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TREAT YOURSELF TO A WORLD OF
ROMANCE AND ENCHANTMENT
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The Bride and the Beast

“Pure pleasure! Teresa Medeiros never fails to delight me with her heartbreaking characters and offbeat sense of humor. The Bride and the Beast, like all of her stories, pulses with life and takes me away to a place where romance is paramount and fairy tales come true. This is one author who always has the magic touch.”

—New York Times bestselling author Iris Johansen
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Charming the Prince

“From the opening page, the reader knows the fun has just begun…. If you’re looking for a humorous and entertaining book, you’ll be charmed by Charming the Prince.”

—Rocky Mountain News
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Lady of Conquest

“Enjoyable… Ms. Medeiros brings to life a thrilling legend.”

—Romantic Times
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Nobody’s Darling

“There is so much joy, so much magic, and just the right amount of poignancy that you’ll find tears mixed with your laughter…. This is a book you’ll reread simply to relive the pleasure.”

—Romantic Times
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Touch of Enchantment

“Medeiros has created a fine and funny combination of Jude Deveraux and Erma Bombeck.”

—Publishers Weekly
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Breath of Magic

“Wondrous and brimming over with the love and laughter of Teresa Medeiros’ enchanting style, Breath of Magic steals your heart.”

—Romantic Times
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Fairest of Them All

“Medeiros pens the ultimate romantic fantasy.”

—Publishers Weekly
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Thief of Hearts

“Emotional, funny, sensual, and spellbinding, this is a marvelous read!”

—Romantic Times
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A Whisper of Roses

“Ms. Medeiros casts a spell with her poignant writing…. An outstanding reading adventure from cover to cover. Great!”

—Rendezvous
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Once an Angel

“An enthralling love story that grabs hold of your heart.”

—Romantic Times
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Heather and Velvet

“Fast-paced, exciting… a terrific tale… thrilling romance.”

—Amanda Quick, New York Times bestselling author
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To the memory of Debbie Dunn,
who not only loved romance but lived
one of the sweetest ones I’ll ever see.
And to her steadfast hero, Phil.
You keep those angels organized,
honey, until we get there.

To Michael and the good Lord,
for loving me whether I’m
a beauty or a beast.
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Prologue
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Scotland, the Highlands
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GWENDOLYN WAS NINE years old the day she almost killed the future chieftain of Clan MacCullough.

She was hauling herself up a sturdy young oak, carefully testing each branch to make sure it would bear her weight, when his shaggy pony came into view.

She settled her backside into a well-worn hollow in the trunk and peered through the minty green veil of leaves, her heart skipping a beat. Aye, it was he. There was no mistaking Bernard MacCullough’s regal bearing or the shock of dark hair that tumbled across his brow. He wore a scarlet and black tartan draped over his saffron shirt. A silver badge emblazoned with the MacCullough dragon secured the tartan, drawing her attention to shoulders that seemed to grow broader with each passing day. Below his short kilt, his long, tanned legs hugged the pony’s flanks.

Gwendolyn rested her chin on her hand and sighed, content simply to drink in the sight of him as he guided the pony down the rocky path with a grace and mastery beyond his fifteen years. Although he rode through this pass every day, she never tired of watching him. Never tired of dreaming that one day he would look up and catch a glimpse of her.

“Who goes there?” he would call out, reining his pony to a halt. “Could it be an angel fallen from the heavens?”

“ ‘Tis only I, m’laird,” she would reply, “the fair Lady Gwendolyn.”

Then he would flash his white teeth in a tender smile and she would gently float to the ground. (In her dreams, she always had a pretty pair of gossamer wings.) Using only one hand, he would sweep her up before him on the pony and they would ride through the village, basking beneath the proud smiles of her mama and papa, the slack-jawed gazes of the villagers, and the envious stares of her two older sisters.

“Look! There’s Gwennie at the top of that tree. And they say pigs can’t fly!” A burst of raucous laughter jerked Gwendolyn out of her reverie.

As she looked down and saw the circle of children gathered around the tree, her skin began to crawl with an all too familiar dread. Perhaps if she ignored their taunts, they would just go away.

“I don’t know why ye’re wastin’ yer time up there. All the acorns are down here on the ground.” Ross, the burly son of the village blacksmith, slapped his knee, howling with mirth.

“Oh, do stop it, Ross,” laughed Glynnis, Gwendolyn’s twelve-year-old sister. She twined an arm through his and tossed her flowing auburn curls. “If you’ll leave the poor creature alone, I’ll let you steal a kiss later.”

Gwendolyn’s eleven-year-old sister, Nessa, whose silky straight hair was a shade more gold than red, captured his other arm, pouting prettily. “Keep your lips to yourself, wench. He’s already promised his kisses to me.”

“Don’t fret, lasses.” Ross squeezed them both until they squealed. “I’ve kisses enough to go ‘round. Although ‘twould take more kisses than I’ve got to go ‘round that sister of yers.”

Gwendolyn couldn’t stop herself from replying. “Go away, Ross, and leave me alone!”

“And what will you do if I don’t? Sit on me? “

Glynnis and Nessa made a halfhearted attempt to smother their giggles with their hands. The rest of Ross’s companions roared with laughter.

Then an unfamiliar voice sliced through their merriment. “You heard the lady. Leave her be.”

Bernard MacCullough’s voice was both smoother and deeper than Gwendolyn had imagined. And he’d called her a lady! But her wonder over that was quickly overtaken by mortification as she realized he must have heard the entire exchange. As she looked through the branches, all she could see of her defender was the top of his head and the polished toes of his boots.

Ross turned to face the interloper. “And who the bloody hell are ye to—?” His snarl died on a croak as he went red, then white. “I d-didn’t realize ‘twas ye, m’laird,” he stammered. “F-f-forgive me.” He dropped to one knee at the feet of his chieftain’s son.

Bernard seized the front of his shirt and hauled him to his feet. Ross might have outweighed the boy by at least a stone, but he still had to crane his neck to look Bernard in the eye. “I’m not your laird, yet,” Bernard pointed out. “ But I will be someday. And I should warn you that I never forget an injustice done to one of my own.”

Gwendolyn bit her lip to still its trembling, amazed that their taunts couldn’t make her cry, but that his kindness could.

Ross swallowed hard. “Aye, m’laird. Nor will I forget the warnin’.”

“See that you don’t.”

Although Ross was subdued as he led his companions from the clearing, Gwendolyn caught the smoldering look he shot the top of the tree. She would pay later for his humiliation.

Her ragged nails bit into the bark as she realized they’d done exactly as she’d demanded. They’d left her alone.

With him.

She pressed her cheek against the trunk of the tree, praying she would disappear right into it like some bashful wood sprite.

A matter-of-fact voice dashed her hopes. “They’re gone. You can come down now.”

She closed her eyes, dreading the contempt that would darken his face if she accepted his invitation. “I’m really quite comfortable where I am.”

He sighed. “ ‘Tisn’t every day I have the privilege of rescuing a damsel in distress. I should think you’d want to thank me.”

“Thank you. Now would you please just go away and leave me be?”

Defying him was her first mistake. “I’ll not do it. ‘Tis my land, and therefore my tree. If you don’t come down, I’ll come up after you.” He planted one boot in the lowest crook of the trunk and reached for a dangling limb.

Already imagining how fast he could scale the tree with those long, limber legs of his, Gwendolyn then made her second mistake. She began to scramble higher. But in her haste she forgot to test each bough before she put her weight on it. There was a creak, then a crack, then she went plummeting toward the earth. Her last coherent thought was Please, God, let me land on my head and break my neck. But the fickle branches betrayed her once again by breaking her fall instead.

She had only a mercifully brief glimpse of Bernard’s shocked face before she slammed into him, knocking him flat.

It took Gwendolyn a moment to catch her breath. When she opened her eyes Bernard was stretched out beneath her, his face only an inch from her own.

His eyes were closed, his stubby, dark lashes fanned out against the masculine curve of his sun-bronzed cheeks. Gwendolyn was so close she could even make out a hint of the whiskers that would soon shadow his jaw.

“M’laird? “ she whispered.

He neither groaned nor stirred.

She moaned. “Oh, God, I’ve gone and killed him!”

If only the fall had killed her as well! Then the villagers could find them here, her body draped protectively across his, united in death as they’d never been in life. Unable to resist the heartbreaking pathos of the image, Gwendolyn buried her face against his breastbone and snuffled back a sob.

“Are you hurt, lass?” came a smoky whisper.

Gwendolyn slowly lifted her head. Bernard’s eyes were open now, but not in the death stare she’d feared. They were a rich green, the color of emeralds spilling across a cache of hidden treasure.

As he gently brushed a leaf from her hair, Gwendolyn scrambled off of him.

“I’ve bruised naught but my pride,” she said. “And you? Are you hurt?”

“I should say not.” He climbed to his feet, swiping leaves and dirt from his backside. “ ‘Twould take more than a child landing in my lap to knock the wind from me.”

A child? Gwendolyn could almost feel her braids begin to bristle.

He brushed a twig from his hair, eyeing her from beneath that wayward lock across his brow. “I’ve seen you at the castle before, haven’t I? You live at the manor in the village. You’re the daughter of my father’s steward.”

“One of them,” she replied tersely, not wanting him to suspect that she lived for those days when her papa would take her to the castle while he conducted his business simply because she might catch a glimpse of Bernard bounding down the stairs or playing chess with the chieftain or sneaking up behind his mother to give her a teasing kiss on the cheek. To Gwendolyn, Castle Weyrcraig had always been a castle of dreams, a place of pure enchantment where even the most unlikely of wishes might come true.

“You’ve a baby sister, haven’t you? And another on the way. I’ve met your two older sisters,” he said. “A cheeky pair, aren’t they? Always batting their eyelashes and wiggling hips they don’t yet have.” A bemused smile softened his lips as he took in her rumpled tunic and the faded knee breeches she’d pilfered from her papa’s laundry. “You’re not like them, are you?”

Gwendolyn folded her arms over her chest. “No, I’m not. I’m fat.”

He looked her up and down in frank assessment. “You’ve a bit of extra flesh on your bones, but ‘tis not unbecoming on a child your age.”

A child! Somehow it galled her more that he’d called her a child again than that he’d agreed she was fat. How could she have ever thought she loved this arrogant lad? Why, she loathed him!

She drew herself up to her full four feet three inches. “I suppose just because you live in a grand castle and ride a pretty pony, you fancy yourself a man full grown.”

“I’ve still got some growing to do. As do you.” He wrapped one of her flaxen braids around his hand, drawing her nearer so he could lean down and whisper, “But my father believes me man enough to escort a most esteemed guest to our castle on this very night.”

Gwendolyn jerked the braid out of his hand and tossed it over her shoulder, terrified he was going to tweak her nose or pat her on the head as if she were some drooling puppy. “And just who would that guest be?”

He straightened and folded his arms over his chest, looking smug. “Oh, that’s one secret I could never trust to a mere slip of a girl.”

Horrid boy. Wretched boy. “Then I’d best be on my way, hadn’t I, so you can attend to your manly duties.”

She started up the hill, absurdly pleased that he actually looked taken aback by her desertion. “If you’d like, I can give you a hint,” he called after her.

She refused to flatter him with a reply. She simply stopped and waited in stony silence.

“He’s a true hero!” Bernard exclaimed. “A prince among men.”

Since Gwendolyn had thought the same thing about him only a few minutes ago, she was none too impressed. She started walking again.

“If that lad troubles you again, you’ll let me know, won’t you?”

Gwendolyn squeezed her eyes shut against a rush of longing. Only a short while ago, she would have given her eyeteeth for the privilege of claiming him as her champion. Now, gathering the tatters of her pride around her, she turned stiffly to face him and asked, “Is that a request or a command?”

As he rested his hands on his lean hips, she realized she’d once again made the mistake of defying him. “Consider it a command, lass. After all, someday I’ll be your laird and master as well as his.”

Gwendolyn tilted her nose in the air. “ That’s where you’re wrong, Bernard MacCullough. For no man shall ever be my laird and master!”

She wheeled around and went marching toward the village, missing the smile that played around Bernard’s mouth as he whispered, “I wouldn’t be so sure of that, lass, if I were you.”
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Chapter One
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Scotland, the Highlands
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THE DRAGON OF WEYRCRAIG prowled the crumbling parapets of his lair, fighting the urge to throw back his head and unleash a savage roar. He’d been a prisoner of the daylight for too long. Only when the shadows of night cloaked Weyrcraig could he cast aside his chains and roam unfettered through the castle’s maze of passages.

The darkness was his dominion now, the only kingdom left to him.

As he gazed upon the sea, the salt hanging thick in the air stung his eyes. But the chill bite of the wind failed to penetrate the armor of his skin. Since coming to this place, he’d grown numb to all but the harshest of provocations. A whispered endearment, a tender caress, the silky heat of a woman’s breath against his skin had all become as distant and bittersweet to him as the memory of a dream.

A storm was breaking over the far horizon. The rising wind whipped the North Sea into a boiling froth, sending the towering waves crashing against the cliffs below. Lightning strung its web from cloud to cloud, shedding little light, but leaving the inky darkness even more impenetrable in its wake.

The approaching storm reflected his wildness back at him like the shards of a broken mirror. The distant rumble of thunder could have been the ghostly roar of cannons or the growl trapped in his throat. He searched his soul, but could find no trace of humanity. As a child, he had feared the beast that slept beneath his bed, only to come to this place and discover he was that beast.

He was what they had made of him.

He bared his teeth in an expression few would have mistaken for a smile as he envisioned them cowering in their beds, trembling to imagine his wrath. They believed him to be a monster, without conscience or mercy. He had made it clear to them that his demands were law, his will as irresistible as the siren song of the wind wailing through the lonely glens and rugged mountain passes.

The cowardly ease of their surrender should have brought him some satisfaction, but it only whetted his hunger, a hunger that gnawed a burning hole in his belly and threatened to devour him from the inside out. Whenever he was caught in its grip, he longed to hurl their meager offerings back in their faces and scorch them to ashes with the searing flame of his breath.

They were supposed to be cursed, but he was the one who felt the fires of damnation licking at his soul.

He was the one doomed to wander this shattered ruin of his dreams without even a mate to ease his loneliness.

As he searched the churning clouds, his gut clenched with a fresh hunger, keener and more piercing than any that had come before. He might never be able to satisfy his insatiable appetites. But on this night, he would no longer deny himself some tasty morsel to take the edge off his longing. On this night, he would seek to satisfy the primal desire that lurked in the belly of every beast—even man.

On this night, the Dragon would hunt.

Gwendolyn Wilder did not believe in dragons.

So when a desperate pounding sounded on the door of the manor, followed by a frantic shout of “ The Dragon’s on the rampage, he is—he’s goin’ to murder us all in our beds!” she simply groaned, rolled onto her stomach, and dragged the pillow over her head. She’d almost rather have been murdered in her bed than snatched from her dreams by the ravings of a blithering idiot.

She plugged her ears with her fingers, but could still hear Izzy stomping across the hall below, muttering a litany of curses invoking various parts of God’s anatomy, some less holy than others. A nasty thud was followed by a whimper that made Gwendolyn wince. Izzy had undoubtedly kicked the hapless hound who had dared to trip her.

Gwendolyn rolled to a sitting position on the heather-stuffed tick, dismayed to find herself alone. She would rather have awoken with her youngest sister’s elbow jabbing her in the ear than learn that Kitty was on the prowl.

She threw back the sheet, scattering a stack of Royal Society pamphlets across the timber floor. The sheet was pocked with scorch marks from all the hours she’d spent reading by candlelight beneath its shelter. Izzy had always sworn that someday Gwendolyn would burn them all to death in their beds.

Gwendolyn eyed the bed on the other side of the loft, and was not the least bit surprised to find it empty. Even the Dragon would have been hard-pressed to murder Nessa in her bed, since she was most frequently to be found in someone else’s. Nor was Nessa always fastidious enough to require a bed. There were several strapping lads in the village who whispered that for a certain bonny Wilder lass, any haystack or mossy riverbank would do. As she threw a shawl over her nightdress, Gwendolyn could only pray that her older sister wouldn’t meet a dire fate at the beefy hands of some jealous wife.

Gwendolyn reached the splintery railing of what had been a minstrel’s gallery in the manor’s finer days just in time to see Izzy hurl open the main door. Ham, the tinker’s apprentice, stood framed in the doorway, his eyes gleaming with fear.

“The devil take ye, lad!” Izzy roared. “How dare ye come poundin’ on the door o’ decent Christian folk at this hour!”

Although visibly shaken by the sight of the stout maidservant with hair wrapped in rags, Ham stood his ground. “If ye don’t wake yer mistress, ye auld cow, the devil’s goin’ to take us all. He’ll most likely burn the village to the ground if we don’t give him what he wants.”

“And just what would that be this time?” Izzy demanded. “Yer scrawny gizzard on a platter? “

Ham scratched his head. “No one knows for sure. That’s why I’ve been sent to fetch yer mistress.”

Gwendolyn rolled her eyes. She never thought she’d have cause to rue her love of reading. But with Reverend Throckmorton away, she was the only one who could decipher the Dragon’s writing.

She might have crept back to bed and left Ham to Izzy’s mercy had her papa not chosen that moment to drift into the hall. He floated out of the darkness of his chamber like a ghost of the handsome, vibrant man she remembered from her childhood, his ivory nightshirt hanging on his wasted frame and his fine white hair bristling around his head like the spores of a dandelion. Gwendolyn started down the stairs without thought, her heart clenching in her chest. She wasn’t sure which was more painful—his helplessness or her own.

“Gwennie?” he called plaintively.

“I’m right here, Papa,” she assured him, catching him by the elbow before he could stumble over the dog as Izzy had done. The dog gave her a grateful look.

“I heard such a turrible commotion,” her father said, turning his rheumy gray eyes on her. “Is it the English? Has Cumberland returned? “

“No, Papa,” Gwendolyn replied, gently smoothing a grizzled lock of his hair. Alastair Wilder sometimes forgot his own name, but he’d never forgotten the ruthless English lord who had robbed him of his sanity nearly fifteen years ago.

“Cumberland’s not coming back,” Gwendolyn promised him. “Not tonight and not ever.”

“Are yer sisters safely abed? ‘Twouldn’t do to have their virtue stolen by those wretched redcoats.”

“Aye, Papa, they’re safely abed.” It was easier to lie than to explain that since so many of the clan’s young men had fled the village to seek their fortunes elsewhere, Glynnis would probably welcome a regiment of lusty English soldiers with open arms while Nessa welcomed them with open legs. It pained her to think of her sweet Kitty straying down that path. “ You needn’t fear Cumberland or his redcoats,” Gwendolyn assured him. “ ‘Tis nothing but that silly Dragon again, making mischief at our expense.”

A feverish tinge brightened his cheeks, and he wagged a finger at her. “Ye must tell them to do whatever he says. If they don’t, ‘twill surely be the ruin of us all.”

“ ‘Tis just what I was tryin’ to tell this stubborn auld…” Ham faltered as Izzy’s eyes narrowed. “Um… yer maid here. If ye’ll give Gwendolyn yer leave, sir, she can come with me and read the note the Dragon left for us. There’s some that say ‘tis written not in ink, but in blood.”

Her father’s fingers dug into her arm. “Ye must go with him, lass. And make haste! Ye may be our last hope.”

Gwendolyn sighed. “Very well, Papa. But only if you’ll let Izzy tuck you back into bed with a cup of goat’s milk and a nice warm brick wrapped in flannel.”

His face crinkled in a smile as he squeezed her hand. “Ye’ve always been my good girl, haven’t ye?”

It was a familiar refrain, one Gwendolyn had learned by heart while her sisters were out romping in the sunlight and stealing kisses from blushing lads. She was a good girl, a sensible girl, the girl who had held the struggling family together after her father went mad and her mother died giving birth to his stillborn son a mere fortnight later. Neither of them ever spoke of the cold, rainy night shortly after that when a nine-year-old Gwendolyn had found him on his knees in the side yard of the manor, trying to dig up her mother’s grave with his bare hands.

“Aye, Papa.” Gwendolyn brushed a kiss against his cheek. “You know I’d do anything for you.” She added under her breath, “Even slay a dragon.”

There was a storm brewing over the sleepy little village of Ballybliss. Although the steep mountain walls would shelter the glen from the full brunt of its fury, a taut expectancy shimmered in the air. The scent of the coming rain mingled with the briny tang of the sea. As Gwendolyn hurried toward the bonfire that had been built in the heart of the village square, the wind plucked flaxen tendrils of hair from her woolen snood and made her nape tingle with foreboding.

She hugged her shawl around her as a gust of wind whipped the bonfire into a frenzy and sent a cascade of sparks whirling into the night.

Gwendolyn was not surprised to find her sisters on the fringes of the milling crowd. They loved nothing so much as excitement, and in its absence had been known to craft some fine melodramas of their own with their ceaseless round of scandals, tantrums, and heartbreaks.

Glynnis hung on the arm of the silver-haired tinker, her cheeks flushed and her lips glistening as if they’d been kissed both recently and thoroughly. Unlike Nessa, Glynnis never allowed herself to be compromised until after the wedding. She’d already sent two elderly husbands to early graves, inheriting both their cottages and their meager belongings.

Nessa perched on a bale of hay next to Lachlan the Black, the younger son of the village smith. From the lazy ease with which he was nuzzling her ear, and the hay scattered through Nessa’s auburn curls, Gwendolyn deduced it was not their first tryst of the night.

It was sharp-eyed Catriona who spotted her. She came bounding off the lap of a freckled lad and ducked through the crowd until she reached her side.

“Oh, Gwennie, have you heard?” she cried, her raven curls bouncing. “The Dragon has sent another demand.”

“Aye, Kitty. I’ve heard. But I don’t believe. And nor should you.”

Her sister’s nickname had always suited her. As a curly-headed moppet, Kitty had liked nothing better than to take long, languorous naps and sip fresh cream from one of the Staffordshire saucers that had belonged to their mother. It was her more recent habit of curling up in the laps of strangers that dismayed Gwendolyn.

“No one knows what the note says,” Kitty confided, “but Maisie’s mother fears the Dragon might be developing a taste for human flesh. And Maisie believes he wishes to mate with one of the village lasses.” She hugged back a delicious shiver. “Can you imagine what it would be like to be ravished by a beast?”

Gwendolyn’s gaze strayed back to Lachlan, who had as much dark, curly hair growing out of his ears as on his head. “No, pet. You’d best ask Nessa about that.”

They were both distracted by the voices rising above the wind.

“I say we give him whatever he wants,” came the wheedling tones of Norval, the village baker. Even in the firelight, his face was as pasty as an underdone yeast roll. “ Perhaps then he’ll go back to hell and leave us be.”

“And I say we march upon the castle and burn it to the ground,” roared Ross. The blacksmith’s eldest son and Gwendolyn’s longtime tormentor banged the wooden handle of his hammer on the ground. “Or do none of ye have the ballocks?”

His challenge met with nothing but awkward silence and averted eyes.

Ailbert the Smith stepped into their midst. While Ross was known for his bluster and Lachlan for his skillful wooing of the fair sex, their father was a man of action. His lanky form and stern visage commanded everyone’s respect.

He held aloft the sheaf of vellum, allowing it to ripple in the wind. It would have been found in the same place as all the other messages had been—pinned by a single feathered arrow to the trunk of the gnarled old oak that stood sentinel over the village.

Ailbert’s voice rang like a bell tolling their doom. “How much more will we allow this monster to take from us? He demands the best of our crops, our flocks, our finest whisky and wool. What will we offer him next? Our sons? Our daughters? Our wives?”

“Better me wife than me whisky,” one of the Sloan twins muttered, tipping an earthenware jug to his lips. The lady in question drove her elbow into his ribs, and he spat half the whisky down his shirtfront. Nervous laughter rippled through the crowd.

“Oh, ye’ll give him yer whisky, lad.” As Auld Tavis shuffled forward, the merriment died. The stooped gnome had been an old man fifteen years ago; now he was ancient. He pointed a gnarled finger at Ailbert. “And if he wants to lay with yer wife, ye’ll hand her over, too, and thank him when he’s done.” Tavis cackled, baring his shriveled gums. “Ye’ll give him whatever he wants ‘cause ye know bloody well ye brought it on yer-selves and ‘tis no more than ye deserve.”

Some of the villagers were shamefaced, some defiant, but they all knew exactly what he spoke of. Almost as one, they lifted their eyes to Castle Weyrcraig, the ancient fortress that had cast a shadow over their lives for as long as anyone could remember.

As Kitty edged closer to her, Gwendolyn’s own gaze was drawn to the castle. The gutted ruin perched on the cliff overlooking Ballybliss like some madman’s folly—crumbling towers stretching toward heaven, winding staircases descending into hell, jagged holes blown through the heart of the ancient keep. Gwendolyn had striven to be practical in all things for a very long time, but even her imagination was stirred by its vision of doomed romance and dying dreams.

The villagers might pretend to ignore its grim reproach, but no one had forgotten that terrible night fifteen years ago when the castle had fallen to the English. Not even the barricaded doors of their cottages had been able to muffle the roar of the cannons, the screams of the dying, and the damning silence that had followed when there had been no one left to scream.

Although there were those who had always whispered that the castle was haunted, it was only in the past few months that its ghosts had begun to wreak their havoc on the village.

Lachlan had been the first to hear the eerie skirl of bagpipes drifting down from the castle, although bagpipes had not been heard in the glen since the rebellion of ‘45. Soon after, Glynnis had spotted spectral lights flickering past the darkened windows that gazed down upon the village like soulless eyes.

Gwendolyn would have liked to claim that she had heard and seen nothing of the sort, but one bitterly cold February night when she was hurrying home from the apothecary’s with a poultice for her father’s eyes, an unearthly wail had frozen her in her tracks. She had slowly turned, transfixed by a melody that seemed to hearken back to another time. A time when Ballybliss and Clan MacCullough had thrived beneath the benevolent chieftainship of their laird. A time when the manor had rung with her father’s piping and her mother’s laughter. A time when all of their hopes and dreams for the future had rested upon the shoulders of one boy with a dazzling smile and eyes the color of emeralds.

The melody’s piercing sweetness had made her heart ache and her eyes sting.

She had seen no flickering lights that night, but as she had lifted her gaze to the castle’s battlements, she would have almost sworn she saw the shadow of the man that boy might have become had he lived. In the time it had taken to blink away her tears, he had vanished, leaving both him and his song no more than a wistful echo in her memory.

Soon after, Ailbert had found the Dragon’s first demand pinned to the trunk of the old oak.

“ ‘Tis the curse,” Ross muttered, robbed of his bluster by Auld Tavis’s taunts.

“Aye, the curse,” his father echoed, his stern face looking even longer than usual.

Lachlan tightened his protective grip on Nessa. “It don’t seem fair somehow that Nessa and I should suffer. We was little more than bairns when the curse was cast.”

Auld Tavis wagged a bony finger at him. “Aye, but the sins of the father shall be visited on the son.”

Murmuring their agreement, several in the crowd signed furtive crosses on their breasts. The Crown might have outlawed their priests and tartans, but not even fifteen years of ironfisted English rule could make them relinquish their God. Gwendolyn doubted either Tavis or the villagers realized he was quoting Euripides, not Holy Scripture.

Gently nudging Kitty aside, Gwendolyn stepped into the circle of firelight and said firmly, “Pish, posh. There’s no such thing as curses. Or dragons.”

The crowd erupted in boisterous protest, but Gwendolyn refused to be daunted. “Have any of you ever seen this Dragon?”

After a moment of pensive silence, Ian Sloan exchanged a glance with his twin. “I heard his turrible roar.”

Ham piped up. “I felt the ripple of his wings as he passed overhead.”

“And I smelled his breath, I did,” Norval added. “ ‘Twas like brimstone straight from the fires of hell. And the next mornin’, my field was scorched bare.”

“Scorched or torched?” Gwendolyn snatched the sheaf of vellum from Ailbert’s hand. “If our tormentor truly is a dragon, then how does he write these ridiculous demands? Does he grip a quill in his talons? Employ a secretary?”

“Everyone knows he can change from dragon to man at will,” an elderly widow insisted. “Why, he might even walk among us this verra night.”

As neighbor edged away from neighbor, casting glances rife with suspicion, Gwendolyn briefly closed her eyes, struggling to remember that somewhere in the world mathematicians were studying Euler’s Analysis Infinitorum, philosophers were arguing Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments, and beautiful women with powdered hair and silk slippers were whirling around gilded ballrooms in the arms of men who adored them.

She turned to Ailbert, hoping to appeal to the man’s sense of reason. “I believe this ‘Dragon’ of yours is nothing but a cruel hoax. I think someone is taking heartless advantage of your desire to punish yourself for what can never be undone.”

Ailbert’s sullen face mirrored those around him. “No slight intended, lass, but we called ye here to read, not think.”

Gwendolyn snapped her mouth shut and the creamy sheaf of vellum open, revealing the familiar arrogant masculine scrawl. “It would appear M’lord Dragon is hungry. If it wouldn’t be too much bother, he would like a haunch of fresh venison, a jug of well-aged whisky…” Several of the men nodded their approval.

However devilish the Dragon’s threats, they could not fault his taste in fine liquor. “and…” Gwendolyn faltered, her icy voice melting to a whisper. “… one thousand pounds in gold.”

The gasps that greeted her words couldn’t have been more horrified. It had been whispered for years that one thousand pounds had been the price that someone in the village had been paid to betray their chieftain to the English.

Ailbert sank down heavily on a tree stump, rubbing his gaunt cheeks. “And just how are we to come up with a thousand bloody pounds? Doesn’t he know those English leeches have bled every last shillin’ and ha’pence from our coffers with their fines and their taxes?”

“Oh, he knows,” Gwendolyn said softly. “He’s just toying with us, batting us around the way a cat bats around a fat, juicy mouse.”

“Before he gobbles it down,” Ross added glumly.

“And if we don’t deliver the gold?” Ailbert lifted his pleading eyes to Gwendolyn, as if she could somehow temper the Dragon’s threats with mercy.

As Gwendolyn scanned the rest of the missive, she briefly considered lying, but feared her eyes would betray her. “He says it will spell the doom of Ballybliss.”

Never ones to miss an opportunity for melodrama, Kitty burst into tears and Nessa and Glynnis abandoned their respective lovers to throw themselves into each other’s arms.

Ailbert rose from the stump to pace the clearing. “If we can’t give him the gold, there must be somethin’ else we can offer the devil. Somethin’ to make him leave us be for a while.”

“But what?” Ross demanded. “I doubt we could scrape up ten pounds between the lot of us.”

Suddenly Auld Tavis’s singsong croak mesmerized them all.


May the dragon ‘s wings spellyer doom
And his fiery breath seal yer tomb.
May vengeance be upon yer heads
‘Til innocent blood be shed.



It was a chant the village children had learned at the knees of their parents. It was the curse the clan’s own chieftain had laid upon them with his dying breath. It shouldn’t have made Gwendolyn shiver, but it did.

“What are ye sayin’, auld man?” Ross demanded, snatching Tavis up by the front of his tunic.

Ross’s bullying failed to dim the sly twinkle in Tavis’s eyes. “Every one o’ ye knows this Dragon is none other than the MacCullough hisself returned from the grave to punish those who betrayed him. If ye truly want to rid yerselves of him, then break the curse.”

As Ross lowered Tavis to the ground, Ailbert’s eyes went cool and distant. “Innocent blood,” he murmured. “Perhaps a sacrifice of some sorts.” As his gaze slowly traveled the pallid circle of faces, his wide-eyed niece, Marsali, clutched her newborn babe to her breast.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Gwendolyn cried, wishing she had Izzy’s talent for creative blasphemy. “Is this what the monster has driven us to? Contemplating human sacrifice?”

Ross, who had just fathered a baby girl of his own on the fourteen-year-old lass he was betrothed to, snapped his fingers, his ruddy face brightening. “Innocent blood. A virgin!”

Ross’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the crowd. Most of the girls in Ballybliss wed shortly after they reached the age of twelve. His gaze briefly lingered on, then quickly passed over Glynnis and Nessa, before lighting on Kitty.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Gwendolyn exclaimed, shoving her sister behind her. “ You’ll not make my baby sister fodder for some mean-spirited swindler!”

Kitty gently disengaged herself from Gwendolyn’s grip. “It’s all right, Gwennie. They couldn’t feed me to the Dragon anyway because I’m not… I mean… Niall and I”—she ducked her head—”well, he said there’d be no harm in it.”

Gwendolyn’s heart sank. The freckled lad who’d been sharing his lap with Kitty flushed scarlet, then ducked into the shadows.

“Oh, kitten,” Gwendolyn said softly, reaching to correct one of her sister’s wayward curls. “Didn’t I strive to teach you that you deserved so much more?”

“Don’t be angry,” Kitty pleaded, pressing Gwendolyn’s palm to her cheek. “I just didn’t want to end up like…” You.

Although Kitty faltered, Gwendolyn heard the word as surely as if she’d said it aloud. Blinking back the tears that stung her eyes, she gently, but firmly, withdrew her hand from Kitty’s grip.

She crumpled the Dragon’s vellum in her fist, wishing she’d never been fool enough to leave her cozy bed. Even her father’s fitful sanity was preferable to this madness.

Wheeling on Ross, she slapped the ball of paper against his chest, despising his smirk even more than when they’d been children. “Good luck finding a virgin in Ballybliss. You’d be more likely to find a unicorn. Or a dragon!”

As she turned away, a peculiar silence fell over the clearing, broken only by the sound of Kitty’s sniveling. Even the wind seemed to be holding its breath.

Gwendolyn turned back to find herself facing a gauntlet of cool and assessing eyes. Faces she had known since childhood had closed into the forbidding masks of strangers.

“Oh, no,” Gwendolyn said, taking an involuntary step backward. “Surely you don’t think you’re going to…”

Ross looked her up and down, assessing the generous curves that were such a stark contrast to the willowy grace of her sisters. “The Dragon could live on that for a while, couldn’t he?”

“Aye,” someone else muttered. “He wouldn’t trouble us for a very long time if he could make a meal o’ her.”

“She might even eat him if she got hungry enough.”

As Kitty’s sniveling rose to a wail and Glynnis and Nessa began to shove their way through the crowd in a desperate attempt to reach Gwendolyn’s side, the villagers began to advance on her, looking more like a mob with every step.

“Oh, no you don’t!” she cried, beginning to take two steps for every one of theirs. “I’d make a dreadful sacrifice for your stupid Dragon because I’m… I’m…” She frantically cast about for a reason why they shouldn’t feed her to a dragon that didn’t exist. Shooting Kitty a burning glance, she blurted out, “I’m not a virgin!”

That startling revelation gave them pause. Even Glynnis and Nessa looked taken aback. “Why, I’m the most wanton strumpet in the village. You can ask any man here.” Gwendolyn’s shawl slipped from her shoulders as she flung a finger toward Nessa’s latest beau. “I’ve even bedded Lachlan. And his father!” That desperate claim elicited a strangled gasp from Ailbert’s dour wife. But the mob was in motion again as they exchanged disbelieving glances.

“And Glynnis’s last two husbands! And Reverend Throckmorton!” Breathing a silent prayer of thanksgiving that the sweet little man wasn’t around to hear that particular confession, Gwendolyn whirled to run. If she could only reach the manor, Izzy could doubtlessly hold off even the bullish Ross with nothing more than a rolling pin and one of her Medusa-like glares.

Gwendolyn had barely taken three steps when she crashed into the smothering softness of Marsali’s ample bosom. As she slowly lifted her eyes to meet the woman’s maternal smile, Gwendolyn realized it wasn’t the men of Ballybliss she had to fear, but the women.
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