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“I UNDERSTAND, LORD TREVERYAN, THAT OTHER WOMEN HAVE SAILED IN THIS SHIP—WITH THEIR OWN SLEEPING QUARTERS,” BRIANNA SAID. “I DEMAND—”

“You demand, Mistress MacCardle?” he repeated softly, offering her a subtle grin as he rounded the desk and seized her with a lithe movement that was too quick and too agile for her to counter.

“No!” she shrieked, wrenching about in panic. She kicked and bit at him and struggled like a wild tiger, only to exhaust herself as he parried her every movement. He held her shoulders and jerked her so that her throat arched and she was left to meet the full fury and tension in his grim features.

“Aye, my lass, I’d like to whip you black-and-blue. Cure you of your scratching and throwing. But you’ve been demanding all day—and fool that I am, I didn’t understand. Worry yourself no longer, my Scottish love, for I’ll take care not to ignore you.”

His fingers sank into the hair at the nape of her neck as his mouth lowered to hers. She brought her hands against his chest, but it was like pitting a straw against the wind. Warmth filled her, a touch of hot flame; yet she fought that warmth as she fought him, furiously, wildly, fully aware that if she lost the battle, she lost all.
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Preface

[image: ] In the late afternoon the fog began to roll in, curling across the water like a misted silver blanket. It slowly moved to the wharf, and danced and shivered over grass and road, shimmering with its ethereal magic. It rose high above the bluffs and cliffs of the old Burial Point, and spiraled downward again, swirling with a haunting intrigue around the ancient markers and the bases of the few skeletal trees. When I first arrived, the day had been overcast and from the sea, a breeze—the same breeze that now carried the fog—seemed to have cast a spell over the Charter Street Cemetery.

In this place the wind seems to whisper plaintively of dramas gone by, of lives played out, in joy and in travesty—and in tragedy. As is the play of nature, some stones are better preserved than others; some stand straight, others are worn smooth. Some even appear to arise from the gnarled roots which have grown about them. Some stones can be read, and others are unreadable.

In that cemetery in Salem the past came to life for me. Closing my eyes, I could feel the breeze, touch the ancient stones—almost seeing the people who had been buried here approximately four hundred years ago. Among them is the grave of John Hathorne, one of the original magistrates and most ardent examiners of one of our country’s greatest tragedies and controversies.

While kneeling at his marker—old and worn and bolted together—I first had the strange feeling that I was no longer alone. Of course I wasn’t “alone”; Dennis was wandering about somewhere. But suddenly I had a feeling that crept along my neck, chilling my spine—I sensed someone near me. It was frightening in this place covered by fog where the naked trees let down their branches like bony fingers reaching out.

I jumped up and saw a young woman about twenty years old. She seemed to have been cast straight from the fog, coming from nowhere, and I must have started severely, for she smiled apologetically. She was one of the most striking individuals I’d ever seen, with brilliant blue eyes and feathered hair as dark and sleek as India ink. She pointed toward the grave and said, “A witchcraft student, eh?” and I laughed a little self-consciously, for I had been caught touching the old gravestone with my eyes closed.

“Sort of—but really just a dreamer,” I told her.

She smiled again and pointed past the cemetery to the street. “Once the Burying Point’s base was swept by the seawater of the tidal river. They filled in and made Derby Street, oh, somewhere in the eighteen hundreds. The oldest stone still standing here goes back to ’73—1673, that is. Bradstreet’s here, and more of the members of the court.”

“The court?” I asked her curiously. As I talked to her the street seemed to slip away in mist. I could almost hear the tidal wash again, and the gray day seemed to turn into a shrouded, swirling twilight.

“The witchcraft court,” she told me solemnly, but her eyes were a blue that twinkled even with darkness. She looked off into the distance then. “What tales the earth could tell! But then it wasn’t so very bad here, you know. They burned and hanged ‘witches’ by the thousands in Europe; we killed but a few dozen.” She looked at me again. “But then tragedy is a personal thing, isn’t it? One thing that hasn’t changed in all this time is human nature. They were dreamers too. They knew happiness, and they knew sorrow, and some survived and some did not.” Then she winked as she rose, beckoning me over to the base of a tree.

There was a grave marker on the ground, but one I wouldn’t have taken much interest in, since it was twined with metal, badly broken, and not at all legible. “A dreamer, eh?” she asked me. Her fingers, delicate and fine, moved over the stone, and I saw the date, 1756. “The year she died,” she told me. “Having outwitted them all! You see, they say that none of the ‘victims’ are buried here—this ground was for the affluent. But … she wanted to come here.”

Well, of course I had to ask her “Who?” And then, “How do you know all this?” in the same breath.

She laughed and waved to the row of houses beyond the street. “I’m from here and there’s all sorts of local gossip and legend. But I’ve always been especially fond of this story. Just the type of thing for a dreamer.…”

She then sketched out a picture for me of seventeenth-century Europe and the Colonies, and of some special, individual people. For as she had told me, life cannot always be seen in numbers and dates, we must know the people of the times—for human nature never does change. No matter how far we come along, we will love and laugh and suffer—and love and laugh again.

I listened to her story with eager fascination. I fingered the stone again, and I could almost see the people she described—their gowns and old-fashioned trousers, caps, and hats; horses on unpaved roads; vast ships with tall white sails—I thought I heard their whispers, and their tears, and their laughter.

I don’t know when she ended her story, but when I turned around again, my husband Dennis was there, and the girl was gone. I frowned and asked Dennis if he had seen her; he shook his head and smiled a little ruefully. “I didn’t see anyone at all.”

Well, I wasn’t about to argue with him, but I was confused about the disappearance of my visitor. When Dennis suggested we find a place for dinner, I agreed that it was time to go.

In the days that followed, we went on to see Salem, Massachusetts, and the town now called Danvers which was once Salem “Village,” where the witch-hunts really began. I was never really sure if there was a girl in the cemetery or not that day. But then, Salem had long ago proven to be a place of illusion—and delusion.

So if you will, come along with me. Bear in mind that witch hunters were different men from different times who had not long left the dark ages behind. A medieval world was shifting and changing and the feudal system had reached its dying stages. Many men believed in the power of witchcraft, in charms, in curses, and in evil eyes.

Keep in mind also that reality—like fantasy—is often a state of the mind.
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Enter the Devil


“Thou shall not suffer a witch to live.”

King James version of the Bible






Chapter 1
Glasgow, Scotland: August, 1688

[image: ] The sky was ominously gray. People lined the common and the streets, their faces resembling that silent, brooding sky. Oh, there were those with bloodlust in their eyes, but most of the spectators awaiting the execution were as somber as the air with its hovering expectancy, as grave as the death pall around them.

“She comes! She comes! Blessed saints preserve us!” The cry went out as the procession came forward led by fat old Father Timothy, his jowls heavy, his rheumy eyes bleary with tears, for he was a kind old man, only carrying out his duty. Behind him walked Matthews, a tall handsome man, with broad shoulders, wearing his tall hat and cape with an arrogant air. His intense eyes were as dark as his hair and filled with determination and the wrath of God. His face was young, his eyes as old as death. Following him was the cowled executioner, the man who would light the flame.

And then … came the witch.

The woman in the rickety cart that was made more unsteady by the mud and pockmarked road and was surrounded by the official witchfinder’s lackeys, was not ranting or raving. She did not stare at the spectators with fire and brimstone in her eyes. She threatened no repercussions upon those who so self-righteously abused her. Instead, her beautiful blue eyes were filled with sadness and pity for those about her. Her eyes were about all that was left of her once great beauty!

Torture was illegal in these times. But a murmur went through the crowd, for it was obvious that she had, indeed, suffered serious abuse while the court sought her confession. Her gown was stained with blood, her complexion more pale than a summer’s cloud, and she could barely stand.

“God bless you and keep you, lady!” a voice called out.

The witchfinder stopped in his tracks, his eyes raking over the crowd. His silence created a tension as still as the day, as terrifying as the portent of lightning.

Nothing else was said. He began to walk again.

The cart drew up before the stake. The kindling set below the stake was raw, damp, and thick. The region executioners’ duty was abhorrent to them; therefore they had done everything in their power to assure that dense smoke would rise quickly, asphyxiating the poor lady before the flames touched her flesh.

A sob suddenly broke the stillness but was quickly hushed. To sympathize with one condemned for witchcraft was a quick path to inquisition by the witchfinder. And once the witchfinder had pointed his finger, there was little chance of remaining alive.…

Pegeen MacCardle, her midnight hair caught by the wind, tried to stand. “Help me, good sir,” she told her executioner with quiet dignity. The man’s body spoke of his fear. Beyond the ashen gray of her features Pegeen offered him a beautiful smile. “If they would burn me, good sir, they must first attach me to the stake.”

The witchfinder nodded to the executioner. Pegeen was carried and tied to the stake. She offered no resistance as she was bound. Her crimes and sentence were read to the assembled crowd; then she was given her last chance to speak.

“Pray for me, friends,” she said, her voice gentle yet ringing clearly through the somber air and rising tension. “Pray that I meet my Maker quickly, and that I may abide with Him, as I will pray for you that He may guard all of you from the demons that walk the land under the order of a pathetically misguided king. I do, even here, pray for our sovereign James, that he may see the error of his ways, and find his own welcome in the home of our merciful God.”

“Enough!” roared the witchfinder. Merciful God, he wondered, could he not get this over with! He was not a man immune to temptation, and he had fallen prey to her great beauty himself. He had fallen into wicked ways, for she had bewitched him. He would have saved her—oh, God, he would have saved her—had it not been for her pride, and surely for her lust for the devil. He had been so bewitched he had almost forgotten his commitment in life, his determination to fight the devil. He had begged to take her into his own bed, to take her away, and she had denied him. When he looked at her, he saw his own failure, the weakness of his own flesh. Die! he cried out silently. Die with your carnal lust for the devil in your heart, and leave me in peace.

The witchfinder nodded his head gravely toward the executioner.

The masked man was trembling. Pegeen closed her eyes tightly for a minute. “Before God!” she said, weeping quietly. “Light the flame! Let it end!”

The fire was lit.

“Burn, witch! Burn!” The cries rang in a chanting crescendo.

The flames rose in an outer ring, soaring to touch the sky, but not brushing Pegeen. In between the angry flashes of blood-red, bright orange, and brilliant yellow, her face could be seen, her eyes staring upward, a blue as beautiful as the sky. Then her face was blotted out by a wall of flame.

She emitted one high-pitched, shattering scream that rent the air as cleanly as the stroke of a knife. Its echoes held the spectators in a haunting silence.

She was dead before the flames touched the hem of her skirt, asphyxiated by the pummels of dense smoke that turned the gray air almost black.

She was spared the hungry consumption of her flesh by the fire, but the spectators were not. The terrible scent, acrid, permeating, embraced them, held them in a grip of mortal terror. It stung the eyes, it filled the lungs, it hideously pervaded their senses and their souls. Many were held in the dark grip of their conscience, ready to cry out now against the horrible death. But it was too late.

The crowd remained silent. Pegeen, the witch, the lady, the healer, was gone. To move, to speak now, could do nothing for her. She was in God’s hands while they were still alive. Matthews and his men watched for any reaction with sharp eyes.

But suddenly, from the rear of the crowded throng, a scream rang out, again and again, shattering, haunting echoes of the first, wave after wave of agony, of despair, of abject horror. The screams were, in fact, so similar to that first one emitted by the witch, that even Matthews was seized for a moment by chills that tore through his spine. It was as if the witch were still alive, mocking him.

He shook off his trembling and started walking through the crowd, searching out the perpetrator who had momentarily terrified him. It was difficult even for his determined stalking frame to pass through the people who hovered there in confusion, looking about. The smoke was very thick; people hacked and wheezed; ladies brought little sachets of fragrance to their noses in futile attempts to escape the stink of death.

Finally, the witchfinder saw the girl.

Again the chills of trembling terror temporarily debilitated him. He was stunned; caught motionless by fear. For as her screams had mocked him, had haunted him, so did her appearance.

Her hair was black, as black as a moonless night, so very dark and glossy that it might have been indigo. It was loose, and it waved in curls over her shoulders, down the length of her back.

Her skin was as pure as snow, as smooth as marble. Her coloring was ashen at the moment, but beneath her pallor lurked a complexion of ivory and rose. Her tense, white lips were full and shapely. Matthews could imagine, as he stood in his paralyzed state, that when she laughed her mouth would be like a rose, red and soft, and would taste like wine, sweet and potent.

She was the witch! Oh, sweetest Jesus! He had burned the witch, but she had come back. The devil had taken her from the flames, given her succor, and brought her back to haunt him, tempt him, beguile him, rob him of his senses and his manhood.

The townspeople knew who she was. This was no ghost to haunt them, but merely Brianna, Pegeen’s niece. She had lived in the forest with her aunt, growing wild and beautiful beneath Pegeen’s gentle tutelage.

Those who had opposed the execution, and those who had held doubts, no longer wavered. They had watched one die in the flames. Enough. They saw Brianna now—in the wake of that terror—for what she was: young, with all the loveliness and freshness of youth. She was one of them and they were proud of her exceptional beauty. Perhaps they hadn’t the nerve to risk their own lives, but if they could, they would help her.

Matthews kept staring at her, trembling inwardly.

She looked like Pegeen MacCardle but she was much younger. She was a girl still, but a maiden as tempting as ripe fruit, in the full bloom of youthful grace. In a plain dress of simple gray homespun she was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen walk the earth.

Something stirred within Matthews’s state of spellbound fear. That something was desire, as riddling and gripping as the fear.

The look she gave him was of the most contemptuous disgust and horror he had ever witnessed. He was, he knew, from the clear message in her crystal-blue eyes, more heinous to her than the lowest of rats or snakes.

Fear suddenly passed. Desire remained. And fury. She was definitely the spawn of the devil. Only the devil could make a woman so provocative that she could reduce a man to a trembling, mindless creature lost to carnal thoughts and to dreams of her tempting ripeness.…

How dare she stare at him with fire burning brightly in her blue eyes, full of accusation and loathing! Only the devil could lift her chin so, could give the look of haughty aristocracy to the delicate features of this mere peasant girl.

This witch! The devil’s own!

He lifted a bony finger and pointed it toward her. “Seize her!” he cried out. “In the name of James II, Lord of all England, Scotland, and Wales, I accuse thee …”

Brianna MacCardle heard the words faintly—they came to her from the depths of a thick gray fog. Death had stunned her; horror held her tightly in a vise. Pegeen was dead. Oh, God, she was really dead. They had dragged her to the stake, tied her there, and set fire to her. The air stank with the scent of her charred flesh; it was too horrible to believe or fully comprehend.

Now this man, Matthews—the witchfinder—was staring at her.

His dark, probing eyes were on her. In them she could see a reflection of fire—the fire of the stake. He was calling her “witch.” …

And she turned to run.


Chapter 2

[image: ] Huddled in an alleyway, Brianna remembered that she had been strenuously warned by those neighbors who had loved Pegeen not to come anywhere near the execution. But since the day when the men had burst into her aunt’s cottage and dragged Pegeen out into the midday sun, Brianna had been living a nightmare of confusion and horror.

She had been in the woods when the men had come. From the shadows of the huge and sheltering oaks that surrounded the little cottage, she had seen her aunt taken away.

The shouts in the streets seemed to be coming closer. Brianna tore down another alley, leaning back against the rear wall of a bakery. She was somewhat shielded from view by a series of grain crates, and she took the opportunity to breathe in great gulps of air. Closing her eyes, she couldn’t help but think back.

She had been stunned when they took Pegeen, shocked into immobility. When the truth of what was happening seeped through to her dazed mind, she had torn out after them, scattering the herbs and roots she had been collecting along the way.

The men on horseback—with her aunt their prisoner—were halfway down the road before she had panted her way to the front of the cottage. Needles of pain shot through her healthy young legs, and through her laboring lungs. She had paused only a second, then started to run again, her bare feet pounding down the dirt lane with a speed almost equalling that of the horses.

But Mistress Willow, their nearest neighbor in the forest, had managed to stop her, hurling her rounded form upon that of the slip of a girl.

“Brianna! You mustn’t go after her!” Mistress Willow pleaded, tears in her eyes, as she looked into the accusing eyes of the girl. “There’s naught you can do now, girl.”

“They’ve taken her … Pegeen.… They’ve taken Pegeen. The witchfinder has taken Pegeen.…”

Mistress Willow cradled the girl against her. “Pegeen is in God’s hands now, girl. And you can’t help her—but you can get yourself arrested too! We can do naught but wait, child, and pray that the Lord intervenes.”

But the Lord did not intervene.

Until the very last moment Brianna had prayed that he would. Pegeen MacCardle had been the kindest, most gentle person alive. She loved the forest, she loved the creatures. And she loved Brianna. She had spent her life caring for the ill and wounded—her neighbors, and any creature, great and small. Her determination to heal had brought her to the stake. The wife of a farmer who had been cured of croup by Pegeen’s potion of herbs had accused her of “bewitching” her husband because the husband had revered Pegeen as a saint in thanks for his life.

Brianna opened her eyes. Had she come far enough? No. The voices had been distant but now she could hear them more clearly. She pushed away from the wall of the bakery and ran blindly eastward, through the alleyways between huddled houses, smiths, and barns. Once again she found seclusion beneath an overhang, and paused, breathing deeply, feeling the pain ravage her again.

Pegeen! It was impossible that she was gone—so brutally, so cruelly. Orphaned at eleven when her parents had both succumbed to a plague, Brianna had at first been sent to live with her mother’s family, the Powells, in England. They had been kind people, but strict Puritans, and after life with her handsome and fun-loving father, it had been quite a change. They were also extremely poor, and knowing that she had been a burden to them had hurt Brianna terribly.

Robert, her second cousin and ten years her senior, had tried very hard to convince her—but to no avail—that she was added help, not a burden. He was a religious, serious young man, but his dark eyes had always been warm and tender and he had spoken to her in the gentlest of tones. Then Pegeen had come, and immediately she had loved Brianna. Both the Powells and Brianna knew that she would be loved and cherished if she returned to Scotland with Pegeen.

During the eight wonderful years Brianna had grown up in the small woods home of her aunt, she had come to know that Pegeen MacCardle was very simply, very basically, one of the finest human beings alive. In an era when blood was shed over the slightest discrepancy in belief, Pegeen was truly good. Her religion was the forest; her God was one of goodness.

Oh, yes—the Lord should have intervened!

But he hadn’t, and Pegeen MacCardle had died.

When Brianna had realized that no miracle was going to occur, she had lost all sense of reason in the face of horrible reality. And so she had come to face Matthews, official witchfinder.

Her heart caught suddenly and skipped a beat. She could hear him again—Matthews!

“Find her! Find the witch!”

He was close, oh, very close! And it seemed that the alleyways were full of whispers, full of the sound of running feet. She turned a corner and collided with a wizened old man. She almost screamed but he touched a finger to his weathered lips.

“Run, girl, run!”

She had to run. But there seemed to be nowhere to go; no safe place. Run—because if she did not, she, too, would become charred flesh and ash in the wind.…

Desperation and deep-rooted instincts for survival spurred Brianna’s young limbs into fluid action. She couldn’t cry for her aunt; she couldn’t even afford the time to feel her pain. It didn’t matter. She was numb. Her feelings and emotions were deadened by horror.

She raced north through the city; behind her she could hear the shouts of the king’s men as they lashed out against the pressing throng that detained them. They couldn’t move against the sea of humanity.

Brianna began a zigzag course, one that started to take her westward as well as north. A new sound, rasping, heaving, reached her ears.

It was the sound of her gasping breaths; it mingled with the rush of the blood that filled her ears like the sound of waves, and with the terrible thudding and pounding of her heart.

The woods, she thought. She had to get out of the city and into the woods. She could find shelter in the dense forests; there were caves and crannies and cliffs and she could disappear as easily as a doe—until she could find a way back to the Powells! Oh, yes! They would help her now. Robert, or his father, would know what to do, how to hide her.…

She couldn’t seem to outrun the smell of burning flesh, or the sound of the chase behind her.

She ran down another alley rank with the stench of emptied chamberpots and decaying garbage. A cat, skeleton-thin, screeched in her path, arching his back. She tried to run around it, but the panicked creature bolted with her. She tripped over it, and sprawled into the mud and dust and garbage. Spitting dirt out of her mouth, she scrambled to her feet.

“This way,” cried a soldier of the crown.

“Down the alley!” shouted another.

“Suffer not a witch to live!” returned the first voice.

Brianna lost all conscious thought and logic as she heard the voices of the soldiers. Like a cornered rat, she had no reason. She would have kicked and clawed and bit at stone to escape her pursuers.

As she rounded the corner, she left behind her the alley of the slums. A scent of salt and tangy sea breezes finally began to clear that of the acrid smoke.

She came upon a row of dockside houses. Not elegant mansions, but townhouses that belonged to sea captains and merchants.

Across from the townhouses were the docks and ships, everything from tiny fishing boats to the massive merchant ships and the men-of-war that sailed across the Atlantic to the Colonies.

And beyond that there was nothing, except the sea, as gray and tempestuous as the sky.

Brianna paused for a moment, drawing in great gulps of air as she pivoted about on her toes, desperately seeking a hideout. Her zigzag course had taken her into a trap of her own making.

As she spun about, the gray of the sky was brilliantly lit by a jagged streak of lightning. A peal of thunder followed so quickly, it sounded as if the heavens had split. And as if the sky had truly been torn asunder, rain began to fall in torrents.

Brianna stared desperately about herself once more, blinking against the rain. At the far end of the townhouses she could make out a sign. It creaked and swayed beneath the wind and rain, but she could make out the words. HAWK’S TAVERN. Knowing only that she could not stand awaiting capture in the pouring rain, she raced for the three rickety steps that led to the tavern’s door.

It was gray inside, almost as gray as it was outside. The air was heavy too; but heavy with odors that were pleasant to the senses. The delicious scent of fresh bread was in the air; the appetizing scent of braised and seasoned meat.

Brianna stood against the door for a second, wide blue eyes scanning the tavern. There were rough wood tables about the room, a fireplace against the far wall that offered a mellow, comforting heat. A number of the tables were filled with male customers—crusty old sea salts, from the looks of them. But, Brianna noticed, her heart giving a little leap of relief, there was another woman in the room. She was dressed in a rather startling low-cut gown of red, and she sat with one of the sailors. There were also females waiting upon the tables, two of them, both engaged at present in slamming down tankards of ale and hunks of mutton before boisterous customers.

Brianna prayed desperately that she had enough coins in her shoe to purchase a tankard of ale. If she could slip quietly into one of the shadowy corners of the gray room, she could bide a little time.

Her decision made, she moved quickly, keeping close to the wall to reach the secluded corner table. It was concealed by a broad structural beam as well as by the darkness. Nervously Brianna sidled around the beam in hopes of quickly sliding into a chair and avoiding notice by any of the tavern’s other patrons. All she wanted to do was disappear into the woodwork.

Instead, she found herself drawing in a sharp gasp, and then swallowing quickly so that she wouldn’t cry out.

The chair she had sought behind the beam was not empty, and she did not sit down upon cold wood. Through the wool of her dress and the linen of her chemise she could feel heat, and something as hard and firm and strong as wood; but unlike the wood, the form she came in contact with was alive and vital. She tried to rise again with her gasp, but found she could not—because a pair of arms as strong as steel were tightly around her. She twisted quickly to stare into a pair of arresting green eyes.

A high-arched black brow rose with amusement within the contours of a strongly chiseled and handsome face. Full, mobile lips curved into a dry smile. “I’ve been waiting for you. Welcome to the tavern.”

“What?” She gasped out.

He was frowning then, assessing her with annoyance. “Damn, but you’re a mess! I wasn’t expecting the latest fashions from Paris—but clean would have been appreciated.”

“I beg your pardon!” Brianna snapped, and then paused with the cold realization that the man had been expecting a whore—and that he was assuming she was the woman he had hired. She could think of nothing at first except escaping his iron hold and the strange tremors that swept through her as he held her.

“No—” she started to protest, but suddenly there was another man striding through the dimly lit tavern toward them. “Get on out of here, girl!” the man, a husky, ill-kempt fellow in an apron, told her grimly. “We do not cater to womenfolk here!”

The man had his hand upon her arm. Brianna was reminded that the streets crawled with the King’s men, searching her out.

“Leave her be, Liam,” the green-eyed stranger with the iron arms said quietly. “I’ve been expecting a—companion.”

He had spoken so softly, and yet his words carried such force that the harried Liam immediately paused and grinned a smile that was minus a front tooth.

“As ye wish, Captain, as ye wish.”

“Oh, Liam, will you see that the lady is brought some wine rather than ale, and some of the lamb stew and that bread you’ve just baked.” He spoke in English rather than in Gaelic with a slight accent that she could not place. That wasn’t strange, because English was quite common in Glasgow. But the accent …

“Right away, m’lord, right away.” Liam hurried off, wiping his broad hands upon his apron.

Reason began to cut through the haze of fear and numbness that had engulfed Brianna. She glanced quickly from the handsome and stalwart jade-eyed man to the woman in red she had seen upon entering the tavern.

Indignation rose within her as she quickly assessed the woman in red. Her gown was not only shamefully brilliant, but it was cut low over heaving breasts. The woman’s cheeks were also heavily powdered and rouged. And this man had grouped her along with the slut in red!

Anger swept over her and she clawed at the little vises of steel that were his fingers locked around her.

“Let me up!” she demanded.

“Let you up?” A single dark brow rose high again with amusement, then lowered as his eyes narrowed with a flash of cynicism. “As you wish.”

He stood and she found herself unceremoniously upon the floor, staring up at him. She was too stunned to speak for a moment, made so acutely aware of his height and the breadth of his shoulders. He must stand, she thought with a bit of awe, well over six feet. Fawn breeches clung tightly to well-muscled thighs, and his expertly tailored navy-blue greatcoat accentuated his powerful chest and a torso that tapered handsomely at the waist and lean hips. His calves, of which she was given a bird’s-eye view from her ignominious position, were encased in high black boots, and were as long and sinewed as his sturdy thighs.

Brianna suddenly realized that she was giving the stranger a commendable assessment while half seated, half sprawled, at his feet. She rose swiftly, barely aware that the top of her head was well below his chin when she planted her hands firmly upon her hips, arched back her throat, and snapped, “You bastard!”

He shrugged, thick dark lashes half hovering over his radiant eyes with disinterest. “I am not in the mood for games,” he told her, the lashes rising again.

That sea-jade stare could sizzle dangerously, Brianna noted, but she was too incensed to heed any danger signals. Her treatment at the hands of this apparent “lord” was simply unacceptable. She lifted her hand and slapped him fully across the face.

She gasped as his hand shot out to catch her wrist, constricting it painfully in his grip. Belatedly she realized that his eyes were indeed as dangerous as the square set of his determinedly formed jaw.

And belatedly she remembered why she had run into the tavern. He might be quite dangerous, but Matthews was the enemy, and this man might just well offer her escape. At the very least she could play for time.

“Madam,” he grated harshly, his use of the word a mockery. “I have told you, I am in no mood for games. You appeared hungry and I was willing to feed you. But if our arrangement is not to your liking, please feel free to leave. The tavern door swings both ways.”

Brianna quickly lowered her eyes. She couldn’t leave that tavern; she didn’t dare. The streets could still be swarming with the King’s madmen shouting, “Witch!”

Resolution, like the icy waters of a winter stream, flowed through her. Cold. So very cold. So very different from the burning flames of death. She couldn’t save her aunt, she could only try now to save herself.

God help her! Having seen the flames of death, she would indeed sell her soul to any devil to escape that fate. He wanted a whore—she’d have to act the part. She shivered suddenly. Could she do it? Could she? She had to!

“Forgive me,” she mumbled sweetly, not raising the shield of her lashes. She slid silently into the chair opposite the stranger and kept her gaze fixed upon the rough planking of the table until she had gathered herself together. Then she raised her lashes and gazed at him with wide eyes and an apologetic smile. “I really am so very sorry! The weather is awful, I had difficulty traveling. I tripped, you see, and was splattered with mud. I’m afraid I’m quite nervous.” He kept staring at her and she allowed her lashes to flutter and fall again, praying he would believe her.

She felt his gaze upon her, boring into her. One of his boot-clad legs was stretched out alongside the table; his arm rested upon it and he lightly drummed his fingers against it.

“What is your name?” he asked her.

She glanced up at him—offering him another radiant smile. “Brianna,” she said softly. How long, she wondered, could she stay here with him? Was she convincing him that she was what he wanted? Tension gripped her stomach painfully as she grew more and more uneasy with the role she had allotted herself. Was he a loyal supporter of King James? Would he eagerly throw her to the man who searched for her?

No! She couldn’t allow herself to think that way. She had to play him out, flirt with him, tease him, until …

Until what? she wondered with desperation. Until the king’s men cleared the streets, and she could make good an escape out of Glasgow to the forest.

“You’re very kind,” she said, irritated by her stiff tone. You’ll have to do better than that! she reproved herself. And she smiled again, with all the allure she could muster. “I am famished, and the meal will be most appreciated.”

“So will soap and water,” he muttered, watching her curiously. She returned his scrutiny and discovered that she could act boldly.

She felt very remote watching him, as if she were someone else. The past days had begun the change and the past minutes had completed it. Her carefree life had been swept away—and with it her youth, and all her dreams.

She lowered her head, and a bitter smile came fleetingly to her lips. Oh, how life had changed! Just days ago she had been so assured and confident. Her dreams of the future had included a valiant knight falling in love with her, promising eternal devotion. She had been Brianna of the Forest to the local boys—untouchable. She had laughed with them and accepted their adoration, like a snow queen with her courtiers. Ah, she was so chaste, so determined that none should ever touch her until her forever love, the misted knight who would one day claim her!

That had been last week. This was now. The untouchable little “snow queen” was sitting at a table with a man who assumed she was a whore. And the man was no boy, no stripling lad. He appeared as rugged as the highland hills, as vital as the sea that crashed a tempest against the coast.

She grated her teeth together hard. This was also reality and she would do anything for his protection. She would do anything not to burn. Oh, God! She had almost ruined it! She’d almost thought herself that other Brianna—that princess of the forest—and ruined it all with her silly dreams!

Yes! She would do anything to escape the flames. She would beg, borrow, steal—or even bed with this hard, imposing stranger—to escape. If it did come to that, she would withdraw into herself. And if she could just do that, she would remain untouched.

He was watching her—too acutely, too curiously. She smiled quickly, thinking that a whore would be stroking his ego. “It’s quite a pleasure to see a man of your strength,” she crooned softly.

“Is it?” he asked. She kept smiling, even though she longed to slap him and tell him he was incredibly insolent. What would the real whore respond? Brianna wondered. Worse still, what if the real whore put in an appearance while they were sitting there?

“Yes, it is,” she replied quickly. “It’s such a pleasure that I’m very anxious to be alone with you.”

He leaned across the table. She was made very aware of his scent, clean and male and tangy like the sea.

One of the serving girls came to the table with a steaming bowl of stew, a crude pewter wine-cup, and a new tankard of ale for the captain, or lord, or whatever he might be. She was a pretty wench, busty and well rounded, and she had a saucy smile for the captain and a faint glance of skepticism for Brianna.

Brushing closely against the captain, she asked coyly, “Will ye be needin’ anything, m’lord?”

He smiled in return to her, “I think not, Bessie, thank you.”

Bessie pouted her lips slightly. “If ye decide that ye do”—her glance suggested that with Brianna as his “companion,” it was most likely that he would discover himself in need—“ye just let me know, m’lord.”

“He won’t, Bessie,” Brianna said sweetly, but with a deadly warning.

With a swish of her ample rear, Bessie left the table.

God, she was hungry, but she wanted to eat quickly and leave the public room. Glancing up, she discovered that he was still watching her, and that he was very close.

“Umm, aren’t you eating?” she inquired.

He shook his head, his expression curious. “I’ve eaten, thank you.”

Brianna glanced quickly toward the tavern’s doors. It was possible that the officers would rush into the tavern, screaming “witch,” and drag her back out into the rain-muddied streets. She had to eat quickly.

She did so, taking large sips of her wine in between bites of the stew. The wine was potent and comforting. It helped to blur the rough edges of terror that still gnawed at her whenever she glimpsed the tavern door.

She was startled when the long fingers that had been idly drumming the table suddenly stretched out to cover her hand. A little jolt of heat seemed to flash through her at that touch, and she lifted her eyes warily to meet his.

“Are you through?”

She nodded uneasily. For a second there seemed to be a quirk of amusement in those enigmatic and compelling eyes.

Fears played havoc with her; icy shivers ran along her spine. She was going to have to play her role if she wanted to escape the public room. Distance, she reminded herself. Withdraw into yourself, and he cannot really touch you.

“Would you like something else? More … stew?”

“No!” she responded quickly. She leaned across the table, reaching out to touch his cheek, to caress the rugged contours of his face with her fingers. Her fingertips seemed to burn at the action; he was very real, male, and disturbing. She wanted to pull away so desperately. “I told you,” she whispered. “I’m anxious.”

He caught her hand and pressed his lips against it. “Are you really?” He asked softly. “I’ll be … anxious … to see this myself. After you’re cleaned up, of course.”

She did jerk her hand back, but forced her lips into another smile. He lifted a hand to summon the serving wench, but as they waited for the girl, the tavern doors swung open. An old peg leg entered, shouting excitedly. “They’re combing the streets out there—a witch-hunt if ever I’ve seen one!”

Brianna froze in her chair, feeling as if cold fingers had grabbed her by the throat. She lowered her lashes instantly over her eyes in hope of concealing her terror.

But the handsome captain didn’t notice. She heard him utter an exclamation of disgust, and her eyes flew open. “Superstitious rot!” he muttered, but he wasn’t talking to her, just to himself.

Brianna barely noticed his words because panic was with her once again. She stood, took his hand, and leaned against him. “May we leave?” she murmured. Leave! When they left, she would be running out of time. No, no, she could stall, and play for time once he took her to his lodgings. Fool! She charged herself. How would she play for time then—when she had been telling him how “anxious” she was! Then he would discover that she was not at all what she claimed.

That would still be minutes away, and right now she had to take things minute by minute. She had to get out of the main room of the tavern just in case the searchers did burst through the doors.

One of his handsome black brows quirked up a third time as her entreaty brought him back from private thoughts. “Please,” she said more softly.

He inclined his head slightly, a faint smile curving the full and sensuous mouth. “Certainly.” He stood, and once again she was struck by his height and powerful size.

Where were his lodgings? she wondered in a moment of panic. If he headed toward the street, she was doomed.

His hand slipped around her elbow and they left the sheltered table behind. The tavern’s patrons, listening avidly to the peg leg’s account of the witch burning that had taken place in the common, barely glanced up as they made their way toward the stairs.

Bessie, her pert nose still somewhat in the air, stopped them at the landing. Her eyes flashed over Brianna’s slender figure contemptuously before boldly meeting those of the man.

“Yer room’s fresh and clean, m’lord Treveryan,” she said with a little bob. “Ye will call me.…” Her voice trailed away insinuatingly.

“Water, Bessie, and soap, please.”

“Right away, Lord Treveryan,” Bessie said with another bob. She wrinkled her nose toward Brianna, but Brianna barely noticed, she was so intent upon Bessie’s words.

Lord Treveryan. Whoever he was, he was of the nobility. He might think witch-hunts contemptible, but he might still be loyal to the crown of James.

She didn’t have long to think, for moments later she was being ushered into a small, sparsely furnished room. There was a bed and a dresser, and a plain latticed screen to the far left of the room. They had barely entered the room before Bessie followed them with a washbowl and pitcher. She carried them behind the screen, where there must have been a table, as Brianna heard the pottery click against the wood.

But she did not pay attention to Treveryan or Bessie, because there was a shuttered window overlooking the street below. Brianna walked nervously to the window and cracked open the shutters. The rain had stopped, and afternoon was fast fading into night. Her heart skipped a little beat as she saw a man in the king’s uniform stalking down the street.

She almost jumped out the window when a hand came down upon her shoulder.

“What is the matter with you?” Jade eyes bored into hers as Treveryan irritably voiced the question. His hands were upon her shoulders, holding her to face him.

Brianna blinked quickly, and reminded herself that it was her life at stake. “Nothing,” she whispered huskily to him. “Nothing at all.”

He lifted surprisingly gentle fingers to her cheek and traced the bone structure down to her mouth. A shiver trailed down her spine as he lightly followed the curve of her lips with his thumb.

His voice was husky when he spoke again, and the velvet within it sent another tingling wave racing along her spine.

“If you do not wish to be here, Brianna, then you must leave.”

Leave! Walk out when the king’s men were prowling the street!

“No!” she murmured quickly. She forced herself to open her eyes to him again and face him with a dazzling smile. “No,” she repeated, softly this time. “I’m exactly where I wish to be.”

“Then let’s get on with it, shall we?” He said softly. But there was a hint of impatience in his voice—a warning.

He had cast aside his greatcoat and she saw that his shirt was of fine white silk. She shuddered once, just once, and resigned herself to her charade. If she did not please him, she would think of something to say. But while there was breath in her, and while he offered this hiding place, this safety, she would stay with him.

“The washstand,” he told her pointedly, “is over there.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” she murmured, and walked quickly behind the screen.

She hesitated there, just for a moment. If a miracle was going to occur to save her, now was the time.

No miracles occurred. She closed her eyes tightly, then reached nervously to undo her muddied gown. It fell to the floor, and when she stood in her shift only, she shivered fleetingly, then with numb fingers she reached for the soap. Cleaning herself of the mud felt good, but the water was cold, shocking her into a greater realization than she wanted to face. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t go through with it!

“Brianna!”

His tone was very irritated. She flinched behind the cover of the screen, finding strength in the hatred for him that leapt to her breast. “I’m coming,” she called out sharply, then winced again at her own tone. “I want only to please you!” She called out silkily. Then, she came around the screen and in desperation, hurried to him.

She slipped her arms around him, allowing her fingers to play upon the flesh at the nape of his neck. She felt his muscles beneath her touch and the crush of his broad chest against her breasts. His arms slipped around her and the power and heat that enveloped her made her shiver. She had to go through with it, she warned herself furiously.

But what then? What happened when he was done with her?

She had to pray that darkness would have descended and that the streets would be cleared of soldiers. She could escape back to the forest and then somehow get to the Powells.

She smiled at him, aware that she didn’t know what was expected of her. Words, she hoped, would suffice. “Lord Treveryan, truly, truly I wish to be nowhere else,” she murmured, the nervousness in her voice giving it a husky, sensual quality.

“I’m glad,” he told her in a low murmur. He turned then and sat on the bed to remove his boots. Brianna watched him for several seconds, then turned quickly from him, unnerved by his strange appraisal of her. His eyes moved over her as if he were surprised by her, and oddly pleased. Brianna risked another glance out of the window. Soldiers were still prowling along the street. She felt the coil of fear wind tightly in her stomach, and she stared surreptitiously back at the captain.

He was, she decided objectively, an extremely fine example of a man. Lean, fit, and agile, and yet so sinewed that an attractive play of muscle could be seen beneath the taut fabric of his breeches and beneath the ballooning silk of his shirt-sleeves. His countenance, with the piercing eyes and coal-dark arching brows, was more than handsome; it was ruggedly strong and determined. She could well imagine him as a sea captain, standing solid against the wind, his voice roaring out orders above the tempest of the sea. She had no doubt that each and every man aboard would scurry to carry out his commands.

She suddenly had to clutch her fingers together to keep them from shaking. Her position was a miserable one. She was forced to play a humiliating role before a man who emanated power, a certain arrogance, and a very rugged determination. How she would love to keep her pride before such a man.

His boots hit the floor with a thud.

Her heart was pounding; her limbs seemed frozen. She felt a sudden terror that she would break if he touched her. He moved silently on his stockinged feet, and that silent movement of such a hard and well-muscled man unnerved her further. You would sell your soul to the devil she reminded herself, and perhaps that was what she was doing. There was a heated gleam in his eyes that surely belonged to a devil, and a pulse ticked within a blue vein in his well-corded neck.

No! she thought, this just couldn’t be happening. She had to try to stall, to keep praying for a miracle.…

She stepped back—eluding his arms.

She saw a frown knit his brow tightly, and then the flame of anger creep into his eyes.

“Lass! I warned you I was in no mood for games. I have to be back aboard ship soon, and I haven’t the time for whatever this is that you’re playing.”

She thought quickly. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” she queried with a show of bravado.

“Am I?”

“Payment in advance, Lord Treveryan.” Would they haggle? Would it buy her more time?

“Dammit! Certainly—but, so help me, wench, let’s get on with this!”

With his words he tossed a handful of gold coins upon the bed. A flaming blush of humiliation crept into Brianna’s cheeks and she raised her eyes to meet his; but he was no longer watching her. He had turned with disgust, and now it was he who stalked to the window to stare out to the street below.

Brianna stared at the coins, ready to burst into tears, wishing she could slap herself into some sense. He did not want to hurt her; he just wanted her. She was trying desperately to save her life—but allowing panic to bring her closer and closer to the stake.

“Dammit, girl!” he thundered, and she realized he was watching her again, his eyes flashing annoyance. “I ask you again, is this bargain not to your liking? If that is so, go! I will have no unwilling woman, lady or whore.”

She must have flinched visibly, because his voice softened. “If you need the money, girl, take it. But if you wish to leave me, do so now, for I have been at sea a long time, and there are things I would forget for a while in the arms of someone soft and sweet-smelling. It matters not to me who this woman should be, as long as she is clean and shapely and can ease the needs of a man.”

Brianna began to speak but couldn’t continue. He was being kind, she realized bitterly, offering her pay for services not performed. For some absurd reason it hurt her that he didn’t care if he had her or another.

“Make up your mind now,” he told her. “You were so anxious before—have you lost interest now? If so, I want you out of this room.”

“No!” Brianna protested quickly. Blindly, she picked up the coins. Bitterly aware that she might need them to reach England and the Powells, she slipped them into the pocket of her shift.

With awkward, trembling fingers, she reached to unfasten the hooks at the rear of her shift.

It was then that there came a tapping at the door and Brianna’s fingers froze once more.

“My lord?”

It was a woman’s voice. Soft, questioning, and it was followed by a husky giggle.

The whore—the whore he had been expecting! Brianna thought swiftly. In desperation she flashed him a quick smile as she hurried to the door.

She threw it open and stepped into the hall, closing the bedroom door behind her and forcing the golden-haired woman with the painted face away from it.

“Who are you?” she demanded haughtily of Brianna.

“The first to arrive,” Brianna replied coolly.

“I’m here for the Lord Treveryan,” the golden-haired woman said angrily.

“Then you have been misled, for he is already occupied.”

“Get out of my way. I was told to come—”

“So was I,” Brianna lied, smiling sweetly but with a determined flash to her eyes and a threat of malice. She handed the woman one of Treveryan’s gold pieces. “Take this—and yourself—out of here quickly.”

“I will not!” The whore protested, narrowing her eyes. “I think I’ll just take a look at his lordship myself, love, and see if he wouldn’t prefer—”

“I’m much, much younger,” Brianna interrupted pointedly. She couldn’t let this slut cost her her life!

But pity touched her, and she could really feel no malice.

“Please, take the money and leave be. It will be for nothing.”

“You have youth, but I have experience. Perhaps my Lord Treveryan would prefer what I have to offer.” She laughed. “He’s not choosing a bride, lass, just an hour’s entertainment.”

“Brianna!” The voice thundered from the room. At any second Lord Treveryan would stalk into the hallway, demanding to know what was going on.

Brianna took a step toward the woman with new menace and a ruthless determination. “Take yourself from here—now! He is mine, and I promise to slit your throat from ear to ear to keep him! Keep this—and go!”

The woman appeared stunned, but still the gold piece was being offered her, and the assurance of that piece seemed more profitable than an assault upon herself. She backed away.

Brianna leaned wearily against the door frame, desperately wishing it were she with the freedom to walk down the steps.

“Brianna!” The impatient call came out to her, like a noose, tightening about her throat.

Better that noose than the heat of the flames, she reminded herself.

She reentered the room, grateful for the coming darkness that hid her eyes from the relentless green stare of the man, Lord Treveryan.
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