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Trying to rescue a kitten, I had bitten off more than I had bargained for...

I sank beneath the gelid water’s surface, clipping my chin on a rock hard enough to bite my tongue. The tangy iron of my own blood filled my mouth. I flailed to the surface. Managing to take deep breaths, I swallowed back vomit. I held my breath before I went under once more. I tried to ignore the hard, rough rocks tearing and poking my clothes and body. I reached to free myself and felt long fingers, complete with sharp nails, curled around my ankles.

Tugging at the hands, I struggled to open them. The fingers were so long that they overlapped the thumb by at least three inches. Panicked, I forgot to hold my breath and opened my mouth to scream. I bucked and flailed. The water was up to my waist when I briefly surfaced. I spit and gulped air before being sucked in deeper.

I thrashed my legs and tore at the fingers binding me. A nail bent back and one hand released me. As the other clenched claw let go, I placed one foot precariously underneath me. A monstrous, bald head sprang from the water. It had three ridged, bumpy slits on the side of its neck like gills on a fish, but there, the resemblance ended. It was greenish blue in color and had black, pupil-less eyes. The thing gawked at me, revealing double rows of sharp teeth like a shark. 

Danger lurks in the forest.

But Greg Gillie, a handsome Scot with a mysterious past, protects the Shrouded Isle and the lands beyond from the menacing fae.

A woman’s arrival disturbs the Wee Folk.

Becca Shaw, an American widow, takes a family vacation to the island. Each day she remains, Greg struggles as more and more fae steal away from the forest hill and threaten the people.

Can the exodus be stopped?

As the danger increases, Becca strives to repair her relationship with her still-grieving girls and befriend the suspicious villagers. Resisting their blossoming feelings for one another, Greg and Becca team up to find answers. Why are the fae escaping? How can Greg and Becca stop them?

For their sake and the sake of the world, let’s hope they’re up to the task.

Kilts and Catnip, the first book in a new fantasy series, is filled with sweet romance, delightful humor, and exciting adventure.

Praise for Kilts and Catnip

“THE SETTINGS ARE WELL-DRAWN, especially the author’s descriptions of the tree-lined streets (“Roses twined up trellises along the walls, splashing yellows, pinks, and reds. Sun shone down on the leaves of the honeysuckle-garlanded oaks dappling the bright sidewalks with shade”). This promising new fantasy series with strong characters should appeal to fans of Charlaine Harris.” Kirkus Review
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“BY BUILDING A POWERFUL atmosphere of family ties and then introducing a romantic and mysterious figure into the mix, Zoe Tasia has created an original, gripping story that draws readers in with not just evolving romance and fantasy, but strong interpersonal ties which lie at the heart of any truly compelling read. Kilts and Catnip is highly recommended for paranormal and romance audiences who want their writing vivid, personal, and as strong in psychological connections as it is in a sense of place and an atmosphere of danger; all set against a search for connections and home.” D. Donovan, Senior Reviewer, Midwest Book Review.
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“MS. TASIA CREATES A wonderful world of fae, shape-shifters, goblins, and magic, effortlessly blending it with the story of a very modern family, dealing with the aftermath of loss. Becca and her two daughters are relatable and likeable and the vibrant world of Shrouded Isle may cause some readers to book flights to Scotland.” InD’tale Magazine
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“ZOE TASIA BRINGS MAGIC to a tale of romance, family, and heart.” Readers’ Favorite
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Chapter 1
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Shrouded Isle, Scotland

“MOM, MOM, WAKE UP!”

I lifted my head as my eldest’s finger jabbed me in the rib three times in rapid succession. Teen must maintain minimum touching to avoid icky mommy cooties, no doubt. Despite lack of sleep, my inner monologue continued to function well. The dim night-light from the hall glowed bright enough to reveal Jessie standing beside the bed.

“What?” I rubbed my dry, gritty eyes and winced at the soreness. Late yesterday evening, we arrived at the summer cottage after a grueling drive and a vomit-inducing ferry trip. When the bags still weren’t unpacked by eleven, I opted to go to bed and deal with it tomorrow. Hello, tomorrow.

“Tate’s gone.”

As I swung my legs over to sit up, Jessie stepped back. Her gaze alternated between me and the bedroom the girls shared next to mine. Jessie hugged her chest and fidgeted in that gawky, yet attractive way only fifteen-year-old girls can.

I shook my head. “What do you mean she’s gone?” I squinted at the clock, but I had neglected to reset it to the correct time. A glance out the window revealed the star-filled sky. “Jess! It’s the middle of the night! What the—” I said, barely checking myself before I blurted out a profanity. “Did you check the couch? She probably snuck out to read and fell asleep.” I glanced at my pillow with longing.

Jessie’s nails bit into my forearm and drove the sleep from my mind. My cool, unconcerned teen looked panicked. “I saw a boy take Tate into the woods. We gotta go now or we’ll lose her!” she cried.

Fear drew an icy finger down my spine. Jessie tugged at me. Her eyes opened wide, large, like an anime character’s.

“Tate? Tate, honey, where are you?” I received no answer. I shoved my feet into wellies and threw on my green, corduroy jacket I’d left on a chair. Jessie dragged me toward the door, but suspicious, I pulled free. “What exactly did you see? And I swear, if this is some kind of prank, you and your sister cooked up—”

“No prank.”

“Then what?”

Jessie ran to the living room. “Come on!”

I followed, glanced at the girls’ empty beds in the next room as I passed, then turned up the gas lamp, and blinked owlishly.

“I heard shuffling noises. I looked up and the window was open wide.”

I drew close and squeezed her shoulder. “We left the window open, honey.”

“Not wide open, Mom. We left it cracked this much.” She held up her hands, showing a four-inch gap between them. “I went to lower it and saw a little boy dragging Tate into the woods. Tate was moving slowly, like she was sleepwalking.”

I opened the front door and switched on the porch light. The girls’ room was on the right side of the small house. I rushed around the corner in time to see a bluish light illuminate two figures, one in a nightgown and the other so much into the shadows that I couldn’t make out any detail. They disappeared into the foliage. I knew the ruffled, pink pajamas. They were Tate’s favorite. What was she thinking? She’s old enough to know better than to wander off with a stranger.

Despite wanting to rush after her, I paused. Bad idea to go into a forest, especially in the dark, Becca. I remembered seeing a large flashlight on top of the refrigerator. Ignoring my warning, I raced back into the kitchen and rose on tiptoe to reach the light, so I could follow.

Jessie gripped my arm. “I’m coming too,” she pleaded.

“Jess, if I hurry, I should be able to get her before I get completely turned around. I need you to stay here and call nine-nine-nine, in case I can’t find her.” Jessie opened her mouth ready to protest. Before she could speak, I added, “My cell is in my purse on the table.” Then I remembered the friendly local we’d met when we first arrived. “Better yet, call Mr. McNeil from the grocery. His number is in my contacts, and he’s sure to know who best to call.”

Jessie rushed to the table for the phone.

Yelling Tate’s name, I ran into the night and dashed toward the forest, thanking God the boy hadn’t taken her to the ocean side of the cottage and carried my baby away in a boat. The forest felt too quiet as I dodged around an enormous oak. I ran until my boot heel caught on a root and made me stumble on the uneven ground. Frantic, I swung the light back and forth searching for my youngest. How could they have gotten so far ahead of me?

“Tate!” I called.

Scuffing my feet and tearing at bushes, I hoped to mark my path so we could find our way back or at least be found. The branch on a log snagged my clothes, and I fell to my knees.

Come on, Becca. Stop panicking. I stood, flipping off the flashlight. After listening for a few seconds, I heard rustling ahead to the north. Once more, though much dimmer, the blue light flickered ahead. I was afraid to switch on my light because it dimmed the indistinct blue. The eerie glow grew fainter. I kept calling and blundered forward, crying out as the light vanished.

“Tate!” I screamed, pausing to turn on the light. I spun, lighting up the dark earth around me. My baby’s gone. I realized my mistake after making one full circle. I’d forgotten which direction I was going and where I’d come from. My heart beat a tattoo on my ribs, and I fought the primal urge to run—to find her. Find her now! But ingrained knowledge stilled my feet. I had to stop. I’d only injure myself rushing around in the dark, and I couldn’t risk it. My girls needed me. Sinking to the ground, I rested my back against a tree. My breath came in gasps. I didn’t want to just sit here, but when lost in the woods, the best thing you could do was stay put—and I was very lost. I choked back a sob, hoping in the silence, I would hear them. No telling how long I would be stranded in the forest and, when the searchers arrived, they would call my name, so I turned off the flashlight, conserving the battery. My head spun and I took deep breaths, trying not to hyperventilate. I forced myself to close my eyes and stop searching the night for the bobbing blue light that had long since vanished.

I didn’t know how much time passed when I heard a twig snap. If it was an animal, I doubted I was in any danger, but I turned on the light, all the same, blinking as my pupils adjusted. Could Tate have gotten away? Was she making her way back to me? I shined the light into the darkness toward the noise. A hand brushed aside a large tree limb, revealing a dark-haired man in a kilt holding my daughter. As he stepped forward, he released the limb and it sprang back into place and quivered.

“Could you not shine that in my eyes?” he called out, squinting.

I kept the torch on but pointed it toward the ground as I struggled to my feet.

Glassy-eyed, Tate yawned. “Mama?”

I held out my arms. “Sweetie.”

One moment, the man stood yards away—the next, the stranger deposited my daughter into my embrace then retreated. I gasped, hugging her close. The flashlight bobbed as I juggled it and Tate. I focused the light ahead. Starlight gleamed off the shoulder-length, wavy, black hair of a man paused in motion. I panned the light down, revealing a broad back clad in a white tunic. The hem of a green and blue kilt swung against his legs. He glanced over his shoulder at me and squinted once more. A look of surprise crossed his face.

As he stared, he turned and took a step closer. “It canna be,” he whispered, as his harsh, stern features softened in wonder. He regarded me for a moment then frowned and shook his head.

“What were you doing with my daughter?” I demanded.

His lip curled. “Saving her from a worse fate than having a neglectful mum.”

“She was sleeping! Someone took her from her bedroom. Was it you?” I sputtered. Jessie said it was a little boy, but maybe she was mistaken.

He ignored my question. “I would thank you kindly to leave my forest,” he said, his countenance stern and his green eyes narrowing. A thick lock of raven-colored hair hung down, almost covering his left eye. His expression warmed when he looked at Tate, but his voice remained gruff. Before he turned and disappeared, he added, “And dinna come back.”

Tate mewled like a kitten, very unlike her usual bawl.

“Hey, wait! Where are you going?” I yelled. I cast my light in his direction, but only saw him for a moment before the forest swallowed him. I couldn’t believe he’d left us alone. I patted Tate. “Someone will find us. Try not to worry.” She nuzzled my neck and sobbed. Ahead, an orange light flickered. “What in the world—”

I recognized a blaze in the distance and used the flashlight to weave around trees and over bushes to the edge of the forest. When I stepped out, I heard a cry. Jessie ran to me, nearly bowling me over.

“Mrs. Shaw? Are you and the wee one all right?” Mr. McNeil, the grocer, called from the fire pit.

The man bore a striking resemblance to the ranger who traveled with a dwarf and an elf in that fantasy movie the girls loved. His tangled, dark hair fell an inch short of brushing his shoulders. I decided he must be one of those men who could grow a beard practically overnight because he looked as if a couple of days had passed without a razor touching his ruggedly handsome face. As he drew closer, I saw he wore unlaced hiking boots, creased jeans, and a white sleeveless undershirt which revealed tanned, toned arms.

“We’re fine, Mr. McNeil. Thank you so much for coming.”

Tate was getting heavy, so I put her down and led the two girls back to the house. Mr. McNeil followed us inside.

Tate’s tears subsided, and she calmed enough to release my hand and sit on the couch.

My eyes brimmed with grateful tears. “Lighting the fire was a brilliant idea.”

“I canna take the credit for that. By the time I arrived, your oldest had all the lights on and the pit burning.”

As I looked at Jessie, I started, newly aware that she was almost my height. She ducked her head. “I saw the marshmallows on the table and remembered. I thought it could guide you home. Mr. McNeil was taking so long. I know you don’t like me to light even a candle without supervision, but I had to do something.”

Though she rolled her eyes at my protectiveness, I knew she wasn’t as sanguine as she wanted to appear.

I tugged her close for a side hug. “It’s okay, honey. I forget how mature you are.”

“How did you find Tate, Mom?”

“I didn’t. A man found her—maybe one of our neighbors.” Though he was annoyingly abrupt, I didn’t really think the stranger took Tate. Why would he bring her back to me if he had?

Jessie took Tate’s hand and whispered in her ear as she draped a quilt from the back of the sofa around her.

Mr. McNeil touched my shoulder in concern. “You sure you’re okay, ma’am? Was a long time to be out in the woods.”

As he followed me to the foyer, I assured him I was fine. “Do you have any idea who the stranger was?” I described the man in the kilt.

“Aye. Best you avoid that one.”

I asked why but he just shook his head.

The door stuck a bit as I pulled it open. “Stay inside, girls. I’m just going to walk Mr. McNeil out,” I said, motioning for them to remain there.

We stepped out onto the porch. Embarrassed and now feeling a bit like Chicken Little, I turned to him. “I’m not a survivalist, but I can manage being outdoors for twenty minutes,” I said then chuckled.

Mr. McNeil ran a hand through his hair, tousling the locks, and tried to smother a yawn. I regretted inconveniencing him because, after all, we were strangers, and now I repaid his kindness by practically shoving him out the door. So relieved that Tate and I came back safe and sound, I’d had forgotten my manners. “Would you like to come back inside for a glass of water or a beer?”

One side of his mouth quirked up. His eyes shone with something I might have identified as attraction, but I was too tired to be sure and was definitely not up to addressing it tonight if it was.

Before he could respond, I said, “Then again, it looks like Jess woke you up—and I’m sure you must be missing your bed and needing to rise soon.”

His grin grew broader and his eyes met mine then traveled southward.

“To wake up early...to get the shop ready...” I fumbled for words, trying to balance my feelings of gratitude with this sudden unease I now felt.

“A bit too early for alcohol, but maybe tea would be nice, non-caffeinated.”

His gaze focused on my bare legs. Shocked silent by the obvious interest and maybe misunderstood invitation, I tugged at my jacket, wishing it was longer. At least it covered enough so that my threadbare nightie didn’t reveal what hadn’t been seen by any male since my husband’s death.

The sky transformed from black to a dark, steel blue. Was I in the woods longer than I thought? “Wow—actually, maybe another time would be better,” I said, striving for graciousness. As I accompanied him to the path which led to town, I remembered what Jessie had told me about a little boy and the barely visible figure I saw. “We need to call the police. Jessie saw a little boy lead Tate into the forest.”

Mr. McNeil shook his head. “Your daughter told me, but I’m sure her eyes were playing tricks on her. No one on the island would allow a child out at this time.” He stopped so abruptly that I almost ran into him. “Did you see anyone?”

“I thought I did, but now I’m not sure,” I answered.

“Lack of sleep can do that. Good night. You get some rest. You dinna want to send the constable on a wild goose chase.” He waved as he straddled his motorcycle then revved the engine and motored away.

Inside, I found Jessie sitting beside Tate on the bed in their bedroom. Tate’s eyes were at half-mast.

Jessie patted her cheek to wake her and shivered. “Brrr! Mom, she’s so cold.”

So happy to find her, I didn’t think to worry that something may be wrong with Tate. “She might be in shock.” I held the back of my hand to her forehead. She didn’t feel clammy. “Are you okay, sweetie?”

Despite the warm summer weather, when I took her hand in mine, it was icy.

Tate yawned. “I’m fine, Mommy. Just very tired.”

I surreptitiously checked her pulse. It was strong and, if anything, slow. She didn’t appear to have any of the signs of shock, except cold skin. She was pale, but only a tad more than usual. I tilted her chin and examined her face. Her pupils weren’t dilated, and her breathing seemed normal.

“This night calls for some cocoa. What do you think?”

A ghost of a smile tipped the corners of Jessie’s lips as she nodded, but Tate didn’t answer.

After patting Tate’s back, I told the girls I’d return and went to the kitchen. A few minutes of searching divulged a saucepan. Then I gathered the ingredients I had purchased and made hot chocolate. I coaxed Tate into drinking half a mug. Jessie, of course, finished hers and wanted seconds. I tried to question Tate as she sipped, but she merely yawned at my queries. When it was apparent that she would drink no more, I led her to bed and tucked her in.

“Now, no more visiting the forest alone, Tate Elizabeth,” I said, my voice stern.

She nodded and sighed then curled up in a ball with one hand tucked beneath the pillow and the other fisted against her chin. After a visit to the bathroom, Jessie also turned in. She allowed me to tuck her in, which gave away how upset she was.

“Jessie, when you woke up and looked out the window—are you sure you saw a boy?”

“I thought I did, Mom, but it was pretty dark. I asked Tate about it when you walked Mr. McNeil out. She doesn’t remember a little boy at all. I didn’t make it up, Mom. I really did think I saw him—but I guess I didn’t.”

“I don’t think you were lying, sweetie. I thought I saw something too. I guess we were both just over-tired.” I kissed her forehead, eliciting a groan, and said good night.

Once I crawled into bed, I reflected on the event. Jessie and I must have imagined the other figure leading Tate away from the cottage. Maybe she sleep-walked off on her own. I thought again of the man in the woods. Funny how, despite his gruffness and unwelcoming way, when he placed Tate in my arms, I realized he didn’t scare me. Though terrified on Tate’s account, I knew he wasn’t the trigger. Despite the feminist and experienced hiker in me chafing at the way he dismissed me, I felt surprisingly at ease with him.

***
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SETTLED INTO BED, THE girls’ window tightly shut, I thought back on our first day here. The people we had met on the island so far were curious, yet kind. When we rode here on the ferry, I hadn’t had the correct change. The ferry operator told me not to fret. I could pay what I owed when next I needed to go to the mainland. The only way on or off the island was by boat. Mindful of the prickly plants that lined the path, we walked to the sole village there called, appropriately enough, Thistle. Our first stop upon arriving had been the grocer. The note on the window read “Be Back Soon” in a rushed scrawl. The shop door had been unlocked. We hesitantly entered and gathered our supplies. Before we finished, Mr. McNeil, the owner, returned out of breath. He apologized several times with an adorable grin. I thought him very handsome with his just-shaved look, even the small nick at the dimple in his cheek charmed me. When he turned his head, his hair swept the top of his ears. I guess sleep flattened the curls since it appeared longer when he came to help find Tate. I admired his square jaw line, heavy-brows, and wide forehead. Strong features, I had mused. He explained his aunt called, complaining of palpitations, but couldn’t find her heart pills, so he ran up the road to find them for her.

Smiling, I remembered his comment. “I’m thinking they’re naught but sugar pills. She’s healthy as a horse, but to hear it from her, she has one foot in the grave and one foot on a banana peel. She’s Doc’s best customer, and God forbid he send her home without a concoction of some sort.” His Scottish burr, melodic to my ears, had tap danced the chords on my long-forgotten libido. He had bustled about to find what we couldn’t and tallied up our bill in record time. Recognizing our American accent, he had helped sack our items, though I assured him I was quite capable.

“Your trolley was chockablock with groceries for a weekend visit,” he noted. I explained that we were staying at the cottage for the summer. He smiled and nodded. “Aye, you must be the Shaw family. Mrs. Grant sent word of it.”

He gave me his phone number and insisted I call if I needed anything. We didn’t have a car and had planned to walk, but the charming Mr. McNeil insisted that his nephew—a pimply, sullen lad with a scraggly beard—give us a ride. My acceptance was one of great appreciation. I had been tired and more than ready to arrive at the rented cottage. The landlady had informed us there were bicycles in the shed for our use, and a small bus made rounds a few times a day to pick up passengers around the island. I think she said it made about a half dozen stops, including a few places in the village, a couple around the countryside, and one at the pier. I looked forward to exploring the quaint village.

When we arrived, the cottage was cleaned and neat. All items we could possibly need were readily available. While inspecting the contents of the medicine cabinet, I had dropped a travel-size tube of toothpaste. When I crouched to pick it up, I found an old-fashioned straight razor that had dropped between the toilet and the sink. The blade was badly rusted, but the ivory handle was carved with beautiful patterns. I could just make out the initial “G” on it. I wondered how such a thing found its way into the hiding place and to whom it belonged. Why would an elderly lady have such a thing? She hadn’t lived there in a while and, when she did, she lived alone for a long, long time. I knew a local friend of hers still cleaned and stock the place with a few necessities, like toilet paper, bread, and milk. 

Thoughts danced through my head and I gave up trying to sleep. My e-reader in hand, feeling like a decadent Roman, I sprawled on the thread-bare chaise in the bedroom’s alcove and sipped the dredges of my cocoa. Though the romance was written by one of my favorite authors, I remained distracted. Who was the raven-haired man in the kilt?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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I WOKE UP TO THE SOUND of a raucous meow. “What now?” I mumbled, skidding on the robe that puddled on the floor and stumbling to the cottage door.

Gauging from the light shining in from the window, morning had dawned hours earlier, but I still craved more sleep. Pulling the white curtain from the window at the side of the door, I peeped out. Something tapped the window. Looking down, I spotted one of the largest black cats I had ever seen. The cat stared back, meowed again, then disappeared.

Scritch, scritch. The sound of claws gouging the front door spurred me to unlock it and swing it open. The cat nudged me aside so hard that I stumbled. Turning, I watched it dart into the girls’ bedroom. I shut the door and followed. The cat sat on Tate’s bed, bumping its head against her chin.

Tate woke with a yawn. A grin bloomed when she saw the cat.

“You got us a kitty!” she squealed, flinging her arms around it.

“Tate, be careful, honey, we don’t know anything about it. It might be sick.” To my amazement, not only did the cat remain on the bed, but it purred and nestled closer to my daughter.

“Hey, what’s going on? Sleeping here,” Jessie complained.

The cat loudly meowed. Jessie sat up and tossed back her waist-long hair. Shortly before we left Houston for Scotland last year, she had, without my permission, dyed the bottom six inches of her hair bright red. She swore she had wanted ombre hair for “ages.” I think it was her way of protesting the move. Her hair was naturally straight and black like her father’s had been. Tate inherited my hair, wavy and brown.

“Mom got us a kitty!” Tate gleefully answered.

With a happy yelp, Jessie jumped from her bed and rushed to her sister’s. Tate relented, stopped hugging the cat, and the girls took turns petting the fawning animal. As they did, I noticed a white spot on the cat’s chest on the cat’s otherwise black body.

“I bet she’s hungry,” Tate said.

“Don’t get attached,” I warned the girls. “This cat must be someone’s pet. It’s too friendly to be a stray.” 

Jessie checked its neck. “No collar, Mom.”

“I’ll contact Mr. McNeil. Perhaps he knows where she belongs. If not, I can text him a photo and see if he will put up a poster with my phone number in the grocery store.”

In Aberdeen, Scotland, I had no issues with unwanted male attention. I still wore my wedding band and made very clear I wasn’t ready to date. I vowed to subtly cue Mr. McNeil in on this, hopefully nipping his attentions in the bud. My libido might be ready to date, but I wasn’t sure I was.

“Can we keep her, if no one claims her?” Jessie asked.

“Please,” both chimed in.

“We’ll see. The thing is huge. Probably eat us out of house and home.”

“She needs a name.” Jessie stroked the cat’s arched back. 

It rubbed its cheek against Tate’s and purred in her ear.

“Her name is Kiera,” Tate said.

“That’s a pretty name, Tate, but remember, we may not be able to keep her. Plus, Jessie may want to help name her.”

“She told me her name’s Kiera, though,” Tate protested.

“It’s okay, Mom. I’m good with Kiera.”

I raised my eyebrows. If the cat means no more sibling fights, it’ll be worth putting out my life savings for a ton of cat food.

The girls decided on bacon and pancakes for breakfast. They offered some to the cat who sampled a little of everything.

“She must be someone’s pet. She acts like she’s already been fed,” I commented. I earned a frown from both the girls. Tate seemed much better this morning. While the girls explored and played with the cat, I admonished them to stay out of the forest and tried to text Mr. McNeil. After it refused to go through three times, I called using the old rotary phone. “Sorry to bother you, but a large, black cat showed up at the cottage. Do you know the owners?”

“I know several families with cats, but they keep them inside the house. Animals tend to disappear ’round here. I’ll ask and see if anyone has a new black one,” he said.

“Thanks. I’ll send you a photo too.”

We said our goodbyes. I took a photo of Tate and the cat to send later. After I tidied up, I curled up in the chair by the window so I could watch the girls and flip through the information I received from the landlady. She was an elderly lady, I had surmised from the sound of her voice on the phone, who placed an advertisement about a summer home for rent. I thought it was a mistake when I saw the price for the cottage, but called immediately, not wanting to miss out on the opportunity.

The cottage had been in Mrs. Grant’s family ever since it was built. She lived in the home as a child. When she married, she moved into town. After her parents passed away, she moved back to the cottage. She was an herbalist and did her work there. Three years ago, she moved to Peterhead to be with her daughter. I drove up from Aberdeen to meet her in person. She was a dear, but a somewhat quirky woman. She insisted upon reading my tea leaves.

She had suggested visiting a nearby farm. She said if I used her name, the owner would rent out a couple of horses which we could ride. I explained that, with the exception of Jess, our riding skills were next to nonexistent, but she’d insisted that the gentleman in charge had several gentle nags to choose from—and helmets. She said he would be happy to take us out. I was reticent about calling, but Mrs. Grant promised to contact him beforehand to give him proper notice of our interest. The grocer certainly knew we were arriving, so I felt fairly sure that Mrs. Grant had indeed told everyone in advance.

I stepped outside to talk to the girls. “How would you like to go horseback riding? I thought I’d call today and set it up.”

“When would we go?” Tate asked. “I don’t want to leave Kiera alone.”

“It depends on when is a good time for Mr. Samms. And don’t worry about the cat. I’m sure it will be fine.”

“Don’t be a party pooper, Tate,” Jessie added. “I think it will be fun. I haven’t been riding since we were home in Houston.”

Tate hugged the cat. She held still then smiled. “Kiera says to go.”

I called the farm, and Mr. Samms’s generous voice insisted we come over. His son would take us out on the trail. The farm was within walking distance. After Tate reassured the cat that we would be right back after the ride, we left.

The place, Samms Farm, had sheep, cows, and chickens, along with the horses. They planted rapeseed and rutabagas. Mr. Samms introduced me to his son, Gavin. He was sixteen with golden hair and sapphire-blue eyes. Jessie blushed when he helped her mount a horse, and I saw a summer love blossom in her eyes. Tate had begun lessons before we moved to Aberdeen and was excited to be back on a horse.

“How do you like the cottage?” Gavin asked. His horse walked toward a path, and our horses dutifully followed.

“Mom and Tate were lost in the forest last night,” Jessie said to her saddle pommel, too shy to look Gavin in the eye but clearly wanting his attention.

“Best not walk around there, especially at night. Creepy stories about the forest and the cottage.”

“Like what?” Jessie asked.

My horse angled close to the edge of the path, and I barely managed to duck a low-hanging branch.

“It’s supposed to be haunted,” he said, reining in his horse, a bay with a white star on her nose, to let us catch up.

I made eye contact with Gavin, looked at Tate, and shook my head. He caught my meaning.

“Aye, but they’re just stories,” he amended. The trail led into the forest. “We’ll not go too far in,” he assured us. “The horses know the path well. You hardly need to hold the reins.”

My horse drifted toward a tree and my leg brushed against the trunk.

Gavin noticed and clicked his tongue at the dun horse. “Honey, what are you doing?” The horse pawed at the ground and sidestepped. “I don’t know what’s on with her.” He frowned. “These three are our most docile horses.”

We rode farther into the forest and reached a fork in the trail. Gavin’s horse took the left side. The other two, docile horses plodded behind. When I reached the fork, Honey neighed and yanked at her bit. I dug my heels into her sides. She shivered and shook as if a persistent horsefly bothered her.

“Giddy up, Honey,” I said with more confidence than I felt.

“Is everything all right, Mrs. Shaw?” Gavin called.

The girls looked back at me.

“She doesn’t want to go.” I clicked my tongue and nudged her again with my heels. The horse walked backward, then, with a start, she bolted down the other fork. Losing the reins, I clung to the pommel for dear life and tightened my legs. A few yards farther, there was an opening to the left. The horse veered through it and wove between the trees. “Whoa!” I yelled.

Honey reared, and I slipped off, landing with an “oof” on the ground. The horse resumed galloping until she vanished.

Gavin quickly found me. “I’m so sorry. Honey has never acted like that.” He hopped off his mount. “Are you hurt?”

“No, I don’t think so. Shook up some, but not hurt.”

The girls reined up near me.

“Tell you what, we’ll return to the stable, and I can saddle another horse. Honey knows her way home and should make her way back soon enough. If she hasn’t returned by the time we get back from our ride, I’ll go back out and look for her.”

“You know, Gavin, I think I’ll pass on the ride.” Looks of disappointment showed on the girls’ faces. I continued, “If the girls want to go, can you take them out for a short trip?”

“Sure.”

“We haven’t ridden that far. You go on. I can walk back and wait for you at the farm.”

“Are you sure, Mrs. Shaw? I don’t mind taking you back.”

“I’m sure. You go on and have fun.” I smiled reassuringly at the girls and watched as they continued back to the fork and took the correct path. I brushed off my rear, removed my helmet, attached it to a belt loop, then ambled back, admiring the beautiful leaves of every shade of green imaginable. Well, perhaps not neon. I smiled at the thought of a psychedelic forest. I hadn’t made the fork yet, when I heard a pained neigh. Maybe Honey stepped in a hole and hurt herself. I walked back up the correct fork and called out, “Gavin? Hey, Gavin! I think I hear Honey!”

No answer.

“Back to where you belong!” a voice shouted angrily.

I doubled back and up the other fork.

“Hello?” I yelled. “Is everything okay?”

I started when a large, male body loomed too close in front of me. He was turned away, but I recognized the dark locks and broad shoulders.

“’Tis fine now. The dunnie is back where he belongs,” the man from last night said as he turned back to face me.

“Dunnie? Her name is Honey. Is the horse okay?”

“The horse isna a horse, of course. Any Scot would recognize it as a trickster dunnie,” he retorted.

I shook my head. “Who are you?”

He took a step away. “That doesna concern you.”

“Wait. It does.” I grabbed his muscled bicep. He turned toward me again. “Who are you?” I repeated.

Once more, he ignored my question. “Something about you is stirring up the Wee Folk.” He ran a hand through his locks then clasped my shoulders and pulled me close, staring into my eyes. “I think the better question is who are you?”

I tried to ignore the sudden zing of desire that coursed through me. “My family and I are vacationing here. We’re staying in Mrs. Grant’s cottage.” Perhaps if I was upfront with him, he would also be so with me.

“That tells me where you are. It doesna tell me who you are.”

“‘Give me your name, horse-master, and I shall give you mine.’” The quote came to mind and popped out. I giggled.

He didn’t even smile. “I am the Keeper of the Forest. I keep all safe.”

He offered his hand to me. I hesitantly took it and shook.

Peculiar. “Nice to meet you.”

His handshake was strong, but he took care not to squeeze my hand too hard. “Go home. This isna a good place for you, ma’am.”

“I think it’s a fine place for me, sir. We’re only staying a few months. I think we can stay out of your hair if our presence bothers you so,” I retorted. How dare he tell me I have to leave?

“I wouldna want you or yours coming to harm.”

“Is that a threat?” Suddenly, I was aware of how quiet it was. Even the birds stopped twittering.

“No. The forest is dangerous. Most who live here know what precautions to take. You dinna.”

“Feel free to explain what I should be doing then.”

“You are a stranger and shouldna be here. I have no time to explain our ways to a Sassenach.”

“I am not a Sasquatch!”

He looked completely baffled—almost as baffled as I felt. “You are a strange lass.”

A red squirrel chattered and rustled a beech tree limb overhead. I watched it scurry toward the trunk and, in that tiny instance when I looked away, he vanished. I harrumphed and stomped back to the farm.

Mr. Samms carried a shovel with something gray balanced on the blade. As I drew closer, I recognized it as a large rat. Focused upon his steps, he didn’t notice me until I neared.

He started. “I didn’t expect you back so soon.” He nodded at the shovel. “Cats keep the population down but leave the gruesome evidence behind at times. I hoped to dispose of it before you and your daughters returned.”

“I’ve been brought gifts by my cats in the past, though thankfully, only small mice.” The corpse was bloodless and the only damage appeared to be a bite on its abdomen—a large one.  “The girls and Gavin are still out. I returned early.” I quickly told him of my mishap.

“Well then—the missus is in the cottage. She’ll be wanting you to join her for tea, hoping to get any updates about the American shows she watches. Just knock on the door, but go on in.”

I followed his instructions.

Mrs. Samms made tea while we waited for the girls. I told her I wasn’t ready for a long horse ride, allowing her to think I was tender in the seat—which I was.

“You have two bonny lasses. How old are they?” Mrs. Samms asked.

“Jessie’s fifteen. Tate’s eleven.”

“Goodness, she’s a wee one. I wouldna guessed her more than seven.”

“She’s small for her age. She was premature.”

Forty-five minutes later, the horses clomped back. Taking my lukewarm tea, I rushed out to meet them at the stables with Mrs. and Mr. Samms trailing me.

“How was the ride?” I asked, but from the matching grins the girls sported, it was obviously a big success.

“Wonderful!” Tate prattled on about the ride as Jessie helped Gavin with the horses. From his expression, I thought the attraction was mutual—something I would need to watch carefully. I was fine with a summer flirt, but a summer full-on romance was another story. As far as I knew, Jess had never dated anyone.

“Did Honey make it back, Da?” Gavin asked.

“Is Honey gone?” Mr. Samms stepped out to a fenced in paddock and whistled sharply. A raw-umber-colored horse nickered and trotted to meet him. “Honey’s here, Gavin. I moved her from the stables yesterday.”

“But, Da, I saddled Honey for Mrs. Shaw an hour ago.”

“Not possible, son. I pried a stone from her hoof last afternoon when the Trask twins rode her and Bunny. She would be lame if you had.”

“I took her from this stall.” Gavin pointed to the far left-hand one. We gathered around. It was swept clean with no straw or horse droppings. “But, Da—Honey was here! There was hay and an oat bag—”

“Well, never mind that, Gavin. All is well, right?” Mr. Samms led us back outside with haste.

“But, Da—”

Mr. Samms gave Gavin a warning look. “We will speak of the mistake later.”

Mrs. Samms gave the girls cookies and Ribena, a blackcurrant-flavored drink. Jessie sat with us, looking at Gavin from beneath her lashes when she thought no one noticed. Tate took her large plate of biscuits outside. When she returned, I saw she had finished all twelve of them. It wasn’t like her to consume so many. I hoped that it was just the results of Mrs. Samms’s cooking.

The girls and I said our goodbyes, thanking the Samms’s for their hospitality and walked back to the cottage. I slapped together three tuna and salad cream sandwiches, potato chips, and carrots with cukes. The cat was fed most of the remaining tuna.

A shed in back contained outdoor games. I helped Jessie set up croquet, and we played three games, each winning one. The cat cleaned itself and watched from a safe distance after one ball sailed too close.

“Where’s Kiera?” Tate asked as we put up the mallets and balls.

At some point during the last game, the cat vanished.

“Kiera, here kitty-kitty,” Jessie yelled.

“She probably went back home,” I reassured the anxious girls.

“But what if it gets late, and she’s alone in the dark?” Tate asked, her brow furrowed with worry.

“I think that cat is plenty large and savvy enough to take care of herself, sweetie. Come inside and help me decide what to fix for dinner.”

When we walked around to the front of the cottage, we saw a middle-aged lady sitting on the porch. Her long, dark hair was pulled up in a ponytail. She wore faded, torn jeans and a tee shirt with Shiny printed on it over a spaceship.

“Hello?”

Our visitor jumped to her feet. “Hi. I’m your nearest neighbor. I’m Kay, Kay Sheey. Conall McNeil mentioned a family was renting the cottage.” She stood too close to me, encroaching on my personal space, and held out her hand. I shook it. “You may want to watch out for that one.” She winked at me. “I think he fancies you.” She focused on Tate and frowned. “Is everything okay? Your youngest looks a bit peaked.”

I studied Tate. She did look wan. She stifled a yawn. “Well, I think so,” I said. “We had a mishap last night. Oh, and the girls are fretting over a neighborhood cat. I’m Becca Shaw. These are my daughters, Jessie and Tate. Come in. Give me a few to pop some fish sticks in the oven, and I’ll put the kettle on.”

One thing I figured out soon was that Scots never refused a cuppa.

The girls declined tea and went to their room. Tate wanted to draw the horses and Jessie claimed she would begin a summer reading assignment. I was sure she would be fantasizing about the friendly, cute Gavin. “You’re welcome to stay for dinner too. It’s not gourmet, but we have plenty,” I said, wishing I had something better to offer. I had no idea why I was so friendly. Usually, I was more reticent.

“I’d love that. Thank you. Tomorrow eve, you must come to my cottage so I can repay you with a meal. I enjoy cooking for others and rarely have an opportunity to indulge.”

At dinner, Jessie scarfed her food and went back to her room. Tate dawdled. Kay and I finished eating and stepped out to enjoy the evening air. To my surprise, she pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “Do you mind?” she asked.

“Feel free.” For several minutes, we sat and enjoyed the sunset. The scent of cloves wafted. I smiled. “That brings back memories.”

Kay winked. “Don’t tell me. Smoked them to cover up the smell of marijuana?”

“I won’t tell,” I said and chuckled. “Sorry, it just reminds me of a song on this show I and the girls watched,” I explained.

“A musical episode in a series about vampires.” Kay shook her head. “Who would have guessed it would work so well?”

Amazed she recognized it, I nodded. “Unless I’m at a convention, I don’t usually run into people who have watched the show.”

“Always nice to see a strong lass on the telly. Too often they’re victims.” She took another drag off her cigarette and turned away to exhale the smoke.

“True.” I nodded. “It’s nice to see good role models on television. I didn’t have very many growing up, and, since my husband’s gone, I’ve been forced out of my comfort zone many times. My girls will be much more independent and confident.”

Kay nodded. “Are you liking the island so far?”

“So far it’s been exciting.”

“Really? Our quiet, wee village? What happened?”

“Well, Tate got lost in the woods, and then I did, too, when I went to search for her. Luckily, a man found her and brought her to me. My daughter, Jessie lit the fire pit, and I managed to find my way back to the cottage.” She nodded encouragingly. She’s not bored to tears yet? I wondered. “Then we visited Samms Farm,” I continued. “My ego’s bruised thanks to a horseback riding incident—or, in my case, horseback falling. I have a decent seat for a novice, usually, but the horse got away from me. I met the same man again. He has dark hair and wore a kilt.” I tried to think of a way to say he was knee-weakening gorgeous without sounding like a fool.

Kay wore peculiar expression on her face. “A dark-haired man in the forest?”

“I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true. Though I think I’m the only one who has had a conversation with him in quite a long time. I’ve been to the grocer, and he seems to know everyone well, except for this man. He cautioned me against even talking to him.”

Kay flapped a hand at me. “Oh, he may seem out of sorts, but you’re safe with him as long as you steer clear of the forest.”

That’s the second time I’ve been warned off the woods. “Why’s that?”

“He lost his family and still mourns,” Kay answered, mistaking the question.

“That’s so sad. I understand. Poor man. I’m from Houston. I moved to Scotland a year ago—after my husband died.”

Kay flicked ashes from the end of her cigarette. “I’m sorry for your loss.” After a pause, she asked, “What do you do?”

“I teach at the American school in Aberdeen.” A cool breeze ruffled my hair and I rubbed my arms. “How about you?”

“I make a living through my hobbies—knitting, repurposing items. If you’re interested, they’re sold at the Thistle Gift Shop.” Kay exhaled. A heart-shaped smoke ring hovered before her, then drifted out of sight. Before I could comment, she continued.

“I’m surprised you were able to rent this cottage. You’re the first person to stay in it since Mrs. Grant moved away, other than her relatives.”

“She lives not far from Aberdeen. I drove up to see her, and she seemed happy to have a tenant.”

“She read your tea leaves?”

“Yes, how did you know?”

My eyes met hers and she shrugged. “I would have been surprised if she hadn’t. She’s a hedge witch and consults with tarot cards and tea leaves before making any important decisions.”

“That sounds rather...” I struggled for the right word.

“Silly? It did give you a vacation,” Kay pointed out.

“True.”

Kay put her cigarette out in the dirt and stood. “Well, I’ve overstayed my invitation. I’ll come over tomorrow at seven, and we can walk to my place.”

“You don’t need to do that. Just give me the address.” I pushed up off the step and took a step toward the door to get a pen and paper.

She chuckled. “There’s no street address. I get my mail from the post office. Most find my directions difficult to follow, so I find it works much better if I collect my visitors rather than wait for them to find their way to me.”

I grinned. “Okay, I look forward to it.”

“So do I.”
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