
Tales of New Camelot

NEW CAMELOT’S POOKA

By

Brenda Gable

Book Twenty-two


Table of Contents

Title Page

ISBN-ISBN: 9798692614865

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ISBN-ISBN: 9798692614865

[image: ]





New Camelot Books in Publication




Rogue Prince

Crystal Sorceress

New Camelot’s Thief

Black Sorcerer

Fire Sorceress

Bernard the Bard

High Sheriff of New Camelot

New Camelot’s Lion

New Camelot’s Brewster

Rogue Dragon

Sally the Whore

Fafnir

New Camelot's Bronson

New Camelot's Tarnished Knight

Dragon’s Breath

New Camelot’s Baker

Merchant Prince

Lord of the Isles

New Camelot’s Silkie

Return of the Duke

Levi the Lender

New Camelot’s Pooka

New Camelot’s Gargoyles


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Garth Equus lifted his large head out of the grain trough to study the horse-drawn cart pulling into the rear yard of O’Toole’s Stable. It wasn’t so much the unusual appearance of a mare and a stallion hitched to a cart that caught his attention, it was the driver handling the long reins.

He tossed his head to flick his long forelock away from his eyes and continued staring at the new arrival. Instead of wearing a kirtle and tunic as dictated by tradition for her gender, the large female wore a woolen tunic, leather braes, a leather vest, and knee-high boots. Surrounding her broad shoulders was a fleece-lined woolen cloak and hood secured with a wooden pin. On casual inspection, she presented the epitome of a sturdy young man employed as a teamster.

Whether one perceived her to be a man or a woman, it should have been clear to anyone that she was not a person to be accosted. Based on her fair coloring, she was someone who’d had a strong infusion of Norse blood somewhere in her lineage. Large-framed in body, her face was equally strong. Rectangular in shape, she sported high cheekbones, a large nose, wide lips and ice-blue eyes that tilted at the corners giving him the brief image of an elf—a very large elf.

What was obvious only to those with his special perception was the miasma of fear that surrounded her. This woman hid it well. She was afraid of someone or something. He wondered if that was why she presented herself as a male? To disguise her true gender and throw her pursuers off her trail? 

His long coarse tail swished with interest when the lass disguised as a lad collected up the yardage of his cloak and descended the cart, revealing the firm roundness of her buttocks outlined by clinging leather braes. A long length of strong leg appeared from under her woolen tunic. A frission of awareness went through him. His thick neck shook, sending his heavy flaxen mane to moving like a storm-tossed wave as a shiver of anticipation sliced through him.

“Interesting. Verra interesting,” he rumbled in a deep Scottish burr. He’d been in New Camelot looking for interesting all week. He’d foregone looking for the woman he’d loved and lost in the Great Schism and was now seeking a suitable mate, a powerful one, that would give him strong offspring. Mayhap fortune had brought her to him in the form of a woman pretending to be a man. He could only pray to Danu that she was also a sorceress and available and that whatever she was running from could be dealt with.

Summoned by the creak of wood and jangle of harness, Seleta O’Toole, owner of the stable, exited the two-storied wood and daub house accompanied by her husband and young daughter. The two O’Toole lads were off with their tutors for their morning studies and the toddler was with the nanny. Seleta only had her demon spawn Leanna to deal with this morning after she sent her husband to attend to his duties at the gaol. It was the nanny’s chore to shove some knowledge of numbers and letters into the wayward lass’s head as well as tending to the toddler.

Seleta was a sorceress with the power of allure. The High Sheriff’s theory was that if he covered his beautiful wife in babes, her sorceress power would not show through. He was wrong. Nothing could dampen his wife’s beauty or her appeal to the opposite sex, whether the admirer be human or not so human. Not even Garth was immune to it. However, he had been instructed by his king not to create an “incident.” Lusting after the High Sheriff’s wife would definitely be frowned upon by dignitaries in both kingdoms.

The teamster gave a brusque nod of salutation to the O’Toole family. In a delicious honey alto, she said, “A fine morning to you, good people. I’m looking for a job as a horse trainer. I was told at the Setting Hen Ale House that O’Toole’s Stable dealt in animals for sale and had an opening available.”

Her voice, lilting with the countryside of New Camelot, was like delicate fingers running down Garth’s spine. He felt a familiar tightening sensation in his loins and stifled it with an iron will. Not now. Not as a horse. He’d wait and see what transpired with this stranger. Then he’d find the lass and introduce himself in human form. From there, who knew what could happen?

When she wasn’t told to remount and be on her way, the traveler approached with long strides, her hand outstretched and said, “My name is Ryan.”

Bronson shook the offered large, leather-covered hand and said, “I’m Bronson. This is my wife, Seleta. You’ll be working for her if she takes you on.”

Before they could engage in conversation, a young lad, one of Delaney’s street vendors based on the wooden tray of tarts around his neck, came running across the frostbit yard toward Bronson. His cheeks were cherry red from his run and the harsh cold of late winter. Snot eased down a pinch of a nose that the lad promptly swiped with his woolen tunic sleeve.

While Bronson was occupied with the urchin, the newcomer pulled her cowl lower on her face. “Interesting,” Garth rumbled to himself. That surreptitious action told him that she might be wanted by the law.

One of the stable hands came out of the barn’s confines with a saddled horse and stood at the ready while the High Sheriff leaned over as the street lad’s lips whispered in Bronson’s ear while his round eyes ogled Seleta’s beauty. When the sheriff lifted from the small messenger, there was a look in Bronson’s eye that promised death to someone or something. He turned to his wife and forced a smile out of a granite mask, “There’s a problem up north in Donegal that requires my attention. Duty calls. I may not be back for supper.”

Seleta gave a derisive snort. “Off with you. Go capture your nefarious villains, soul-sucking demons, wayward sorceresses and assorted enemies of New Camelot. Supper can always be prepared.” Her face softened. “Just be careful and return to me.”

The stiff smile on the sheriff’s face widened into a lusty grin. His hazel eyes glowed with the love he felt for his wife.

Garth felt a harsh pang of envy at the relationship they shared. He’d once had that, a relationship with a woman he loved more than life itself. But Aine faded away and he was locked in his world when all the crystal sorceresses were killed and the magic died with them after the last great battle between Morgan le Fey and Arthur. Eight hundred years later, the magic blossomed anew with the return of Bethany Regina from the Old World. After years of looking, he’d given up hope of ever finding his beloved wife and was willing to settle for interesting.

With a staff of supporting stableboys, a cook, and a nanny for Leanna and the babe, Seleta was independent and capable of handling home and business affairs in Bronson’s absence. Garth needed a wife like her to support him and give him strong colts and fillies, for he too was a high sheriff. He held Bronson’s position in the Pooka Kingdom. And after centuries of not having a wife to love and give him offspring, he’d decided to follow his cousins’ examples and find one in New Camelot.

After embracing Seleta and giving little Leanna a kiss on her peaches-and-cream cheek, Bronson checked the ease of his sword. Giving a nod to the traveler and a, “Good luck to you, lad,” he grabbed the messenger’s shoulder. Together they vanished through the time and space continuum; Bronson off to save New Camelot from some vile evil; the lad off to sell more pastries to support himself and his family.

While Seleta and the stranger engaged in conversation, Leanna climbed the corral rails. Grabbing a handful of Garth’s mane, she swung aboard his broad back. Stretching down the length of his powerful neck, she whispered in his ear, “He’s a big fella. He’s almost as big as da.”

Garth gave a brief shake of his head. “Verra big. Especially considering he’s a she.”

He felt her lift her torso up to get a better look at the stranger talking with her ma. She exclaimed, “You’d of never known. She’s bundled up from head to toe. How can you tell?”

Bundling up was a smart thing to do. The onset of a wet spring had been forestalled by a bitter hard frost last night and based on the continued low temperatures, winter was loath to depart. Garth definitely knew in his bones that the tall stranger was female. And he sensed she was round in all the right places under that concealing cloak. Leanna poked him in the neck, “Do you think she’s the one?”

He looked at the woman’s square chin, one full of determination and strength of purpose, and gave a soft assessment. “’Tis possible.”

Leanna whispered a fervent, “I hope she is and that you’re leaving real soon.”

“Now ye’ve gone and hurt me feelings. Why’s that, lassie?”

“Because every time I get caught having a good time, I have to muck your stall.” She added on a put upon sigh, “And you eat a lot.”

Garth blew a snort of laughter. The last time Leanna had to muck his stall was when she didn’t want to consume her vegetables and tricked her nanny into going into the pantry after a non-existing rat, then proceeded to lock the hapless woman in it. The child possessed Bronson’s intelligence and bold courage combined with Seleta’s beauty and independence. He could envision, in the not so distant future, Leanna becoming some man’s nightmare before he tamed her.

Garth whispered back, “Not that I havena’ enjoyed our conversations, I hope so too. I’ve been away too long from me duties. King Equus will be wonderin’ became of me.”

“Da says anything worth having is worth waiting or fighting for.”

Garth looked over at the two horse women engaged in conversation and gave another assessment of the stranger. “Aye, lassie. That she is.”

* * * * *
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The man who had approached Gillian of Letterkenny was large and powerful. His cowl was pulled back and revealed short-cropped sable hair and a clean-shaven face. His hazel eyes were full of intelligence and cunning. Wolf. The image of the alpha predator superimposed itself on his face. She looked at his chest and spied the yellow and green of the king’s law enforcement. The connection between the raptor icon and the name slammed into her with a bolt of lightning. Although O’Toole was a common enough name, this particular O’Toole was the High Sheriff of New Camelot.

Knowing doom was about to fall upon her, she rued that she had traveled across the kingdom, just to land in the arms of the law. The fortuitous arrival of the little lad kept the sheriff from examining her too closely. She didn’t breathe until he departed in the blink of an eye. Based on his comment about Donegal, she intuitively knew he was going up north about the assault on the baron. Her brow wrinkled in puzzlement. Why did Chesney summon the High Sheriff? Assault was something the local law would deal with.

As Seleta spoke, half of Gillian listened while the other half hastily went over her options. She was out of funding. She was out of foodstuffs. And she was out of grains and hay for the horses. The O’Toole woman seemed interested in hiring her. She needed this job. Besides, the sheriff wouldn’t bother himself with the goings on in his wife’s stable. He had the citizens of a kingdom to protect. And he was going to Donegal to chase her while she was down here on the southernmost coast.

Seeing no other alternative present itself before her, she drew a confident smile on her face and turned her full attention to the wife. Gillian liked the petite woman at once. Intelligent amber eyes complimented golden tresses bound up in a no-nonsense braid and secured with a leather strip. She seemed fit and capable of handling anything tossed her way. The owner of O’Toole’s Stable was direct and to the point. “I have been thinking of hiring a trainer. What do you know of horses?”

With the glib ease of repetition Gillian said, “My da and I raised riding and cart horses. When he took ill with a wasting sickness, I ran the farm until he died. After his burial, I was removed from the land by the baron and replaced with a family of six. I now find myself seeking other employment.”

“Welcome. My name is Seleta. I own this livery.” She stepped over to the corral and segued to, “A lot of different types of horses come through my sale barn. Palfreys for riding, draft for farming and droving, and mixed for racing and overland travel.” She nodded to a black gelding in the corral. “We also have some that need retraining. Can you handle a variety of temperaments?”

Gillian replied with the knowledge learned from her da. “The trick with training horses is to get in their heads and figure out what motivates them. Some respond to praise, others to food, still others to a good petting and a kind word. No matter the type of horse, they are all large animals and require respect.”

Seleta smiled as she replied, “Aye. What do you think about that black gelding?”

Gillian had seen the palfrey in the round pen. Her eye had also caught sight of a massive draft in the adjacent pen. When she and Seleta looked toward the corrals, the draft flicked his ears forward returning their scrutiny. Gillian was surprised to see the little girl atop the beast’s back. A quick discrete glance revealed the horse to be a stallion. Most unusual. He must be a knight’s steed forfeited by a loser in a tournament and up for sale. She cast a concerned look to the mother, but Seleta seemed to be unfazed by the potential danger involved with a child in the company of a stallion. In fact, based on the complacency in her eye, Gillian had to assume Seleta felt assured that her child was in no danger. Gillian thought that was very odd if not downright dangerous. Just what kind of training had the stallion had?

The big brown and white draft was a spectacular mount. She had to admit, he could have been the model for a marble warhorse statue. His thick muscle and bone were tied in place with strong tendons and ligaments. He was covered in a warm winter coat that showed the beginnings of shedding. A thick flaxen mane cascaded over his left shoulder and was accompanied by a matching flaxen tail. Her hands itched to caress him. Her thighs wanted to feel his wide back under her. She wanted to control the power in his muscled back, thick neck and long legs.

“Do you think you can get a saddle and bridle on the black gelding and then ride him around the corral?”

Gillian snapped her attention back to her interview and looked deeply into Seleta’s eyes and decided the woman meant no bad intent asking her to ride a potentially rogue horse. She was merely checking Gillian’s qualifications. Gillian studied the gelding. Unlike the big draft, he was of a light breed and seemed more preoccupied with his grain than he did them. She shrugged. “He seems docile enough.”

“There’s equipment on the railing.”

An unproven horse and entrapping reins and stirrup leathers did not go together well. She declined their use. “I won’t need it to get him to take a loop around the corral.”

Giving one quick look over her shoulder to her cart to make sure no thief was availing himself of it while she was occupied, she climbed over the railing and entered an area that had irregular footing from the churned mud that had frozen overnight. A second young stableboy dressed in a warm cowl and tunic came out of the barn shadows to watch beside the first lad. Based on the pitchfork in his hand, her arrival had interrupted the cleaning of stalls.

At her approach, the black jerked his head free of his feed bucket in alarm. White surrounded his dark walnut-colored eyes. His nostrils flared pink. She stood quietly to let the horse get used to her presence. Warm breath in the form of moist white tendrils wafted from the horse’s nostrils in the crisp air as his breathing accelerated.

The big draft left his trough and ambled over to the separating rail between the corrals to watch with avid curiosity. He turned his head and nuzzled the little girl’s leg and she slid down his wide barrel of a chest. Slipping under the railing, she stood at her mother’s side and together they waited to see what would transpire.

Gillian and the palfrey examined each other. His tail flicked in irritation. His eyes were still white around the dark irises. He’s wanting to bolt. A leg possessing ample bone pawed the ground. He blew a warning snort. Fearful of people. Possibly aggressive. She stepped forward. When he swung his rear around to kick, she noticed the faded scars on his rump. Abuse most foul. This horse had learned to fear man. He was a danger to himself and any who would try to work with him. That was why he was here at O’Toole’s Stable—to be retrained or sold for meat.

Gillian looked over her shoulder at Seleta. There was a challenge in the way she stood. Gillian was sure Seleta was thinking, You said you were a trainer. Let’s see you train him.

Releasing some of her magic, Gillian spoke soothing words as she walked closer to the gelding. He was transfixed as she approached. Placing a hand on his shoulder blade, she held it there for him to feel her calming magic and understand that she was not going to hurt him. She whispered, “What’s your name?”

They call me Onyx.

“An appropriate name for a black horse. Perhaps later we’ll change it to something more interesting. For now, why don’t you tell me your story?”

In silent communication she listened as he told her his tale of woe. He ended with, I fear man. Pain comes from the hand of man.

She gave him a smooth stroke down his neck and said, “I’ve heard that O’Toole screens her buyers. She will not sell you to an enemy of the horse. I give you my word of honor that you’ll go to a kind human hand.”

The gelding blew a gentle stream of warm breath into her face. Your word has the power of a goddess’s. You may ride me.

Gillian grabbed a hank of blank mane and vaulted atop his back.

* * * * *
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Garth stiffened in alarm when the lass approached the black. The gelding had tried to savage one of the stable lads on his first day at the livery. Instead of sending him to the meat market as any other stable owner would have done, Seleta had followed Garth’s advice. “He just needs the right trainer with a kind hand. He’s been abused, his mind rendered in twain. Give him another chance.”

A superior horsewoman herself, Seleta had declined to be that hand. She was carrying another of Bronson’s cubs and decided not to endanger the developing fetus. Bronson let it be known in the local alehouses and hostels that she was seeking an expert trainer.

Garth felt the subtle push of magic when the lass entered the corral with the young black. His spirits lifted. She was a sorceress! Even better yet, she was an Equus sorceress! He had to have her! When he saw her vault atop the black, that desire became engrained in every muscle, bone and tendon.

Mine. The thought solidified and became an obsession. He’d found a suitable mate. She may not be Aine, but she was close enough. Now, there were only two problems left to solve. The first was find out why she told a lie wrapped up in the truth. And the second was to convince this sorceress to marry him—a Pooka.

* * * * *
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Gillian had been blessed all her life. Her parents had loved her. They had a prosperous croft on Baron Fallcaragh’s land in County Donegal where they bred horses. Their days were full of laughter and horses. 

Her magic had come upon her like it did most of those who possessed sorcery in New Camelot—during puberty. Possessing none of their own, her parents were ecstatic that she developed a preternatural way with horses, asses and mules. Her pa bragged to his fellow laborers about the prowess of his daughter to tame the most recalcitrant animal.

After her ma took ill and died, the laughter stopped. Her pa followed her ma to Danu’s eternal gardens a few years afterward. Due to her labors, the prosperity remained. Although alone after their deaths, she continued to grow the garden vegetables, train and breed horses for resale, and make the annual taxes on the farm. It was that continued prosperity that drew the curious eye of the non-magic bearing baron when she was prompt with her taxes. After a few judicious questions among the local villagers, the baron came to the conclusion that the ugly young lass possessed a degree of magic. His thoughts fell upon her and an idea formed behind his beady eyes. That revolting thought forced her to flee south after an unfortunate altercation.

Bringing her thoughts back to the present, Gillian jogged the gelding around the pen. Completing the circuit, she slipped down his torso and waited for Seleta to make a decision. A broad smile cleaved the smaller woman’s face. “I knew you were a sorceress! I had that feeling about you.”

Gillian’s jaw dropped. “How—”

“Did I know you were a sorceress?”

“I’m not a sorceress. I’m just very good with horses.” Gillian’s brows crinkled in confusion. She knew her disguise was perfect. “How did you know I was a woman?”

Seleta laughed. “Sweet thing, no matter how tight you bind your chest, when you jog atop the back of a horse, your breasts are going to bounce.”

Seleta stuck her hand out. “You’re just what I was hoping for, Ryan. You are now my trainer. If you want to remain a male, that’s fine with me. Anyone who can communicate with a rogue and ride like you, sorceress or not, is perfect. There’s a private room in the loft for your things. I’ll get you the key. I expect a relative to be showing up any day now with four horses to be trained to pull a wagon. Between them and the black, you’ll be fully occupied.”

Seleta gave a quick look at the attentive draft and smiled a mischievous smile. “The barn is warm enough for the horses, however, while you work for me, you’ll be sleeping in the house at night with us.”

Gillian shook her head. “I couldn’t possibly—”

Seleta answered with steel in her voice. “Yes. You can. I insist.” She motioned with her hand for Gillian to follow her. “You look hungry. Come along, I’m sure there’s food left over from breaking our fast this morning.”

As Gillian was saying, “I can’t put you to any trouble,” Seleta was telling her child, “Leanna, go tell Garth to clean up and come in to meet Ryan.”

Leanna got a quizzical look on her face. “But—”

“Go. Tell him to make sure he cleans the muck off his boots before he comes inside.”

The little girl’s face lit up in understanding. “Oh!” and trotted over to the big draft’s corral.

Seleta’s face beamed with matronly approval at her little one’s quick obedience. Instead of going past the horse and into the barn, she reached up and tugged on the draft’s long mane. The beast lowered his head and the girl whispered in its long ear. While Gillian chewed on how talking to the draft horse could transfer a message to a hired hand, Seleta said, “You won’t be putting me to any trouble. I have a cook. A very good one, actually. So good, I think she may have some magic in her.” She collected up the returning child’s hand. “This is my only daughter. I also have three sons.” There was censure in Seleta’s voice when she said, “Don’t let Leanna lure you into any trouble.”

Gillian looked down into the child’s cherubic face. A slow smile, much akin to Seleta’s, broke her uplifted features. Gillian smiled back down into the impish face. The bond of recognition was instantaneous. She’d found a friend. Leanna placed her dainty hand into Gillian’s large grip.

While they were walking across the stable yard to the back door of the house, Leanna said, “I can’t wait to introduce you to Petrea and Coleus.”

“Who are they?”

“They’re our fairies.”

Seleta opened the kitchen door and two flying creatures the size of hummingbirds flew past her causing Gillian to gasp and step back. Seleta giggled when she said, “Ryan, meet Petrea and Coleus.”
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Gillian stood as transfixed as the black had been when she sought to reassure him. The dainty elegance of the winged wee creatures took her breath away on one word. “Fairies!” Her friend Cedra had fairies visit her upon occasion. Because Cedra lived in the village and Gillian rarely ventured off the rural farm, she’d never seen them.

While she wrapped her mind around their presence at a stable, she retrieved what Cedra had told her about them. The king’s castle was rumored to be rife with fairies. All the powerful sorceresses had them in their gardens. They also habituated local fields of flora. However, she’d never seen them on her farm. They preferred flower gardens, stirring gossip and sweet foods; not toil and labor and the smell of horse manure. Cedra’s troupe lived by the river where wildflowers were profuse. Drawn by Cedra’s delicious pastries, one never knew when they’d put in a presence. The fey came and went pretty much like stray cats.

One fairy, dressed in a berry-blue gossamer tunic that left little to the imagination, bobbed before her. Sloshing a silver mug of what appeared to be a frothy capped brew, she hiccupped while saying, “I’m Petrea.” She waved a dainty hand to the other similarly gowned fairy in brown and yellow stripes, also holding a silver mug, although less precariously. “This is my sister, Coleus.”

Seleta smiled at her fey friends. “Ladies, meet Ryan. She’s the new horse trainer.”

The wee creatures floated around Gillian’s head, their translucent wings humming as they encircled her. Petrea repeated in a sing-song voice, “You have a secret.”

Coleus’s wings buzzed faster. “Everyone has a secret, dolt!” She stopped before Gillian’s forehead, making her eyes cross to keep the floating creature in focus. “Tell me yours, and I’ll tell you Garth’s.”

Seleta held up her hand to get the diminutive woman’s attention. “Now, ladies. A person’s secret is his or her own to reveal. Why don’t we go inside and wait and see if Garth will reveal his when he comes in from the barn?”

Stunned at the fey women’s presence, in a stable no less, Gillian had scarcely heard the conversation. She turned an awed face to Seleta. “How did you get fairies? At a stable?”

Seleta laughed. “Didn’t I tell you, I have a very good cook?”

The fairies spun with euphoria in a tight orbit before her. Petrea said, “Mistress Meryl makes the best tarts in the land.”

Coleus added, “Even better than Delaney’s.”

“And pies.”

“And cakes.”

“And custards.”

“And ale.”

“Wonderful ale.”

“Lots of wonderful ale.”

Gillian felt her lips rise in a smile. The terror surrounding her heart relaxed to where it wasn’t gripping with a frozen fist. The fairies were obviously inebriated and in high spirits. She felt some of their euphoria surround her and lift her own spirits from the dungeon they’d been in since she’d left her home in Letterkenny.

Petrea hovered before her. “Tell us a story.”

Coleus joined in. “Yes. It’s story time. We want one with adventure and romance.”

Petrea gave a salacious wink, “Lots of romance, if you know what I mean.”

Coleus elbowed her sister and then nodded to Leanna. “Better omit the juicy details.”

Gillian looked at Seleta in puzzlement at their request. The woman smiled back. “Fairies possess the most powerful magic in the kingdom. They like nothing better than a rousing good tale. If that’s not available, a good tart and a mug of ale will do. As you can see, I’ve not had a good tale to relate lately and Mistress Meryl has been generous with the ale.”

She addressed the fairies circling Gillian’s head. “Bronson has been summoned to catch a criminal. When he returns, he’ll have a rousing tale of derring-do.”

Coleus’s lips turned downward. “Ugh! His tales are too gruesome.”

Petrea nodded in agreement. “Full of blood and gore.”

Seleta grimaced. “Well, he is the High Sheriff. People don’t ask him to come visit and quaff a mug of ale just for the pleasure of his presence.”

Petrea touched Gillian’s cheek. “But you, dear lass, you have a rousing tale of adventure, do you not?”

“I...I...”

A walking mountain of a man exited the barn. He rumbled in a deep Scottish brogue. “Petrea! Coleus! Sweet ladies, did ye leave me anythin’ to eat?”

His soft vowels set up a deep resonance within Gillian, jolting awake an awareness she couldn’t quite define. There was something about him that was vaguely familiar, but she’d never seen such a superlative example of a male in his prime. On the verge of flight, her feet held her stationary. She was unable to take her eyes off of him as he neared. Was he a tracker, come to take her back for the baron’s punishment?

Gillian waited in stoic silence for what would develop as the most scintillating feeling of desire coursed through her blood. She’d never pursued the village lads and for the most part, they’d never had an interest in her. But this man, this confident figure of authority and power was something far above the village league. If he were a horse, she’d have to possess him. But he wasn’t a horse and she was pretending to be a lad.

As he approached, his eyes did not scan her face and then jump to the beautiful Seleta’s. Instead, they held her staring gaze with a penetrating intensity until she felt her cheeks flush. Breaking her eyes away she lowered them and composed herself. When they lifted, they held defiance. If he was a bounty hunter, he had a fight on his hands. She was not going back to be punished for something she did not do.

* * * * *
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Garth had transformed from a
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