I liked this room from the moment I moved in, and this is how I pictured it. I just wanted to get my way.”


  “Maybe you should buy this place.”


  “What an idea.” Not that it was completely ridiculous. After all, what was she going back to? At least here she had Anne, but soon her work would be done and she’d be as rootless here as she was in Canada.


  “Can you no’ see yourself living in Scotland?”


  “Once I finished my book, then what?”


  “Then what? An absolutely terrifying concept.”


  The kettle sputtered into a piercing whistle. Caid stood and moved to the counter.


  “Why don’t you want to live here? Besides not wanting to have anything in common with your father.”


  He set the kettle down and turned slowly to face her. “You know, I do make some decisions based on things besides spiting my father.”


  “You’re right. That was uncalled for. So why?”


  “Once I’m rid of this place, I’ll be off to Spain, first. From there, who knows? Maybe Greece. I’ve wanted to travel for years.” He poured tea into the pretty china cups Hillary had found. His features drew into a frown as he lifted the cups and carried them toward her. “You maybe should have kept some of the old dishes,” he said, ignoring her question and handing her a cup.


  “Half of them were chipped and mismatched.”


  “I hate these bloody things.” He settled back, leaning on the arm of the couch, stretching his legs over the cushions and almost cradling his tea in his palm and against his chest. “I’m always afraid I’m going to break them.”


  “So what if you did? They’re yours. You could take them outside and smash them against the wall, if you wanted.”


  He was quiet for a moment, turning the cup slowly in his hand. “I suppose ye’re right.”


  “I am.” She leaned forward. “So why wait to travel? You’re young, successful, nothing tying you down. What does this house have to do with anything?”


  “This is a personal question,” he said, his lips curving into a slow smile.


  Something fluttered in her tummy. “So?”


  “Well, if I answer such a personal question, I should be able to ask one.”


  “I don’t need to know that badly.”


  “Coward.”


  “Fine. I’ll answer one personal question.”


  He sat up and set his cup on the table. “I know you’ve heard at least a little about my less than sterling past. You know I’m an alcoholic. I’ve been sober eight years, but back then I think I’d been drunk nearly as long. There were moments of lucidity, when I was between binges, but never sober. A drink or two before work, a few drinks at lunch, and of course, a few more at the pub at night. Sometimes I’d blackout. When I woke, I had no memory of the night before or how I got home--when I made it home at all. Funny thing, I nearly died in that accident, but if I hadnae hit the tree, I’d undoubtedly be dead by now.”


  Her mouth had gone dry. “You don’t have to tell me all of this.”


  “I do, actually. Unless, I’m making you uncomfortable.”


  He was. This conversation was too intimate, too honest, but she shook her head “Only if you’re uncomfortable telling me.”


  A bemused smile touched his lips. “I’m no’. No’ at all. That’s strange, isnae it?”


  The fluttering was back, this time much closer to her heart. She would have answered, but her voice had suddenly vanished. Not that it mattered, the question was apparently rhetorical.


  “I’d been sacked again, two days before the accident, and I’d been drunk, real drunk, out of my head, blackout drunk ever since. I had a moment of clarity when I woke at friend’s place just outside Kelso. I remember thinking quite clearly that I had to get home and start looking for a new job. Didnae matter that it was the middle of the night, or pouring rain, or that I didnae even know what day it was. So I got in the car and started home.”


  He hesitated, as if waiting for her to say something, but whatever he’d been expecting, she stayed silent. She couldn’t think of a thing to say.


  “Memory gets a wee bit foggy here. I remember driving, and the rain, then coming ‘round briefly in the emergency room, but I was still quite groggy. A few days later, when I was coherent enough to understand, the doctor explained what had happened. Investigators believed I lost control on a round-about and slid down an embankment, hitting a tree.”


  “You’re lucky to be alive.”


  “When I woke up, my leg broken in three places and sober for the first time in years, I would have argued that. Alex came to see me because, after pushing the limit for so long, I had finally wound up in real trouble. Driving under the influence charges, considerable property damage. Alex promised to take care of everything if I promised to let him check me into a clinic. If didnae cooperate, he wouldnae help me and I could have very likely gone to prison.”


  “Obviously, you didn’t go the prison route.”    


  “No, I chose the clinic, but to be frank, at the time that was as much a jail sentence as the other. I chose the one where I stood the least chance of being anally penetrated.”                                                                                                                                                               


  She snorted, despite herself. “Good thinking.”


  “So, while I lay in excruciating pain, begging doctors and nurses or anyone else to bring me something, anything--no one did, Alex had warned them about me--my brother hired a lawyer. He took care of the charges, paid all my fines--which were considerable--and paid for the clinic. I was mid-way through the program before I even thought of the money he’d paid out. Around the same time, I realized how lucky I’d been to hit the tree.”


  “Because it saved your life.”


  “No.” He shook his head. “Alex saved my life. But what if I’d hit another car? How could I have lived with myself if I’d killed someone?”


  Hillary’s stomach turned cold and heavy. Little did he know, she could have told him exactly how it was done. She lived it everyday. Had for nearly two years. Not that anyone would have called what she’d done these past years as living. She swallowed hard.


  “You’re paying your brother back.”


  “I’m paying the bank back. I already paid Alex, I didnae want him to be out of pocket because of me. He did so much for me, and I wasnae terribly grateful at first.”


  Emotion made his voice thick and his eyes bright. He cared for his brother, admired him. She could read it in his face, hear it in his words.


  “I’m sure he forgave you. Maybe he expected it a little.”


  He smiled. “Maybe. Point is, the reason I havenae traveled before now is, well, I couldnae afford to. The writing’s only starting to pay, and not enough to pay off my loan. I suppose I could have just said that.”


  “When did you start writing?”


  “Do I get to ask you two questions, then?” He grinned, as if immensely pleased with himself.


  “Why? Is the answer so very personal?”


  “No’ really. I began writing in the clinic as a distraction. Far more interesting to write about an investment broker framed for murder than dwell on how badly I wanted a drink.”


  “Did you sell it when you got out?”


  “Eventually.”


  She started to ask something else, but he interrupted. “I dinnae think so. It’s my turn. Why did you get divorced?”


  Heat flooded her cheeks. He’d been so honest with her, how could she be anything else but? Yet the idea of telling him about Randall, of seeing the same doubt in Caid’s eyes that she’d seen in Michael’s, left her cold. She couldn’t bring herself to speak the words. “We grew apart.”


  “Bull shit. Next you’ll be telling me it was a mutual decision.”


  “Not quite. I instigated, but I don’t think he was devastated by the suggestion. Boring, I know, but sometimes people just wake up and realize the person they married isn’t who they thought they were.” And when things get hard, they see just how weak the other person can be.


  How alone Michael had left her. He’d thrown her to the wolves, abandoned her along with most of her friends, peers, and co-workers. If it hadn’t been for her parents, she would never have made it through.


  Exhaustion combined with the unpleasant memories brought tears to the corners of her eyes. She looked away before Caid saw.


  “I’m tired,” she said, setting the remains of her tea on the table. “I’ve got to get to bed.”


  As she stood, so did Caid. He took her hand as she tried to go by him and stopped her. “I get one more question, remember?”


  She nodded, not trusting her voice.


  He released her hand, then gently traced his knuckle over her cheek. “What happened to you?”


  “I’m so tired, Caid.” She turned away and started for the stairs, wondering the same thing.


  What had happened to her?


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Fifteen


   


  Hillary squinted against the pale sunlight, seeping through the infernal gap in her drapes. With a groan she rolled over, yanking the blankets over her head.


  She must have looked pathetic last night. What had possessed her to let the conversation turn so personal? But she already knew the answer. She wanted to know more about Caid.


  She nibbled at her lower lip, thinking about how often her thoughts had wandered to him over the past few days. Remembering his mouth on hers, when he’d kissed her in the kitchen and the bolt of need that had surged inside her.


  As much as she hated to admit it, she was starting to feel more for him than just physical attraction.


  She’d been jealous when she’d found Sarah’s hand in his yesterday. Then, last night, she’d come so close to telling him about Randall. Only the fear that he would see her differently kept her quiet.


  Not good. Definitely not practical.


  If only she could hide under the covers all day instead of facing him. But she couldn’t. With a sigh, she threw back the quilt, climbed out of bed and crossed the room to the window, pulling back the heavy drapes.


  Outside, the sun hovered above the horizon like a great orange ball, trying to burn through the mist. The dew on the grass and trees glistened as if touched with gold.


  Maybe she should get out for a bit. A morning walk in the fresh air to clear her head.


  She dressed quickly. When she stepped into the hall, Caid’s door was still closed. A reprieve. She’d have a little time before she faced him.


  She hurried downstairs to the kitchen, slid the bolt and opened the back door, but froze in mid-step. A gasp locked in her throat. Her stomach lurched.


  Some kind of animal, brown and furry, but beyond that unrecognizable, lay in a heap on the step.


  She couldn’t tear her gaze from tangled bloody limbs and exposed flesh. A cool trickle of sweat dribbled down her spine. Her heart thundered in her ears.


  At last, she squeezed her eyes shut, but behind her closed lids, she saw Randall’s slack features surrounded by a pool of blood.  Her eyes popped open and she shifted her gaze so she wouldn’t see the mangled mess in front of her.


  A few feet away to the left, the fireplace poker stood straight and erect, jammed into the damp earth.


  Trembling, she closed the door and slid the bolt into place. She backed away from the door slowly, concentrating on keeping her breathing deep and even.


  Pull it together, she told herself, it was just… Okay she didn’t know what it was, because all she saw was fur and blood.


  She shuddered and left the kitchen, taking the stairs two at time. Without bothering to knock, she opened Caid’s door and stepped into the dark room.


  He slept on his back, one arm thrown over his head the other rested on his bare chest. The lines of his face, usually drawn with a sort wry humor, were smooth and relaxed.


  She hated to wake him. Hated herself for her weakness. Her face heated with humiliation. She should go back, clean the mess herself.


  The image of the poor creature flashed inside her brain. The blood-soaked fur. The tiny, red rivulets, absorbing into the porous stone.


  Her stomach rolled again.


  She couldn’t do it.


  “Caid,” she whispered, placing her hand on his shoulder, shaking him gently.


  He grumbled and tried to roll away. She shook him harder, said his name louder. His eyes popped open, bright and annoyed. “What?”


  “I’m sorry I woke you, but…um…there’s a thing on the back step, and I wouldn’t have but for the blood, and the stupid poker’s back, and I’m not making much sense, am I?”


  Maybe it was her rambling, or maybe she looked as shaken as she felt, but he sat up, his eyes darkening with concern. “What’s happened?”


  She drew in a deep breath and started again, determined to make sense this time. “There’s some kind of dead animal on the back step and the fireplace poker is with it. I didn’t want to wake you, but it’s the blood. I can’t clean it up myself because of the blood.”


  He stood, and without a word, pulled her against him. She shouldn’t have let him, but the warm, smooth skin of his chest pressed against her cheek, and his arms, tight around her, radiated strength.


  She knew better. She shouldn’t rely on him. But, God help her, he felt so good.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered, not sure who she was apologizing to anymore, or for what. Her lips were so close to his skin she could almost taste the salt.


  “It’s the blood,” she said again and shuddered.


  “It’s all right,” he murmured. His grip around her tightened and he smoothed her hair with his hand. “I’ll take care of it.”


  She nodded, because she knew he would. His lips brushed her temple. She closed her eyes as if to shut out the tenderness.


  “I’m going to have a look.” He released her slowly, then bent and pulled on a pair of jeans from the pile of clothes at his feet.


  For the first time, she noticed he wore only his underwear. She choked back a bubble of laughter as the ridiculousness of the moment hit her.


  “Wait here, I’ll be right back.” Then he left her alone in his room.


  With her cheeks hot, she collapsed onto the edge of his unmade bed. His scent, clean and male, drifted up from blankets still warm with the heat of his body. The temptation to curl up in them, to pull them over her head, was almost overwhelming.


  What she must look like, coming to pieces over a dead animal. Why couldn’t the floor just open and swallow her whole?


  First last night, now this. Caid probably thought she was mentally unbalanced.


  Shaking her head, she forced herself to her feet. She would go downstairs. Granted, she didn’t plan on helping clean the mess, but she wouldn’t hide in his bedroom, either.


   


   


  Caid rolled his eyes as he hung up the phone. Twenty minutes, Bristol had said. For whatever good that would do. The poker lay on the desk before him, marked with what was most definitely blood. The remains of the rabbit still lay on back step, but covered with a bin bag.


  He was almost certain whoever had left the mangled rabbit was the same person who had been in the house the other day. The poker was some kind of message that he was simply too thick to figure out.


  A warning?


  A threat?


  He didn’t have a clue.


  Lifting his hand to his face, he rubbed his tired eyes with his fingertips. Hillary waited for him upstairs, and he didn’t know what to tell her.


  The memory of her wide, frightened stare, the way the words had tumbled from her lips too fast and trembling, the way she’d shuddered against him, left him furious at whoever thought this was an amusing game. Having nothing to say that would comfort her frustrated him all the more.


  When he dropped his hands away from his face, Hillary was leaning against the doorframe. “Did you call Bristol?”


  He nodded. “No’ that he’ll do much more than the last time he was here. Still, we can give him the poker. Dinnae use the back door, I havenae disposed of the rabbit yet, just covered the poor wee thing. I want Bristol to see it.”


  “So that’s what it was? A rabbit?”


  “Aye, I think so.” He shrugged. She seemed better, no longer shaking and some of the color had returned to her cheeks.


  “I’m sorry about upstairs.” She took a step toward him, her eyes dark and swirling.


  “Why?”


  A wry smile touched her lips. “I’m feeling kind of stupid now. I may have overreacted.”


  He wanted to take her hand and pull her against him again. She’d fit so well upstairs. But with the stiffness in her stance and the distance she kept between them, he doubted she would appreciate it.


  “I should get dressed before Bristol arrives.”


  He considered asking her if she’d be all right on her own, but decided against it. He knew from experience that the vulnerability came with a prickliness.


  “I’ll make some tea and find something to put out for him. Maybe if we feed him, he’ll do more for us.”


  The faint sarcasm in her voice relieved him somewhat. She was back to her normal self. “Aye, well, we can always hope.”


  As he passed her, she put her hand on his arm and stopped him. Her fingers were like thin sticks of ice on his bare skin. Without thinking, he covered them with his own.


  “Before I left Canada, Agnes had complained that someone had been leaving dead animals for her to find.”


  “A strange coincidence, isnae it?”


  She swallowed and nodded. He gave her hand a gentle squeeze, and she eased her fingers out from under his.


   


   


  Caid showered and dressed quickly, his mind turning ideas over in his head the same way he did when he started a new book. This time, though, the scenarios and possibilities he worked through weren’t happening to fictional characters, but to him.


  An idea was taking shape in his brain, dark and frightening.


  A cold, sick feeling settled in the pit of his stomach, and more than ever he wanted to lock the door on Glendon House and never look back.


  How badly did his father want this pile of rubble? Enough to kill?


  Caid had no answer.


  He’d talk to Bristol, be rid of the fireplace poker, then get back to work. The sooner done, the sooner he could away. Away from his family, away from his past, and away from Hillary.


  She was a colossal mistake waiting to happen. Since holding her that morning, his hands practically craved the feel of her. The memory of her lips, a mere whisper against his collarbone, brought his body to semi-state of readiness. He shifted in his suddenly uncomfortable jeans and started downstairs.


  Bristol’s voice, loud and cheerful, floated out from the study as Caid approached. The sound grated on his nerves, and he craved a drink like he hadn’t in years.


  “Thanks for coming,” Caid said, as he stepped into the room. He shook Bristol’s chubby hand, then sat on the settee opposite him, next to Hillary.


  “Hillary’s just told me about yer find,” the cop said around a mouthful of chocolate biscuit. “And yer run in with Willie last night.”


  “Did she?” Caid poured himself a cup of tea. He no longer considered Willie a suspect, unless Willie was the person his father was paying to do his dirty work for him. “Let me guess, in yer professional opinion you think it’s someone’s idea of a prank?”


  Bristol scowled. “And what do you suspect? In ye’re professional opinion?”


  “I’m no’ entirely sure, but whoever’s responsible is a sadistic bastard.”


  Hillary laid a hand on his arm as if to restrain him. “Agnes complained about finding dead animals in her garden. She also had a very public argument with Willie shortly before she died. He didn’t want me reading those journals. Couldn’t there be something more to this?”


  Caid jerked his attention to Hillary, but she didn’t look his way, her gaze fixed on Bristol. She hadn’t mentioned Agnes having a row with Willie to him. An odd pang flickered in his chest. He shouldn’t be surprised to find her keeping things from him. He was nothing to her, or she to him, after all.


  Besides, this information didn’t ease his suspicions. His father would never dirty his own hands.


  “Agnes complained about a lot of things,” Bristol said on a sigh. “I’m sorry to say, but the woman wasnae all there.”


  “But we are,” Hillary said. “And the same things are happening to us.”


  “Did it occur to you that someone might have been trying to make Agnes appear mad?” Caid demanded.


  “Now why in the world would someone wantae do that?”


  “Why would someone leave a mutilated rabbit and a fireplace poker for us?” Caid bit back on the anger welling inside him.


  “I admit, these pranks are more malicious than I first suspected, but I truly dinnae believe there’s any real danger. I think someone’s just trying to frighten you.”


  “Yes, but why?” Hillary sounded as impatient as Caid felt.         


  “Here’s a scenario,” he interjected. “Maybe someone had been trying to frighten Agnes, make her appear mad. Maybe the fall down the stairs wasnae an accident. What if Agnes died as a result of a scare tactic gone wrong?”


  A scare tactic paid for by his own father.


  Scare tactics James was still paying for.


  Bristol glanced sharply at Hillary. She dropped her gaze to the carpet.


  “There’s no reason to suspect Agnes’s death was anything besides what it seems. Ye’re welcome to see the report from the Procurator Fiscal if you dinnae believe me.”


  “Aye, I would, thank you.”


  Bristol scowled and stood. “I understand that what’s happened here is frightening, but I have real situations that need to be dealt with. I’ve no time for hypothetical scenarios.”


  “I see, well it’s sorry we are to have bothered you, then.”


  “Now dinnae be like that, lad. I’ll take the poker and have it tested, but I’ll be honest, I dinnae think they’ll find more than the remains of the poor wee creature on yer back step.”


  “Aye.” Caid raked his fingers through his hair, exhausted. What had he expected, anyway? A crime scene team to dust for finger prints on a murdered rabbit?


  “My advice is to be sure yer windows and doors are kept locked at all times, consider a security alarm and perhaps install some flood lights on the grounds to discourage anyone from lurking in the shadows.”


  Caid stood. “Thank you, Inspector. I’ll see you out.”


  He walked with Bristol down the hall. As they approached the door the heavy man lowered his voice. “Will you step outside with me for a moment?”


  Caid shrugged and followed the policeman out, closing the door behind him. The warm sun fell on his face, and he squinted against sudden brightness after leaving the cavernous house.


  “It’s about Hillary.” Bristol kept his voice low.


  “What about her?”


  “How is she?”


  Caid narrowed his eyes. “Fine. Why do you ask?”


  “She found the rabbit this morning?”


  “Aye. She was wee bit upset, but I’m no’ surprised. She found Agnes no’ so long ago.”


  “You must take what she says to you with a grain of salt where Agnes is concerned,” Bristol said slowly, as if choosing his words carefully. “Hillary’s had a bad time of it and her view on certain matters might be a wee bit skewed.”


  Was that why she’d never mentioned Agnes and Willie’s confrontation? Why she’d kept the knowledge to herself and not bothered to confide in him? “What happened? Was it her divorce?”


  “If she’s no’ told you, then it’s no’ up to me to do so.” Bristol’s round features were solemn. “But she’s likely to be a bit fragile.”


  Fragile with a barbed wire tongue. Then Caid remembered her trembling in his arms. He’d known there was something there, in her past, but what? One more thing she wouldn’t trust him with. Something entirely too close to jealousy unfurled within him. “Did she tell you?”


  “No.” Bristol chuckled. “I had to rule her out as a suspect in the event Agnes’s death hadnae been an accident.”


  “I see.” What sort of details would Bristol have uncovered during a police investigation?


  “I thought she might have said something considering yer relationship.”


  Caid fixed his pointed stare on the policeman. “And what relationship would that be?”


  “I…well…I assumed…”


  “Is this yer less than subtle way of asking if we’re sleeping together? The answers is no, we’re not.”


  “I wondered, that is, you presented a very united front inside.”


  “Wonder no more.” Certainly, not united enough for her to tell him everything she knew.


  “That’s a shame.”


  “A shame? One moment ye’re warning me against her, the next ye’re telling me to sleep with her?”


  Bristol scowled. “You misunderstand. I think she’s a lovely girl, but everyone has a past.”


  Too true, and Hillary’s was proving to be quite a mystery. Caid kept the thought to himself.


  “Did Hillary tell you that she believed ye’re aunt had been murdered?”


  “Aye, but I had to pry the information from her.” Just like everything else.


  “I thought so. There was no evidence that Agnes’s fall was anything besides a terrible accident, but I’ll be sure to send over the report for you to read for yerself.”


  Caid nodded and stayed on the step until the heavy man’s car had pulled away and turned down the long drive. Even once Bristol’s car had vanished from sight, he waited, gathering his thoughts before going inside.


  Before facing Hillary.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Sixteen


   


  Caid returned to the study, where Hillary waited for him. Her gaze met his, and the perplexed frown marring her features deepened with concern.


  “What is it?” she asked, sounding wary, hesitant.


  She was right to be wary. Tension hummed inside him like an electrical charge gathering power.  He wanted release, an outlet.  The urge to drink pulled tight inside, leaving his mouth dry and skin itchy. God, to lose himself in the bottle for just a little while. To quiet his thoughts, the emotions storming inside him. He hadn’t craved like this in years.


  “Why didnae you tell me Willie’d had a row with Agnes?”


  “I should have,” she said softly.


  Her admission surprised him, stealing some of the heat from his tone. “Aye, you should have, but you didnae. How could you no’ have told me about that, especially after last night?”


  She moistened her lips before speaking. “I was afraid I’d sound paranoid or crazy. That I was letting what happened…” Her voice trailed away and her eyes rounded as if she’d said too much.


  “Finish.”


  She shook her head, eyes still wide. “It’s not important.”


  “I think it is. Does it have anything to do with whatever it is Bristol knows about you?”


  The blood drained from her face, leaving her skin pasty and dull. She grasped the edge of the table as if to steady herself. Would she be sick? Pass out?


  “What did he tell you?” Her voice, barely more than a whisper, shook.


  Whatever Bristol knew, she sure as hell didn’t want him to find out.


  His heart rate kicked up and his stomach twisted. “What is it ye’re no’ telling me?”


  “I should get back to work.” She dropped her gaze to the floor and made a beeline for the door.


  Caid moved to block her path. “I think you owe me the truth.”


  Her eyes, bright with unshed tears, met his. “I’m sorry, Caid. I can’t.”


  She pushed past him and he didn’t try to stop her.


  The hell with it. Whatever had happened to her wasn’t his problem, and neither was whatever had happened to Agnes. The only thing that actually was his problem, was getting rid of Glendon House. The sooner, the better.


   


   


  Hillary spent most of the day tucked in the attic, avoiding Caid and leaving him to clean up the rabbit remains on his own. Guilt nagged at her, and not just for leaving him with the mess. She should have told him about Randall. This was his home he was letting her stay in. He had the right to know he was renting a room to a woman who had killed a man.


  She looked away from Roderick’s faded scrawl and squeezed her eyes shut. The image of Caid, his eyes dark with furious accusation, filled her head. The expression entirely too much like Michael’s in the months before she’d finally left.


  If Caid knew the truth, would he doubt her? Would she catch him watching her with a slight frown marring his features? Would he ask her seemingly benign questions while trying to catch her in a lie?


  She opened her eyes and gave herself a mental shake. Comparing him to Michael was hardly fair. She and Caid weren’t married, weren’t lovers, hell, they were barely friends. They’d shared a couple of kisses, nothing more. The first one had been out of spite, and the second…the second had reduced her to a mass of quivering sensation barely capable of coherent thought.


  She sighed and pressed her fingertips to her eyes as if to blot out the memory.


  She should tell him.


  Her insides shriveled with the mere thought.


  She would tell him, but not yet. She’d wait until she was through with the journals, then if he tossed her out, at least she’d have her work.


  She dug back into transcribing Roderick’s self-important outlook on the day’s events. An excellent distraction from thinking about Caid. She read for close to an hour before finally coming across a somewhat interesting entry about a neighbor’s child drowning in a nearby river.


  A loud crash from downstairs jerked her attention away from the book. What was that?


  She hurried to the top of the second story staircase where Caid’s creative usage of four letter expletives came floating up. As she started down the steps, mounds of paper and boxes piled by the front door came into view, then a clutter of mismatched chairs and settees, stained rugs and torn, faded draperies. And then the man himself. Shirtless, thin lines of sweat cut through the grime coating the tight, lean muscles of his chest and stomach. His jeans, once blue, were now a strange beige-gray combination from the caked on dirt.


  Still cursing, he raked his fingers through his damp hair, shook his head at the pile of broken china figurines at his feet and tossed aside a rotted cardboard box open at both ends. He limped a little when he walked.


  “Are you all right?” she asked, descending into the turmoil.


  He nodded. “Aye. The bottom of the blasted box gave way.”


  “You’re limping.”


  “My leg’s a bit stiff, is all.”


  “Can I help?” she offered, hoping to ease them both back into their quiet camaraderie.


  He knelt and carefully pushed the broken ornaments into a pile. “Staying out of my way would be a help.”


  She rolled her eyes. Clearly, he was still mad.


  Shaking her head, she moved past him toward the kitchen, but the state of the rooms she passed stopped her. In complete chaos, each looked worse than when they’d been piled with Agnes’s junk.


  “What are you doing? I thought the real estate agent was coming today,” she said.


  He jerked a shoulder. “She’s put me off. The client she planned to bring is no longer interested in viewing Glendon House.”


  Perhaps her refusing to tell him about Randall wasn’t the only thing that had him in a snit. “Why not?”


  “A rather large drawback from living in a village like Culcraig; word travels. The agent and the client heard about our gift this morning, and you werenae the only person Agnes told when the same thing was happening to her.  It scared them off.”


  Hillary made a slow sweep of the chaos around them. “That still doesn’t explain all of this. What are you doing?”


  He scowled. “What does it look like? I’m cleaning the place out.”


  Oh, well, obviously. “Can I give you some advice?”


  “If I said no, would you refrain?”


  It was her turn to scowl. “No.”


  He sighed. “I didnae think so.”


  “You’re going about this all wrong.”


  “Of course I am. No doubt ye’re an expert on this, as well as everything else.”


  “Fine. Do it all yourself, then.”


  He pushed past her into the kitchen and she followed, watching as he yanked a garbage bag from a box under the sink.


  “You’ll need two,” she said.


  He stood ramrod straight, his eyes glittering like an arctic sea.


  Exasperation made her sound waspish. “The sharp edges will cut through the plastic.”


  “Is it ingrained, then? This unfortunate need you have to ply others with unwanted advice.”


  “I suppose it is, when I see them doing something stupid.”


  “You are the bossiest woman I’ve ever known,” he muttered, pulling out another bag. “I know now why ye’re divorced. Bloody nag, nag, nag.”


  His words were like a slap, the hurt sudden and surprising. She turned away, opening the fridge, feigning interest in the contents.


  “I’m sorry, Hillary,” he said quickly, as if sensing he’d gone too far.


  She shrugged. “You’re absolutely right. This is your house. I have no business telling you what to do.” She wanted to tell him to take his apology and shove it, but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.


  Why had what he’d said bothered her so much, anyway? Because she’d spent the better part of the day agonizing about whether or not to trust him with her deepest secret, afraid she’d lose whatever she thought was growing between them. Clearly there was nothing between them. How could she be so damn delusional?


  “I’m no’ right.” He put his hand on her arm and tried to turn her to face him.


  She jerked away, instantly annoyed with herself. She didn’t want him to know that she was angry, to think that anything he said or did could affect her.


  “Hillary, please. I’m pissed off about this morning, Bristol and the house, but I shouldnae said what I did. I’m sorry. I really didnae mean it.”


  “Apology accepted.” She forced a fake smile and closed the fridge. Her appetite had shriveled, but he didn’t need to know that, either. She removed a tin of cookies from the cupboard and took three. “I can’t be bothered to fix anything.”


  He eyed her warily. “Me, either. What were you going to say before? About the house?”


  “Don’t humor me, Caid. That will piss me off.”


  She turned and strode down the hall, sidestepping the mess. As she started up the stairs, he followed. 


  “I’m no’ humoring you.”


  She didn’t slow her pace. “I think you are, because you don’t feel good about what you said. But you’ve apologized, and it’s fine, really. Now, I’ve got a lot of work to do, and clearly you do, too.”


  “Wait.” He gripped her wrist and stopped her at the top of the stairs. He stood a few steps lower than her. “Dinnae walk away. If ye’re angry, tell me. If I hurt you, say so.” Something akin to pleading touched his voice, but rather than sympathy a slow, hot fury throbbed inside her brain. She yanked her hand from his and backed away from him.


  “You want me tell you if I’m angry?”


  She winged one of the cookies. He ducked the crumbling projectile, and when he stood straight once more his features were drawn in a sort of wary confusion. The whole thing would have been funny if she weren’t so mad.


  “I am. I’m fed up with your moods. Christ, one minute you’re funny and pleasant to talk to, the next you’re kissing me like I’m the last woman on earth and then you’re acting like complete jack-ass. Did what you say hurt me?”


  She let another cookie fly. This one clipped his shoulder. His eyes narrowed.


  “Yes, it did. And for you to stand there and tell me that Bristol and the house are getting to you, like that’s some kind excuse. Bristol made me mad, too, but I don’t verbally attack you.”


  She let the last cookie go and caught him square in the forehead. His nostrils flared. As he brushed the crumbs off his nose and cheek, she turned and started to her room. His footfalls behind her made her stop and look. He took the last of the stairs two at a time, his gaze dark and intent, and fixed on her.


  She wouldn’t be intimidated. She faced him, folding her arms over her chest, but her resolve slipped a little when she saw the thin, curved welt on his forehead. Oops. Who would have thought a cookie could leave a mark?


  She opened her mouth to apologize, but snapped it shut again when he backed her against the wall. His arms caged her on either side of her head, his palms pressed against the cracked plaster, his body mere inches from hers.


  A sort of nervous flutter tickled low in her belly and her breath caught in her throat. Still, there was none of the edgy panic coursing through her, making her tremble and desperate for escape whenever someone got too close. Instead, longing, deep and aching, pooled in her lower belly and spread to her tingling limbs.


  “It’s no’ just Bristol or the house,” he murmured, the straight line of his mouth over hers, his breath a whisper against her lips. “It’s you.”


  Bracing himself on one hand he trailed the fingers of his other down the side of her face. She shivered and closed her eyes.


  “All I think about is touching you.” His lips brushed hers. “Tasting you.” He leaned forward, pressing his jean-clad erection against her pelvis. “Being inside you.”


  Yes, yes, yes! her mind screamed, but the circuit connecting brain to mouth seemed to have fizzled out. She let out a ragged breath and opened her eyes. His were fixed on hers. His body remained rigid, inches away, waiting. She wanted him against her again.


  Touching her.


  Kissing her.


  Filling her.


  Wordlessly, she slid her arms around his neck and pulled him down until his mouth was on hers. She’d expected fast and devouring, instead he drew on her lips in a slow, drugging kiss that left her weak.


  “You’ve no idea how long I’ve wanted this,” he murmured.


  A tiny thrill shot through her. “As long as I have?”


  He smiled slow, almost predatory, and her belly tightened. She couldn’t remember wanting anyone the way she wanted him right then. His mouth covered hers again, hungrily this time, driving any semblance of clear thinking out of her head, and turning her very bones to liquid. 


  With her doubts and fears forgotten, all Hillary could think of was Caid and the brilliant heat shimmering over her skin. As he traced tiny, nibbling kisses along her jaw line, she let her fingers slide over the hard, flat planes of his chest, then down the taut line of his stomach muscles as if memorizing every detail by touch. He was so solid and lean, his skin smooth except for the smattering of coarse, black hair over his chest and the thin trail disappearing beneath his waistband.


  He pushed under her shirt, cupping her full, aching breasts with both hands and kneading them through the satin material of her bra. She moaned, arched back, rubbing her sex against the hard bulge in his pants and sending tiny ribbons of need rippling through her body.


  Abruptly, he backed away from her. But before she could protest, he pulled her shirt over her head and was back, tugging her bra down under her breasts and closing his mouth over her tight nipple.


  The sudden onslaught of sensation made her gasp. Her fingers tangled in his hair while his hands gripped her hips tightly, as if to hold in her place. He alternated tongue and teeth over her sensitive flesh, driving her need higher and higher, then switched, capturing her other nipple and exposing it to the same sweet torture, propelling her closer to the thin edge of her control.


  The hands at her hips eased forward, his fingers tugging at her fly. He lifted his eyes to hers, pinning her with his hot gaze.


  She wanted him inside of her right then, in the hall, bringing her the release she so desperately craved.


  She started to tell him, but instead drew a trembling breath as he pulled her jeans down just below her hips. Without looking away, he traced the edge of her underwear with his finger, following the line low beneath her belly button, making her hot and shivery all at once.


  His hand slid beneath the smooth material, his finger easing between the soft folds of her flesh. White, hot need stretched taut inside her like a spring ready to snap.


  She gripped his shoulders to hold herself up as he continued to tease her swollen cleft. She arched against his palm, silently pleading for more. And he obliged, thrusting his finger deep. Her every muscle trembled as she hovered on the brink of mindlessness.


  “Ye’re so wet and hot,” he murmured against her ear. “Open more for me.”


  She did, and he immediately took advantage, sliding a second finger inside her and working her clitoris with the flat of his hand.


  Heat built inside her to the point of explosion.


  “I want you,” she gasped. “I want you inside me.”


  “God, yes.” His voice was reverent like a prayer.


  “Hello, anyone home?” Joan’s voice drifted up from the hallway.


  Nooo! Oh God, she’d been so close.


  “Bloody hell,” Caid moaned as though he were in physical pain. His hot breath came in short pants against her neck as he slid his hand from her underwear.  “I left the door unlocked when I was taking things outside.”


  “Caid? Hillary?” Joan tried again.


  “We’ll be right down,” Hillary called. Her voice sounded breathy even to her. Hopefully, the older woman would assume her breathlessness was the result helping Caid with his work rather than unfulfilled sexual release that had left her more than a little punchy.


  She turned her frustration on Caid. “How could you leave the door open? We’ve been broken into how many times?”


  Caid moved away. “I know it was a careless thing to do, but I wasnae expecting to be so pleasantly…distracted.”


  Hillary’s face heated as she pulled up her jeans, then bent, snatched her shirt from the floor and tugged it on over her head, all the while struggling to squelch the dull ache throbbing inside her.


  “You’ll have to go down without me,” Caid said.


  She glanced at his erection still straining against the fabric of his jeans. At least she wasn’t the only one suffering. The thought made her chuckle


  “You know, it does little for a man’s confidence when a woman laughs at certain parts of his body.”


  “Not that. I was just thinking Joan’s already your biggest fan. If she saw that, she might just go out and start a club.”


  “Very funny. I’m going to take a shower. This isnae finished between you and me.”


  “Not even close,” she agreed.


  With her body still in bitter turmoil, Hillary started down the stairs. Plans to get Joan out of the house as quickly as possible and pick up where she left off with Caid played out in her mind.


  Was sleeping with him smart? Probably not, but the mutual attraction was undeniable. And this was the first time she’d been interested in sex since Randall.


  The situation was ideal, really. Sleeping with Caid would be a fling in the truest sense of the word. Eventually, she would return home and he to his normal life, so there would be no heavy emotional strings, no worries for their future. They could simply enjoy each other.


  “Sorry,” Hillary said as she joined Joan in the chaotic hall. “I didn’t hear you from upstairs.”


  Joan, clutching a basket in her arms, frowned at Caid’s carefully piled mess. “You’ve been busy.”


  “I can’t take any of the credit. Caid’s been at it all day.”


  “I see. I’ve brought some dinner. I thought the three of us could have a nice supper. I’ve no guests the now.” Joan studied the blue-beige dust coating Hillary’s front and frowned.


  Heat crept into Hillary’s face and she resisted the urge to brush herself off.  “That would be great. Neither Caid nor I do much cooking.”


  The older woman sniffed. “I suspected as much.”


   Hopefully that was all Joan suspected. “Why don’t we go into the kitchen? It’s pretty much intact.”


  “Yes. Good.” Joan managed a stiff smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I heard from Bristol that you’ve been having some problems while staying here.”


  Hillary shrugged and started for the kitchen, unsure how much to say or how much Bristol had told her. “He thinks someone`s trying to frighten me.”


  “You mustnae be too angry with our Inspector,” Joan said, falling in step beside her. “He has a lot on his mind and, I hate to say so, but he’s in over his head.”


  “Because of what’s going on here?”


  “No’ that.” Joan set the basket on the kitchen table and lifted out a covered casserole dish. “Here, this’ll need heating.”


  Hillary took the dish to the oven and set it on the rack inside before turning on the gas.


  “What do you mean, then?” she asked as she gathered plates and flatware together, then brought them to the table. Hillary sat down and Joan did the same.


  “Well, until Jimmy and Nancy Fraser, it’s all just been accidents. Clara Hanley was the first. About seven months ago. She hit her head and drowned in her bathtub.” The words came quickly and Joan’s voice trembled. “About a month later Charlie Radcliffe was hit by a car on his way home from the pub. Then for months, nothing until Agnes fell down the stairs. Now the Frasers and that horrible car accident last week. Jimmy died on his way to the hospital and Nancy passed away this morning.”


  “I’m so sorry.” Hillary had never seen Joan so upset.


  Joan nodded and dropped her gaze to the floor. “But it wasnae an accident. Someone tampered with the steering mechanism, causing them to lose control.”


  A chill settled over Hillary. “How do you know that?”


  “Roy Little, the mechanic who towed the car from the accident, has been blathering to half of Culcraig about it.”  Her voice lowered to a thready whisper.  “He’s saying it’s murder.” 


  The savory smell of Joan’s casserole filled the air, but Hillary’s stomach, cold as stone, remained unmoved. She reached across the table for Joan’s hands in an attempt to offer some comfort. The older woman’s boney fingers gripped Hillary’s like a lifeline.


  “Do you think that what happened to the Frasers is somehow connected to Agnes and the others?” Hillary asked.


  “This is a quiet village, so many accidents and in less than a year. It’s all so strange I dinnae know what to believe.”


  “Hullo, Joan.” Caid entered the kitchen, a wide smile on his face, his hair still damp from the shower. He’d changed into clean jeans and a loose blue fisherman knit sweater. His gaze fell on Hillary and practically glittered with hungry anticipation. Heat crept into her cheeks and he turned his attention to Joan.


  “Did you bring us dinner? Smells wonderful. Hill and I have been living on tinned soup for most of the week.  This’ll be a nice treat.” He stopped, as if sensing the mood in the room, and his smile fell away. “What is it?”


  Joan repeated her story as Caid sat across from her. Hillary took the food from the oven and dished it out on plates. They sat together, but no one really ate.


  “I drove past that wreck,” Caid said. “But I dinnae think that collision has anything to with these poor old souls who’ve died accidentally.”


  “Five in less than a year? You dinnae find that odd?” Joan asked, clearly offended.


  “Aye, but no more than a coincidence. I remember Charlie Radcliffe from when I was a lad. He’d be staggering home in the dark all over the road even back then. And wasnae he hit by a car once before?”


  “Twice,” Joan corrected. “But Clara and Agnes?”


  “Hundreds of people a year die accidentally in the bathroom,” Hillary offered.


  Caid shot her a quick, grateful smile.


  “That’s right, and Agnes,” he hesitated, lowering his gaze to his plate. “Bristol’s certain that her fall was accidental.”


   “But the Frasers were murdered,” Joan said.


  “Terrible that someone could do such a thing, but I dinnae believe for a moment one has anything to do with the other.”


  Hillary had to hand it to him, he sounded very convincing.


  “Aye.” Joan nodded, letting out a slow breath. “Ye’re likely right.”


  Still, as they ate, Joan seemed quiet, distracted, and when she stood to leave, her hands shook a little.


  Hillary watched Joan go, and thought Joan looked afraid.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Seventeen


   


  After dinner, Caid saw Joan to the door as Hillary tidied the kitchen. She piled the dishes next to the sink and slipped the leftovers, of which there were plenty, into the fridge. Even Caid’s reasonable explanations couldn’t bring back their collective appetites.


  As she filled the sink with sudsy water, Caid stood in the doorway, his expression hesitant. Heat stole into her cheeks when she remembered his mouth on hers, his hands moving over her, his fingers inside her. She bit her lip. A slow ache swelled low in her belly.


  “I need to go to the shop,” he blurted. “Do you want anything?”


  She frowned. Not exactly what she’d been expecting him to say. “Um, no thanks. I’m good.”


  “Right then, I’ll be back shortly.” He started to turn away, then stopped. “I meant what I said before, about no’ being finished.”


  Thank God. “So did I.”


  He smiled, slow and ravenous. A shiver tingled over her skin.


  “I’ll be quick.”


  Once alone, she washed the dishes and tidied the kitchen, then jumped into the shower to scrub away some of the dust and grime that had transferred from Caid to her while they’d been making out in the hall. The mere memory heated her skin more than the hot spray ever could.


  When she emerged from the bathroom, he still hadn’t come back. So now what? She toyed with the idea of waiting for him in his room, but couldn’t bring herself to do it. Just imagining herself posed sexily across his bed made her face burn. Not really her style. Maybe she’d get a little more work with the journals done until he got back.


  She dressed quickly, left her room, but came to an abrupt halt. Caid walked down the hall toward her, a small paper bag in one hand.


   Her heart beat a little faster. “You’re back.”


  “Aye, I am.” His eyes, dark and intense, fixed on her face.


  She wiped her damp palms on her jeans. “Where did you go?”


  “The chemist.” He smiled faintly and tilted the bag so the box inside slid into his hand. Condoms. “I wasnae really prepared.”


  “Oh, good.” Holy God, this was really happening.


  He moved toward her, took her hand and pulled her close. His mouth brushed over hers, soft, teasing. The air in her lungs vanished.


  “Alone at last,” he murmured.


  Goose bumps raced over her in waves and her heart rate quickened. Why did Joan have to interrupt them? Before, everything had happened so fast, so natural. There’d been no time to think, no time to second-guess herself.


  A fling? What had she been thinking? She didn’t have flings. She wasn’t made that way. She had relationships based on shared interests and genuine friendship. Granted, not the stuff of mindless passion, but hell, she didn’t even believe that sort of thing existed.


  “What is it?” Caid asked, slipping his finger under her chin and tipping her head up.


  If he would just kiss her like he had before, then maybe the nerves tittering at the base of her skull would stop. Should she take the initiative? Would he like that?


  She stood on tiptoe and rested her hand against his cheek. Invisible stubble scraped her palm. With a slightly trembling breath, she leaned forward and touched her lips to his. Immediately, he cupped the back of her head, his fingers tangling in her hair as his mouth hungrily opened for her.


  A slow warmth spread into her limbs as she melted against him, her awkwardness and doubt forgotten.


  “My room,” he murmured, his lips moving over her jaw toward her ear.


  Tiny spears of need darted low in her belly. She nodded and took his hand, her fingers lacing with his as he pulled her across the hall. Once inside, Caid’s arms wrapped around her, his demanding mouth devouring hers, sending her mind whirling.


  She slid her hand under his sweater, desperate for the feel of his smooth flesh. He groaned, nipping her bottom lip while he clutched her backside and pressed her against his hardened sex.


  “Now,” he said, his voice deep and raspy. “Where were we?” He took a step back. “That’s right, I remember.” He gripped the edge of her sweater and yanked it over her head in one quick pull. “About here?”


  He moved in, his hands covering her breasts, and the heat from his palms seeped through the thin fabric of her bra, making her ache. She moaned as his lips brushed her throat, neck and ear. His teeth scraped her skin and she shivered.


  “Not quite,” she told him, barely recognizing the low, thick voice as her own. She reached under his sweater, pushing the hem up. He helped her pull the sweater over his shoulders. As it landed in a pile on the floor, she ran her hands over his taut chest, traced the grooves between his lean stomach muscles with her fingers. He sucked in his breath and the flesh beneath her touch bunched, tiny goose bumps stippling his skin.


  “Much better.” She lifted her gaze to meet his, but her smug grin fell away under the heat of his indigo eyes. How was it possible that she had inspired this kind of heat, this kind of want in him?


  Caid watched the emotions sweep across her features, from a cocky sort of confidence to doubt, like a cloud casting a shadow over a sunny field. Everything was there in her face, naked and real. Humbling.


  Something flickered in the vicinity of his heart, but he did his best to ignore it, continuing the game, instead. “Still no’ quite right, though.”


  He opened her fly, sliding the zipper down with exquisite slowness, never letting his gaze break from hers. As he curled his fingers over the waistband of her jeans, any trace of doubt vanished from her face.


  Hunger filled her eyes now.


  His fingers splayed her flat stomach. Every part of her was soft and smooth. He could have lost himself just touching her.


  He slid his hand into her panties and pressed a finger into her tight, wet heat. With a gasp, she tilted her head back and he lowered his mouth to feast on her neck.


  She rode his fingers, her hips rocking against his hand, tiny whimpers and gasps escaping her lips. She was so much hotter than he’d expected her to be, and the discovery played havoc with his already tenuous control.


  With his free hand, he tugged her bra down, exposing one small, plump breast. He brought his mouth to the tip, flicking her hardened nipple with his tongue, then tugging it with his teeth. She cried out, the convulsions of her orgasm tightening around his fingers.


  He had to get inside her. His erection, hard almost to the point of pain, pressed against his jeans. Then her mouth caught his in another brain-scrambling kiss.


  Half-crazed for her, he somehow managed to edge them closer to the unmade bed and lowered her to the mattress. She lifted her hips so he could slide off her jeans and underwear, then shed his own clothes, tossing them aside.


  “Hold on,” he muttered and snatched the box of condoms from the bed where he’d tossed them when they’d first walked in. He tore open the box, dug out one of the packets and ripped the packaging with his teeth. Hillary’s hungry gaze remained fixed on his actions. She watched with rapt fascination as he slipped the latex over his erection.


  He covered her body with his, his mouth moving over skin at an almost frantic pace. Her breath hitched and she arched her hips up, pressing herself against the tip of his cock.


  Now. It had to be now. He couldn’t have stopped if he had a gun to his head.


  He thrust into her, groaning as her velvety heat closed tight around him. Hillary whimpered, her teeth nipping at his chest.


  He began to move inside her, slow at first, reveling in the feel of her, then gradually picking up speed. She wrapped her legs around his waist, drawing him in deeper. His hips pumped forward and back almost of their own accord, driving inside her fast and hard.


  “Oh, God, Caid.” Her fingers gripped his hair as she came again.


  His name on her lips, combined with her tight contractions around his cock were all he could bear. He stiffened, groaning as his own release shuddered through him.


  Once spent, he collapsed on top of her. Damn, that was good. Better than he’d thought it would be. Better than he wanted it to be. He shoved the thoughts aside, determined to enjoy the moment.


  Hillary realized she’d been wrong. She was meant for flings. And hot, blinding, mind-numbing sex was not the stuff of fiction, but wondrous reality.


  Caid’s ragged breath whispered against her ear, his pounding heart matching her own frenzied rhythm. She could have stayed right where she was for the rest of her natural life and been quite happy.


  “Am I crushing you?” he asked, lifting himself a little and gently brushing his lips over hers.


  “A little,” she admitted.


  He rolled off of her. “I’ll be right back.”


  He strode from the room, probably to dispose of the condom, and she watched his tight backside as he left.


  Now what? Should she stay here, sleep in his bed? Or was that presumptuous? Should she just head back to her own room? Or would that be rude?


  Her other sexual experiences had all been within the confines of a slowly developing committed relationship. There were certain behaviors and expectations to be met. But what she’d shared with Caid certainly wasn’t committed, nor was there a relationship except for a strange sort of friendship and business agreement. And now sex.


  She hated awkward moments.


  “Bloody hell, this house is cold,” he muttered, returning. He slipped beneath the covers and she sat up. A low chuckle rumbled from his chest and he ran a knuckle along the back of her arm. “Do you have somewhere you need to be?”


  With pale light seeping into the room from the hall, she could just make out a glimmer of a smile.


  “No.” She lay down, resting her cheek on his chest. His hand stroked her hair as his lips brushed a feathery kiss over the top of her head. Something fluttered dangerously close to her heart.


  Not good, she thought, snuggling into the security of his embrace, as sleep slowly overcame her.


   


   


  From the attic window, Hillary watched the witchlights dance and titter in the darkness. They circled and swirled, grew dim, then shone with a sudden brilliance.


  An oily fear crept over her, but of what she couldn’t say. The emotion was as intangible as it was overwhelming. And the longer she watched the tiny orbs, the more intense the sensation became.


  She stood, mesmerized with her hands pressed against the cold glass. Laughter, faint at first, then growing to a high pitched cackle, as if from a storybook witch, filled her head. She turned away from the window, her heart pounding, desperate for escape.


  She fled down the stairs, but the laughter stayed with her, growing louder until it reached a screaming crescendo, then went silent as she burst through the door at the bottom of the stairs.


  But instead of Glendon House, she was home.


  She unlocked the front door for the police and started toward the dining room. The light from the front hall reflected in the tiny shards of mirror glittering on the floor. Her breath caught in her throat as her gaze fell on the bright pool of crimson slowly working its way toward her.


  Not again. Please not again.


  But her feet kept her moving forward. Legs crept into her circle of vision. Her gaze traveled up, following the still length of him until reaching the slack features of his face. A scream bubbled deep in her throat as her eyes locked with his wide, brilliant blue stare.


  The dead man was Caid.


  Trembling, she took a step back. Something cold and sharp dug into the palm of her hand. When she looked down, she clutched a long, sleek splinter of glass. Her wide eyes reflected in the mirror until a tiny, red rivulet cut through her image like a jagged crack.


  At last, the scream tore loose, shrill and piercing.


  “Hillary.”


  Dead. Caid dead.


  Hands on her, pulling her away from his limp form. She struggled against them, sobbing.


  “Hillary.” The voice punctured through her dream haze. Caid’s voice. “Wake up, love.”


  The warmly lit dining room and Caid’s pale, waxen features dissolved, replaced by darkness and his shadowy outline.


  “Caid,” she croaked.


  “Aye.”


  Without another word, she threw herself into his arms. He held her tightly, soothing the shivers wracking her by stroking her back and hair. She ran her hands over his warm, living skin. When her palm came to rest over his chest, the steady rhythm of his heart thudded against her touch. Alive.


  “You were dead,” she whispered, snuggling deeper against his warmth. “In my dream you were dead and it was my fault.”


  “I’m fine. It was just a dream,” he murmured. His lips brushed her temple. “My God, Hillary, where do these nightmares come from?”


  Hillary couldn’t stop shaking. She felt cold to her soul. She should have told him about Randall before sleeping with him. He had the right to know that she was a half-crazy murderess before getting mixed up with her. “You wanted to know what happened to me, what Bristol knows, I want to tell you. I should have before…”


  “In the morning,” he said, gently smoothing her hair. “Wait until morning, then you can explain everything to me.”


  “But--”


  “It’ll wait until it’s at least light out.”


  “Okay,” she nodded, her body sagging with relief.


  She lay down and rolled onto her side. He lay down next to her, wrapping his arm around her middle and pulling her back against his chest. His body heat seeped into her skin, making her drowsy.


  Closing her eyes, she drifted off with the feel of him wrapped around her. She would enjoy this moment while she could…


  Because once he learned truth, everything would change.


   


   


  When Hillary’s breath turned deep and even, Caid pushed himself up, glancing at the clock next to the bed. 4:37. He wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep. Not with so many questions circling inside his head.


  Without thinking, he smoothed the hair away from Hillary’s cheek and pressed his lips to her soft skin. What gave her the nightmares? What left her terrified and clinging to him? He wanted her to tell him, but not while she was still trembling from the remnants of her dream. He wanted her to come to him in bright light of day, with all her faculties in place.


  It shouldn’t matter to him, but it did. And that alone was enough to keep him awake.


  He stood and drew the covers over Hillary’s naked form. Fresh lust stirred within him along with a wave of relief. It was just good sex, nothing more. He liked her well enough, wished good things for her, but that was all.


  Still unconvinced, Caid left the room, determined to lose himself in his work, but stopped in the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. He was becoming as addicted as Hillary. He’d probably wind up hooked by the time she left. A strange pang gripped his heart, but he refused to acknowledge it.


  With a yawn, he walked to the back door, waiting for the coffee to brew. He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the cool glass. When he opened them again an orangish glow flickered beyond the grayish forms in the garden.


  Dawn at last. He yawned again, stretched and turned away from the door. Then froze.


  Since when did the sun come up in the west? Or flicker for that matter?


  He opened the door and stepped outside. The cold, damp air, combined with a deep sense of foreboding, sent a chill rippling through him. Bright, orangish-pink light rose above the forest treetops on the far side of the field. The glow quivered and brightened like an ember in the hearth.


  Fire. Good Christ, a fire!


  His stomach dropped. The nearest building past the trees was Joan’s inn. He turned and yanked open the door. With the sound of his own heart pounding in his ears, he ran through the kitchen, down the hall and upstairs.


  He burst into his room and flipped on the light. Hillary sat up in the bed, squinting against the sudden brightness.


  “What is it?” she asked, her expression a mixture of confusion and fear.


  “A fire.”


  She sprung from the mattress as if the flames were beneath her. “A fire, here?”


  “No. Sorry, no.” He was panicking and had to pull it together. “At Joan’s, I think. I’m going over to see if she’s all right.”


  He went to the window. Smoke, visible now as night turned to morning, rose up over the trees. Hillary joined him and gasped.


  “I’m coming,” she said.


  Fear gave his insides a good twist. “No, stay here.”


  “Now is not the time for some caveman power struggle.”


  “Nor is it the time to fight for the feminist cause. Someone has to call the fire department, paramedics, in case someone’s been hurt…” his voice trailed off.


  She started to argue, but he shook his head. “If someone’s trapped and needs help getting out, I’ve the physical strength. Dinnae try and argue, it’s a fact and you cannae change it.”


  “You’re not going inside?” Though it sounded more like an order than a question.


  “I’m sure it willnae come to that, but just in case. Does she have guests the now?”


  “No, she doesn’t.”


  They left the room together and hurried down the stairs. He grabbed his jacket from where he’d left it, draped over the newel post, and shoved his arms through the sleeves as he wriggled his feet into his shoes.


  “Where will I find the number for the fire station?”


  “Just dial 999, that’s the number for emergency here.”


  She nodded, and as he turned to leave, she gripped his sleeve and stopped him. Her eyes locked with his.


  “Be careful.”


  “I will,” he promised, then pressed his mouth to hers. Fear and hungry desperation exploded between them.


  “I will,” he said again, as he stepped out into the cool morning air.


  Hillary stood where she was and watched the door close behind him. She pressed her fingers to her lips.


  Let him be okay.


  The image of his lifeless eyes from her dream flashed before her. What if he didn’t come back? Her heartbeat kicked up and her throat tightened. She gave herself a mental shake. There wasn’t time to worry.


  After phoning to report the fire, she went to the kitchen and peered out the back window. The glow seemed to have dimmed some, but a steady stream of black smoke billowed up over the trees.


  “Let them be okay,” she muttered aloud.


  This was nuts. She was going over there. She’d called the fire department just like she’d said she would. There was no reason for her to sit here and worry.


  She stood, went upstairs and changed. As she left the room, something moved at the edge of her peripheral vision. She turned to look, but a sudden clang filled her ears and shimmering pain exploded at the side of her head.


  She stumbled sideways into the wall.


  What the--?


   She touched her fingers to the screaming agony above her ear. When she pulled her hand away, bright red smeared her pale skin. Blood.


  Her vision blurred as she slid to the floor.


  Then there was nothing.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Eighteen


   


  Heat radiated from the burning building as Caid crossed the empty car park. The Inn loomed above him, glowing dark orange like a massive ember and seeming to pulsate with a life all its own. A low rumble filled his ears, the vibration permeating his body right through to his pounding heart.


  “Joan,” he yelled.


  No one answered, but he doubted anyone could hear him over the roar of the fire. He tried again, louder this time. “Joan!”


  Where was she? Had she escaped? Made it to a neighbor’s? Or was she trapped inside?


  With his heart slamming against his chest, he moved closer, looking for a door or a window not already engulfed in flame. He walked a tight circle of the house, staying as close as the heat singeing his skin would allow.


  A sudden explosion of glass had him diving for the ground, pressing the hot skin of his cheek to the cool grass and covering his head with both arms. Tiny fragments showered over him like a deadly rainstorm, burning the back of his hands and neck. When he looked up, hot flames lashed out of the broken window like a serpent’s tongue.


  If Joan was inside, she had to be dead. A wave of sick panic mixed with loss rushed through him. Still, he forced himself to his feet, hoping to find proof that she’d somehow escaped.


  As he rounded the back of the house, the temperature dropped and the radiant brilliance emitting from the flames dimmed, casting the garden into shadow.


  She could have escaped from here. The fire hadn’t spread to the rear of the house yet. He approached the back door, smoke seeping from a smashed window, and gingerly touched the knob until satisfied the metal was cool. He depressed the lever and the door swung open into the kitchen.


  Billows of foul-smelling smoke poured out the opening and Caid stumbled back. He covered his mouth with his forearm and hacked, his lungs and throat burning. Good God, no one could be alive inside. Still, he had to be sure. He couldn’t stand back and let someone burn to death in that hell.


  He pulled the collar of his sweater up over his nose, crouched down and crawled into the smoky kitchen. The air near the floor wasn’t as bad as when he’d first opened the door, but his eyes still stung and watered.


  On his hands and knees, he moved into the dining room. The smoke seemed to thicken, and the temperature rose. He was moving closer to the fire. Or the fire closer to him. Maybe both.


  He sat back on his haunches to gain a better sense of where he was and where he needed to go. Something wasn’t right. He wiped away the water filling his eyes to see better. The layout seemed different somehow, but he couldn’t put his finger on the change. Admittedly, he’d only eaten in the dining room twice during his stay. Still…


  The door. Where was the door?


  His stomach dropped. A heavy bureau, the one where Joan stored her linens and good sliver, had been shoved over the doorway, blocking any chance for escape.


  Joan was still inside.


  He stood and, foolishly, took a deep breath. Heavy coughing racked his body as he struggled for air and worked to shoulder the cabinet away from the door. The solid wood scraped the floor as he slid the bureau over.


  Once the furniture was out of the way, he collapsed to the floor, his lungs burning as he tried to stem the coughs still shuddering through him. Pulling his sleeve over his hand to protect his flesh from the hot brass, he turned the knob and yanked the door open.


  Joan’s limp form fell into his lap and a gust of hot wind stung his face and hands. For a moment he stayed frozen, crouched on the floor. Flames rippled over the far wall of the hall like the waves of a fiery ocean, as beautifully mesmerizing as deadly.


  Something above him fell with a loud crash. He ducked, half expecting whatever it was to come crashing through the ceiling above him. He had to get Joan out of there.


  Still struggling for air, he scooped Joan into his arms and fought his way to his feet.


  He teetered and reeled drunkenly from the dining room to the kitchen and out the back door. Once on the grass his knees buckled. He half lowered half-dropped Joan to the ground, then turned away. On all fours, he coughed and retched until he’d emptied his stomach.


  With his ears ringing and his throat and lungs burning, he rolled onto his back. Flames flickered behind the glass in the windows above him. The ringing in his ears grew louder.


  Not in his ears. Sirens.


  Hillary had called the fire department. Would she come?


  A wide, round shadow eclipsed the blazing house behind him. Bristol stood over him, his expression grim.


  Caid pushed himself up onto his elbows as Bristol crouched beside him, a position that had to be uncomfortable for a man of his size. Caid tried to get to his feet so Bristol wouldn’t need to stay like that to talk to him, but the inspector pushed gently on Caid’s chest.


  “Easy, lad,” Bristol said. “Stay where you are.”


  The slight pressure was even too much for his weak body to fight against. He had no choice but to drop back onto the ground.


  “Joan,” he croaked, then choked on a spasm of dry coughs shuddering through him.


  Bristol waited for his coughing to subside. “She’s being seen to.”


  Caid turned his head slightly. Paramedics scurried around Joan on a stretcher. He hadn’t even realized they were there.


  He looked back at Bristol. “Alive?” Every word he uttered lit his throat with raw agony.


  “Aye, I think so,” Bristol told him. “You did well, lad.”


  Good. Joan would live and that was good. He glanced around him, but Hillary hadn’t come. He’d told her to stay at the house, not that he’d believed she would.


  He closed his eyes and did his best to ignore the ache in his chest that had nothing to do with the fire.


   


   


  Caid inhaled deeply from the plastic oxygen mask he held to his face. Each breath made his chest squeeze tight. From the back of the open ambulance on the far side of the car park, he watched the fire crew bring the blaze under control. Even from this distance, the glowing inn looked terrifying and he could hardly believe he’d been inside. He held himself against a shudder rippling up his spine.


  “Joan’s stable,” Bristol said, as he came to stand beside Caid. The other ambulance, with Joan inside, made a wide turn in the lot before starting down the drive toward the road. “Smoke inhalation and some bad burns, but you saved her life.”


  Caid nodded. Thank God, she’d be all right.


  “I’m going to need to ask you some questions. I wantae hear more about the cabinet over the doorway.”


  Caid tried to speak, but couldn’t. His burning throat felt two sizes too small.


  “No’ the now,” Bristol said. “I can wait until we reach the hospital.”


  Caid frowned. “Hospital?” he managed to croak.


  “Aye. You inhaled a lot of smoke.  The doctor will be wanting a look at you. Make sure ye’re all right.”


  Caid shoved aside the oxygen mask. “I’m fine.” Though the thick raspiness of his voice did little to help his argument.


  “You probably are, but you still need to be examined. Just to be sure.”


  Caid shook his head and hopped down from the back of the ambulance. The paramedic who’d been quietly inspecting her equipment and eavesdropping came forward.


  “Sir, please get back inside,” she said, sounding very stern and a little bored.


  Again Caid shook his head. Had his throat not felt like a raw piece of meat, he would have told both Bristol and the paramedic where to go. As it was, he turned on his heel and started toward his car.


  “Mr. Douglas,” the woman called after him. “You need to be seen by a doctor.”


  Quick footfalls in the gravel behind him made him stop and turn around. The woman marched his way, bent slightly forward, arms swinging. Her eyes narrowed and three deep lines creased her high forehead.


  “Mr. Douglas,” she said as she grew nearer. “Please get back in the ambulance.”


  He ignored her, continuing to his car. He’d be damned if he’d waste what little voice he had left on this pointless argument.


  “Lots of people are nervous about going to the hospital. I can assure you, this will simply be a routine examination. You’ll be home by this time tomorrow.”


  “Aye,” Bristol said, following behind the woman, panting a little when he spoke. “You’ve nothing to worry about.”


  Good Christ, would they be bribing him with a loli next?


  “Hillary,” he squeaked.


  A slow dawning lit Bristol’s features. “Is she waiting to hear from you?”


  Caid nodded.


  “Well, you go with Ms. Jenkins, here, and I’ll fetch Hillary.”


   “I can see to myself,” he said, each word scraping like sandpaper over his raw flesh. He swallowed hard and continued. “I’m going home to clean up, then I’ll get myself to the hospital.”


  Ms. Jenkins looked unconvinced. She glanced at Bristol and the heavy man nodded. “I’ll keep an eye on him.” Then to Caid he said, “Ye’re no’ driving.”


  Caid whirled around, but before he could croak anything out, Bristol lifted his hand. “I cannae let you drive in yer state. So either you get into my car, or I’ll toss you into that ambulance myself.”


  Not bloody likely. But Caid was fed up with arguing. He followed Bristol to his car and climbed into the passenger seat.


  As they started down the drive, Caid looked back, his gaze lingering on the charred, smoking rubble that had been Joan’s Inn and very nearly her funeral pyre.


  A cold, sick feeling gripped him.


  It took only a few minutes to reach Glendon House. Bristol had barely stopped the car, and Caid was out and striding to the front door, leaving the Inspector to waddle behind him.


  Caid pushed the door open.  Silence greeted him inside.


  “Hill,” he started to call, but the word came out as a whispery squeak. What little voice he had was fading fast.


  “Hillary?” Bristol shouted. Caid ground his teeth.


  No answer.


  Maybe she had gone back to bed.


  Caid started down the hall toward the kitchen. Perhaps she just couldn’t hear them. As he passed the study door, open about a half a foot, he stopped. A book on the floor near the opening made him frown. He hadn’t left that there.


  He pressed his hand against the smooth wood and pushed the door open the rest of the way. His blood ran cold. The room had been torn apart.


  Books and papers lay strewn over the floor. The drawers from his desk had been yanked out, dumped and tossed aside. His heart hammered a slow, steady rhythm that continued to gain speed the longer he stood there.


  Who had done this? And where had Hillary been while this was going on?


  Where was Hillary now?


  “Hillary?” Bristol called again, his voice full of the fear coursing through Caid’s tired body.


  Caid turned and continued to the kitchen. Again the room had been ransacked, but there was no sign of Hillary.


  Bristol tugged at his elbow. “Upstairs?”


  He nodded and together they climbed to the second floor. Both his room and Hillary’s had been turned upside down. Even the covers torn from the beds and the mattresses shoved askew.


  Still no Hillary.


  Frantic with fear, Caid ran down the hall and gripped the doorknob for the loft, but it wouldn’t turn. Locked.


  Where could she be?


  He went back downstairs and found Bristol, squatting in the hall, inspecting something on the floor.  Bristol looked up, his face pale. “I dinnae want you to panic.”


  Caid’s insides turned to ice. If there was ever a reason to panic, it was when someone spoke those words.


  “It’s blood,” Bristol said, bluntly. “Smeared here.” He pointed to the floor. “And a few drops near the stairs.”


  The air sucked from his lungs as if he’d been kicked in the stomach. “Hers?” he asked stupidly.


  “I cannae tell, but it’s no’ very much.”


  Caid nodded and swallowed his growing panic. The tiny drops seemed to gleam up at him from the wood . With his heart hammering inside his burning chest, Caid searched every room on the first floor until he’d worked his way back to the kitchen. Once in the empty room, as clueless about Hillary’s whereabouts as he had been when he’d walked through the front door, he leaned against the counter and buried his face in his hands.


  Where the hell was she? Had someone taken her? But where? And why?


  He just wanted her to be all right. When he lifted his head, a small, dark mark on the stone floor outside the pantry door caught his eye.


  He crossed the room and knelt next to the dark, reddish stain. When he touched his finger to it, the cold liquid smeared a lighter shade on his fingers.


  He’d found her.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Nineteen


   


  “Hillary?”


  Had someone called her name?


  “Hillary!” The voice penetrated the thick gray haze wrapped around her brain. She forced her eyes open, but only darkness greeted her. Where the hell was she?


  A sharp, stabbing pain throbbed at the side of her head. Gingerly, she touched the area above her ear and felt something warm and sticky. Blood.


  Someone had hit her. She’d been about to go after Caid…


  Caid. The fire. Was he okay? And Joan?


  Panic crept over her, turning her breath shallow and her skin cold, but she refused to give in to her fear. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and forced her mind and body to relax. She needed to get out of here, wherever here was.


  The cool air smelled dank, and as she pushed herself to her feet, her fingers grazed something warm and furry. She shrieked, the sound drowning out the rodent’s squeak and skittery footsteps.  A noise from above stopped her in her tracks. It had been distant and muffled, but it sounded like a voice. Probably just her imagination or a sign that her sanity was slipping from prolonged captivity in the pitch black.


  “Hillary?”


  Definitely a voice, and it sounded like Bristol.


  “Hillary, if ye’re down there we’re on our way.”


  “I’m here,” she shouted, mentally taking back every mean thing she’d ever thought about his skills as a policeman. “I’m in here.”


  A loud scraping sound filled the darkness around her, then a wide shaft of light appeared from above. She squinted and tried to block it with her forearm. The heavy thud of footsteps on the wooden rungs of the ladder filled her ears, then someone was grabbing her hand and yanking her forward. She barely caught a glimpse of Caid before he crushed her against his chest.


  Her body went limp against him as the rough wool of his sweater rubbed her cheek. His heart thundered against her ear. The acrid stink of burnt plastic stung her nostrils, but she didn’t care. He was alive and holding her.


  “What ever are you doing down there?” Bristol asked, leaning over the opening above.


  Reluctantly, Hillary pulled back from Caid, but his arms remained locked around her. She didn’t mind. “I don’t know where down here is.”


  “Ye’re in the cellar,” Bristol said. When she continued to stare blankly, he added, “At Glendon House.”


  “Someone knocked me out. This is where I woke up.”


  “Who hit you?” Bristol demanded.


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t see.”


  When she glanced back at Caid, his eyes blazed from his soot-streaked face, his mouth set in a grim line. Dark shadows played over the stubbled plains of his face from the light spilling through the trap door.


  “Are you okay?”


  He nodded, but didn’t speak. A slow, sinking feeling rolled over her.


  “Joan?” she asked, almost certain of the answer, but afraid to hear it just the same.


  He nodded again, his gaze never leaving hers.


  “Aye, she’ll be just fine, thanks to Caid. He saved her life.”


  Hillary frowned. “Why are you so quiet?”


  A half smile lifted the corner of his lips, and Bristol chuckled loudly.


  “Took in too much smoke,” Bristol explained, “and lost his voice.”


  Her mouth twitched as she tried not to smile. Caid rolled his eyes and shook his head, taking her hand and tugging her toward the ladder.


  Caid stood at the bottom as she mounted the wide rungs, gripping the dry, splintering wood. She popped up in the small, square pantry. The threadbare mat that usually covered the floor had been shoved away to allow the trapdoor to open. All the times she’d come into this room and she hadn’t even known the door existed.


  Bristol gripped her hand, pulling her up and through, then turned to help Caid. When Caid emerged from the opening, he looked worse in the light. His hair stood out at strange angles, and he was filthy from the fire. But he was alive and that was all that mattered.


  Caid closed the trap door and kicked the rug back into place.


  Hillary started into the kitchen, but stopped. All the cupboards and drawers were open, their contents strewn over the floor.


  “What happened?” she asked, taking in the mess.


   “Looks like someone tore the place apart,” Bristol said, “searching for something.”


  “What could they have been looking for? A can opener? Scissors? Why search someone’s kitchen drawers?”


  “It’s no’ just yer kitchen that’s been searched. All the rooms you use have been ransacked.”


  “Was anything taken?”


   “We’ve been looking for you since we arrived here,” Bristol said. “There hasnae been time to take an inventory. Nor is there time now. I’m taking you both to the hospital.”


  “Yes,” Hillary said. “Caid really should be checked out by a doctor. Maybe they can give him something for his throat.”


  “And you,” Bristol said. “You lost consciousness, I think we might want to get that lump looked at, also.”


  Hillary lifted her fingers to her head and ran them over the scabbed gash and matted hair. She felt okay, no double vision or nausea. Only a steady throb remained. Still, no point in taking chances, especially the way her luck was running.


   


   


  Caid hated hospitals, even if he was only visiting. His own stay had been blessedly short. After spending the morning and most of the afternoon wearing an oxygen mask, his doctor had pronounced him very lucky.


  He’d suffered some first-degree burns on his hands, and the damage to his lungs and breathing tubes had been minimal. After prescribing antibiotics and assuring him that the discomfort would ease in a few days, the doctor released him.


  Hillary, on the other hand, had to spend the night. Having lost consciousness, her doctor had insisted on keeping her for observation. She’d been furious and tried dragging Caid down with her.


  “He,” she’d sputtered, pointing at Caid, “was in a fire, actual flames and who knows what he breathed in with that smoke. He smells like burned plastic.”


  “Thanks,” Caid croaked, his voice returning a little. 


  “I just have a little bump on the head. If he can leave, then I should be able to go, too.”


  The doctor had remained unconvinced.


  When Caid entered her room, she sat in the hospital bed, scowling at the window. He tried not to smile, but failed miserably.


  She turned and caught him, her eyes narrowing. “No one likes a gloater.”


  “What’s a gloater?” he rasped.


  “You.” Her expression softened. “Your voice sounds a little better.”


  He nodded. “Aye, my chest doesnae burn like it did, either. I brought you some things from the house.”


  “Like what?”


  He set the heavy duffel bag down at the end of the bed as she sat up and leaned forward. She tucked a wayward lock of hair behind her ear, exposing the white gauze patch above her ear.


  For a moment he stood frozen, the morning’s terror back and all but choking him. Whoever had done that could have hurt her more than they did. She could have been killed. The realization blew through him like an icy wind in an empty room.


  She frowned. “What is it?”


  “I didnae even ask how you are.”


  “No, you didn’t,” she said with a snort. “So whatever’s in that bag better be good.”


  “Does it hurt?” Gingerly, he fingered the bandage.


  “Not now. I’m well doped. Physically, my only complaint is this hospital gown. Every time I move, my backside freezes. If they’re not going to give you clothes that cover you properly, you’d think they’d at least heat the place.”


  He smiled, sat next to the bag and yanked the zipper open. “Then you’ll be pleased to see these.” He lifted the pair men’s flannel pajama bottoms she loved so much and a T-shirt.


  “Oh, you are the most wonderful man, ever.” She snatched the clothes from his hands.


  “I’ll remind you that you said that.”


  “Don’t bother, I’ll just blame the pain killers.”


  He chuckled and reached into the bag once more. When he turned back to her, she had already undone the ties holding the gown closed and was shimmying into the shirt. Then, with the gown draped over her lap, she slipped on the pants without exposing anything more than a little bare leg.


  “You know, I’ve seen you naked,” he reminded her.


  “Oh, don’t take it personally. Nurses and doctors are constantly coming in here to check on me. What else is in there?”


  “Laptop, journals, notebooks and whatever reference books were on yer desk. I wasnae sure which ones you were using, so I brought them all.”


  The humor left her face, replaced by something he didn’t recognize.  Before he’d left the hospital, she’d given him the key to the loft and asked him to check that the journals were still there. 


  “What is it?” he asked. Was she angry he’d been through her things?


  “Thank you. I can’t believe you did all this for me.”


  He shrugged, pleased with himself. “One more thing.” Grinning smugly, he pulled Agnes’s battered copy of his second book. “I noticed you’d marked yer place.”


  She cleared her throat before speaking. “I’m sure you did.” Her finely shaped brows drew together. “My laptop’s okay?”


  He nodded.


  “And the journals were still there?”


  “Aye. Whoever searched the house didnae manage to get into the loft. Very clever keeping the key with you, by the way. Do you sleep with it?” he teased.


  “No. Last night, I’d planned to get some work done while you were at the store, but when I came out of my room, you were there and…” Pink blush tinged her cheeks. “Anyway, I just shoved it into my pocket and it was still in my jeans when I pulled them on this morning.”


  He grinned. “Well, that explains everything, then.”


  “Have you seen Joan?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “No’ yet. I tried to see her before Bristol drove me back to Glendon house, but the nurses wouldnae let me in. She was resting, and I’m no’ family.”


  “Does she have family?”


  “Aye, a son in Aberdeen. Bristol was going to contact him.”


  She nodded, and he hesitated before asking, “Should he or I contact yer family?”


  “For a bump on the head? Or do you know something I don’t?”


  “No. But I dinnae mind telling you, I’m worried for you.”


  She reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. “Don’t be. I’m fine.”


  “For now, but whoever started the fire at Joan’s meant to kill her. And whoever was in Glendon House could have killed you.”


  “But they didn’t, and you can’t be sure about Joan’s inn. Surely, it’s too soon for investigators to know what started the fire.”


  “Maybe it is, but someone meant to kill Joan. One of the cabinets had been pushed in front of the door in the dining room to block her escape.” His throat started to burn again. His voice was fading.


  She paled and her eyes widened. “Do you think whoever did that to Joan was the same person who ransacked Glendon House?”


  “It’d be a pretty strange coincidence if it wasnae.”


  She nodded slowly. “But why? Why tear apart the house? Why burn down the inn and try to kill Joan? Why not kill me?”


  Caid’s insides turned cold and shriveled. “Maybe he thought he had.”


  “He locked me in the cellar. He had to know you would find me, eventually.”


  “Aye. Probably.” He stood, raking his fingers through his hair. “But if I’m to be honest, I’d no idea where the cellar was until I had the builder out. If Bristol hadnae found the blood on the floor in the hall, I wouldnae have been looking for anything strange in the kitchen. I never would have thought to look there on my own. You could have screamed yer head off, I wouldnae have heard you. I might never have found you.” Just speaking the words aloud made him sick.


  “I doubt that. Maybe you wouldn’t have found me right away, but I’m sure you would have eventually.”


  “Oh, aye, eventually. I may not have recognized you, but I’m sure it wouldnae take long to identify yer skeleton.”


  “We’re losing focus, here.”


  He sighed and sat back down on the end of the bed. “Then, by all means, let’s focus.”


  She glared at him for a moment before going on. “We need to consider what the intruder was after. Is anything missing?”


  “No’ so far as I can tell.”


  She nibbled on her lip, her gaze distant. “So what did he want? And why burn down Joan’s place? Was she a distraction? Maybe our intruder intended to lure us both out of the house.”


  “That’s a little far-fetched. Most people, myself included, are normally asleep at five a.m. Had circumstances been normal, I would have been and so would you. Neither of us would have known about Joan until it was too late.”


  “You’re right, but there’s one thing we haven’t considered.  Maybe whoever broke in wasn’t after me, at all. Maybe they were looking for you.”


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty


   


  Hillary watched the emotions on Caid’s face change from perplexed to outright disbelief. She’d struck a nerve.


  “That’s ridiculous,” he said, shaking his head.


  Irritation flickered inside her. “And why is that? Because you’re a man?”


  “Why would anyone wantae kill me?”


  “Why would anyone want to kill me?


  “I couldnae say, but the fact is, ye’re no’ terribly popular with the people of Culcraig.”


  “That’s true, but how does Joan factor into this?”


  He sighed. “I dinnae know.”


  “And if this was about me, why are my things intact? Your work was thrown all over the study, but mine hasn’t been touched.”


  “Yer clothes are all over the place,” he said slowly, as if forming the words mechanically while his mind considered other possibilities.


  A woman’s stern voice over the intercom announced the end of visiting hours.


  “Some one broke into the house, but took nothing,” Hillary continued. “Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”


  “Compared to what? This morning I was in a burning building and found you in a cellar. It’s been an odd sort of day.”


  “A cellar I didn’t know about,” she added, her rate picking up. “And you only just found when you had the builder in.”


  His eyes widened. “That means whoever was in the house has been in before.”


  “And knows it well enough to know where the cellar is. But what could they have been after? Anything worth taking is in the attic, which we’ve been keeping locked just as Agnes did.”


  “If someone’s been watching the house they’d have seen the light on, they’d know we’ve been up there. That we had the key.”


  “If someone’s been watching the house, maybe they think you’ve started selling some of the more valuable pieces.”


  Caid stood, his face white. “Oh, Christ, I was right all along.”


  “Excuse me, Ms. Bennett,” a tiny, dark-haired nurse poked her head in. “Visiting hours are over.”


  “Just one minute more,” Hillary said.


  The tiny nurse’s black eyes bored into hers and her mouth pursed. “Visiting hours end at eight o’clock sharp. No exceptions. ”


  “Not exactly Florence Nightingale, is she?” Hillary murmured as she turned back to Caid. He still looked pale and more than a little shaken.


  “It’s all right,” he said. “Ye’re only here overnight. I’ll be back tomorrow to fetch you.”


  “What did you mean? What were you right about?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “I’m glad ye’re all right.”


  “But--”


  “Tomorrow, I promise.” He kissed her forehead.


   


   


  Twice Hillary had tried to find her way to Joan’s room, and twice that nasty little nurse had caught her and sent her back to her own room. The last time with the threat of large orderlies and restraints if she got out of bed again. With only her reflection in the dark window for company, and a growing sense of unease, Hillary tapped her fingernail against the plastic bed frame and nibbled on her lip.


  She should be doing something, not just sitting here. If only she could get to Joan and ask her what she remembered. And Caid. The memory of his stricken expression flashed through her mind. What had that been about?


  She picked up the phone and dialed Glendon House again. No answer. Her worry amplified.


  He’s probably asleep.


  He’d been up most of the night, and before leaving her room, he’d looked dead tired. She winced. No more death analogies.


  She grabbed a journal from the tray next to her bed and a sudden wave of emotion caught her off guard.


  The last time she’d been in the hospital, Michael hadn’t brought her a damn thing. He’d only stood over her, a deep frown clouding his features, his eyes cool.


  “You had to have done something, Hillary, for him to have attacked you,” he’d said, his tone accusing, impatient.


  “I didn’t,” she’d managed. His reaction had shocked and unnerved her. What was he accusing her of? Her overwrought brain simply couldn’t grasp his meaning. “I did everything the university and police told me to do. I did everything right.”


  “Then explain to me why there’s a dead man in our house and a policeman waiting for you.”


  His words had been like a slap, the grim reality of her situation slowly sinking in. Michael had been such a bastard that night. Still, comparing him to Caid wasn’t exactly fair. Her ex had been privy to much more than Caid. Last night she’d promised to tell him about Randall. Would Caid react the same way Michael had, once he knew the truth? She hated to even think about it.


  She opened the journal and picked up where she’d left off, determined to push memories of Michael and her fears about Caid from her mind. Instead, she buried herself in the dull, pompous words of Roderick Douglas.


  After an hour of his sanctimonious drivel, her eyes grew heavy and she slumped down in the bed. She’d almost drifted off when her gaze slid over the page and came to rest on the word Anne.


  Hillary jerked up and skipped to the next entry.


  I spoke to Radcliffe today, who behaved most strangely when I mentioned his tenant. The odd woman has been lurking about my land, frightening my wife. Janet is to give birth any day now and I will not have her upset by this madwoman. I have told Radcliffe that under no circumstances will I abide that woman speaking of curses to myself or my wife. I instructed Radcliffe to insist that Anne stay off my land. If she refuses to obey, then Radcliffe must force her from his cottage. Radcliffe said only that Anne Black had the gift of second sight, and if she warned of a curse, that I must take her seriously, for her predictions always come to pass. Since losing his sight, his brain has gone soft. First Janet, and now Radcliffe. Has all of Culcraig gone mad? Clearly, I must finish the matter myself.


  Did he? Hillary flipped through the pages searching for Anne’s name. She didn’t need to look far. Anne appeared once again in the very next entry.


  I am absolutely furious. When I confronted that woman, she had the nerve to laugh at my threats. She also told me that Radcliffe had given her the cottage. Janet is in a state. She fears for our child. Anne Black has convinced her that our family’s curse shall be visited on our children if we do not pay her to remove it. Such nonsense is not to be tolerated. I do not know who angers me more. Anne Black for her vicious lies, or Janet for her weak mind.


  Anne might not have been as innocent as Hillary had believed. Had she been extorting money from the villagers with threats of supernatural violence?


  People in the early twentieth century were not as superstitious as they were in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, but spirituality had once again gained popularity. Had the village believed in Anne’s powers? Feared them so much they’d hanged her?


  Hillary lowered her gaze back to the book. Her head throbbed from beneath the bandage. She considered asking the nurse for more painkillers, but suspected Nurse Ratched--as she’d come to call the small, beady-eyed woman-- would make her put the books away. Reading was probably adding to her discomfort, but what else was she supposed to do by herself at ten o’clock at night. Stare at the wall?


  She opened the book again and turned to the next entry.


  All of Culcraig is going mad. Two nights ago the Frasers died, the entire family, even the two wee ones, in a terrible fire. In the village, they’re saying that it was a curse that led to their deaths. Anne Black had warned them that death would come to them all within the fortnight if they didn’t pay her to lift the curse. Thomas thought the woman was as mad as I do, and wouldn’t give her a farthing. Janet has become despondent. She will not leave her room. When I try to speak to her, she rails at me, and accuses me of murdering our unborn child. I would take the time to correct her were she not so close to her time. And perhaps I pity her. She is a woman, and her simple mind is easily swayed. I must go to the source. Anne Black must be driven from the village.


  Hillary’s stomach tightened. Hadn’t Joan said something about couple named Fraser dying after their car had been tampered with? They’d been murdered.


  Hillary swallowed hard. A coincidence?


  Instead of moving on to the next entry, she set the journal aside and lifted her laptop from the duffel bag Caid had brought. She flipped open the screen and waited for the computer to boot up while mentally preparing a list.


  What had Joan said that day? One man hit by a car walking home, Charlie Radcliffe. A woman fell in her bathtub, but Hillary couldn’t remember her name. And Agnes had fallen down her stairs.


  Hillary opened her word processing program and typed her list, adding Joan’s fire to the bottom. Then she opened the file with the first half of the journals transcribed and searched for anything remotely similar to her list.


  Maybe she was grasping at straws. Maybe it was just a bizarre coincidence. She hoped so.


  Because the alternative was terrifying.


   


   


  It was going on ten when Caid pulled in front of his parent’s townhouse. His throat ached miserably and his eyes stung from not sleeping, but he couldn’t go another minute without knowing the truth.


  As he climbed the stone steps, he did his best to ignore the flood of memories assailing him, reminding him of the lonely existence he had lived here. How many years since he’d last entered this house? Too many to count. He banged on the door. When no one answered right away, he tightened his fist and banged on the heavy wood again.


  The door swung open and Jude, his parent’s housekeeper, stood before him in a dull yellow housecoat, her steel-gray hair bound tightly in pink rollers. Her dark eyes rounded in surprise, then swept the length of him. When her gaze met his, there was admonishment in their mud-colored depths and her thin lips all but disappeared as her mouth drew into a flat line.


  “I wantae see my father,” he croaked out. Damn, of all the times to lose his voice.  Confrontations with James were difficult when he was the picture of health. Unable to speak, it would be bloody impossible.


  Jude’s frown deepened. “He’ll no’ see you when ye’re like this.”


  “Like this?” he parroted. Then the meaning of her words sunk in. “I’ve no’ had anything to drink.” Not that the craving wasn’t there, scratching beneath his skin. This meeting would be so much easier if he were half out of his mind.


  Jude continued to eye him doubtfully.


  He sighed. “I’m no’ leaving until I’ve seen him. You can tell him I’m here, or I will.”


  “Dinnae you threaten me,” the older woman snapped. “I’ll call the police and have them remove you.”


  “Aye, you do that,” he sneered. “After all, there’s nothing James and Eileen enjoy more than a scene.”


  Jude glared at him, her tightly wrapped curls practically reverberating with suppressed hate. “I’ll see if he’ll speak to you. Wait here.”


  As soon as the squat little gnome left him alone, he wandered into the dark sitting room and sank down onto the uncomfortable settee. He closed his eyes and leaned back against the stiff cushion, then smiled grimly. 


  Hard to believe that after so many years Jude still disliked him as much as she ever did. Not that he’d gone out of his way to win her affections. For a moment he felt sorry for the poor old thing. She’d caught the brunt of his anger when his parents had sacked their previous housekeeper, Sophie.


  Sophie’d had a soft spot for Caid. She’d been with his family for as long as he could remember and was more family to him than his own parents. She’d been kind to him, and often ignored his parent’s instructions where he was concerned. Perhaps she sensed that many of the restrictions put on him were more a means to keep him from underfoot.


  Not that he hadn’t earned the punishments. He’d been a right little shit, never out of trouble with teachers and the police. Now, looking back, it had all simply been to have his parents notice him. At least a lecture on how he’d embarrassed and disappointed them yet again forced them to speak to him.


  Poor Sophie had probably felt a little sorry for him, a grievous error that had cost her her job. When his parents had found out she’d taken him with her to the shops after he hadn’t been permitted to leave the house, that had been it for Sophie. James and Eileen would not have their punishments for their youngest son interfered with. They were struggling to make Caid into all that they’d ever wanted him to be. Invisible. 


  No point in dwelling on childhood slights and misdeeds. He had more immediate problems. Like what he planned to say to his father.


  Should he just out and out accuse him of killing Agnes and shoving Hillary into the cellar? And let’s not forget trying to burn Joan Howard alive in her inn. That last part nagged at him. It was the only piece of the puzzle he couldn’t pound into place.


  Had the fire been a ruse to lure Caid and Hillary from Glendon house? If that was the case, why move the cabinet over the door? Why try to kill the woman?


  “What are you doing here?” His father’s deep voice seemed to reverberate inside his skull.


  “I needed to speak to you,” Caid said, barely above a whisper.


  “Then speak up.” James sounded impatient.


  Caid opened his eyes. His father’s silhouette, large and hulking, filled the doorway. With only the light from the hall behind him, Caid couldn’t read the man’s expression. “I cannae. There was a fire this morning--”


  “At Glendon House?” his father cut in, panic replacing impatience.


  “No. Joan Howard’s inn burned down. I lost my voice from breathing in too much smoke when I went to help her. A good thing too, she almost died.”


  His father snorted. “Have you come all this way to tell me ye’re a hero, then?”


  “Did you know that Dr. Bennett’s staying with me while she transcribes Roderick’s journals?”


  His father let out a defeated sigh and sank into the large chair facing Caid. “I knew you hated me, I suppose I never realized just how much.”


  Caid rolled his eyes, grateful for the darkness, so his father couldn’t see. No need for James to know just how little effect his pathetic attempts at manipulation had on him. “It’s nothing to do with hate. She and I have a mutually beneficial financial arrangement.”


  “I’m sure you do.”


  Caid smiled at his father’s snide remark. “Did you know?”


  “Why would I?”


  “Mum didnae tell you?”


  “She knew?” James demanded.  “Why didnae she say anything?”


  Caid shrugged.  “You’ll have to ask her.”


  “Believe me, I will the moment she arrives home.”


  Caid frowned. “She’s no’ here? Where is she?”


  “Her sister’s for a few days.”


  His insides twisted. God knew what sordid liaison he’d interrupted, visiting unannounced. With his wife away, James could do whatever he pleased. Even manage a trip to Culcraig without anyone knowing. “How long has she been gone?”


  “What business is it of yers?”


  “How long?” he rasped.


  “A few days. Why are you asking?”


  A few days. Nausea swirled in his stomach. His father could have been to Culcraig. Could have set fire to the inn and stashed Hillary in the cellar.


  “I dinnae know what ye’re playing at, Kincaid, but I’ve had enough.” His father stood and took a step toward him, looming above Caid, the way he had when Caid was a child. “What do you want from me?”


  “What would you be willing to do to get yer hands on Glendon House and keep old Roderick’s journals to yerself?”


  “Are you accusing me of something?” The impatience had vanished from his father’s voice, leaving his tone quiet and dead serious.


  “Did you know that Agnes had been selling things from the house?”


  James’s hands curled into fists at his sides. “Answer my question.”


  Caid smiled. “What could I possibly have to accuse you of?”


  “You show up here, in the middle of the night, looking like you’ve been on a three week bender.”


  “I promise you, old man, I’m dead sober.”


  “What do you want, Caid? Answer me or I’ll throw you out, myself.”


  His father was rattled.  Caid could hear the annoyance tinged with something more--fear? In for the kill. “I wantae know if you murdered Agnes.”


  For a moment sound evaporated from the room, then returned with his father’s long, furious exhale. “You must be drunk. Or mad. I know you dinnae care for me, but that you could accuse me of such a thing.”


  “I dinnae think it’s that far a stretch, really. You tried to have her shut up in an old age home to get yer hands on her house.”


  “My house,” James corrected, seemingly without thinking. “The house is rightfully mine. And attempting to see a senile old woman receives the care she needs is a long way off from killing her.”


  “But you knew Agnes had contacted Hillary about the journals. You didnae want yer grandfather’s name tarnished, so maybe you were no longer able to sit back and wait for the inevitable. You had to move things along.”


  “For a man who makes his living writing fiction, you’ve a very dull imagination.”


  “Am I wrong?”


  “’Course you are. And if it came down to it, Jude could attest to my whereabouts the night in question.”


  A mirthless chuckle escaped Caid. “I dinnae for a second believe you would have done the work yerself. No, you wouldnae dirty your own hands, but I wouldnae be surprised if you had someone take care of the poor old girl for you. Someone like Wille Innes, perhaps.”


  His father shot to his feet and was across the room before Caid could move. He grabbed Caid by the shirtfront with one meaty fist and hauled him to his feet. “You listen to me, you wee bastard. I’ll no’ have you spreading yer lies about me like you did before.”


  Caid met his father’s glare, not bothering to fight free of the bigger man’s grasp. He didn’t have the strength, nor the inclination. “Everything I said about you before was true, though.”


  “This conversation is ridiculous. I want you out of here.” A slight falter in his father’s voice, barely audible to the untrained ear, turned Caid’s stomach. How close had he come to the truth?


  He knocked his father’s hand away with his forearm, forcing the older man to release his grip on Caid’s shirt. “I’m leaving, but you call off yer thug.”


  “I dinnae know what yer talking about.”


  “Oh, I think you do. After what happened to Joan and Hillary, if I get a single shred of evidence to prove what you’ve done, I’ll go straight to the police.”


  “Hillary, is it?” James’s mocking voice made Caid grit his teeth.  “Have you been intimate with her?”


  “How delicate. What bloody business is it of yers?”


  “None at all.”  Cruel glee dripped from his father’s words.


  Leave now. He knew that tone all too well. Caid turned abruptly and started for the hall. Movement flashed to his left, as an eavesdropping Jude slipped out of sight.


  “Are you in love with her?”


  Caid ground his teeth until his jaw ached. Don’t get drawn in. But he couldn’t stop himself. “Is this where you tell me that she’s simply using me for her own gain?”


  His father’s hard grin widened. “No, nothing like that. I’m merely concerned for yer safety.”


  Caid put his hand on the cold metal of the door handle, refusing to listen to another word.


  “I’d be careful, were I you. Hillary Bennett murdered the last man she had an affair with.”


  Caid turned sharply. “You miserable old bastard.”


  His father’s bright eyes bored into him. “Dinnae you believe me?”


  “No’ a bloody word.”


  “She had an affair with one of her students--perhaps she and I have more in common than you’d like to believe.


  “What shite.”


  “Oh, it’s true. When she tried to end the relationship, the boy wouldnae let go easily so she murdered him to keep her reputation.”


  Slick fear coiled in Caid’s stomach. Was this the secret that haunted her? The nightmare that woke her? Struggling to keep his voice steady and unconcerned, he said, “Odd that she’s here, then, walking about free and no’ in a prison somewhere. Do they have such lenient laws in Canada, that they dinnae send their murderers to jail?”


  His father shrugged. “If you dinnae believe me, ask her yerself.”


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-one


   


  Hillary jumped at the high-pitched, electronic pulse from the phone next to her bed. She snatched up the receiver and pressed it to her ear.  Her shoulders sagged in relief at the sound of Caid’s voice. After calling Glendon House well into the night without anyone answering, her imagination had started to get the better of her.


  “Where are you? I’ve been trying to call.” She turned toward the window, the courtyard outside alight with bright morning sun.


  “My brother’s in Edinburgh.  I had some things to take care of last night. I’ll explain everything when I see you.” He hesitated a moment. “I need to ask you something. About yer past.”


  Her insides tightened. Oh God, he knew. “What is it?”


  “No’ over the phone. I’ll be back in a few hours. I’ve someone from a security firm coming to install an alarm when I get back. Any chance of the hospital letting you go?”


  She forced her voice to remain light, despite the sick fear swirling inside her. “I’ve already been freed.”


  “Will they let you wait there?”


  “Probably, but I’ll just head back to Glendon House after I see Joan.” And pack.


  “You shouldnae be there alone.”


  At least he still seemed to care what happened to her. That might change once she’d confirmed what he suspected. “Between what happened at the inn and our break-in, there are so many police in the area our intruder would have to be crazy to come back anytime soon. Besides, I’ll only be on my own for a few hours. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”


  “You dinnae have your car. How will you get to the house?” He said the last almost triumphantly, as if he’d trumped her.


  “I’ll call a taxi.”


  He started to speak, but she cut him off. “I’d better go now. See you in a couple of hours.”


  She hung up before he could say anything else. How had he found out about Randall? Someone must have told him. Was that why he’d gone Edinburgh? To get the answers she hadn’t given him? And what had he discovered? She could only imagine. Half-truths punched up with out-and-out lies. He shouldn’t have found out that way. She should have told him about what she’d done, herself.


  Sickened, she pulled the strap of his duffel bag over her shoulder. She left her hospital room and made her way down the corridor, past the nurses station and down another hallway to Joan’s room.


  She tapped lightly on the closed door, then opened it slightly and poked her head through the narrow gap. Joan lay in the bed with her eyes closed, a ventilator taped to her mouth. The pale bedding appeared unusually bright against the unnatural red of her skin. She looked like she’d fallen asleep while sun tanning on the equator. Her usually neatly coifed hair lay pressed against one side of her head, while the other side stood up in clumps. An IV bag dripped quietly beside her.


  A lump formed in Hillary’s throat at the sight of the woman who had been so kind to her. Someone had done this to Joan. Someone who had wanted her dead.


  “It’s a terrible thing, that.”


  Hillary jerked at the sound of Sarah’s voice as the younger woman came to stand next to her.


  “I wanted to see how she was. Have you spoken to her doctor?” Hillary asked.


  “I spoke to her nurse just now. Her burns are mostly first and second degree, but she’s suffered extensive damage to her lungs and broncii. It could be several weeks before she can come off the ventilator.”


  Hillary’s throat tightened and she couldn’t speak. Why would someone do this? How did the fire tie into the break-ins at Glendon House? And had she somehow inadvertently brought this on for Joan?  


  “I cannae believe something like this could happen,” Sarah said, her voice barely more than soft whisper. Then she turned her attention back to Hillary. “But how are you? I heard about what happened at Glendon House.”


  “I’m okay. It could have been much worse.” The truth of her words sent a chill up her spine.


  “Aye, ye’re very lucky.” Sarah gave Hillary the once over, perhaps noticing the heavy duffel bag slung over her shoulder. “Have you been released?”


  “Yes, this morning.”


  “Is Caid coming for you?”


  “No, he stayed with his brother last night, and I didn’t want to wait for him to get back. I’ll just call for a taxi.”


  “Dinnae be foolish. I’d be happy to give you a lift and I’ll wait with you until Caid’s back. You shouldnae be alone in that house after everything that’s happened.”


  Maybe Sarah was right, and the company might prove to be a distraction from dwelling on her future discussion with Caid. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”


  Sarah chatted to her for most of the drive and fortunately seemed to require little from Hillary in response. A good thing, she was too distracted to really pay attention. Instead, she watched the passing scenery through the window.


  The morning sun had vanished behind dull gray clouds, turning the sky as bleak as her mood. As Sarah turned up the drive to Glendon House, the first drops of rain splattered against the glass. 


  Inside, the house was dark and quiet, tomblike, and for the first time since she and Caid had arrived, the house felt foreign to her. Between trips to the hospital and Edinburgh, Caid hadn’t had the chance to tidy the mess their intruder had left.


  Sarah gasped as they passed the study, papers and books scattered from one end of the room to the other. “Good lord, what could they have been looking for?”


  “We don’t have clue,” Hillary admitted.  “As far as we can tell, nothing was stolen, and besides a huge mess, nothing was damaged, either.”


  “Can I help you tidy up?”


  The enormity of the mess seemed overwhelming and her head ached dully where she’d been hit. “How about a cup of tea first?”


  “Gladly.”


  Hillary led Sarah into the kitchen and filled the kettle. While waiting for the water to boil, they both absently gathered the silverware and utensils from the floor.


  “You’ll have to wash all these before putting them away,” Sarah said, setting a handful in the sink with a clatter.


  Hillary nodded, but she was hardly listening. The door to the pantry still stood open and something small and silver glinted from the gloom beneath the shelves. Frowning, she went to see what it was.  Her anger mounting, she lifted a tiny earring and held it so the skull and cross bones dangled before her.


  Willie! He’d been the one to toss her into the cellar, but why? Had he been after the journals? Had he been so determined to keep her from writing about Anne, he’d knocked her unconscious and locked her in the basement while he searched the house?


  She had to call Bristol.


  Hillary started to leave the pantry, but stopped herself, closing a fist around the earring. She didn’t know what Willie had been looking for, but she wanted to find out.  Willie didn’t see her as threat. He knew he intimidated her, so maybe she could get him bragging or threatening. Either way, he might just confess the whole thing to her.


  Then she’d go to Bristol.


  “What do you have there?” Sarah’s voice broke into her thoughts.


  Hillary slipped the earring into her back pocket. “Nothing. Um, I have somewhere I need to go and don’t want to go alone. Would you come with me?”


  “Of course. Where?


   


   


  “I dinnae like this,” Sarah muttered in Hillary’s ear as they stepped into Willie’s smoky pub.


  Hillary didn’t like it either, but it was too late to back down now.  “Hello Willie,” she called out to the man glaring at her from behind the bar. Her heart thudded hard against her chest, but she managed to sound casual. “I hoped we might be able to talk.”


  He snorted. A family at a booth in the back watched the exchange uneasily, while two men sitting next to the bar grinned.


  “Get out and take yer crazy friend with you.” Willie shook his head, turning his back on her.


  “You want to speak to me.”


  Willie swung around, his dark eyes blazing, any trace of amusement gone. “What makes you think I’ve anything to say to you?”


  Hillary’s mouth went dry under the man’s hard glare. She lifted her arm and dangled the earring from her trembling fingers. “You forgot this at Glendon House. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to return it, but I’ve been in the hospital with a concussion since your visit.”


  Someone from the back booth gasped. Hillary didn’t look to see who. She kept her attention fixed on Willie, watching his every movement and gesture. His eyes widened before turning shrewd. He jerked his head to the left.


  “In the back.”


  “Are you sure about this?” Sarah whispered as they followed Willie down a narrow hall past the restrooms to a small office.


  Hillary nodded with more conviction than she felt. Maybe confronting the man like this was a mistake, but she was tired of being intimidated by him, and she wanted answers. 


  Willie sat in a gold vinyl chair behind a cheap desk. Piles of receipts and papers covered the faux wood surface, leaving only a small square of workspace directly in front of him.


  “Make yourself comfortable. I’d offer you a seat, but…” He shrugged. His was the only chair in the tiny office.


  “Not to worry. I don’t intend to be long,” Hillary said. “I want to know what you were looking for when you broke into Glendon House.” 


  “I never broke into Glendon House.”


  “This,” she held out the earring, “says you did. Don’t deny that it’s yours. I saw you wearing it the last time I was in here.”


  “Aye, I did have an earring like that, and I’d be interested to know how you’ve come to have it when mine went missing a few days ago.”


  “Actually, that’s quite easy to explain. When you knocked me out and dragged me to the cellar, you lost it somewhere along the way.”


  “But I never did those things. I’ve never been inside Glendon House.”


  “Why burn down Joan’s inn?”


  “I dinnae know what ye’re talking about. I’d nothing to do with that. Besides, how could I be burning down Joan’s inn and tossing you in a cellar at the same time?”


  “Maybe you started the fire at Joan’s as a diversion to get Caid out of the house. That would leave only me to deal with and then you could search for whatever it was you wanted.”


  Willie leaned back in his seat. “I’d no’ need a diversion to take out Douglas.”


  “Sorry, didn’t mean to offend your macho sensibilities. Now, if you would be so kind as to tell me what it was you were looking for?”


  “It wasnae me.”


  “Fine, I’ll go to Bristol and you can explain to him how your earring came to be in my house."


  His gaze bounced between her and Sarah. “There’s plenty of shops that sell those.”


  “You’ve threatened me twice, and I find this after I was attacked. You’re right, it’s not a smoking gun, but I’m sure it’s enough to arouse Bristol’s suspicions and make him take a closer look at you.”


  Willie glared at her. “This conversation’s over. Get out of my place and dinnae come back. Either of you.”


  Hillary left the pub feeling stronger than she had in a long time.


   


   


  “I dinnae think that was a very smart thing you did,” Sarah said once they started back to Glendon House.


  Hillary shrugged. “Maybe not. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him get away with the things he’s done.”


  “It was wrong what he did, but--”


  “But what? He nearly burns a woman to death in her bed, he cracks me upside the head and stuffs me in a rat-infested cellar. Who knows what else he’s done.”


  Sarah didn’t reply. Fat drops of rain splattered against the windshield, the only sound in the otherwise silent car.


  “I dinnae see how you can tie him to Joan,” Sarah said at last.


  “How do you explain Joan’s inn burning down the very night someone attacks me at Glendon House?”


  “Coincidence.”


  Should she tell Sarah about what she’d read in the journals? No, not yet. Not until she’d discussed it with Caid. All of this--the recent deaths in the village, Joan’s inn, her attack, and the journals--they all fit together somehow. But she was missing something. A final piece of the puzzle that would make all the others fall into place.


  “I don’t believe in coincidences,” she said instead.


  Sarah turned up the long drive and Hillary’s skin turned cold and clammy. When Sarah pulled in beside Caid’s car, nerves danced low in her belly.


  “Did you want to come in?” Hillary asked, mostly to be polite, but also as a means of stalling the inevitable conversation waiting for her inside.


  “I dinnae think so. I need to see to my gran,” Sarah said.


  Hillary nodded. “Thanks for the ride.”


  She climbed out of the car and started toward the house, but the squeak of Sarah’s window lowering made her turn.


  “Be careful, Hillary,” Sarah said, her expression grave. “It would be a terrible irony to see you spearhead yer own witch hunt.” And with that she pulled away.


  Hillary stood where she was, oblivious to the rain, watching until Sarah’s taillights disappeared in the wet fog. What was that supposed to mean?


  Hillary shook her head. She had more pressing issues at hand.  Alone, she turned to Glendon House. The lights burned warmly from within. That comforting sense of home returned, but she did her best not to think about it.


  After she told Caid the truth, who knew what the future would hold?


   


   


  At the sound of the front door opening, Caid froze where he knelt next to the desk, a stack of papers in his hand. A strange combination of relief and dread coiled inside him, turning his insides to knots. He set the papers on the desk and stood.


  “Hillary?” he called.


  “Yeah, it’s me. Have you been home long?”


  “Three quarters of an hour.”


  “You’re voice sounds much better.”


  “A good night’s sleep,” he lied. He’d lain awake for hours in his brother’s guest bedroom after leaving his father’s house. James’s parting words had swirled in his head until, at last, physical exhaustion had won out. 


  Hillary moved to stand in the doorway and something in his heart leapt. Wet with the rain, her hair tousled from the wind, she reminded him of the day he’d first met her, standing wide-eyed and barely dressed. He wanted to touch her again, taste her, forget every ugly thing his father had said.


  “Where were you?” he asked instead.


  She took a deep breath and a sad smile crossed her face. “I’ll tell you after, first I’ll tell you what you really want to know. I promised I would.”


  “What do I wantae know?” His mouth seemed to work independent of his mind, because his brain didn’t want to know anything.


  “You want to know if did it. If I killed him.”


  He tried to swallow, but couldn’t, his throat too dry. “Did you?”


  She dropped her gaze and drew in a deep breath. When she met his eyes, hers were glassy with unshed tears. “Yes.”


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-two


   


  The air sucked from Caid’s lungs in one slow whoosh as his stomach dropped to his feet. Why, just this once, couldn’t his father have been wrong?


  He moved to the other side of the desk and lowered himself onto the chair. When his gaze met Hillary’s, she looked away, wiping at the thin lines of moisture running down her cheeks.


  He couldn’t believe it. Even now, with her admittance still ringing in his ears, he couldn’t believe that she could kill someone. For the love of God, she couldn’t bear the sight of a mangled rabbit. How could she have killed a man?


  “Why?” he asked, his voice hoarse, but this time it had nothing to do with the effects of the fire.


  “His name was Randall Myers, and he was my student.” She drew a deep breath, and met his eyes once more. Her voice was steady now, her tears dry on her cheeks. “It started with him lingering after class to talk to me, usually just to ask questions about the lecture or an assignment. I didn’t mind. Even when he asked me about what I did on the weekend or commented on new clothes, I didn’t really think anything of it. Some friends made a joke about him having a crush on me. I thought it was funny.”


  Would she admit to it now? Admit to lying, admit to the torrid affair she’d denied? Part of him wanted to tell her to stop.  He didn’t want to hear the rest. He wanted for things to go back to the way they were, but it was too late.


  “When did it stop being funny?”


  Hillary jerked a little when he spoke, and hoped Caid didn’t notice. He sounded so cold and distant. But she’d been expecting that.


  “He started sending me notes and following me. I’d run into him outside my office, in the parking lot, then places away from the university. While I was out shopping, or having lunch with friends. Even outside my home.”


  Caid frowned. “He was stalking you?”


  “Yes. I tried explaining that he was a student, that I wasn’t interested in him romantically, that he needed to stop following me and sending the letters. When he didn’t, I had him transferred from my class.”


  “He didn’t stop?”


  “No. The situation grew worse. He started phoning me at home, following me, waiting for me outside my house.”


  “You must have been terrified.”


  A small, humorless laugh escaped her. “I actually felt sorry for him. He was odd and not terribly attractive. I doubt he was very popular with girls his own age. He seemed harmless, more of a nuisance than anything else. Looking back, I was pretty stupid.”


  “What happened next?” Caid asked as he stood and started toward her.


  “Eventually, Randall was expelled and I got a restraining order against him. I thought, problem solved. But a few days later he showed up at my door. He knew Michael was away for the week, and that’s when I started getting nervous.”


  She stopped speaking. God, this was hard, with Caid’s swirling dark eyes locked on her face and his features drawn into an inscrutable frown. Her throat tightened and tears pricked the corners of her eyes. She wiped them away impatiently, cleared her throat and went on.


  “Randall forced his way into my house. There was a moment where I thought I had control of the situation, that he would just leave, but I was wrong.”


  “Did he rape you?” Caid asked, his voice quiet. He took another step closer.


  She shook her head and instinctively stepped back. “No. He tried. He hit me, threw me into a mirror, got on top of me. Then I…um…I grabbed a piece of the broken mirror. I didn’t want to kill him. I just wanted him off of me. I wanted to get away.” A sob burst from her, despite her struggle to hold it back. “I killed him.”


  Caid’s arms were around her before she had time to register what was happening. His warmth and strength enveloped her as he pressed her cheek against the rough wool of his sweater, and his lips brushed the top of her head. She held on to him with an almost desperate gratitude.


  He believed her.


  “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” he murmured against her hair.


  “Why?” She pushed away from him a little. “Why are you sorry?”


  He cupped her face, and his lips brushed hers with exquisite tenderness. “I’m sorry I doubted you. I’m sorry I let my father give me some twisted version, and that I could think it was possible for even an instant. And I’m sorry Myers hurt you.”


  He bent to kiss her again, but Hillary moved back. Fear and doubt sat like a brick of ice in her stomach. Caid frowned.


  “I can guess what your father said.” She folded her arms over her chest. She was cold and exhausted. “He told you I had an affair with Randall, that I killed him to keep him from going to the university and costing me my job.”


  “He didnae give me the specifics, but the general idea is the same. I’m sorry I listened to him, that I entertained the idea even remotely.”


  Hillary held up her hand to stop him from talking. Her heart beat quick and hard. Surely, he could hear it. “Your father isn’t the only one who believes that story. Randall’s parents told anyone who would listen that I’d initiated an affair. That I’d only made up the stalking story to cover it up so I wouldn’t lose my job. The newspapers had a field day.”


  “Why would they say that when it’s no’ true?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe they couldn’t accept what their son had done. Maybe Randall lied to them and told them we were together. Some of the things he said before he attacked me made me think he was delusional. Maybe it was easier for his parents to believe I was the villain and their poor son the victim. That’s what the general public wanted to believe. People I had considered friends, people who I barely knew, came out of the woodwork claiming they suspected something was going on between the two of us. They didn’t actually see anything, but I apparently had a look about me that made them believe it was possible. I was arrested and eventually released unconditionally when the police couldn’t substantiate the charge.”


  “Why are you telling me all of this?” he asked, his expression inscrutable.


  “Because you should make your decision about whether or not you believe me completely informed. You should know that every decision I made about Randall Myers, from first speaking to him after class until calling 911 from my bathroom the night I killed him was called into question. That in the end the police could find no evidence that I’d had an affair with my student, but nor could they find any evidence that I hadn’t. You should know that the university asked me to quietly resign. That when I suggested to Michael that we separate, he jumped at the chance. We both taught for the same university. I imagine he was concerned that his association with me might damage his own reputation. He did ask if I’d encouraged Randall.”


  “And did you?”


  She shook her head. “But there was a time, right at the beginning, before the letters and the creepiness, when Randall seemed so interested in my theories and impressed with my work… I’d been…”


  “What?”


  “Flattered.” The word escaped her on a tiny whisper. How she hated that particular nugget of truth.


  “Is that everything, then?”


  She nodded.


  “Well, Hillary, let me tell you exactly what I think. You should know that I think yer ex-husband is smarmy bastard for no’ standing by you. That you ought sue the university for wrongful dismissal, and while ye’re at it, you ought to sue those people who spoke against you without a shred of evidence, and that bloody psycho’s parents for slander.”


  “You still believe me.”


  “Aye.” He took her hand, pressed his lips to the puckered skin. A hot zing shot up her arm. “I’m ashamed I doubted you for even a moment.”


  “Don’t be.” The words barely left her mouth and he was kissing her again. His mouth moving over hers hungrily, almost desperate.


  “Do you forgive me?” he murmured. His lips brushed feathery soft against her cheek. Something quivered low and deep inside her.


  “There’s nothing to forgive.”


  Her heart swelled inside her chest. She loved him, mistake or not, there was no point in denying it any longer. She would take whatever she could for as long as she could, and when it was over, she would have this moment in her heart forever.


  His faith, his trust, forever.


  She pressed her body against the length of him, wrapping her arms around his neck. As he caught her mouth in a frantic kiss, a low growl resonated from his throat, sending a shiver racing over her skin.


  He slid his hands beneath her blouse, cupped her breasts and his thumb lightly circled her nipple through the thin fabric of her bra. Her flesh pebbled. Thick molten heat pumped in her veins.


  Caid lifted his head, his eyes the color of the sea at dusk and fixed on hers as his fingers moved deftly over the buttons of her shirt, exposing a thin line of pale flesh. He parted the material, bent forward and pressed nibbling kisses against her shoulder as he bared more skin. His slow exploration of her body with his fingertips and lips made her tremble until she was certain she would shatter.


  She needed more.


  Wanted more.


  All of him.


  She grabbed the edge of his sweater, and Caid helped yank the rough wool over his head. Her gaze swept his hard, lean muscles. He was well formed, but not bulky. Something in his stance, in his watchful stare, made him look edgy, dangerous. Tiny thrills streaked low in her belly, and she ached to have him inside of her.


  “I want you,” she whispered, running her fingers over his smooth, warm flesh, trailing the sparse line of black hair until it disappeared beyond the waistband of his jeans.


  He stepped back and leaned against the desk. A cocky smile curved his mouth. “What are you waiting for, then?”


  With a grin, she tugged open the button on his jeans, slid down the zipper. “Not a thing.”


  Caid thought he’d explode right there when Hillary wrapped her fingers around his cock. His breath caught as her hand slid up and down his length. He gritted his teeth, fighting to contain himself. He had to stop her, but those nimble fingers working him felt so good.


  “Christ’s sakes,” he muttered grabbing her hand and pulling it away from him. “We’ll try slowly the next time.”


  “Wait.” She pressed her hand to his chest, the roughened skin of her scar resting on top of his hammering heart.


  “What is it?”


  “Condom.”


  “Shite, of course. Dinnae move, I’ll be right back.”


  Caid left the study, took the stairs two at a time and jogged down the hall to his room. He snatched one of the packets from his dresser and rushed back to the study. She was leaning against the desk, waiting for him. Her dark hair fell loose and tousled past her shoulders, her cheeks flushed as her hungry gaze moved over him. She moistened her lips and a jolt rocketed through his system, exploding in his chest.


  He closed the distance between them, dropped the condom on the desktop and cupped her face in both hands. His mouth covered hers, his tongue tasting, exploring. Her fingers tangled in his hair, tiny needles stinging his scalp.


  As he tugged down her jeans and underwear, she nipped at his jaw and chin, feeding the hunger swelling inside him like a gathering storm. Gripping her bottom, he lifted her onto the edge of the desk. With a low moan, she tilted her head back and parted her thighs, then wrapped her legs around him, drawing him against her.


  “Sweet Christ,” he muttered, closing his eyes in a last ditch effort for control--if he couldn’t see those pale, slender thighs, perhaps he could keep from losing himself between them for just a moment more--he slid his hand between her legs, pressing a finger into her wet heat. She whimpered, her undulating hips rocking against his hand, the sound and feel of her nearly driving him mad.


  He opened his eyes and looked down into hers, glazed and hungry. He couldn’t wait. He needed to be inside her now.


  He fumbled his erection from his jeans, grabbed the condom and somehow managed to tear it free of the packet despite his shaking fingers. He pulled the rubber over his head, rolled the latex down his shaft.


  “Yes,” she murmured, wrapping her fingers around his length and following the path his own hand had traveled. His balls pulled tight and he nearly came where he stood.


  God help him, he couldn’t wait any longer. Gripping her hips, he thrust deep. She closed around him, tight and slick. When her legs locked around his waist, he was lost.


  Mindless, he pumped harder, faster, his every thrust making him hungry for more.


  “Please,” she gasped. “Oh, please.”


  Her arms wrapped tight around his neck. Her body tensed. She cried out, contracting around him, pushing him past the edge of control until there was nothing.


  Just them.


  Just this moment. 


  He drove deep inside her. A groan tore loose from his throat, and he came in his own shuddering climax.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-three


   


  Caid watched the bath water lap lazily against Hillary’s bare breasts, and trailed a finger over her pale nipple. The skin puckered beneath his touch, the sight fascinatingly erotic.


  “Hmm,” she murmured dreamily. Her head rested on his shoulder, her back against his chest and stomach, and her bottom fit perfectly between his legs. “I don’t know why they ever stopped making bathtubs like this.”


  Caid leaned back against the edge of the big claw foot tub, the cast-iron cold on the back of his neck compared to the steaming hot water. “The expense. It’s no’ as dear to make them from whatever the make bathtubs out of these days.”


  “But this is so much better. It’s big enough for two.”


  A definite perk, he agreed silently, closing his eyes. Absently, he turned and brushed his lips against the damp hair at her temple. He could spend the rest of his life like this.


  The fingers teasing her taut nipple stilled. His eyes popped open.


  The rest of his life? Had he lost his bloody mind? When had he started thinking in the long term? He hadn’t. He was just very relaxed, comfortable, that was all.


  He liked Hillary. He cared for her, even. When they parted ways, he might even miss her, but he didn’t do forever. He just wasn’t made that way.


  “What is it?” she asked, sitting up and turning to look at him. She must have felt his tension.


  He reached for her and pulled her back down against him. He liked the way she fit.


  His mind whirled while searching for an answer to her question, something as far removed from his actual thoughts as possible. “Where were you when I got home? You said you’d tell me, remember?”  


  That’s right, she had, Hillary thought, nibbling on her lip. As if her evening hadn’t been turbulent enough. She tilted her chin so she could see his face. “You’re not going to like it.”


  “No?” His mouth curved into a lazy smile. “And why not?”


  “I went to see Willie.”


  He tensed. “You did what?”


  “I didn’t go alone, Sarah came with me.”


  “That’s hardly comforting. The man’s threatened you twice…” His voice trailed off and his features drew together in a deep frown.


  “I think he was the one who locked me in the cellar. I suspect he was after the journals.”


  “Bloody hell, all this for a book written by a dead man?”


  “There’s more to it than that.” Hillary sat up and turned so she faced him. “Those people who died over the last year, the ones Joan told us about, I don’t think they were accidents. I think someone murdered them. I was reading Roderick’s journal last night, and one of the entries mentioned a family named Fraser who died in a fire.”


  “Joan talked about the Fraser’s car accident right before her own fire,” he murmured.


  “That’s why the name stood out. Anyway, I went back through my notes to see if there was anyone else who died strangely. I found mention of a man bludgeoned at the side of the road. Roderick said authorities suspected vagrants had robbed and beat the man to death. It made me think of Charlie Radcliffe, the man hit by a car.”


  “Beaten by vagrants isnae quite the same as a hit and run.”


  “No, but similar enough for me to wonder, whether there’s a clue in these journals that will somehow connect Willie to the accidents that have been happened in Culcraig over the past year.”


  “Why Willie? What makes you so sure it was him?”


  “I found his earring in the pantry.”


  “Christ’s sakes.” Caid leaned forward quickly and some of the water slopped over the edge of the tub. “You think he’s a murderer, had bloody proof that he’d been in here, and still you went to see him alone?”


  “I wasn’t alone. I told you, Sarah was with me. And there were other people in the pub.”


  “Did you happen to notice how friendly Willie is with the crowd around the bar? Do you honestly think they’d come to yer rescue if he murdered the both of you and shoved you in a bloody freezer?”


  “That’s your writer’s imagination speaking.”


  “Aye, perhaps it is, and perhaps you could do with a wee bit of it, yerself.”


  “You’re overreacting.”


  “Am I? Two women alone, confronting a man you think may have killed how many people? Five, so far?”


  “You keep harping on the two women alone.  We’re not exactly helpless.”


  “Two women versus Willie and a half dozen of his mates. Call me sexist if you like, love, but I dinnae like those odds.”


  “Look, I’m fine, but if I’m right about what’s going on here, you’re the one in danger.  I know from my research that Roderick’s first wife and child die before Anne. If Willie is mimicking the deaths that were eventually tied to Anne, as a descendant of Roderick’s, you could be a target.”


  Caid snorted. “Aye well, that’s some cheerful news. Look, do me a favor, stay away from Willie, and I’ll do the same. Tomorrow we’ll speak to Bristol and show him the earring.”


  “Sure, but I doubt he can do anything with it. Those earrings are not uncommon. I saw three different shops in Culcraig selling them. The earring isn’t enough to prove without a doubt that Willie was in the house.”


  “No, but I still think we should go to Bristol. He can at least keep an eye on Willie.” Caid rested his hands on her upper arms, rubbing up and down over her smooth, wet skin.


  How surreal to be sitting in a bathtub with a man she was in love with, discussing suspects in a possible murder. Funny where life could lead.


  “Okay,” she agreed. “But for now, let’s get out of here. The water’s getting cold and my fingers are wrinkling.”


  Together they climbed out of the tub and half dried off before tumbling onto Caid’s bed. He made love to her again, slowly, languorously, just as he had promised. He explored every inch of her, touching, tasting, until she thought she would lose her mind from wanting him.


  And after they came together in a frantic explosion, she collapsed into his arms exhausted and sated.


   


   


  A shrill, distant ringing dragged Hillary up through layers of sleep. She sat up in the darkness. A phone? Yes, from somewhere in the house. And the thud of hurried footfalls on the stairs.


  She reached her hand out to the empty space on the bed next to her. Caid’s imprint on the sheets was still warm from his body heat. She reached for the lamp next to the bed and clicked it on, blinking against the pale light. Once her eyes adjusted, she lifted her watch from the bedside table. Three thirty in the morning.


  The phone had stopped ringing, but a sick feeling settled over her. No good news ever came from a phone call so early in the morning.


  She stood, slid on her pajama bottoms and sweatshirt before leaving the bedroom and heading downstairs. The cold from the drafty old house wrapped around her and she shivered. Once she reached the main hall, Caid’s hard voice drifted out from the study.


  “No, I’ll no’ wake her for you. In fact, you’ll stay the hell away from her. Am I clear?”


  Hillary entered the room and met Caid’s angry expression. “Who is it?” she mouthed.


  For moment he said nothing, then held the receiver out to her. “It’s for you.”


  She frowned and accepted the phone, lifting it to her ear. “Hello.”


  “Have you told yer bodyguard it was me in the house?” Willie’s harsh voice scraped against her muddled mind like steel wool.


  “You’re admitting it, now?”


  “Just answer the blasted question!”


  “Don’t yell at me. Yes, I told him, and Bristol.”


  “Ye’re a lousy liar.” He chuckled. “I was in Glendon House. I’m the one who carried you into the cellar.”


  “I know that, and I even know why, but I don’t understand why you started the fire at Joan’s.”


  “You think you know everything? You havenae a bloody clue. Now, if you want the truth, I suggest you get down to the pub now and bring the earring.”


  “Oh yeah, sign me up for that. So I can wind up dead and shoved in a meat locker?”


  Caid, who’d been watching her intently, smirked a little.


  “Listen to me, you might think you know what’s happening, but I can promise you, ye’re wrong. I wasnae alone when I broke into Glendon House, or when I put you in the cellar.”


  Her heart beat hard against her chest. Was he lying? She couldn’t be sure. “Who was with you?”


  “I’ll tell you when you get here.”


  “Why are you suddenly willing to tell me anything?”


  “I’m no’ getting sent down for this. I wanted no part in killing anyone. You bring me the earring and leave my name out of it from here on in, and I’ll tell you what you wantae know.”


  “If you think I’m going to meet you alone in the middle of the night, you’re out of your mind.”


  “Bring yer bodyguard if it makes you feel better, but tell anyone else and I’ll deny everything.”


  Hillary didn’t speak for a moment.


  “You need to know,” Willie said. “Otherwise, both you and yer writer will end up dead.”


   


   


  “This is a mistake,” Caid said as he pulled the car into the pub’s gravel lot. “I dinnae know how I let you talk me into coming here.”


  Hillary stopped nibbling her lip long enough to answer him. “I didn’t have to talk you into anything. You’re as curious as I am.”


  “Aye, maybe I was, but this is all a bit too dodgey for me. I think we should just go to Bristol in the morning, like we planned.”


  “If we involve Bristol now, we might never find out if Willie’s telling the truth or not.” She didn’t look at Caid when she spoke.  Instead she kept her eyes fixed on the still pub before them. “Besides, we’re here now.  We might as well go in.”


  She reached for the door handle, but Caid’s hand closed over hers and stopped her. “I’ll go in first. You wait here. There’s no sense in both of us putting ourselves in a dangerous situation.”


  “I’m not about to let you go in there alone while I wait in the car. Anyway, there’s safety in numbers.”


  Before he could argue further, she yanked on the handle and popped open the door. The cool, damp air sent a wave of goose bumps over her skin and a shiver up her spine.


  “I think this is a mistake,” Caid said again, linking his fingers with hers.


  “I know.”


  Together they left the empty parking lot and followed the path to the door, their footfalls crunching on the tiny stones and the wind whispering through the trees the only sounds in the dark pre-dawn.


  What if Caid was right? What if Willie had set some kind of trap for them? Who would hear them if they needed help?


  As they drew nearer the entrance, Hillary’s heart rate accelerated. The windows were dark and there was no sign of life inside.


  This was a mistake. She stopped and started to tell Caid to forget the whole thing, but he cut her off.


  “The door’s open,” he said quietly.  Sure enough, the door gaped a good half foot. “Stay behind me.”


  Reluctantly, she released his hand and hung back as Caid moved inside. From the doorway, everything was still and silent. In the dim light, she could make out the shadowy outlines of tables and chairs.


  “Willie,” Caid called.


  The sudden noise made her wince. No one answered.


  “We’ll no’ play games, Willie,” Caid shouted. “Come out now, or we’re leaving.”


  Again, no answer.


  “What do you think?” he asked.


  Something tickled her nostrils. Something sweet and metallic and hauntingly familiar.


  “He could be in his office. It’s in the back. If his door’s closed, he might not be able to hear us.”


  He sighed. “Right, I’ll go look. You wait here.”


  “Okay,” she said, without arguing. She was only half paying attention anyway. That smell. That horrible smell. “Do you smell that?”


  Caid hesitated a moment before answering. “Aye. I do smell something.”


  “What is it?”


  “I dinnae know. Wait here, all right?” 


  Caid slipped away, leaving her alone. After a minute, the lights overhead flashed on. She squinted against the sudden brightness.


  “Found the lights,” he called, as her gaze traveled from one side of the bar to the other. The chairs had been set on the tables, seats down, legs pointed in the air. The wood on the bar gleamed. The scent of some kind of cleaning product mingled with the other, indefinable odor.


  Everything looked neat and orderly except for a table near the far back corner. It sat too close to the one next to it, as if the table had been shoved over. Only one of the four chairs remained on the surface, the other three lay scattered on the floor.


  Hillary moved toward the small mess, her stomach sinking to her feet. As she grew closer, that stink grew stronger. The sight of two limp legs jutting out from between a booth and the table stopped her in her tracks.


  Now, she recognized that smell. Even before she saw the bright, red puddle spreading out over the shiny plank floor.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-four


   


  Hillary swayed a little as the blood rushed from her head and her stomach heaved. She gritted her teeth so hard her jaw ached while she waited for the nausea to pass.


  When she thought she could speak without emptying her stomach onto her shoes she called, “Caid.” But her voice came out as little more than an inaudible squeak. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Caid!”


  Hillary backed away from the wide, staring eyes and slack mouth. Away from the moving puddle of blood that seemed to chase the toes of her battered sneakers.


  Was one of his ears missing?


  OhGod!OhGod!OhGod!


  Her breath came too fast and her heart echoed in her head. Closing her eyes tightly, she struggled for control. She started counting backward from one hundred.


  “Hill.” The hand on her shoulder made her jump. Her eyes popped open and a small scream burst from her lips before she clamped down on it.  “Good Christ.”


  “I can’t look anymore,” she whispered.


  “No, dinnae.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her with him toward Willie’s office. “Come with me. We need to call the police.”


  Hillary nodded. She couldn’t have argued if she’d wanted to. “Who could have done that?”


  “I dinnae know, but I’m starting to believe Willie might have been telling the truth after all.”


   


   


  Hillary woke slowly, facing the window. Outside, the dreary gray fog matched her bleak mood. She reached for her watch on the nightstand. Half past noon.


  Caid slept on next to her, unperturbed by her movements. She wasn’t surprised they’d slept so late. It had been nearly dawn before Bristol had let them leave the pub with the promise that he would visit later today. Both she and Caid had hardly spoken when they’d returned to Glendon House. Perhaps he’d felt the same desolate fear she had. When they’d climbed into bed, he’d wrapped his arms around her tight, and she’d clung to him until sleep had at last claimed her.


  The memory of Willie’s slack expression, the gaping wound where his ear had been flashed inside her head, and she shuddered. She wouldn’t sleep anymore today.


  Sliding out from under the blankets, she moved carefully so as not to disturb Caid. She needn’t have worried. He barely budged.


  After she showered and dressed, she went downstairs to the kitchen and started the coffee. As she waited for it to brew, she peered outside at the thick, swirling fog. Anyone could be out there. Watching. Waiting. A shiver raced up her spine and she looked away.  She needed do something useful and productive, to occupy her mind and keep the memories of last night at bay.


  She gathered her laptop and journals, then set herself up on the small table before the hearth. After lighting a fire in the fireplace, she poured herself a cup of coffee and settled back on the couch with Roderick’s journals.


  She flipped through the pages until she found mention of a death, then scribbled the details on the pad next to her. As she read, her insides tightened, the pieces of the puzzle slowly fitting together.


  The little boy who drowned was actually noted quite early in the first volume. Then a woman Roderick described as a spinster had died of a slow illness. This was right around the time he’d met Anne. A drunk trampled by his own horse. A man robbed and murdered as he returned home from market. Another widow who fell down a flight of stairs. Doesn’t that sound familiar? And the Fraser’s who’d burned to death in a fire.


  There were some differences compared to the strange string of accidents that had plagued Culcraig recently, but there were similarities too. Coincidence?


  Anne Black had claimed to have a special gift; the ability to see and remove curses for those willing to pay. A lone woman, trying to survive with her child. Did she sometimes need to prove her powers? Did filling the village of Culcraig with fear work to bring her an income? Had she killed people to establish a place of power within the community?


  But something had backfired. She’d gone too far and the village had turned against her.


  Hillary nibbled absently at the ragged nail on her pinky finger. How did Anne’s story connect to Willie and Agnes? Or did it? Was she grasping at straws?


  She lifted the final volume of Roderick’s journals and skimmed through the entries, looking for Anne’s name and any hint that might explain how what had happened to Anne one hundred years ago tied into what was happening to Culcraig right now.


  It has been two weeks since wee Roddy passed. My heart aches when I think of his still body in the cradle. Only two weeks.


  This morning when I woke, Janet was already up and about. I must admit, I was relieved to find her out of bed. She had not left her room since we lost the bairn. I usually have little patience for Janet’s foolishness, but for this I did not push. Perhaps I should have.


  I searched the house for her and could not find her anywhere. Eventually, I discovered her in the stable. She had hanged herself. I fear it is a sight I shall not ever forget. I pity her. She may have been a weak creature, but she loved the babe and I can not bring myself to blame her.


  I know who is responsible.


  Even if the courts can not see Anne Black for the murderous bitch that she is, I know what she is capable of, and I will see that she pays.


  “Have you been up long?”


  The sound of Caid’s voice gave Hillary a start. She hadn’t realized she’d been wound so tight. “I don’t know,” she murmured, without lifting her gaze from the faded print.


  “What are you doing there?”


  “Transcribing the third volume.”


  “Ah, more musings from old Roddy.”


  There was a gentle lilt of humor in his voice. If she looked up, she’d no doubt see that half smile curving his lips. She didn’t look up. And she refused to acknowledge the slight elevation in her heart rate.


  “What have you learnt from the man so far?”


  “That Culcraig didn’t hang a witch in 1915. They executed a con artist and possibly a murderess.”


  “You’ve had a busy morning,” Caid said, forcing his voice to remain light. The sight of those blasted journals and Hillary poring over them left him with a cold sense of dread. His hands itched with the urge to snatch them from her and toss them into the fire.


  He’d been awake awhile, lying in bed, the steady throb of his leg a clear indication of the damp outside without even having to look out the window for confirmation. His mind spun like a child’s top with memories of Willie’s dead, glazed eyes--and his own black terror.


  The man had been savagely stabbed, Joan was in the hospital after nearly burning to death and the same killer had been in this house alone with Hillary. Had knocked her unconscious, could have killed her, and there was nothing Caid could have done to stop it.


  For a moment, his heart ceased to beat as panic’s fist took hold and squeezed. He had to do something, the right thing. He couldn’t let anything happen to her.


  He’d told Bristol his suspicions about his father last night, and while the man had said he’d speak to James, he hadn’t appeared overly impressed with Caid’s theory. The cop didn’t even believe Agnes had been murdered, so why would he?


   Willie’s brutalized image flashed in Caid’s head. Could his father really have done that? Stabbed the man with such vicious glee, mutilated the flesh by severing an ear? His stomach lurched.


  He’d never loved his father, not the way he should have, even as child. The man had been a huge presence in their home, both brilliant and righteous like a God, filling Caid with a mix of terror and awe. Punishments were quick and hard, praise rare, and Caid had grown up believing he could never achieve such greatness.


  Yet it had all been a façade, a mask hiding a weak, pompous bully.


  But was his father a killer?


  Caid helped himself to a cup of coffee, then added more wood to the fire. Maybe the blaze would ease the ache in his leg and warm his icy innards.


  “Are you all right?” Hillary asked.


  He turned to face her, surprised she’d dragged her attention away from his dead relative long enough to notice his limp. “Aye. It’s only the damp.”


  “I didn’t mean your leg, but if it hurts, I’ll get the fire going.”


  “You’ll no’. I’m no’ an invalid. My leg is merely stiff. A little activity is just the thing.”


  She shrugged. “If you say so. Are you thinking about your father? Do you want to talk about it?”


  “No, I dinnae wantae talk about him.”


  She’d surprised him last night, when he’d revealed his fears about his father. After he’d finished telling Bristol, he’d expected some sort of admonishment for not telling her, first. Instead she’d merely asked, “Do you really think he could have done that?”


  “I dinnae know,” he’d admitted. She had taken his hand and squeezed, but let the subject drop.


  Now, under her probing stare, cool sweat dotted his skin while he awkwardly tried to reposition the logs with the small iron shovel. “You know, that poker would be helpful the now?”


  She snorted. “Don’t even joke.”


  He sat down in the overstuffed armchair and propped the foot of his sore leg on the table behind her computer, her gaze fixed on his face. He looked away, snatched up his cup and drank, the coffee bitter on his tongue.


  “Well, were you going to tell me what you’ve learned?” he asked, sharper than he meant to.


  She frowned. “You’re in a mood this morning.”


  “I’m no’.” Maybe he was.


  She eyed him for a moment, then held out a pad of yellow-lined paper. “This is a list of strange deaths Roderick mentions in his journals, at least as far as I’ve read.”


  “Right,” he said, once he’d finished reading.


  She pulled back the top sheet. “This is a list of all the people who have died that Joan told us about.”


  Caid scanned the page. Once he was done, he lifted his gaze to meet hers. “There’s some similarities, I’ll admit, but it could be just coincidence.”


  “I would have said the same thing, but Willie and whoever he was working with wanted these books enough to kill for them.”


  Again, the urge to snatch the journals away from her almost overwhelmed him. “Are you thinking someone is mimicking Anne’s murders? Are we even sure Anne killed anyone?”


  “Yes, and possibly.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. But if the answer is anywhere, it’s here.” She lifted the journal.


  “Is that yer polite way of telling me to piss off and let you read?”


  “Kind of. Sorry.”


  “Dinnae be sorry. I have things to do too, you know.” He stood, ignoring the pain in his leg.


  She reached for his hand. “You don’t have to go. You just…can’t speak to me.”


  “I wasnae joking. I’ve my own work to do. No’ the least of which is ridding the basement of your furry friends.”


  Hillary shuddered and wrinkled her nose. “Good. Just thinking about rats down there gives me the creeps.”


  Caid left the kitchen and went out the front to his car. He opened the boot and lifted the bag with the poison he’d bought yesterday. As he started back toward the house, something flickered in the garden. A flash of light. He turned sharply and squinted to peer through the swirling gray mist.


  Nothing.


  Apprehension tickled the base of his skull. He started forward, toward the light and away from the car.


  “Is someone there?” he called, a little surprised that he’d managed to sound so authoritative when all the saliva in his mouth had gone dry.


  The flash again. A round, white light, weaving through the fog before vanishing once again. 


  The overgrown grass tangled around his ankles as if even the grounds of Glendon House wanted to keep him from following. He stumbled over a broken flagstone, nearly losing his balance, but managed to catch himself before tumbling forward.


  When he looked up, the light was gone and so was the outline of the house and the cars. Only wet, pale fog surrounded him, as if he’d been enveloped within a cloud.


  His pulse beat fast inside his ears. But he clamped down on his growing panic. He hadn’t walked far. If he turned and walked in the exact opposite direction, he’d no doubt find himself back at his car or the house.


  He turned to do just that, but froze. Footsteps whispered over the grass. A shudder rippled up his spine.


  He wasn’t alone.


  “Who’s there?” he shouted.


  Silence greeted him. An eerie, unnatural silence. Not a bird chirped, not a forest creature stirred. Even the air seemed still.  


  Then a woman’s laugh, shrill and jagged like the tinkling of broken glass, cut through the quiet, turning his blood cold.


  Caid started back, the way he’d come. The laughter stopped, and once again he found himself immersed in the unnatural silence. He quickened his pace. He wasn’t quite running, but the next closest thing. His breath sounded ragged in his ears and his leg ached miserably.


  When the ground beneath his feet switched from grass to gravel, he let out a long, slow sigh. He’d found his way back to the drive. Panting a little, he started toward the house. At least he hoped he was going in the direction of the house. If he wound up struck by a car, he’d know for certain.


  The outline of Glendon House seemed to materialize almost magically from the mist until the great hulking building loomed over him in all its decrepit glory. Never in his life had he been so glad to see anything. He mounted the steps and put his hand on the latch, but something on the flagstone stopped him.


  A bundle of white material stained dark red, almost black in places.


  Frowning, Caid crouched low and gingerly picked at the edges of the bundle. The handkerchief fell away, exposing pink, blood-smeared flesh.


  His stomach lurched, and he stumbled back, landing on his arse. He barely noticed the cool damp seeping through the rear of his jeans. His attention was fixed on the distinct lines of what could only be a human ear.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-five


   


  Good Christ, was that Willie’s ear?


  Caid stared down at the torn flesh, unable to look away. At least he’d been the one to find it and not Hillary.      


  Hillary.


  He pushed himself up from the gravel, carefully stepped over the mangled mess and shoved open the door.


  “Hillary?” he called. When she didn’t answer instantly, he tried again, louder. “Hillary!”


  “What is it?” Her hurried footsteps thudded softly on the wood floor as she came toward him.


  Relief flooded him, making his knees week. He leaned back against the dark-paneled wall.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked as she came to stand next to him. When her gaze met his, her eyes softened, the mild annoyance in her expression replaced by wariness. “What’s happened?”


  “Ye’re all right?” he asked.


  “I’m fine, but you’re not.”


  “I need to call Bristol.” He pushed away from the wall.


  “He said he would be by this afternoon.”


  “I cannae wait.”


  Hillary felt a flash of irritation as Caid started down the hall toward the study. “What happened out there?”


  He turned to face her, his skin pale, his eyes wide, almost wild. “It’s bad.”


  Fear gripped her heart with cold, bony fingers. She went to the front door and slid the bolt open. As she started to pull the door toward her, Caid, suddenly right behind her, leaned hard on the heavy oak with his forearm above her. The iron latch pulled cruelly from her fingers and the door slammed shut. The loud bang reverberated through the house.


  “What are you doing?” she turned quickly. His body was inches from hers.


  “There’s something on the step.”


  “Another animal?”


  “Worse.” He closed his eyes, as if wrestling with a decision, and shuddered visibly.


  She reached up and cupped either side of his face. “Tell me.”


  He opened his eyes, his gaze locked with hers. “An ear. A human ear.”


  The blood rushed from her face, and for a moment her head swam. She drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly, squaring her shoulders.


  She was okay.


  “Willie’s?”


  “How should I know? It didnae have a tag on it.” 


  “Move back,” she said, turning and wrapping her hand around the door handle.


  “You dinnae wantae to see it.”


  “Probably not, but we can’t leave it out there.”


  She opened the door. The step was empty.


  Caid moved so he stood beside her. “Someone took it.”


  “An animal, maybe?”


  “One of those pesky flesh-eating rabbits you hear so much about?”


  The sarcasm both relieved and annoyed her. She shot him a baleful glare.


  “What animal, then? We’re no’ in the wilds here. Besides, what animal would approach with the racket we’ve been making?” He stepped outside, lengthening his stride so his foot landed on the gravel, missing the stone slab altogether. He snatched up a shopping bag from the ground. “Poison for the rats.”


  “Maybe they took the ear.”


  He made a face, telling her exactly what he thought of that. “Let’s get inside and bolt the door.”


  Again, he avoided stepping on the flagstone as he joined her in the hall. Hillary closed the door and slid the lock into place. Caid strode into the study and put a call in to Bristol.


  “What now?” she asked, when he hung up the phone.


  “We wait. Let’s go into the kitchen. I want a cup of tea, then I’ll tell you everything.”


  His limp seemed worse and he merely grunted when she mentioned it. Still, he didn’t argue when she told him to sit down while she set the kettle to boil. He tossed another log on the smoldering embers in the hearth, then all but collapsed into the armchair next to the fire.


  “Well?” she asked, sitting on the couch. “Tell me what happened out there.”


  “I went to the car, took the poison from the boot and saw a light shining through the fog in the garden.  A torch, maybe.  I thought it might be our intruder so I followed.”


  Anger washed away the lingering creepiness. “You followed? Are you insane? What if you were right--and it looks like you were. Whoever’s been breaking in also murdered Willie. You could have been killed.”


  “I doubt that would have happened.”


  “I’m guessing Willie thought the same thing.”


  Caid scowled, but said nothing.


  Hillary reined in her worry and anger. Ranting at him was doing her little good. “Did you see anything else?”


  “No, but I heard…” He hesitated. “I dinnae know what I heard.”  For a long moment Caid said nothing, his gaze lost in the flickering flames. Orange, gold and shadow danced wildly across his face. “I heard someone laugh. A woman.”


  “Anne,” Hillary whispered, more to herself than him. She stood and began to pace.


  It couldn’t be. Could it? The light Caid had seen sounded an awful lot like the lights Hillary had seen the day she’d found The Witch’s Stone. Witchlights, Joan had called them. But Hillary didn’t believe in ghosts.


  “You cannae possibly think that. She died a century ago,” Caid said.


  “You’re right. It couldn’t be, but it’s all so strange. The deaths in Culcraig are so similar to what happened here one hundred years ago. And what made Agnes contact me now about Anne? She’d had the journals for years.”


  The shrill whistle from the kettle made her start. Caid stood and crossed the kitchen, turning to look at her. “Coincidence.”


  “I think you’re wrong. I think all of this fits together, I just need to figure out how.”


  Caid shook his head. “You can think what you like, but while we wait for Bristol, I’ve rats to poison.” 


   


   


  The cellar was cold and dank. The smell of mildew and damp seemed to wrap around Caid, clinging to him as he set small saucers of poison throughout the long, stone room. The pale glow from the bulb near the ladder did little to illuminate the far shadows, where faint squeaks and scurrying sounded.


  He shuddered and poured more poison pellets from the box into a faded, chipped saucer from one of the boxes piled outside that he still hadn’t disposed of. He’d get to them--eventually. As he set the dish down, the sudden scuttering of tiny claws on the stone floor to his right made him leap back. His foot struck something in the shadows and he stumbled backward, but caught his balance before landing on his arse for a second time in one day.


  What in the hell?


  Hesitantly, he reached his hand into the darkness. His fingers brushed against something rough and dry.  Burlap? No.  He continued to feel around. Whatever it was, curved as though wrapped in a tube shape. A rug, possibly?


  He stood and went to the ladder.  “Hillary, could you fetch me the torch from the drawer?”


  After a moment her face appeared over the opening and she leaned forward to hand him the light.


  “Is everything all right?” she asked.


  “I’m no’ sure.”


  He clicked on the light and swung the beam to where he’d been standing. For a split second, the light reflected in a half dozen tiny eyes, but they vanished before he could be certain he saw them at all.


  He gave himself a mental shake and put the rats from his mind, then turned his attention to the lump on the floor tucked against the wall.


  “Is that a rug?” Hillary asked, suddenly beside him.  “Strange that it’s down here, don’t you think? Agnes kept her furnishings stored in the attic. There’s nothing else down here.”


  “Agnes’s room is missing a rug.” He thought of his father’s denials and handed the torch to her. “Keep the light on me. I dinnae want any of the wee bastards to get brave and come out of the shadows.”


  With dread coiled inside him like a snake ready to strike, Caid knelt and grabbed the rolled carpet, pulling it away from the wall and closer to the light near the ladder. The sound of the rough material scraping against the stone floor set his teeth on edge.


  Hillary squatted, set the torch on the floor next to her and helped to unroll the carpet. A heavy cloud of dust poofed into the air as they unfolded the dirty floor covering. Dark, reddish-brown stains on the flattened fibers emerged almost magically with every rotation. Once the rug was completely unraveled, Caid stood and Hillary did the same. She walked around the carpet to stand next to him, careful to keep her feet from brushing the frayed edges.


  Almost without thinking, he reached for her hand and held it tightly in his own. His eyes never left the stains spattered over the faded floral design like a huge inkblot test.


  “That’s blood,” Hillary said.


  Caid didn’t argue. He’d become almost as adept as she when it came to identifying the substance.


   


   


  Tonight is the night. John Mackenzie, Andrew Howard, Duncan Fraser, Thomas’s brother from Aberdeen, and myself have agreed that we can not wait any longer. Anne Black is dangerous. She must leave Culcraig. Radcliffe has agreed to speak to her on our behalf. Should she not be willing to leave the village on her own, then we will have no choice but to drive her out.


   


  It is done. For better or worse, Anne Black is dead. We met at the clearing near Anne’s cottage. Mackenzie and Fraser smelled heavily of spirits, and I must admit, I considered putting a stop to our plan. Regrettably, I did not.  We waited while Radcliffe tried to convince Anne to go peacefully, but she merely laughed. The others became enraged. Fraser grabbed her to pull her outside, but she broke free of his grasp and ran into the woods. The men gave chase. I would have followed, but the sound of soft weeping stopped me. I entered the cottage and found a child, no more than three years of age, huddled in the corner. Anne’s daughter.


   


  “Damn it,” Hillary muttered when she turned the page and found only a frayed edge where the last entry should have been. Someone had torn the final pages from the journal.


  “Something wrong?” Caid asked from the far side of the hotel room where’d they’d been forced to take up residence while the police investigated Glendon House.


  He was sitting at the only desk, laptop open in front him. When he spoke, he barely glanced away from the screen.


  “The last page is missing. Someone tore it out of the book.”


  “Who would have done that?”


  Hillary shrugged. “It could have been anyone, really, even Agnes. In this entry Roderick had found Anne’s daughter. Maybe he killed her, too.”


  Why destroy the entry if not to hide Roderick’s last horrible acts? Funny, throughout her research into Anne Black, she’d been so fascinated by why the village had turned on her, Hillary hadn’t given much thought to what had happened to her child. A dull ache gripped her throat when she thought of the frightened girl. The whole thing was so sad.


  “I cannae tell you how proud I am to have descended from a bloody madman,” Caid muttered. He stood, crossed the small room, then flopped onto the bed beside her.


  His weight next to her felt strangely reassuring. “I wouldn’t worry. The crazy, egotist gene seems to skip a generation. I think you’re safe.”


  “Pleased to hear it,” he murmured, sitting up to brush his mouth over hers.


  A slow swell of heat rose in her belly, stretching out into her limbs. She turned into him, sliding her fingers into the soft strands of his hair. The journal slipped off her lap and her computer rocked with the sudden shift of weight disbursement.


  “You should put that away.” He nipped at her bottom lip.  “I’ve a much better idea for how to spend a rainy afternoon in a hotel room.”


  The sound of his voice, barely more than a low rumble, made her wet between the thighs.


  “That sounds promising.” She snapped her computer closed and set it and the journal on the floor next to the bed, then lay down beside him, her mouth seeking his once more.


  He gripped her hips, pressing her pelvis against the hard bulge of his erection. She moaned, the friction sending tiny slivers of need through her system. She loved the way he touched her. The way his hands moved over her skin, gentle, yet possessive.


  A knock at the door stopped them. Caid rolled off the bed, cursing. “Bloody hell.”


  Hillary stood as Caid strode across the room. He yanked the door open. Bristol waited on the other side of the threshold.


  “Good, yer both here,” Bristol said, not bothering to wait for an invitation. “I’ve come to update you on the situation at Glendon house.”


  “Was the blood on the carpet Agnes’s?” Hillary asked.


  “It’s too soon yet to tell. The crime scene team has taken a sample. They’re putting a rush on the results. If it’s no’ a match, you’ll be back in Glendon house in a few days.”


  “And if it is?” Caid asked.


  “A week, maybe two.”


  In two weeks, Hillary would be back in Canada. The knowledge descended on her slow and heavy, leaving her with an odd, empty feeling in the pit of her belly--and with the terrifying realization that she didn’t want to go home.


   “The case has been turned over DCI Warren. I told him about yer concerns regarding Roderick’s journals, Hillary. I dinnae think he put too much stock into yer theories, but he’d like to see the books, anyway.”


  “That’s fine,” Hillary said, walking over to the dresser and collecting the first two volumes, then snatching the third from the floor next to the bed. She didn’t need them now, anyway. She’d already transcribed all three.


  Another step completed, bringing her closer to leaving.


  Shouldn’t she be glad to go home? To return to her family?


  Of course. Then why did the prospect of doing just that leave her feeling so hollow?


  She forced a smile and handed Bristol the books.


  “Ta. Tell me more about what you’ve learned from these?”


  Hillary frowned. “I thought Warren didn’t think too much of my idea.”


  “He doesnae, but since you found the name Fraser in there, I thought you might be on to something.”


  “I see.” She tried to squelch the sudden surge of excitement his words caused. As her work with Anne Black drew to a close, this new sense of purpose was oddly appealing. And it gave her something else to think about besides going home.


  She explained her findings from the journal to Bristol, comparing her list to the one Joan had given her. When she finished, Bristol looked unconvinced.


  “I hate to say so, but it sounds like a lot of coincidence to me. I’m no’ saying yer wrong,” Bristol added when Hillary started to speak. “But if I take this to Warren, he’s no’ going to take you seriously. I need a stronger connection.”


  “I might be able to find something if I could see the records from that year. Mrs. Semple from the historical society keeps ignoring my requests.”


  A cheerful smile lifted the corners of Bristol’s mouth. “Well, she’ll no’ ignore mine.”


  Caid listened to Bristol and Hillary’s exchange, anger building inside him. He couldn’t really be hearing this. Bristol and Hillary working together to catch a killer? What in the hell were they thinking?


  Bristol couldn’t find a clue at the bottom of a biscuit tin. And Hillary? Surely she remembered the sight of Willie’s prone form on the scuffed pub floor. He certainly remembered the ear he’d found yesterday. And that horrible, eerie laugh. A shiver skittered along his spine.


  “Say that yer both correct,” Caid said. “And these deaths are somehow linked to those blasted journals. How many people have died as a result? And you want Hillary to risk herself by continuing to work with them?” Caid snarled at Bristol.


   “If we get the word out Warren has the journals, that would take the heat off of us,” Hillary said. “Nobody else knows I have all three books transcribed on my computer.”


  “Aye, that’s a fine idea,” Bristol said. “I know just whose ear to drop that tidbit in to see it makes the rounds.”


  “It’s no’ a fine idea,” Caid said, his voice heavy with frustration. “Will the two of you no’ be satisfied until someone else is dead?  Have you forgotten spending the night in the hospital? What if whoever did that to you gets you alone again? What if this time he’s no’ satisfied with merely knocking you unconscious?” The idea of her hurt or worse… His stomach knotted. He couldn’t let something like that happen.


  And he wouldn’t.


  “Caid, I think you’re being unreasonable. If the killer no longer believes we pose a threat, why would he try to kill us?”


  “A trip to the historical society might make our killer believe ye’re as much a threat without the journals as you are with them.”


  Hillary held his gaze for a long moment. “I have to do this.  I can’t explain why, but I do.”


  “Is that yer final word, then?” Anger throbbed behind his eyes. Why did she have to be so bloody stubborn?


  She nodded.  


  “I need some air.” He turned and stormed from the hotel room, followed the hallway to the stairs at the end of the passage.


  He had to do something. The idea of Hillary playing detective with Bristol was nearly as ridiculous as it was terrifying.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-six


   


  Caid glanced at his watch as he climbed the steps to the front door of the town house. Nearly seven. His mother had assured him that James would be out. If his father found him here, he’d put a stop to everything Caid had set in motion--or he’d bloody kill him for sending Bristol to speak to him. He was surprised his mother had agreed to speak with him at all, but then having only just returned from visiting his aunt, perhaps she didn’t know about Bristol interviewing his father. Or the woman who had provided James with an alibi. 


  Nerves jittered through Caid’s system. His hands shook like he’d had too much caffeine--or needed a drink. Or was it doubt that had him restlessly pacing the front step? Was he making a huge mistake?


  He gave himself a quick mental shake. No, this was the right thing to do. The smart thing. He should have done it sooner. Before someone set Joan’s inn ablaze, knocked out Hillary and murdered Willie.


  The image of Hillary wearing the same slack, lifeless expression as Willie turned his blood cold. He pounded on the door and waited.


  Perhaps he should have told Hillary what he’d planned, first, but he couldn’t risk letting her talk him out of it. She’d be angry when he told her what he’d done, what he’d agreed to. Still, she had what she needed from the journals. If giving up Glendon House kept her from playing investigator with Bristol, then so be it.


  The door swung open and Jude stared up at him. He tensed, waiting to begin their usual back and forth. Instead, she said, "She’s expecting you.”


  Jude turned abruptly, leaving him to follow her inside. He found his mother in his father’s library, seated behind the desk, reading a letter. She lifted her gaze as he entered, but said nothing.


  Did she choose this room deliberately, remembering all that had happened here so long ago? Or was the significance lost on her?


  For him, crossing the threshold was like stepping back in time. The image of his father, thrusting his tongue down the throat of one of his graduate students while the topless girl wriggled beneath him on the leather settee on the far side of the room, was forever burned in his brain.


  And what had his mother done when he’d told her? She’d been furious, of course. But to his surprise, her venom had been directed at him--not James.


  Only fourteen, Caid had been too young to grasp why she’d been angry with him. Now, as a grown man, he understood. Image was everything to his mother, the façade of a respectable family all that mattered. She could tolerate a philandering husband, provided no one knew.


  But a troublesome son who would repeat what he saw? She wouldn’t stand for it.


  Hours later, his father had called Caid into this very room. James had been waiting for him, leaning against the edge of the desk his mother now sat behind. Caid had stood before him, head cocked defiantly, waiting for his father to grovel for forgiveness after falling from the pedestal he insisted his sons place him on.


  Instead, James had hit him--for the first and only time in Caid’s life--closed fist to the mouth. Caid had stumbled backward, falling to the floor, the metallic flavor of his own blood on his tongue.


  When he’d looked up, James stood over him, his face red with rage, his fists clenched at his sides. He stared down at Caid without speaking a word. For how long, Caid couldn’t say. It felt like an eternity before James, at last, turned and strode from the room, leaving Caid alone and stunned on the floor.


  “What is it you wanted, Caid?” His mother’s impatient voice jerked him from the past. “You asked to see me.”


  He dropped into one of the deep leather chairs, and forced the words from his mouth. “I’ve changed my mind. I’ll agree to your terms for Glendon House.”


  A slight smile touched her lips. “If memory serves, we never discussed a price.”


  “We both know the financial aspect was no’ the problem.”


  “That’s true. So which terms are you willing to meet?”


  “I’ll tell him whatever you want.”


  She nodded and scribbled something on a piece of paper, then turned it so he could read the sum. He rolled his eyes. They were the only two in the room, who did she think would hear them speaking of anything as tacky as money?


  “It’s fine. What do you want me to do? Wait here and grovel in person, or should I ring him later?”


  “Neither. I’ll tell him you begged me to take the house from you, and Jude can attest to yer visit. See, painless.”


  “My God, ye’re cold,” he murmured, half to himself.


  Her lips thinned. “Dinnae expect to me turn soft now that you’ve at last done the right thing.”


  “Did you care nothing for me?”


  “Must we suffer another bout of yer melodramatics?”


  “I’m just trying to understand why all my life you made me feel like you hated me."


  “I admit, yer father and I were not interested in raising another child by the time you were born. We were very set in our ways and yer brother had already left for school. Still, we did our duty and brought you up. If you feel that we hated you, then perhaps you need to look to yer own behavior. You were a difficult child to love.”


  “I was a child,” he exploded. “What did you expect? That I would raise myself?”


  “You were a problem from the moment you were born. You demanded so much. You cried more than Alex. If I turned my back for a moment, you were drawing on walls or breaking things. Do you remember cutting your head when you were eight?”


  “I was six,” he corrected, his hand automatically going to his forehead. He traced the thin ridge of scar tissue just below the hairline.


  How could he forget? He had been bouncing from one settee to another when he missed and hit the corner of the table, gashing the side of his head. He’d screamed, the agony like a hot lance against his scalp. Blood had flowed fast and steady down his face, and when he’d pulled his hand away from the wound, bright crimson smeared his skin. He’d screamed again.


  But no one heard.    


  Sobbing, he’d gone in search of his mother and found her in the sitting room on the telephone. At the sight of him, her eyes had rounded in horror, and she’d quickly hung up.


  Now, he’d thought, now she will love me.


  “Sophie,” his mother had shrieked. Then when the housekeeper appeared, “For the love of God, get him into the kitchen before he makes a mess.” In the end, Sophie had taken him to the hospital where he’d received seven stitches and loli for not making a fuss.


  “I asked you to sit in the front room quietly while I made my call,” his mother said, her eyes narrowing slightly. “But could you manage even that? No. The next thing ye’re bleeding and screaming hysterically.”


  “How inconsiderate of me,” he said, but his attention had started to wander. The problem had never been him. He’d been no worse than any other child. Nothing he could have done or been would have changed his parents.


  The realization was like shedding an ill-fitting skin that had become so tight he’d been strangling. He should probably thank her for her disinterest. How might he have turned out under her influence?


  He stood and slid a folded scrap of paper from his back pocket. “My account information. You can transfer the funds here. Once that’s done, I’ll sign whatever paperwork you have for me.”


  “I’ll speak to the solicitor today. We should have this all tied up by the end of the week.”


  Thank God.


  With a nod, he started for the door, but her voice stopped him. “There is the issue of Dr. Bennett.”


  “She’s finished with the journals and has what she needs. There’s nothing I can do about that.”


  “I suppose not. You’ve done the right thing, Caid. Yer father and I would never have walked away from that house.”


  Something in her tone, her icy stare, sent a chill through him. All this time he’d suspected his father, but what would his mother be willing to do get what she believed was hers? Could she kill for his father’s birthright? Had she really been at his aunt’s?


  He turned away, cold sweat slicking his skin. It didn’t matter if his father was a murderer or his mother, not any more. He’d given them the house. Hillary would be safe and he’d be in Spain. If they were killers, it was up to the police to prove it.


    Caid left the house with a sense of finality. He doubted he’d ever see either of his parents again. Instead of relief, the tension in his shoulders tightened. He still had to tell Hillary what he’d done, and he doubted very much that she would appreciate the gesture.


  Why should she be angry? She had what wanted from Roderick’s journals, and as for the two of them, well, there had never been any plans for permanency.


  While the idea of never seeing his parents again didn’t bother him, the idea of never seeing Hillary again left him with hollow ache.


  What a lot of foolishness. Look at the past he’d only just closed the door on. What could he possibly offer Hillary, or anyone else, coming from that mess? He wasn’t meant for long term relationships or, Heaven forbid, marriage. He simply didn’t have it in him. 


   


   


  A soft knock sounded on the hotel room door. Hillary froze. Caid. Let it be Caid.


  She hurried across the room, grasped the knob, but hesitated. “Who is it?”


  “It’s Caid. I’m sorry. I forgot the key.”


  Thank God. Her hands shook as she turned the lock and pulled open the door.


  He stood in the threshold, leaning against the frame, hair falling across his forehead, studying her with eyes the color of the sea at twilight.


  He was fine. Just fine.


  The relief swamping her vanished, hot fury taking its place. “You selfish shit.”


  He blinked. “Excuse me?”


  Anger and exhaustion tangled inside her, making her throat tight, her eyes wet.  She turned and moved away, pressed her fingers to her eyes, wiped at the maddening moisture before he noticed and assumed she was upset rather than furious.


  She heard the door click softly closed and Caid’s footsteps as he came up behind her. “Hillary?”


  She whirled around to face him. “After sitting here all night worried sick, wondering where you were, whether you were hurt or worse, wondering if the next time the phone rang it would be Bristol telling me that you’d been killed--”


  Her voice cracked and she turned away from him, her cheeks hot with humiliation.


  His hands, big and warm, gripped her upper arms as he moved up behind her. The heat from his chest seeped through her T-shirt as his mouth brushed the top of her head.


  “I’m sorry. I didnae think.”


  She held herself rigid, refusing to give in to the quiet rasp of his voice, the tenderness of his touch.


  “I left messages on your cell phone,” she told him.


  “I’d turned my mobile off.”


  “I gathered that. But you were gone for hours. Where did you go?”


  He didn’t reply.


  Dread knotted her stomach, leaving her insides cold. Where had he been? Was someone else dead?  She stepped away from his touch, turned to face him. The darkness made it impossible to read his expression. The knots in her belly tightened painfully.


  “I went to see my mother,” he said quietly. “I’ve agreed to sell her Glendon House.”


  For a moment, Hillary could only stand and gape. If he’d told her he’d spent the past few hours on an alien spacecraft, she’d have been less surprised.


  “Why? Why would you do that?” she stuttered. “You said you would never agree.”


  “That was before someone left Willie’s ear on my step.”


  “You’re leaving because you’re afraid?”


  Even in the darkness she saw him stiffen. “Someone murdered Willie, probably Agnes too, and tried to murder Joan. The same someone who could have easily killed you less than a week ago.”


  “So you’re just packing up and leaving? Running away?”


  “I’m doing the right thing, for once.”


  “The right thing is to leave while there’s a killer on the loose? Don’t you feel a responsibility?”


  “No, I dinnae. It’s no’ my job to bring murderers to justice, or yer job, for that matter. That’s why we have police.”


  “I can’t believe you’d sell them the house now, when we’re so close.”


  “Close to what? Finding ourselves dead? No, thank you. I’ll finish writing my book in Spain or Greece. I can write as easily in the sun as in the bloody dismal rain.”


  “You can leave, just like that?”  Pain pierced her heart like a hot needle lancing soft flesh. “What about us?” she wanted to scream, but managed swallow back the words before she embarrassed them both.


  Besides, she already knew the answer. The affair had run its course. He’d made no promises, they’d never planned for a future. It wasn’t his fault she’d fallen in love.


  She had to clear her throat before she could speak. “When do your parents take possession?”


  He shrugged. “Not for a few weeks yet.”


  Silence stretched between them, heavy and oppressive. In the time he’d been gone everything had changed between them. A dull ache throbbed in her chest.


  “I guess tomorrow I’ll make the arrangements to change my flight.” She had what she’d come for, after all. Roderick’s journals. 


  He nodded. “I should probably see to getting my own room.”   


  “Good idea.”


  Once he’d gathered his things and left her alone, Hillary collapsed onto the bed. The tears she’d managed to hold back despite the ache in her throat and the sting behind her eyes finally flowed freely. And as the sky outside her window turned gray with the coming dawn, she cried herself empty.


  Exhausted and carved out inside, she forced herself to her feet. What was done was done.  She wouldn’t spend anymore time weeping over a broken heart. She had too much to do.


   


   


  The next morning, Caid followed the corridor to Hillary’s room, exhaustion heavy on his shoulders. He hadn’t slept. The memory of his conversation with her, the hurt in her voice had kept him awake until the dull morning light filled his room.


  But it was more than just guilt that had kept him from sleeping. The idea of never seeing her again left a gnawing ache in his chest. Throughout his sleepless night, he’d wander to the window where the moon shone on her rental car in the car park below, the knowledge that she was still nearby oddly reassuring.


  Three times he’d yanked on his jeans and crossed the room, determined to talk to her, only to stop at the door. What would he say? That he loved her? What good would that do? He’d only hurt her, last night’s fiasco proving his point.


  She’d been right. He was a selfish shit. He should have called and told her where he was. But he’d been so wrapped up in his plan for Glendon House, he just didn’t think. And he’d kept his mobile off, certain his father would call to gloat once his mother had apprised James of his visit.


  He hadn’t been disappointed. Sure enough, James had left him a lengthy message telling him he wasn’t surprised by Caid’s inability to complete the house, that Caid had merely cemented his long held belief that his youngest son would never succeed at anything.


  The words, meant to bite, had elicited little response from Caid. He’d been too concerned about the worried messages Hillary had left.


  What an absolute ass he’d been. Not only had he worried her sick, he came back and announced he’d sold Glendon House, effectively ending whatever was between them.    


  As much as he hated to hurt her, he’d done the right thing. Any doubt he’d felt had evaporated after the phone call he’d received from Bristol earlier that morning.


  Caid stopped outside Hillary’s door, but hesitated before knocking. Perhaps she was still sleeping. Maybe he should let things be.


  The hell with it. He had to talk to her. He couldn’t just leave things as they were.


  He rapped his knuckles on the solid wood. After a moment, the door swung inward and Hillary stood in the opening. A brief flash of déjà vu gripped him.


  It was only a few weeks ago that he’d stood in Joan’s hallway outside Hillary’s room, trying to convince her to stay at Glendon House with him, but it felt like a lifetime ago.


  “What do you want, Caid?” Hillary asked.


  What did he want? To grab her and pull her against him. To tell her he loved her and beg her to stay with him. Instead he blurted, “I spoke to Bristol.”


  “Me, too.”


  She looked pale except for the dark half-moons under her eyes. She probably hadn’t slept much, either. Guilt gave his insides a good twist. Her hair, still damp from the shower, fell to her shoulders in soft curls. Her scent, light and feminine, teased his senses.      


  “He told you they matched the blood on the rug to Agnes, then?”


  She nodded.


  “It’ll be at least another week before we can get back into Glendon House. Did you leave anything behind?” He struggled to ignore the tiny kernel of hope that she might have forgotten something.


  “No. Everything of mine is here with me.”


  “I see. Were you able to reschedule your flight?”


  She dropped her gaze. “I can book for tomorrow morning.”


  Good. A flight out in the morning meant she’d have to leave Culcraig today and stay overnight in Glasgow. She’d be safe.


  “What about you?” Her eyes met his once more. “Will you be staying here until you can get back into Glendon House?”


  He shook his head. “No. I’m going back to Edinburgh. I’ll stay with my brother. I dinnae wantae leave things between us the way they were last night,” he began.


  “Me, either. I’m just not sure what to say.” A ghost of a smile tugged at her mouth. “It was nice knowing you.”


  He didn’t know what to say, either, not that he could have spoken even if he did. Emotion clogged his throat and his voice seemed to evaporate. He let out a slow breath.


  “Fuck it.” He grabbed her to him, capturing her mouth with his, swallowing her gasp. His hands slid around her back, pressing her soft form against his length. She wrapped her arms around his neck, opened her mouth and let him taste her.


  He kissed her hard, devouring, losing himself in her sweet flavor. The temptation to edge her back into the room, strip down and have her was nearly overwhelming. To touch her soft skin, to feel her wrapped around him just one last time…


  He turned his head, breaking the kiss, but neither of them moved away. They continued to hold each other, their breath coming in ragged gasps.


  He brushed his lips against the soft skin of her cheek.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered.


  Without meeting her eyes, he pulled away from her embrace and started back the way he’d come. He didn’t dare turn to look at her.


  Once back in his room, he stood under the cold spray in shower until his teeth chattered. Having brought his body back under control, he toweled off and dressed.


  When he went to the window, her car was gone.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-seven


   


  A fine drizzle clung to the heavy mist blanketing the village as Caid steered through the narrow streets of Culcraig toward Bristol’s office. He hadn’t actually needed to make the trip, at least not straight away, but when Bristol had rung and told him Warren was finished with the journals, he’d leapt at the chance to fetch them.


  Any excuse to escape the tomb-like silence of Glendon House.


  Going back had been a mistake, he’d realized as he walked from one empty room to another, a nearly crushing weight pressing down on his chest. Being there without Hillary just wasn’t the same. The house seemed bigger, cavernous and so damn empty.


  But after five days with Alex in his brother’s two-bed flat, they were beginning to wear on each other’s nerves.


  Two nights ago, while Caid was stretched out on the settee, flipping unseeing through the stations on the telly, his brother had finally snapped.


  “For God’s sake, Caid, just ring her, already.”


  “Ring who?” He knew. Hell, he’d thought of phoning her more times than he wanted to admit, even to himself.


  “Hillary,” Alex ground out.


  Caid didn’t look away from the screen. “I told you, she’s gone home.”


  “She lives in another country, no’ on the bloody moon.”


  “It’s finished. We’re finished.”


  “If that’s true, then stop yer moping. It’s driving me mad.”


  He hadn’t been moping, of course. When had he ever been melancholy about a woman? Never. Still, the news that he could access Glendon House again had come as a relief. Even if he could stay only a few days before his parents took ownership.  He and Alex needed the space, and Caid some time alone.


  As he pulled into the car park for the brick building that housed Culcraig’s small police office, Caid reconsidered the pragmatics of his plan. Hillary’s presence seemed to haunt the ancient house, especially in the kitchen. He could almost see her seated before the fireplace, poring over the journals. The image made his chest ache.


  With a sigh, he popped the door open and stepped out of the car. The cold damp air wrapped around him like a shroud. In a little more than a week he would be enjoying the warm sun in Spain. The surge of anticipation the thought usually conjured didn’t come. It hardly ever did anymore. Things had changed. He’d changed.


  “Douglas.” Bristol’s surprised voice snapped Caid from his reverie. The man had just stepped outside and was shoving his arms into his coat sleeves. “You didnae need to come down. I would have dropped the books by for you.”


  “I had a few errands to run, anyway,” Caid lied. “And I’ll be gone in a day or so, once my parents take possession.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.  I’d hoped you’d reconsider and stay on,” Bristol told him.


  Caid shook his head. “This place isnae for me.”


  Bristol opened his mouth as if to say more, but closed it again. He sighed, instead. “The books are in my car.”


  Caid followed the cop to the car park. Bristol opened the passenger door, lifted the three journals from the seat and handed them to Caid.


  “So the detective had no use for them?” he asked.


  “No,” Bristol shook his head slowly, “Warren doesnae see the connection. I’m hoping Hillary finds something else now that Mrs. Semple’s giving her access to the records she needs.”


  For a moment, Caid’s heart ceased to beat. “You spoke to Hillary in Canada?”


  Wariness stole into Bristol’s expression. “No, she’s still in Culcraig, staying at the hotel.”


  “Bloody hell.” Caid fought the urge to smash his fist into the hood of Bristol’s car. What had he done it all for? Groveled to his mother… Let his father gloat… What in the hell was the point of doing the right thing if she was just going to stay in Culcraig and put herself in danger anyway?


  And she’d lied to him!


  “I assumed you two had a falling out,” Bristol said. His mouth twitched as if he were struggling not to smile. “I didnae realize you thought she’d gone home.”


  “She’s at the historical society now?” Caid asked, forcing his voice to remain as close to normal as possible.


  “That’s where she said she’d be today.”


  Caid tucked the books under his arm and started toward his car.


  “Could you ask her to ring me?” Bristol called after him. There was no mistaking the amusement in the cop’s voice, now. Caid’s irritation rose another notch. “I’d like to hear about her progress.”


  Caid yanked open the car door and slipped inside. So would he.


   


   


  Hillary tapped her foot on the wood floor to an inaudible beat. A tiny surge of excitement raced through her as she made a third connection, exactly the same as the two previous.


  How could she not have considered this before? Closing the heavy book, she leaned back on the hard chair. The wood creaked in the quiet. She’d been so fixated on the idea that the current deaths in Culcraig were imitations of the ones described in Roderick’s journal she hadn’t considered another possibility. And this was so obvious.


  “How did I miss it?” she muttered aloud.


  “Shhh!”


  Hillary rolled her eyes before looking at the old woman who shushed her. All Hillary had to do was breathe deep, and Mrs. Semple was there with a ready hush. No matter that they were the only two people in the building.


  Seated behind her desk, with a book open in front of her--this done strictly for appearances, the woman had yet to turn a page inside of three hours--Mrs. Semple stared at Hillary with huge round eyes, magnified even larger by her oversize glasses. The size of her eyes, combined with her full lips and slightly sagging cheeks, gave her an unfortunate trout-like appearance.     


  A loud bang from a door slamming made Hillary jump. She turned, then froze as an angry Caid stormed down the center aisle between the rows of bookcases. His dark, narrowed eyes locked on her.


  Hillary’s heart leapt at the sight of him. Her breath clogged her throat. The recollection of his last kiss had stayed with her these last days, causing her sleepless nights. Her mouth still tingled with the memory of his hungry lips on hers. His last words, I’m sorry, sounding as though they’d been torn from his throat, played over and over in her mind.


  What had he meant? Sorry that he’d kissed her? Sorry that he’d given up and walked away? Sorry that she’d fallen in love with him and he couldn’t return the favor?


   How many times had she wished to see him again? What she would have given to hear his voice, feel his arms around her, taste his lips just one last time…


  Yet here he was in the flesh, furiously bearing down on her. Instead of the thrill she’d imagined, her stomach sank to her shoes.


  “I’d say you missed yer flight.” Caid slapped the palms of both hands on the dark wood table top across from her and lunged forward, his glare pinning her where she sat. “By about a week.”


  Hillary glanced quickly to Mrs. Semple, hoping for one her quick-draw hushes. No such luck. The old woman watched the unfolding scene with avid interest in her big round fish eyes.


  “Maybe we should go outside,” Hillary suggested, turning back to Caid.


  He edged around the table until he stood mere inches away. “You lied to me.”


  A blush crept up her neck and into her face with a distinctive tingle. Why couldn’t a trapdoor open beneath her chair? “I didn’t lie. I said I could change my flight, not that I was going to.”


  Had she honestly thought he wouldn’t find out that she’d stayed in Culcraig? Maybe she’d wanted him to. No. She wasn’t that immature. That desperate. At least, she hoped she wasn’t.


  “So you let me believe you’d gone home. Why didnae you tell me you planned to stay?” His quiet voice held an edge that sent a shiver over her skin, the sensation not entirely unpleasant.


  Hillary sighed. He made her actions sound so much more deceitful than she’d intended. He’d wanted to leave and she’d let him go. What did he have to be so angry about? “You’d made your choice and I didn’t want to make you feel obligated to stay because I’d made mine. Whatever we had was over.  Things would have been awkward and uncomfortable for us both.”


  He said nothing, only continued to stare down her with hot, angry eyes.


  “And I wanted to avoid this very conversation. Looks like we get to have it, anyway. And with an audience, no less. Lucky me.”


  Mrs. Semple gave a defiant shrug, but didn’t turn away. Fabulous. Hillary reached behind her and rubbed her neck at the base of her skull where a steady ache had developed.


  “Far be it for me to point out the obvious,” he growled, “but it’s no’ as if we’d planned to get married and live our lives together. We were both here for a limited time only and knew that from the start.”


  She swallowed the sudden knot in her throat. Why did his words hurt so much? They were true. Maybe because they were true.


  Looking away, Hillary stacked her notes in front of her, pretending evening the edges of the papers had all her attention. “You’re absolutely right. So what difference does it make where I go and what I tell you?” Her words were cool, clipped.


  “I found out from Bristol, looking like a blasted fool when I thought you’d left.”


  “I’m sorry you were embarrassed.” She slid her notes into her bag and turned to the old woman. “Thank you for your help, Mrs. Semple. I trust you were thoroughly entertained.”


  As she hoisted the strap over her shoulder, she snatched her jacket from the back of the chair. Before she could storm off, Caid grabbed her wrist.


  “Why are you staying? You have what you needed from the journals. Even with the last entry missing.”


  “I’m helping Bristol.” She yanked her hand from his grasp.  “I was right, Caid. I’ve connected the people who died to the journal. Everyone who’s been killed was a descendant of the men who murdered Anne Black.”


  Hillary waited for the implication of what she’d said to sink in, but Caid’s expression remained impassive.


  She tried again. “Everyone who died under strange circumstances in the past year was related to the seven men who hanged Anne.”


  Still, he stared at her.


  “You…could…be…next,” she said slowly.


  He threw his hands in the air.         “What the hell did I give them the house for if ye’re still running about Culcraig playing detective with Bristol?  I tried to do the right bloody thing for once. And for what?”


  The blood drained from her face with a rush as his words registered.


  “That’s a hell of a thing to lay at my feet.”


  “I wanted you safe.”


  “So you sold your parents the house in an attempt to get me away from Culcraig?  How could you be so highhanded? Who are you to determine what’s too dangerous for me?”


  “I was doing the right thing.”


  “You can say that as often as you like, but it’s not going to make it true.”


  “I didnae want anything to happen to you.”


  “Then you come to me and tell me how you feel. You don’t sneak around and deceive me.”


  “I did. I told you what I thought, and you said that you had to keep pushing with those blasted journals. What I felt didnae matter.”


  “So you thought manipulating the situation from behind the scenes was the answer.”


  Her words seemed to give him pause. His shoulders drooped and he dropped his gaze to the floor. “I want you safe.” The heat was gone from his voice.


  She softened her tone. “It’s not your decision to make.”


  “Fine.” He shrugged, and met her gaze once more. “Do as you like.  In a few days I’ll be gone. I hope you have a very happy and successful life. And I hope you live long enough to enjoy it.”


  He turned and stormed out the door, leaving Hillary alone and defeated.


  Mrs. Semple clucked behind her. “Young love.”


   


   


  “I really should go to Warren with this,” Bristol said, peering at Hillary’s notes through wireless glasses that seemed ridiculously small on his round face.


  Hillary shrugged. “With what? He could argue that the connection is merely coincidence. All I’ve managed to do is tie the deceased to the journal. What does a murder that happened over one hundred years ago have to do with the people murdered in the past year?”


  Bristol set the papers on the desktop between them. “With the exception of the Frasers, Agnes and possibly old Radcliffe, most of those deaths are officially accidents.”


  “Joan’s fire was arson. Could it be that the other accidents were actually murders? If we hadn’t found that poker and the carpet, you’d still think Agnes had died accidentally.”


  “Which leads to the inevitable question, why did the murderer give you the poker? Why go through all the trouble of making Agnes’s death look like a fall down the stairs and then give you the murder weapon?”


  “The criminal mind is a little beyond my field of expertise. Caid and I assumed the poker had been a warning. Maybe the murderer wasn’t the person who left it for us.  Willie did say he had a partner.”


  They were both quiet for a long moment. Hillary turned her attention to the darkening sky outside the small square window behind Bristol’s shoulder. Rain pelted against the glass, the drops zigzagging over the pane like miniature lightening bolts. Under the bright, artificial light from the fluorescents in Bristol’s office, Hillary hadn’t noticed how late it had become.


  Not that she was in any hurry to leave. Sitting alone in her hotel room, replaying the argument with Caid, held all the appeal of a stick in the eye. She was still angry at him, still hurt, but she hated the idea of him leaving with bad feelings between them.


  “Did Caid find you?” Bristol asked, as if reading her mind.


  Heat flooded her cheeks and she nodded.


  “That’s good, then. Everything all right?”


  “Fine,” she lied, hoping Bristol took the hint and let the subject drop.


  “Are you and Caid on the outs? He thought you’d gone back to Canada.”


  “We’d have had to be a couple for us to be on the outs. It’s not like we were engaged.” Funny, being the one to say the words didn’t make them any less painful. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Of course.”


  “Just before Agnes died, she complained that someone had been trying to frighten her by leaving butchered animals in her garden. Had any of the others made similar complaints?”


  Bristol frowned. “No’ about dead animals.”


  “But there was something?”


  “Nothing to pin your hopes on. Right before Jimmy’s car accident, a pipe burst in his house and flooded his first floor. Caused hundreds of pounds in damage. When I spoke to him about it later, he made a comment about the lot of them being cursed. When I asked him to explain, he said it was just some nonsense.” With a deep sigh, Bristol leaned back in his chair. “I wish now that I’d pressed him further. And I wish I had listened to Agnes. She said she knew who it was, leaving the animal carcasses, that she had proof. I thought she was mad. Harmless, but mad just the same.”


  Hillary sat up. “She said she knew who it was?  When I was helping Caid clean out her room, I found a box of ledgers. Inside she’d written the name of anyone who’d slighted her and what they did.”


  “The book’s at Glendon house?” Bristol reached for his phone.


  While Bristol dialed Caid’s number and waited for him to answer, butterflies the size of a VW Bug flip-flopped in Hillary’s stomach. She didn’t want him to think she was one of those women who couldn’t let go when a relationship ended. The type that looked for any excuse to call or drop by. Why should he? It was Bristol calling, not her. He wouldn’t even know she was here.


  “Douglas,” Bristol said brightly. “Bristol here. I’ve Hillary sitting with me.” Her stomach dropped. So much for him not knowing she was there. “I was hoping you could help me with something.”


  Silence hung in the room while Bristol listened.


  “Actually,” the inspector said, frowning. “I need something from you. Hillary mentioned some account books of Agnes’s. I would like to take a look at them if--I understand, but--”


  Bristol’s frown deepened, and for the first time since she’d met him, his small eyes darkened with anger and his round cheeks flushed.


  “Hello?” he said into the phone, then lifted his gaze to hers and set the receiver down. “The little shit hung up on me.”


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-eight


   


  Hillary sat cross-legged in the center of her bed with the phone set directly in front of her. She took a deep breath, struggling to work up the courage to lift the receiver and dial. Caid was already angry. The last thing she wanted to do was make the situation worse.


  Please. How could it get any worse?


  She shouldn’t have let him believe she’d gone home. She should have told him the truth. Pride had kept her silent. She’d been so afraid he’d see her as weak and clingy, refusing to accept the inevitable end to their relationship. Instead, she’d botched everything.  


  Still, she wasn’t the only one who’d been less than honest. He’d actually sold his parents Glendon House to get rid of her. Her heart squeezed tight. She drew in a deep breath in an attempt to ease the ache in her chest.


  Whatever had happened between her and Caid, she still needed to see those ledgers.


  She snatched the receiver from the cradle and started to dial. A knock at the door stopped her.


  She set down the phone and scrambled off the bed. When she opened the door, Sarah stood smiling on the other side of the threshold.


  “Hi,” Hillary said, surprised.


  “I hope you dinnae mind me popping in.”


  “No, of course not. Come in.” Hillary stepped aside so Sarah could enter. "What brings you by?”


  “Just a visit.” Sarah leaned forward, her dark eyes searching. “I heard you and Caid were on the outs.”


  Mrs. Semple’s blatant stare flashed in Hillary’s head.


  “I was worried about you.”


  Sarah’s kindness warmed Hillary. After Randall, she’d been a pariah amongst her friends and peers. It had been a long time since she’d had someone she could confide in. “I’m fine, but I appreciate your concern.”


  “Glad to hear it. If ye’re no’ fine, though, and you want someone to talk to, I’m a good listener. I’d like to think we’ve become friends.”


  Hillary flopped onto the edge of the bed. “The truth is, Caid and I never planned anything permanent. I always knew he’d be moving on, and he knew that I would eventually go home.”


  “How much longer will you be staying?” Sarah asked.


  “Three days.”


  “Did you find everything you wanted in the journals?”


  “Mostly. Someone tore the final entry from the book. The entry where Roderick describes Anne’s murder was still there. I have no idea what the last entry said that was worth destroying.”


  “Are you certain it was destroyed?” Sarah asked pointedly.


  “I’m not certain of anything.”


  “But you’ve enough to write yer book?”


  “I think so.” Funny, how apathetic she’d become about the book. When she’d arrived in Culcraig, the project had been everything to her, and now, for the life of her, she couldn’t remember why.


  “I’m happy for you, but I’ll miss you once ye’re gone.”


  At least someone would. “Thanks. I’ll miss you, too.”


  “Let’s get something to eat, then. I’ve no’ had dinner and I’m half starved.”


  “Actually…” Hillary’s gaze slid to the phone.


  “Were you about to ring home?” Sarah asked.


  “No. I was actually going to call Caid.”


  Sarah smiled and nodded. “To make up. Good.”


  “No, no, not that.” Hillary wished she didn’t sound so emphatic. “I need a favor from him. Not that he’s big into doing favors for me just now.”


  “Anything I can help you with?”


  “Maybe. You knew the Frasers. Did they ever say anything to you about finding dead animals on their property?”


  Sarah frowned. “No, never anything like that. Nancy did say to me not long before she died that she felt there’d been a black cloud over her family for months.”


  Hadn’t Jimmy said something similar to Bristol? “Agnes had complained about someone leaving dead animals in her garden, I wondered if anyone else had experienced something similar.”


  “Do you suspect her murder is connected to the Frasers?”


  “I don’t know,” Hillary said. “The thing is, Agnes claimed she knew who was terrorizing her and she kept ledgers listing the names of anyone who made her angry.”


  “If she wrote down the name of everyone who’d annoyed her, the books must be bloody thick.”


  “There were at least a half dozen volumes. I even found my name in one.”


  “That’s what you need from Caid?”


  “Yes.”


  “So nothing to eat, then?”


  Hillary shook her head. “Not tonight.”


  “Let’s do something before you leave, though.”


  “I’d like that. Tomorrow?”


  “Aye. I’ll meet you here once I’m finished at the shop.”


  “Great. I’m looking forward to it.” Surprisingly, she was.


  After Sarah left, Hillary returned to her bed and the silent phone. With nerves tittering up and down her spine, she placed the receiver to her ear and dialed quickly before she changed her mind.


  The shrill ring sounded in the earpiece and she nibbled on her lip as she waited. Three rings…four…five… Could it be? The taut muscles in her shoulders eased. Six…seven…eight…


  She hung up and let out a breath. So much for her nerves. He wasn’t even home. She glanced at the clock on the night table. Not quite seven. Maybe he’d gone out to eat.


  She still had a key. Of course, letting herself in would be illegal. Still, she should return the key before she left Scotland. No doubt his parents would want it when they took possession of the house. And while she was there she’d take a quick peek at the ledgers and Caid would never be the wiser, sparing them both any awkward, or worse, angry words.


  She was rationalizing and she knew it. But she was so close to the truth.


  She left the hotel room, urgency thudding through her veins in an odd, soundless rhythm.


   


   


  Rain swept across the driveway, pelting the windshield and distorting Glendon House’s hulking image through the glass. Hillary sat behind the steering wheel, hand poised above the door handle, hesitating. Going inside was wrong. Dishonest. She should wait until she spoke to Caid.


  But she couldn’t wait. For all she knew, Caid might have already left the house for good and returned to Edinburgh. If she waited until his parents moved in, she’d never see those books.


  Decision made, she slid from the car and dashed across the drive to the front door. With wet fingers, she fumbled the key into the lock, opened the door and moved inside.


  “Caid?” she called, running her hand over the smooth plaster wall, feeling for the light switch. She didn’t expect him to answer. His car wasn’t there and the house was dark, but just in case. “Caid?”


  She found the switch. The chandelier overhead lit the gloom.  A wave of sadness washed over her, catching her off guard. She let her gaze sweep from one side of the foyer to the other, taking in the dark paneling and chipped cornices. She did love this place. The house’s warm, rambling charm.


  How strange, she’d been in this country nearly three weeks and her first bout of homesickness was for Glendon House.


  She made her way to Agnes’s room, switched on the light and went straight to the boxes she’d packed nearly two weeks ago.


  Two weeks. How could so much have changed in so little time?


  She found the box with the ledgers almost right away, and dug through the books until she came to the one with her name in it.       


  “I could have you arrested.”


  She jerked, her heart stopping altogether at the sound of Caid’s voice. Heat tingled in her cheeks as waves of red-hot embarrassment washed over her. Book still in hand, she turned slowly to face him. “I can explain.”


  He snorted, dark, stormy eyes boring into her face. “I’m all ears.”


  “I had to see the ledger. I’m certain the killer’s name is in here.”


  Caid nodded slowly, his expression inscrutable. “And when you found I wasnae home, you let yerself in?”


  Her face burned hotter. “I couldn’t wait for you.”


  “No, of course not. Especially after I told Bristol to piss off.”


  Irritation burned through her embarrassment like the sun through a morning fog. “If I’m right, this book could stop the killer from murdering someone else.”


  “You actually believe Agnes wrote someone’s name with plans to kill me beside it?” Caid asked, his voice heavy with disdain.


  “Of course not,” she snapped.


  “Then how will you prove it? Warren isnae taking your theories seriously. So the only thing you’ll succeed in doing is putting your own life in danger.” He turned and started to leave.


  “I have to know.  I can’t be responsible for someone else dying.”


  For a long moment, he remained silent. “Are you doing this out of some misplaced sense of guilt for Myers?” he asked at last.


  Yes. No. Maybe. She sighed, suddenly very tired. “I don’t know.”


  “He attacked you. You defended yourself.”


  “I know what happened,” she snapped. “I was there.”


  He softened his voice and took a step toward her. “Then remember it.”


  She moved back. Everything inside her felt raw and exposed. If he touched her right then, she’d shatter. “I should go. I’ll just look through the book and--”


  “Take it.”


  “Thank you,” she managed around the thick lump in her throat, and scooted past him.


  His voice stopped her at the door.  “You said you cannae be responsible for someone else dying. What if that someone is you?”


  She turned and paused. “I’ll leave your key on the table downstairs,” she said, then left,  the ledger clutched to her chest.  


   


   


  Back in her hotel with the ledger open on the bed before her, Hillary sat cross-legged in a tangle of rumpled sheets. She ran her finger down the list of slights, her eyes following. Occasionally, her thoughts would flit back to Caid and she’d realize that she had been through two--sometimes three--pages and nothing she’d read had even come close to registering.


  “Damn it,” she muttered, turning back through the pages until she found a line she remembered reading. She had to stop thinking about him.


  He hadn’t come after her. He hadn’t stopped her from leaving. Well, what had she expected? That he would chase her out into the rain and declare his undying love for her?


  Why would he? She looked like a basket case.


  Was he right, though? Was it guilt for killing Randall that was driving her so hard? That had her sneaking into someone else’s house? Her face burned. Good God, she was obsessed.


  Crap, she’d done it again.


  She turned back the pages, searched for the last line she remembered, then ran her finger down the long list of slights.


  Thief.


  The word stood out bold and square, completely different from Agnes’s usually neat script, and underlined twice. The pen had dented the thick paper as if Agnes had been angry when she wrote it. Hillary looked to the name beside the furious scrawl.


  Sarah Miller.


  Sarah? What could Agnes possibly think Sarah had stolen from her?


  Hillary flipped through the pages, searching for Sarah’s name again. Why she bothered, she didn’t know. Surely, Agnes had written Sarah’s name down during one of her more paranoid moments.


  Two pages later she found Sarah’s name written three times all within days of each other.


  Sarah Miller Caught snooping through my things. I think she’s stealing from me.


  Sarah Miller Claimed to be a descendant of Anne Black’s. She’s a liar and I have proof. I fired her. No more favors, even for her poor gran.


  If Sarah believed she was a descendant of Anne’s, why had she never mentioned it? Or that she had apparently worked for Agnes.


  Sarah Miller Filthy creature. Wants me to pay her to lift Anne’s curse. A lot of nonsense.


  As Hillary read, her stomach sank and a chill washed over her. Sarah had been trying to extort money from Agnes. Just like Anne had done.


  Oh God, she’d told Sarah about the ledgers.


  That Caid had them at Glendon House.


   


   


  Caid stared blankly at the computer screen. He couldn’t remember the last time he hadn’t been able to lose himself in a story. Probably because it had never happened before. Yet there he sat, fingers hovering over the keyboard as if frozen. Every time he tried to focus, Hillary’s image rose up inside his head.


  Why couldn’t she let this drop? Leave it to the police and let them do their job? Why did she insist on putting herself in danger?


  But were he to be honest, the thing that bothered him most was remembering how she’d backed away from him when he’d reached for her. The message had been clear. Don’t touch.


  A loud rap on the front door yanked him from his thoughts. Hillary? His pulse jumped. He hoped so.


   Leaving the study, he went to the front door and opened it. Sarah stood on the other side of the threshold. Her eyes widened and brows drew together as if he’d surprised her, but almost instantly her lips curved into a coy smile and she tilted her head slightly.


  “You are here. I wasnae sure,” she said.


  Caid shrugged. “Aye. What do you want?”


  “Just to talk. May I come in?”


  “I’m busy the now. Maybe another time.”


  “Are you pining for her?” Laughter tinkled in her voice like tiny shards of glass. “You shouldnae sit alone brooding, it’s no’ healthy.”


  “I’m working,” he told her, wishing she’d piss off.


  The strange coy humor left her face and concern mingled with fear replaced it. She put one small hand on his forearm and he had to fight not to jerk back from her touch.


  “Caid, please. I’m so afraid. I think something terrible is going to happen. I know Willie wasnae working alone, but I’m afraid to go the police. Please, could I speak to you?”


  Bloody hell, he knew Hillary was putting herself in danger. Caid nodded. “Come in.”


  “Thank you.” She stepped past him and he turned his back to her as he closed the door.


  “I’ll make tea,” she offered. “Then we can talk.”


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-nine


   


  Hillary leapt off the bed and scrambled for the phone. She dialed Glendon House. After a series of rings, the line clicked and the dial tone sounded in her ear, as if Caid had lifted the receiver then hung it up again.


  “Of all the stupid, hard headed…” she muttered, dialing the number again.


  This time the phone rang and rang. She slammed the receiver down. Damn, he could be stubborn.


  She dialed Bristol. He answered on the second ring.


  “I know who killed Agnes.  Sarah Miller. I have proof, it’s in the ledger, but there isn’t time to explain. She came to see me earlier and I told her about the account books. I have the ledger now, but she thinks it’s at Glendon House. I’ve tried calling Caid, but he won’t pick up. Could you go over and make sure he’s all right?”


  “Aye. I’m on my way.”


  Hillary hung up and stood staring blankly for a moment. All her words about not wanting to be responsible for someone else’s death came back to haunt her. Caid had been right. Her persistence had only served to threaten Agnes’s killer, but instead of putting herself in danger, she’d made him a target.


  Her stomach swirled sickly. 


  She had to go to Glendon House and warn him about Sarah. 


   


   


  Caid came back into himself gradually, self-awareness returning in small bites of realization. His wide, staring gaze was fixed on the freshly painted ceiling above him. His arms hurt, and when he tried to move them he couldn’t.


  He blinked dry eyes and bright spots of color danced behind his lids. The ground beneath him was hard and rough. His body felt achy and contorted. A putrid, sweet aftertaste filled his mouth. Had he vomited? His memory was blank, and when he tried to remember, tiny explosions of pain sparkled behind his forehead like mini fireworks.


  The numbness tingling in his extremities faded, except for his arms pulled above his head. Something held them extended, something cold and metal at his wrists.


  He turned his head, taking in his surroundings. He was in the kitchen, on the floor to be exact, stretched out over the hard stone on his back. He tried to sit up, but his arms above his head held him in place.


  As he tilted his head back to get a look at the impediment, metal scraping against metal filled the silence. His gaze followed the length of one arm into the dimly lit cupboard. Silver handcuffs attached to his wrists and looped around the drain glinted despite the low light.


  “What the hell?” he muttered, yanking hard. The cool metal dug into his flesh, but had no effect on the drain.


  He turned his head and caught site of a broken cup on the floor next to the table and his memory rushed back like a flash flood.


  Sarah had made the tea, all the while chattering on about Willie and his partner, whom she’d been too afraid to name. Finally, she’d set the cup on the table, then sat across from him.


  He’d gulped the hot liquid back quickly, hoping that finishing sooner would send her on her way. No such luck. She’d continued on, and as she spoke, his fingers had started to tingle and a strange floating sensation moved through him. He started to say he didn’t feel well, but the expression on her face had the words drying on his tongue.


  “What did you give me?” His voice sounded slow and thick.


  Her eyes were wide and bright with delight. “Ketamine.”


  “Fucking Special K?” Anger throbbed inside him. He’d worked so hard to stay sober, yet he slid into the high like easing into a hot bath on a cold day.


  Caid pushed back from the table. The room started to spin. Vaguely, he heard the cup shatter on the stone floor. The sound mingled with Sarah’s laughter.


  “Dinnae fight it, you’ll only make things worse.”


  He took a staggering step toward her, but pitched forward instead. The floor rushed up to meet him and he collapsed, unable to move.


  Sarah stood over him, that coy smirk back on her face. “I know who Willie’s partner is,” she told him with a giggle. He barely heard her as he slipped deeper into the drug induced hole. “Me.”


  Unable to move, he felt as though he were watching everything that happened to him from outside his body. Sarah dragged him to the sink. She opened the cupboard, fastened the cuff around one wrist, looped it around the drainpipe then clapped the other end around his other wrist.


  “Hope you like the cuffs. Willie loved them.” Then she had left him alone in the kitchen and he had slid deeper into the hole. 


  Now, laying on the floor cuffed to a drainpipe, hot fury burned through his veins. That bitch had drugged him, given him enough to send him into a K hole for Christ’s sake. While Caid had never been a fan of the disassociative sensations that came with hallucinogenic type drugs, there were few illegal substances he hadn’t experimented with in his youth. He’d known exactly what was happening to him. And how dangerous it could be. She bloody well could have killed him--but then he wouldn’t be her first victim.


  Hell, she might kill him yet, for all he knew.


  He gave another wrench to his chained arms, but nothing happened. Every bloody thing in this house was rotting away, but the damn drain was as strong as ever. Just his luck.


  A thud sounded from the floor above. He froze. She must still be in the house. But why? Why drug him and cuff him to a drain for that matter?


  Because she’s clearly out of her bloody mind.


   As he strained to listen for further movement, a familiar crackling came to him almost at the same time the woodsy smoke tickled his nostrils.


  Fire.


  His insides clenched. He turned but couldn’t see the fireplace from where he lay, only the shadow of flames flickering against the far wall. Why would Sarah have lit a fire in the hearth? To burn evidence? Again, he fought the cold metal braceleting his wrists. The cuffs rubbed and cut into his skin.


  “Hullo? Caid are you there?”


  The sound of Bristol’s voice turned his insides soft. Thank Christ.


  “In the kitchen,” Caid called out. “Hurry, I need your help.”


  “Good God, what’s happened?” Bristol stood in the doorway, his mouth gaping.


  “That bloody skag drugged me,” Caid spat out. “Get me out of this, would you?”


  “Aye.” Bristol moved until he hovered over Caid. “What has she chained you to? The drain?”


  Caid assumed the question to be rhetorical since it seemed perfectly obvious to him that Sarah had cuffed him to the drainpipe. “Hurry. That crazy bitch is somewhere upstairs.”


  The words had barely left his mouth when a shrill feral scream pierced the quiet, turning Caid’s blood cold. He couldn’t see anything around Bristol’s large frame, but the man’s body went stiff, his eyes rounding in surprise. Bristol’s brows knit together and when he opened his mouth, crimson froth bubbled out. The Inspector rolled to his side and collapsed on the floor next to Caid, his breath coming in quick gurgling pants.


  Sarah stood over him with a wide, satisfied grin. She dropped the huge bloodied knife, the metal hitting the floor with a clang. The sound made Caid flinch, and her smile widened. Half stunned, half horrified, Caid stared up at her as she leaned in and murmured just above a whisper, “The crazy bitch is right here.”


  “You stabbed him,” he said, as much to convince himself.


  “Aye.” Sarah’s smile turned rueful.


  Caid glanced back at Bristol’s closed eyes, the bright frothy blood dribbling from his nose. A pang seared his chest. He was good a man, and sure as hell didn’t deserved to die like this. “Why?”


  “I would think it’s obvious. I’m. A. Murderer.” She over-enunciated the last three words as though he were thick.


  “Ye’re out of yer bloody mind.”


  “That’s where ye’re wrong. I’ve complete control over my faculties.” She snorted. “Crazy bitch, indeed.”


  “You cannae let him die. You’ll no’ get away with killing a cop.”


  “I dinnae see why not. When they pull his charred remains out of here with yers, everyone will simply think it’s the curse.” Sarah laughed and Caid couldn’t stop the shiver slithering up his spine. “If you cooperate with me, I’ll kill you before I set the house ablaze. After all, a house as old as this would catch and burn in no time. Something as simple as log rolling from the fireplace could leave Glendon House as little more than a smoldering ruin by morning. And with you so close to the point of orgin, you’ll burn to death long before the smoke kills you.”


  Memories of the flames and heat and smoke at the inn brought an icy sweat to his skin. He had to get out of this. “You tried to kill Joan.”


  “Aye, so I did.  She wouldnae pay me to lift her curse.”


  “What a load of shite.” He ground his teeth and quietly pulled the cuff. The metal rubbed and chafed the layers of skin. Warm blood trickled from his wrists. “You pulled this scam on Agnes and Joan? Who else?”


  “Culcraig’s a village that thrives on superstition, and Anne’s final curse has hovered over the people here for the last century. Any time something goes wrong, it’s Anne’s curse coming back on them.”


  “So you brought the curse to life for the village.” If he kept her talking, maybe he could stall her long enough to figure out away out of this mess.


  “I’m ambitious, but even I have limits. I set my sights on the descendants of the men who hanged Anne. Not only were they most susceptible to the curse, but they were all old.”


  “What did their age have to do with anything?”


  “Nobody listens to the aged. When they complain, people think they’re simply senile or cantankerous.” She shrugged. “They’re an easy mark.”


  Her casual explanation infuriated him. What a despicable creature she was. “So they paid you to lift these curses.”


  “Once they saw that refusing to pay led to repercussions. We started with scare tactics.”


  “We?”


  “Willie and I.”


  “You killed yer partner?”


  “Aye. He had no sense of doing what was needed. Scare tactics were one thing, but threatening a geezer with a dead rabbit will only get you so far. Now, killing one of them will get you what you need. And he stopped complaining once the money started coming in.”


  “Then why kill him?”


  “First, the damn fool gives you the poker I killed Agnes with, then the nonsense with the earring. Bloody hell, after all I did and he was going to confess everything to you and that over-educated twit just to protect his own arse.”


  “He left the poker here twice?” Caid asked stupidly, still struggling to wrap his head around what she was saying.


  She came forward until she stood overtop of him, one foot planted on either side of his hips. “I brought it back the second time. What did I care if everyone knew Agnes had been murdered? The knowledge could only serve to help me get you and Hillary away from Culcraig, and no one had any reason to suspect I had anything to do with her death, except Joan and I’d already decided what to do about her.”


  “But Joan lived. Once she’s well, she’ll tell everyone about yer scheme.”


  “If she survives. There are so many ways a person can die in hospital.” With a feral smile, she lowered herself until she straddled his lap. “But enough about Willie and Joan, let’s talk about you.”


  Instinctively, he lunged to push her away, but the cuffs held him place. “Get the fuck off me.”


  She laughed, shrill and familiar, rocking her pelvis back and forth. The friction stirred his flaccid penis. His face heated, a slow bubble of panic swelling within him.


  He jerked his body up and to the side fast, dumping her to floor next him. She landed with a hard thud, the sound filling him with furious satisfaction. When she looked at him, her eyes glowed with suppressed rage.


  She didn’t say a word, but drew back one pointed toed boot and hoofed him hard in his bad leg. Pain shot up his side, momentarily distracting him from the numbing agony at his wrists. He squeezed his eyes shut and let out a string of curses.


  “Tell me about the ledger.”


  Caid’s stomach dropped like a stone and his mouth went dry. Hillary had the book. “I dinnae know anything about a ledger.”


  She dropped down on him again, shoving his sweater up and running her hands over his chest. Revulsion curdled his insides. She lowered her head, circled his nipple with her tongue, then caught it between her teeth and bit hard. Pain, sharp and burning, stung his chest. He gritted his teeth until his jaw hurt.


  When she lifted her head, a tiny bubble of blood oozed where she’d broken the skin. “Where’s the most current ledger? I’ve been through the whole box and I cannae find anything from this past year.”


  “Then there isnae one.”


  “I know there is. The daft cow told me she read one with her name in it. Where is it?”


  “I dinnae know,” he ground out.  The pain in his leg had dissipated to a steady throb, but his nipple still stung. “If it’s no’ there, I dinnae know where it is.”


  “Did you know, Caid, it’s a myth that a man cannae be raped by a woman. All they need is the right stimulation.” She shifted, tugged open his fly and shoved her hand inside his pants. Her fingers like cold, squiggling worms, she grasped his flesh.


  Sweat dotted his skin. Slick panic surged inside him. He fought uselessly against the cuffs, his forearms wet with his own blood. His helplessness left him wild with frustration. Grunting, he thrust his body up and bucked her off again. She landed half on the floor with one leg over his lap. She stood, her face contorting into an ugly mask of fury.


  Good. Maybe she’d kill him now. He’d rather die than play her sick games.


  She pulled her foot back and kicked his bad leg once more. His eyes nearly bulged from his head, and he couldn’t hold back the agony-filled moan that slipped from his lips. Had she managed to break it again?


  “Where’s the ledger?” she screamed.


  “I dinnae know,” he gritted out. 


  Frowning, Sarah stared at his face for a long moment before her eyes lit with sudden understanding. “She’s already been here, hasnae she? Crafty little snake. That’s how Bristol arrived in the nick of time--or tried to.”


  “I dinnae know what you’re talking about. I havenae seen Hillary since this afternoon.”


  She straddled him again, shoved her hand inside his boxers. She grasped his penis and began to stroke him. “Dinnae lie to me.”


  He squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated on the thick abhorrence churning in his stomach, fighting to keep his traitorous body from responding. “You stay the fuck away from her,” he said with as much menace as his hoarse voice would allow.


  “Oh Caid, is it true love?” she mocked.


  His cock started to stiffen, and Sarah chuckled low in her throat. His face burned with humiliation and he looked up at the ceiling, disgusted with himself and his own lack of control. Shite, this couldn’t really be happening.


  “I’ve got you now,” she murmured, her hot breath fanning his face. Bile rose in the back of his throat.


  “Get off of him. I have the book.”


  Caid’s eyes popped open and he lifted his head at the sound of Hillary’s quiet admission.


  “Get out of here,” he rasped. “Go to Warren, now. Run.”


  Hillary shook her head.


  “Do you love him?” Sarah asked, her voice dripped with the same mocking she’d used when she’d asked him. Her hand still tried to tug his flesh to life.


  “Yes,” Hillary said without hesitation.


  Caid’s head fell back and he closed his eyes. His worst fear realized. This is what loving him cost. “Hillary, please, get the hell out of here.”


  She ignored him. “I’ll tell you where the book is if you let him go.”


  With her heart in her throat, Hillary watched the play of emotions flicker across Sarah’s face. Two things fed the crazy woman before her. Ego and power. While she’d listened to Sarah brag, her heart sick at the site of Bristol bleeding and struggling for air next to Caid, Hillary had formulated a plan. She only hoped she could stall and distract Sarah long enough for it to work.


  Hillary kept her gaze fixed on Sarah and took a tentative step forward, being careful to avoid looking or even thinking about Bristol and the widening pool of blood. As if sensing her thoughts, Sarah chuckled and stood.


  “Poor Hillary. How many months of therapy will it take to overcome tonight’s little trauma? Does Bristol’s blood and gurgling remind you of Randall? A little like reliving the experience all over again, isnnae it?”


  As if hypnotized, Hillary’s gaze slid sideways. Her stomach turned at the sight of the thick red liquid seeping into Caid’s clothes. A gray fringe crept out from the corners of her mind. and her vision blurred. A high pitched buzz filled her ears.


  Don’t let me pass out.


  “Hillary.” Caid’s voice was rough. She turned to him. “Please, get out of here.” At the fear and pain in his face, the helplessness of his situation, something snapped inside her, the sound nearly audible. She didn’t see Randall in the large, bleeding man on the floor, she saw him in the crazy woman before her.


  A cold rage bubbled inside Hillary. Everything in front of her slid into focus, clear and startlingly vivid. The din in her ears vanished, and a steely control settled over her. 


  “Don’t you want to know where the book is?” Hillary asked.


  For the first time Sarah’s smile faltered. “I’ll find it, once I’m done with the two of you.”


  Sarah reached down and grabbed the knife from the floor. The kitchen light gleamed off the shiny blade.


  Now it was Hillary’s turn to smile. “I’ve been here longer than you realize. I called Warren from the study.”


  “Then I’d better hurry.”


  “Yes, you’d better if you want to beat him to the ledger. I didn’t tell him to come here. I knew he wouldn’t make it in time, so I sent him to the evidence instead. No matter what happens to us, they’ll know it was you.”


  With a low, furious growl, Sarah charged forward, raising the knife high over her head. Caid kicked both legs out, his feet tangling with Sarah’s. She fell forward and the knife spun across the stone floor like a deadly compass needle searching for north.


  Hillary lunged for the knife, but Sarah crashed into her side, sending them both tumbling to the floor. The impact jarred her body, thrust the breath from her lungs. She gasped and choked, struggling to drag air in while she crawled out from under Sarah toward the knife.


  Strong hands gripped her leg, pulling her back. She kicked down, catching Sarah square in the face and bloodying her nose. With a yelp, Sarah released her.


  “Bitch!” But the word sounded muffled, garbled.


  Hillary risked a glance back. Sarah cupped her nose with both hands. Blood seeped from between her fingers. Black hate shone in her dark eyes.


  “The knife,” Caid yelled, snapping her from her distraction.  


  Hillary scrambled to her feet, but Sarah slammed into her again, knocking her to the floor. As Sarah struggled to crawl on top of her, using her weight to hold Hillary down, Hillary swung her elbow out and back, catching Sarah in the chest. The other woman let out a breathy grunt and slid sideways, her fingers tangled in Hillary’s hair as if grasping a lifeline. Shards of hot pain stabbed her scalp while Sarah wrenched Hillary’s head back, then smacked it on the hard floor.


  Tiny white stars flashed before her. The edges of her vision darkened and closed into a tight circle. Caid’s shouts sounded muffled and far away.


  There were other voices, hands on her.


  Then there was nothing at all.


   


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirty


   


  Arguing. Hillary’s first coherent thought as she rose through the murky depths from oblivion to wakefulness. Her head and body ached, and despite the desire to open her heavy eyes, she couldn’t seem to manage.


  “Visiting hours are over, Mr. Douglas. You have to leave now.”


  Nurse Ratched, is that you?


  “I’m no’ going anywhere,” Caid said, his voice terse.


  “Then I’ll have security throw you out. You’ll no’ be admitted to this hospital as a patient or a visitor again.”


  Someone lifted her hand. Caid. His grip was warm and strong.


  “I’ll be close,” he promised. His whispered breath tickled the skin beneath her ear. “I know I made a mess of everything, but I promise, I’ll see it sorted. I love you.”


  She wanted to tell him he hadn’t messed anything up, to soothe and reassure him, but sleep’s dark tentacles wrapped around her, pulling her back down into nothingness.


   


   


  The sound of metal scraping metal and sudden brightness jerked Hillary awake. She opened her eyes in time to see a tiny, pinched-faced nurse pulling back plastic vertical blinds and exposing pale gray sky through the window.


  For a moment, Hillary’s mind spun. Where she was? The hospital obviously, but why? Then memory flooded her aching head. She sat up straight, panic gripping her with tight icy fingers. Pain exploded in her forehead like a starburst.


  “Where’s Caid?”


  The nurse stopped what she was doing and her tiny eyes locked on Hillary. “Ye’re awake at last. Thank goodness, maybe that nuisance will stop hounding me.”


  “Caid?” Her thoughts were still muddled and hazy.


  “I’ll send him in. I’ll be pleased to have him out from underfoot. Two concussions in two weeks, must be a sort of record. Any pain?”


  Hillary nodded.


  “I’ll fetch you something. The doctor will be here shortly to examine you.”


  Hillary didn’t care about any of that. She wanted to see Caid, to know that he was all right. “Okay,” she muttered instead.


  The nurse left the small room and Hillary tried to sift through the details from the previous night. She pretty much had it all in order except for how she’d wound up in the hospital under Nurse Ratched’s tender mercies once more.


  “Ye’re awake.” A smile curved Caid’s mouth, but his hollowed eyes were dark with concern.


  “I’m okay. Bristol?”


  “He’s going to be all right. It was touch and go there for a bit. She stabbed his lung, and whether by fluke or inclination, by lying on his left side, he managed to keep the blood in his injured lung and it stopped him from drowning in it.”


  A shiver gripped her and the motion sent a fresh wave of pain rolling around her skull. Caid’s brows drew together as he lowered himself gingerly to the edge of the bed.


  “Ye’re hurting.” He tucked her hair behind her ear and the back of his knuckle grazed the corner of the bandage on her forehead, making it crinkle.


  “The nurse is going to get me something for it. How did I end up here? I remember going after the knife, but that’s all.”


  “She jumped on you, smashed your head against the floor. I thought she’d killed you.” He swallowed hard.


  Hillary reached out and cupped his cheek with her hand. His stubble scraped her palm. “She didn’t. I’m right here.”


  With a nod, Caid continued. “She might have if Warren hadnae shown up when he did. I guess you lied about sending him for the book.”


  “Not entirely.” A smile curved her lips. “The ledger was in my car.”


  Caid turned quiet, his gaze never leaving hers. “Why did you do it? After you called Warren, why didnae you just leave? She almost killed you.”


  “She had you handcuffed to the drain, and Bristol was bleeding out on the floor. Did you honestly think I would leave you there? My God, I love you.” The words hung in the air for a moment and she immediately wished she could call them back. Whatever she thought she’d heard in a state of semi-consciousness was probably the result of a drug-induced dream.


  “I didn’t plan on confronting her,” she went on, hoping those three little words would simply be lost in the conversation. “But when she started torturing you, I had to do something to distract her.”


  “So you put me in the position of watching her attack you, maybe kill you, while I could do nothing about it. I love you too, you know.” The anger in his voice took nothing from his words. It was the most romantic declaration she’d ever heard.


  He dipped his head and brushed his lips over hers. “You scared me,” he murmured.


  “I didn’t mean to.” She slid her arms around his neck and drew him closer, wanting the feel of his mouth on hers again.


  “You seem to be feeling better,” the nurse said as she entered the room. “The doctor will be here in just a moment. Mr. Douglas you’ll need to wait outside, and I’ll no’ hear another word about it.”


  Caid lifted his head and rolled his eyes. Hillary couldn’t help but smile.


  “I’ll be right outside,” he promised.


  Caid left Hillary’s room and collapsed into one of the chairs in the waiting room, exhaustion spreading over him, weighing down his limbs. She was going to be okay. And she loved him. Maybe he could sort this mess after all.


  Half-dozing on the uncomfortable vinyl chair, he gave a start when the little nurse’s palm touched his shoulder. “The doctor’s finished. You can go back in.”


  “Thank you,” he said with a nod. Then made his way back to Hillary.


  “What did the doctor say?” he asked, once back in her room.


  “That I’m much improved, but they want to keep me one more night just in case.” Her eyes were heavy and she fought to keep them open.


  “The pain killers,” she said. “They’re making me drowsy. I don’t know if I can stay awake much longer.”


  “That’s all right.” He pressed his mouth gently to her forehead, careful to avoid her bandage. “Get some rest.”


  “I’m going to miss my flight tomorrow,” she mumbled, her words like a kick in the gut.


  Absently, he smoothed her hair back. “Dinnae worry, I’ll take care of everything.”


  He only hoped that she would want what he had in mind.


   


   


  Hillary tapped lightly on the closed hospital door, then opened it slightly and poked her head through the narrow gap. Joan sat up in the bed. The ventilator was gone, and the redness of her skin had faded. Her hair was clean and styled once more and the site of her so alert made Hillary’s eyes damp with relief.


  Joan smiled when she saw Hillary, and waved her into the room.


  “I’d heard you’d been taken off the ventilator.” Hillary sat in the chair next to the bed.


  “Aye,” Joan said, her voice still raspy. “The doctor says I’ll be able go home in a few days.” Her mouth turned down, perhaps with the memory that the inn was gone and she had no home to return to. “But how are you? I heard about everything that happened.”


  “I’m fine now. Another bump on the head, but they’re letting me go home today.” And much like Joan, she had nowhere to go, either. Certainly Caid’s parents would have taken possession of Glendon House by now. He hadn’t mentioned it when he’d called earlier and neither had she.


  He would be arriving soon to pick her up, but where he would drop her off was another matter. Sure, he’d admitted to loving her, but what did that change? He was off to Spain soon, and she’d be booking a flight home.


  “I’m pleased to hear it. Have you seen Bristol?” Joan asked.


  “He was sleeping when I checked in on him,” Hillary managed around the lump in her throat. He’d looked so sickly. His usually ruddy complexion pasty against the stark white of the hospital sheets. But he was going to be all right, that was the important thing.


  “Ye’re no’ blaming yourself?” Joan asked, sounding annoyed.


  “I sent him over there.”


  “It’s no’ yer fault anymore than it is mine. Sarah had come to me with her curse nonsense. When I told her I wouldnae pay her a penny, she told me she feared for me. Fears that sounded vaguely threatening, but no’ out-and-out threats, she was too smart for that. I should have gone to Bristol then, but I was afraid of looking foolish, of making something out of nothing. I wish I could go back and do things differently, but I canae. I willnae take on the guilt for that terrible creature’s actions and neither should you.”


  Hillary reached for the older woman’s hand. She remembered the delight in Sarah’s voice when she’d talked about killing people. The glee she’d shown while torturing Caid. “Sarah is a sick woman.”


  “She is. But she’ll get what she has coming to her now.”


  Hillary hoped Joan was right. For a moment they sat in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Finally Joan asked, “Have you seen the inn since the fire?”


  Hillary shook her head. “I haven’t.”


  “I’ve been told it’s gone, all of it. Nothing left.” Joan seemed to age before her eyes. “My son’s coming from Aberdeen as soon as he can get away. He’s assured me I’m welcome to stay with him…for awhile.”


  Hillary wanted to say something to comfort her, but the words escaped her.


  The older woman’s eyes turned glassy with unshed tears. “I’ve lost everything, Hillary. What will I do?”


  Hillary took a deep breath and offered Joan a shaky smile. “You start again. It’s all any of us can do.


   


   


  The hospital discharged Hillary just before noon and Caid met her as she was signing the necessary release forms. Once she finished, she linked her fingers with his and let him lead toward the car. As they left the building, she made a silent wish that she’d never find herself there again.


  On the drive back to Culcraig, Caid seemed quiet and preoccupied. After eliciting little more than one-word replies from him, she gave up trying to make conversation and they both lapsed into silence.


  Hillary turned her attention to green hills stretching out forever beneath slate sky. She would miss this place when she left, the stark beauty. For all that she’d been through here, she’d be sad to leave. She glanced at Caid. She’d be sad to leave him, too.


  “I went to the hotel for yer things,” Caid said as they drew closer to the village. “I hope you dinnae mind.”


  She frowned. “I don’t, but what did you do with everything?”


  “I brought them to Glendon House.”


  “What about your parents?”


  “I backed out of the deal.”


  Her heart beat faster. He was keeping Glendon House. What did it mean? An excitement she didn’t dare acknowledge built inside her. “Why did you change your mind?”


  He gave her a sidelong look, then pulled the car over to the soft shoulder and turned to face her. “I was going to wait until we were back at the house, but I cannae. I need to know now.” He took her hand in his. “I need to know if you’ll stay with me. If you’ll live with me at Glendon House. I love you and I wantae marry you.”


  With his free hand, he reached into his front jeans pocket and produced his grandmother’s wedding band. Hillary tried to speak, but the words caught in her throat. She nodded, but that was all she could manage.


  He slid the ring over her finger then kissed her, sweetly, tenderly. Her heart swelled until she thought it might explode.


  “I love you too,” she managed at last, then looked down at the ring. “I thought you pawned this.”


  “I couldnae. I’d planned to, but all your sentimentality got to me and I couldnae do it. There’s something else.” He took a folded piece of ancient yellowed paper from his pocket and gave it to her.


  “Roderick’s last entry.”


  They hanged Anne from a tree at the edge of my land before I found them. The woman had to be stopped, but whatever anger I felt for her, I did not want it to end this way.


  I took the child home with me and I shall raise her as my own. For my part in what happened to Anne Black, I vow that Agnes will always have a home at Glendon House for as long as she lives.


  “Agnes was Anne’s daughter,” Hillary murmured, meeting Caid’s gaze.


  “Aye, so it would seem. We’ve always assumed my grandfather left her the house out of the goodness of his heart, but likely it had been Agnes’s all along.”


  “That must be how she knew Sarah was lying. This must be the proof she was talking about.”


  “Aye. It was folded in that bloody box with the ring all this time, not even hidden. If I had read it earlier, maybe we could have stopped Sarah sooner. Before she hurt Joan and Bristol.”


  “You can’t think like that. Even if we had read the entry right away, it still wouldn’t have pointed us to Sarah.”


  “I suppose ye’re right.” He leaned over and kissed her again. “One other thing. I visited Joan before meeting you at the hospital. I’ve offered to let her stay at Glendon House while she has the inn rebuilt.”


  Relief washed over her. “I’m so glad you did that. I was worried about her.”


  “Good, we’re agreed.” Caid started the car and pulled back onto the road.


  Hillary glanced down at the ring on her finger. A tiny fissure of doubt crept into her thoughts.


  “Are you sure this is what you want?” she asked.


  He frowned and glanced at her. “Aye. I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life. I’ve never felt for anyone what I feel for you.”


  “What about traveling? Your trip to Spain?”


  He shrugged and grinned. “I still want a holiday. I was thinking Spain, but if you’ve another idea, I’m open to suggestions.”


  “Spain’s search for heretics played a huge role in Europe’s witch hunts, I would love…” she trailed off. “Sorry, that’s not very romantic, is it?”


  Chuckling, Caid took her hand and gave it a light squeeze. “Oddly, for us it is.”


  Hillary rested her head on Caid’s shoulder, happier than she’d ever been. Soon, Glendon House rose up before them.


  Home at last.
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