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CHAPTER ONE
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Alex Weatherly had just gotten her young charges settled so that she could begin the Sunday school lesson when there was a firm knock on the door. Before opening the door, she admonished the nine four-, five-, and six-year-olds to stay put with a mock ferocious look. It sent them into fits of giggles.

The automatic smile on Alex’s face froze into place at the sight of the man before her. There was something familiar about him, but it took her several seconds to recall where she’d seen him before. It was at Grace’s wedding eleven months earlier. 

Tall and broad-shouldered like some pro-football linebacker, he seemed to fill the doorway, all muscle and barely-leashed power. He had a head full of unruly wavy black hair. At five-foot-eight, Alex was not used to looking up to meet many men’s eyes, but she had to tilt her head back to see into this man’s. 

What eyes! A dark Mediterranean sea blue so intense she wondered she wasn’t being singed by the heat, especially when he looked her over from head to toe. She wasn’t sure whether he liked what he saw or not, but she certainly liked what she saw. 

“Is this the class for the preschoolers?”

He had a deep, husky baritone voice that made Alex want to melt into a puddle at his booted feet. At least until the gist of his question penetrated the part of her brain that was still functioning above that of an adolescent schoolgirl.

Good heavens! What was wrong with her? He was married and bringing his child to her class. Why else would he be at her door? Apparently, she was losing her mind. It was the only explanation she could think of for why she was turned on by a married man. 

She felt the heat rise in her cheeks.

Forcing her gaze away from his mesmerizing one, for the first time, she noticed the child clinging tightly to the man’s large hand and standing slightly behind him.

Then she wondered how she could have ever overlooked the little boy.  She loved children, and this one was a cherub. Adorable. As adorable as his father was drop-dead gorgeous. Bright-blue eyes, a lighter shade than his father’s stared up at her with a mixture of wariness and curiosity.

Squatting onto her heels, she held out her hand to the child. He was well dressed in navy chinos and a crisp, white, short-sleeved button-down shirt complete with a small navy tie.  Light, straw-blond, wavy hair showed signs of having recently been combed.

“Hello. My name is Alex. What’s yours?”

She hid her smile at the sight of the child-sized, worn cowboy boots he wore as the little boy released his father’s hand to place his small one in hers.

“Clark.” He smiled shyly.

Her heart lurched. He was so precious. “I’m very happy to meet you, Clark. I’m the teacher of this class, and I’d love it if you would join us. Would you like that?”

Clark nodded eagerly, and then looked uncertainly up to his father.

“It’s all right. I’ll meet you right here when you’re finished.” Connor Pendragon patted his son’s head and urged him gently forward. He waited, watching as the teacher ushered Clark to a vacant seat next to a small boy about his size with straight dark-brown hair.

Once his son was happily settled, Connor was able to turn his full attention back to the teacher. He remembered her from his brother’s wedding. She had played the piano. 

She was a knockout with the face of an angel. A little plump but stacked all the same. He had never bought into the current rage for a woman to be as skinny as possible and as shapeless as a man. He loved curves on women, and this woman had some very nice curves. Between her looks and the fresh scent of her that assailed him when she knelt almost at his feet, she was causing him to have some very un-church like thoughts. He was half aroused and couldn’t understand the quick reaction. It had never happened to him so fast before. Not even as a randy youth.

Not even with Annie.

Brown eyes and shoulder-length reddish-brown hair were playing havoc with his thought processes.

She impressed him with the way she got down to his son’s level. She was comfortable with children and obviously knew how to handle them. That eased his mind somewhat. 

Clark might be a few months short of five years, but Connor wasn’t used to leaving him with strangers, even if it was for just forty-five odd minutes. 

“You can pick him up when you hear the bell ring,” Alex said. He must have looked confused, because she added, “The bell signals the change between Sunday school and church. It will ring around ten forty-five. You’d be welcome in the ‘Men’s Class Number Two.’”

“Thank you. I’ll return for him.” He glanced at Clark. His son was chattering away with the little boy beside him. With a nod of his head, he walked away.

It was nice of her to offer, but he was not about to go sit in a room of men he didn’t know for nearly an hour. He really would not be here at all if not for his sister-in-law and his great-aunt insisting that Clark needed more interaction with children his own age. What galled him was that they were right. It bothered him that he had overlooked a basic need of his own son—that for companionship with children of Clark’s own age. 

Returning to the parking lot, he got in his truck to wait. It was a beautiful spring morning, so he put the window down both for the breeze and to hear the bell when it rang. 

He got seven more invitations to join a Sunday-school class from members of the congregation arriving for church. He politely declined them all. He was sure they were beginning to wonder what the hell he was doing sitting in their parking lot. They were too respectful to ask, however. That was the pleasant thing about small, Southern towns—polite citizens.

Five minutes before the bell was supposed to ring, Connor made his way back to the hall outside the classroom.

The teacher smiled at him when she opened the door and saw him leaning against the opposite wall. Clark ran to his side. As his son prattled excitedly, Connor only half listened. He studied Alex, noting the way she made certain that all of her little charges were either collected by an adult or were headed in the direction he knew led to the sanctuary.

Once they were all gone, she grabbed a purse and a small stack of books and entered the hallway. When she noticed that he was still standing there, she froze for a moment. “Ah, if you have questions, I’d be happy to answer them later, but right now I have to get dressed.”

Connor simply nodded. He didn’t have any questions, and he had absolutely no idea what she meant by getting dressed since she was dressed just fine for him.

She hesitated a moment longer, as if she would say something else, but then she turned and headed for the stairs.

Tired of being ignored, Clark tugged sharply on his hand. “Can we stay for preachin’? Please. Will says it’s really, really good. They even have special talks for us kids. We get stuff, too.”

Ah, now Connor understood. He wondered how a preschooler would find a religious sermon entertaining. Now it made sense. It was mercenary. The desire for presents was a good reason to stay to a four-year-old.

Personally, he didn’t want to stay, but he couldn’t think of an excuse to give Clark. He certainly couldn’t tell him that he’d been rattled by the Sunday school teacher. Clark was far too young to understand sexual attraction. “I guess we can,” he found himself agreeing.

Connor allowed Clark to lead him to the sanctuary. Once there his son pulled him to a seat beside a couple with three young children around Clark’s age. One was the child Clark sat beside in class. It was apparent that Clark had made a friend. For that, Connor was grateful. It was evident that his son did need someone besides adults to hang around with.

The parents of his son’s new best friend introduced themselves as Vance and Magda Jackson, and he realized that he remembered Magda from his brother’s wedding. He also met their older son, Alex, and their middle child, a girl named Sandy. They appeared to be the all-American family.

It was what Connor wished that he could offer his own son. A family that consisted of something more than an otherworldly grandfather and a bunch of warriors for uncles and role models would be nice. A family like his brother Brennan was creating with his wife.

Siblings for Clark would be great, but that meant a woman to be their mother. That entailed  a wife, and Connor wasn’t ready to go through that again. Annie had ruined him for marriage. He couldn’t take the chance of making such a colossal mistake a second time. He had Clark to consider now. His son didn’t remember his mother, and for that Connor was grateful. If he married again and ended up with another woman like Annie, it could do more harm to his son than his not having a mother at all.

“Look, Daddy.” Clark drew his attention and then pointed to the baby grand piano on one side of the large dais. “It’s Miss Alex.”

Maybe the service wouldn’t be so bad after all. At least he would have something lovely to watch. 

“You’ll remember Alex from your brother’s wedding. She’s the pianist for the church,” Magda said. “Her father’s the minister, Gordon Weatherly.”

Well hell, Connor thought to himself, and then offered up a silent prayer of apology. But really, what kind of twisted irony was this? The first woman that he’d been interested in for five years turned out to be the daughter of a Baptist minister. More proof to him that God had a warped sense of humor.

Though he had some trouble focusing his attention on it, the service was good. Reverend Weatherly actually made sense. He didn’t preach the kind of sermon where everyone was going to Hell no matter what they did. Connor had been a little afraid the sermon might frighten Clark. He had heard some of the so-called hell-fire-and-damnation preachers before. He did not want Clark exposed to that type of religion. His and his son’s world was complicated enough as it was.

Connor especially enjoyed the piano playing. Alex was very talented. Her fingers danced lightly over the keys, leading him to imagine them doing the same across his naked skin. Aspects of his anatomy caused him a problem with concentration on the sermon.

At least Clark was occupied. During the children’s sermon, they had all been given Biblically-inspired coloring books and a small box of crayons, so his son was content.

As he and Clark made their way out after the service was over, many people greeted them and expressed the wish that they come back the next week. Reverend Weatherly was stationed at the front entrance. He shook hands and spoke with members of the congregation as they exited.

Connor managed to get through fairly quickly. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the man slugged him. Apparently, he’d done a better job of hiding his lustful thoughts about the man’s daughter than he’d thought.

* * *
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ALEX TOOK ONE LOOK at her older brother’s face and knew that she was going to be grilled over supper.

“It looked as if you had a new student today.” Peter Weatherly began feeling his sister out as she helped their mother put supper on the table.

“Don’t you have a patient to visit at the hospital or something?” Alex asked sweetly.

“Did it this afternoon.” He grinned at her, his brown eyes sparkling with mirth.

“Did you have a new child, sweetie?” her mother asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Cute little fella. But then his father’s a good looker,” Peter stated. “Of course his father’s not at all little. Around six-foot-three or -four, I’d say. Wouldn’t you, sis?”

Though she wanted to smack her tormenter, Alex settled for frowning a warning at him. Then noticing her father’s interested gaze, she took a sudden interest in the food she’d just put on her plate. “He is darling,” she admitted. She absentmindedly pushed her peas around with her fork. “His name is Clark. He proudly informed me that he will be five in October.” She couldn’t help smiling at the memory. During that one short class, he had totally and irrevocably captured her heart.

“Uh-oh, I think she’s fallen for another one,” Peter teased.

“Of course she has,” their mother, Marie, agreed. “Surely after all these years, you know that children take to Alex like ducks to water. And vice versa.”

Alex fought down a stab of pain that she had no children of her own.

Peter leaned back in his chair and eyed his sister speculatively. “Yes, but I think there’s something special about this one.”

“Oh?” Marie looked to her son for elaboration.

That captured her father’s interest as well.

“Yes,” Peter continued. “His father is not only handsome but single.”

“Really?” Marie put a wealth of meaning into that one word.

Alex staunchly denied everything even as her cheeks flushed a deep rose. “I don’t even  know Connor Pendragon. I saw him once before at Grace’s wedding. We never even spoke. We barely spoke when he dropped Clark off.” She certainly didn’t know that he was single. Magda hadn’t mentioned that. She tried not to let it matter, but somehow it did.

Peter grinned as if he’d caught her with her hand in the proverbial cookie jar. 

“What?” She regretted the question the moment it left her mouth.

“You seem to know his name.” Peter grinned.

“He told me his name when he dropped his son off,” Alex lied.

“No, he didn’t.” Peter shook his head. “I was right down the hall. Not once did he mention his name.”

“Then I remembered hearing it at the wedding.” 

“Would you please drop this?” she asked him telepathically. 

She should have done it sooner, but she really hadn’t expected him to carry it on so long. She frowned. She wasn’t about to admit that she’d seen them sitting with Magda’s family and had asked her best friend what she knew about him. That’s when she’d learned his first name. 

Peter smiled back. She got the impression that somehow he knew how she’d found out, but at least he was mum on it.

Gordon, their father, spoke up. “I believe I remember shaking his hand as he and his son left this morning. He seemed like a very nice young man.”

Alex only nodded. She thought so, too, but she wasn’t about to say it out loud and provide her brother with even more ammunition.

* * *
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MEDRAUT AP MORDRED, currently known as Blane Meyrick, looked up from his desk at a knock to the door. “Enter.”

The man walked in briskly, excitement written in his features. “The sword has been passed to the woman you suspected, my lord. It is currently in her possession.”

“Do we have a man in place?” His first brother, Maelgwyn, who was sitting in the office also, asked. It was a good question.

“Oh, yes, my lord. We have had a man in place for a while. He has already had occasion to meet her.”

“And did she respond to him well?” Maelgwyn asked.

Another good question. Medraut waited for the answer.

The excitement disappeared from the messenger’s face. “Uh, I’m not sure, my lord. I do not think so.”

Maelgwyn faced him. “Then we had best get a few more men in there. And quickly. We need someone to step up if this one cannot win her affection.”

“See to it at once,” Medraut ordered the man. They needed to get that sword. If the first man couldn’t attract the women, then a second needed to be in place at once. “And keep us informed.”

The man bowed at the waist. “Of course, my lords. I will see to it immediately.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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“We’re not gonna be late, are we?” Clark asked for the umpteenth time from his perch on the backseat of Connor’s pickup.

Connor glanced at the man in the passenger seat, grinning when he saw Henry’s chest shaking with silent laughter. Henry, who was the overseer of Connor’s farm as well as so very much more, still managed to respond. “No, champ, you’re not.”

“Good, ‘cause I don’t wanna be late.” Clark was quiet for all of about forty-five seconds before asking, “Is it much farther?”

“It’s not far now.” Christmas and the little boy’s birthday were the only other times Connor could remember his son being this excited. It added to the guilt he felt at not having given Clark more exposure to other children before now. He hoped he hadn’t permanently damaged his son’s psyche or something.

“You’d better rein in some of that energy, partner, or you won’t have any left to run around those bases with,” Henry urged the little boy.

“I got plenty energy,” Clark stated assuredly, as only a child could.

“That’s good, because we’re here.” Connor parked the navy pickup in the first empty spot he found. Getting out, he waited while Clark scrambled down from his booster seat.

There was already a large crowd. Some were milling about the two baseball diamonds while others had already taken seats in the bleachers of each field. Coaches were still putting out equipment. Small players were just beginning to gather around the benches on each side of home plate.

Spotting Vance Jackson, the coach of Clark’s team, the Caledonia Bobcat Cubs, Connor took his son’s hand. They made their way toward him. Henry ambled along behind.

Suddenly Clark jerked free of Connor’s light grasp and made for the stands at a run. He came to a stop in front of two women seated on the front row. One was a slender brunette in shorts and a T-shirt proclaiming her to be a “Bobcat Cub Mom.” The other, the one whom Clark was now chattering to, had maple-brown hair that the late afternoon sun made appear even redder, and was dressed in an oversized T-shirt of pale lemon yellow and loose white slacks.

Connor stopped, frozen in place. Damn, he had not expected her to be here. Now that he thought about it though, he realized that he should have known.

“Who are they?” Henry stopped beside him, his gaze locked curiously on Clark and the two women.

“The brunette is Will’s mother, Magda Jackson. The other one is Clark’s Sunday school teacher.”

“Oh-ho.” Henry’s interest perked up. “That’s the famous Alex.” Dark-brown eyebrows rose and fell in a face weathered to a permanent tan. “Alex Weatherly. I don’t know why I didn’t make the connection earlier. She’s a sweetheart. Kinda shy and reserved, but everyone seems to think a lot of her.”

Connor stared at the woman, who at the moment was tenderly brushing a fallen lock of hair from Clark’s forehead. Even from this distance, he could see the affection in her expression, the sweet smile that curved her lips.

Lips that had been coming to life in his dreams and tantalizing him with thoughts of their flavor and texture—even when he denied any and all interest in the woman they belonged to. He wasn’t supposed to be dreaming of women at his age. And he sure as hell didn’t need to be dreaming of this one.

Connor only knew a few people in town, but one was the youngest of the three doctors in the office to which he took his son. He was Clark’s pediatrician. Who was Peter Weatherly to Alex?  It wasn’t possible that he was her husband, was it?  She didn’t wear a wedding ring.

“You know her?” Connor forced a bored tone that he was far from feeling.

“I’ve seen her a couple of times, but it’s more that I know of her.”

“Has a reputation, does she?” Connor felt ice grip his heart. Maybe she was like Annie, after all. It would make it easier to get over her if he could convince himself of that.

Henry elbowed him in the ribs and glared at him. “Not the kind you’re implying. She has a reputation for being considerate, friendly, and naive.”

“Is she the doctor’s wife?” Connor blurted out the question. He hoped Henry didn’t realize how important the query was. He didn’t want to care about the answer, but damn it, he did. And he was not at all happy about it.

Henry chuckled. “No, man. Pete’s her older brother. Alex is Gordon and Marie Weatherly’s middle child.”

Relief and surprise surged through him in equal measures. “Sister, huh?”

“Yep. She’s in her late twenties. Single. Never been married, never even had a serious relationship that anyone knows about.” Henry looked at her and sighed. “It’s been rumored that she’s frigid.”

Connor’s eyes swept back to Alex. She was now holding Clark on her lap. They appeared to be laughing at something Magda was saying.

Frigid! Were they insane? Warmth radiated from every pore of her person in waves to rival the sun.

“Don’t know how that rumor got started.” Henry echoed Connor’s thoughts. “No way could a woman that compassionate be frigid. I sure don’t understand why some man hasn’t snatched her up already.”

Connor wondered the same thing. He also wanted to ask more, but the coaches began to call the kids together in preparation for the start of the game. He saw Will Jackson run to Clark. The two boys then hurried to where Vance Jackson and his two assistant coaches were gathering the team.

Connor and Henry made their way to seats in the stands. They sat three rows behind the bench from where Alex and Magda watched. She had not seen him, and for that, he was grateful. It allowed him the freedom to study her during the lulls and breaks in the game.

* * *
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CONNOR WAS SEATED SOMEWHERE behind her. Someplace where she was not able to see him, at least not without being obvious about it. But he could see her.

If he wanted to.

If he was interested.

Which he probably wasn’t.

That meant that she was doing all this stewing and giving herself a tension headache for nothing.

Unless he was looking. Because she certainly felt as if someone was staring at her.

Oh, heavens, she was starting to feel like she was eight again with her first real crush on a boy. A blond who had been the love of her elementary school life. She had been convinced he was the man she would marry when she grew up, Prince Phillip to her Princess Aurora. 

Until she had seen him at the movies with their classmate. Her first love lost.

It certainly didn’t help that ever since receiving her great-aunt’s sword as an inheritance two weeks earlier she began having dreams about ancient warriors, especially one warrior.  She had been taught to expect the sword from about aged eight. In addition, what her responsibilities were concerning it. She had not, however, been told anything about dreams. She wasn’t sure what that meant, if anything, in conjunction with the weapon.

It became even worse after meeting Connor.  Before meeting him, the man in her dreams had been a gorgeous, powerfully muscled hunk, but featureless. Since meeting him, her dream warrior had become far more real—a man with Connor’s body and Connor’s face. 

It made it weird to see him in modern clothing. It just made it weird seeing him period. She had the dream nearly every night. He and the men with him were clothed as she imagined Dark Age British warriors would have dressed. It made her wonder if Connor was the man for whom she held the sword, which seemed insane to even consider. He was president of a large firm that provided protection services and launched rescue operations when called upon. That didn’t sound like an ancient warrior. 

However, it did sound like a modern one. How the heck was she supposed to know? She couldn’t exactly ask him. Finding the true owner of the sword was suddenly a lot more difficult than she had imagined.

She was also terrified that if she talked to him, she would say something stupid. She certainly couldn’t mention the sword. He would think she was nuts. Her dreams were so real and vivid that she sometimes wondered if she was going crazy. What if she blurted something out about them? That would never do.

She needed to leave. 

The first game had ended thirty minutes ago. Clark, Will, and another of her students had finished playing for the evening. Two other teams had taken the field. She had taught many of these players in Sunday school also, but she wasn’t as close to them any longer as she was to the younger boys.

Clark. A little boy Alex already loved with all her heart. She didn’t doubt that Connor was a wonderful father. Still, there was so much need in the little boy’s blue eyes. There was an anxiousness to please her and a longing to connect that tore at her heart.

When she’d held him on her lap earlier, he had confided that he didn’t have a mommy. He didn’t remember her. She’d died when he was a baby. Clark might not remember his mother, but he seemed well aware that he was missing something—even if he was uncertain as to exactly what it was.

Were there any other women in his life?  Besides the ones who flocked to his father’s good looks?

Clark was four, nearly five, but he still needed someone to hold him, to read to him, and to tuck him in at night. He needed someone to rock him to sleep when he had nightmares, someone to kiss his inevitable scrapes and bruises and make them better. While she was sure that Connor did a lot of that, it wasn’t the same as a woman’s touch. 

The intensity with which Alex wanted to be the one to do all those things for Clark frightened her. She was opening herself up for potentially the biggest heartache of her life. 

Because she couldn’t have the child without taking the father as well. 

It wasn’t as if she’d never been propositioned in her life. She had. A couple of times during high school and several more times during her college years, in fact. The trouble was that she wanted more. She needed the connection to be deep and everlasting. She never got that special feeling from any of the young men who’d asked her out. She’d gone on a few dates hoping that something would develop, but all they had ever wanted was to “get into her panties,” as Peter said. They hadn’t wanted love; they’d only wanted sex. So it ended with her never going on more than three dates at the most with any of them.

People began calling her picky. She was. Then some became crueler, calling her a cold fish or frigid. She wasn’t. She had the same needs and urges as the next woman, but she just couldn’t bring herself to be spontaneous about sex. It was too intimate, and she couldn’t be casual about something so personal.

It was made even worse by her strange quirk of being able to get readings from people. It could be compared to reading auras, she supposed. Only she didn’t see auras. She just got strong feelings. It made it challenging to keep dating someone when she knew in her soul that they only wanted a short time of fun while she craved forever.

Alex didn’t need to remain at the ballfield any longer. The game she came to see was over. She could leave. She could go home and take a painkiller for the headache that was now a pounding reality. And she could try to find something to take her mind off of Connor Pendragon, his motherless son, and the strange dreams she’d been having in which Connor played the lead role.

Alex said her goodbyes to Magda and her family. Delayed by more acquaintances, it took her several minutes to make her way to the parking lot. Concentrating on just getting to her car, Alex didn’t see the man who stepped away from the side of the bleachers to follow her, his movements furtive.

A pair of deep cobalt-blue eyes, however, did see.

The parking lot was nearly empty. A few latecomers were making their way to the two ball fields for the final games, but that was it.

Alex had parked on the far side of the parking lot to take advantage of the shade trees there. The noise from the stands was loud enough that she had almost reached her car when she became aware of swiftly approaching footsteps. Glancing over her shoulder, she froze at the sight of the man bearing down on her.

She told herself that she wasn’t afraid of him. The quaking in her limbs made it a lie. She hated confrontations. The increasing uneasiness she felt whenever he was near was the main reason that she had refused to go out with Martin Rask when he had first asked. He seemed to take her refusal as some sort of personal challenge. He became more determined each subsequent time he spoke with her. 

She hadn’t heard from him in over two weeks. She had begun to hope that he had found something else to occupy his free time. Or perhaps someone else. Though, she would pray for whoever that unfortunate woman was.

Now she wondered if he’d just been biding his time.

“Martin.” She forced lightness into her voice that she was far from feeling. She hoped her nervousness was not apparent. Some animals reacted to fear in others.

He stopped a few feet away from her. That was good. 

Martin Rask was perhaps an inch over six feet and seemed to be all solid, looming muscle. His ash-blond hair was close-cropped in a bristly crew cut. Holding himself stiffly, he stared at her with cold brown eyes.

Until Martin, Alex hadn’t realized that brown eyes could look cold.

“You look beautiful,” he said huskily.

At first, Alex had found his catarrhal tones slightly endearing. Now the sound haunted her nightmares. “Thank you.” When he said nothing else, she took a step back, preparing to leave. “I’ve got to get going now. Bye.”

She took no more than a few steps when a meaty hand clamped around her upper arm. He spun her back around to face him.

“Let’s go someplace and get a bite to eat. Talk some. I want to take you out.”

Alex felt as if her head was about to split in two. She didn’t need this now. “I can’t, Martin.” How to get rid of him tactfully?  Maybe if he thought she was seeing someone. “I have to meet my date, and I’m already late.”

His fingers tightened painfully. “You’re seeing someone else. You wouldn’t ever go out with me, but you’ve done found someone else. You think I’m not good enough for you, don’t you? What’s his name? Who is he?” A nerve began to twitch at the corner of his left eye.

“Me,” a deep voice stated calmly from behind Alex’s left side. “Release my lady.”

Alex’s surprised but thankful gaze swung to the man moving up beside her. His height and muscular physique were intimidating enough—even without the angry glare in his deep blue eyes.

“Who the hell are you?” Martin’s growl was nasal.

Connor smiled ferally. “I’m her man. And she is my woman,” he replied pleasantly enough, despite the thunderous look on his face. “Now release her arm.”

“No, she belongs to me. Not you. I saw her first.”

She didn’t belong to anyone, Alex wanted to tell the jerk, but she didn’t think now was the time to incite him further.

Alex looked at Connor, silently praying that he would not believe Martin. She tried to will him not to leave her.

Connor, however, never once looked in her direction. His gaze remained utterly focused on the man still holding her arm in a painful grip. All pretense of a smile had disappeared. Outwardly, he was calm, even relaxed, but Alex sensed a barely leashed rage within him.

“That’s where you are grossly mistaken. I repeat, Alex is my woman. I don’t care if you first saw her when she was in diapers. Now, I suggest that you let go of her arm and leave before I lose my patience.” Any remnants of a calm appearance dissolved. Connor seemed to grow in stature as she sensed the rage surging through him like water through a burst dam.

Martin responded by yanking Alex’s arm, jerking her back toward him. The tic beneath his eye was more pronounced. One corner of his lip curled up in a snarl. “You bitch!  I—”

He never got to finish. Like lightening, Connor’s right fist flashed out to connect with Martin’s face. Alex heard a snapping noise followed immediately by a howl of pain. Martin released her to grab at his face, blood pouring from his nose.

Connor grabbed Alex’s elbow and jerked her behind him. He didn’t trust this guy for a moment. He had run into his kind before. The man was dangerous.

He had followed the man because he hadn’t liked the furtive way he was sneaking along behind Alex. Connor freely admitted to himself that he also wanted to see if she knew the guy. It was why he’d let things progress too far. Now he felt guilty for having done so.

Beneath his hand, he could feel Alex trembling violently. He didn’t want to feel protective of her. He didn’t want to feel anything at all for her, but he did already. Connor had the sense that there was no going back from this point.

There was a fresh surge of anger for the animal who had brutalized her and who was now slowly backing away from them.

“You’re gonna regret this. You broke my nose,” Martin muttered between curses and moans of pain. He pointed at Alex. “Both of you.”

“Get out of my sight before I teach you what it’s like to play with the big boys.” Connor took a menacing step forward, smiling when the other man whirled around and briskly made tracks for his car.

“Th. . . thank you.” Connor heard Alex say from behind him.

Turning to face her, he found her with her right arm wrapped tightly around her waist, and the fingers of her left hand pressed against her left temple. She looked as if she were barely holding herself together. She probably was. She was shell-shocked and pale; slight tremors were continuing to sporadically shake her body.

With her arms as they were, he saw something else as well. He could see that she had a pair of full, lush breasts, a nipped-in waist, and womanly hips. She had the type of opulent, hourglass figure that was often painted on bombers during World War II. The type of figure men dreamed about. 

The kind of figure he dreamed about.

Damn it, he was too old for wet dreams. The reality of the woman never measured up to the image. 

Besides, he should be concentrating on the genuine danger to the woman, and not on the woman herself.

“You’re welcome.” He was proud of himself for getting the words out without squeaking like an adolescent. “Where are you parked?”

Alex drew her teeth slowly over her lower lip. Her head ached so badly that she could barely think straight. She wished he would smile. The anger was gone, but some intense emotion lingered, and with her head throbbing as it was, she couldn’t focus enough to read it.

All she could think about now was that with his thick, shaggy, slightly curly black hair, his deeply tanned skin, and his brawny build, he was the ancient warrior of her dreams in the flesh. It had to be connected to the sword. The crazy dreams certainly hadn’t started until she’d received it. She wished that her great-aunt was still alive so that she could ask her if the dreams were a normal part of being in possession of the sword.

Of course, Connor’s bearing had a lot to do with it as well. He could easily fit into the time period of her dreams.

Tearing her mind from its wanderings, she pointed to the old, slightly rusted, forest-green Toyota. She was disconcerted to see her hand shaking. “Right there.” Quickly, she brought her hand back to her side. Alex hoped Connor hadn’t noticed, but she doubted that his observant gaze missed much.

He motioned in the direction of the car, indicating she should precede him. Alex did so reluctantly.

She was grateful for his aid. She really was. Now, however, she wished he would leave her alone. Alex wasn’t used to violence, and certainly not to be personally involved with it. Connor had kept it from escalating, thank God, but she was still having trouble dealing with Martin manhandling her. She needed time to process it.

Doing her best to pretend that she was unaffected by the incident, Alex led the way to her car. She pulled the keys from her pocket, but her hands were shaking so badly that she promptly dropped them on the ground. Connor scooped them up before she could even start to bend over. That was a good thing for her pounding head.

Taking her elbow again, Connor gently, yet firmly, steered her around to the passenger side.

“Wh-what are you doing?” Alex watched uncertainly as he unlocked and opened the door.

“I’m going to drive you home. Get in.” As much as he wanted to let her go for his own sanity, there was no way he could allow her to drive off in her condition. She was too shaken. He couldn’t live with himself if she injured herself in a car wreck.

He watched her look toward the distant bleachers as if seeking rescue from him. 

There was no one.

“What about Clark?” She turned back to him.

“He’s with. . . my farm manager. Henry will see that Clark gets home safely.” Connor urged her toward the open car door. “Get in, Alex.”

“But how will you get home?” 

Connor wasn’t about to tell her that he planned on getting home by driving her there. He figured they could argue about it once they had arrived. There was no way he was going to allow her to go home alone. If she still lived with her parents, it would be different.

He had learned—purely by accident of course—that she lived alone in a small apartment made over from an old carriage house located at the back of an old lady’s large lot. A place too easily accessible to anyone out to harm her and way too isolated for his peace of mind.

“Let me worry about that. Get in the car, Alex.”

She didn’t argue this time. Connor didn’t know exactly what was going on with her, but she obviously didn’t feel well. It proved relatively easy to get her buckled into the passenger seat.

Once he had her settled, he got behind the wheel and pushed the seat all the way back to accommodate his greater height. Even then, he felt as if he was sitting in a child’s car.

Before pulling out of the parking lot, Connor called Henry and told him that he was taking Alex home. He also turned the air-conditioning up to try to dispel the heat.

Alex leaned her head back against the headrest. Had it been her headache that resulted in her being buckled into the passenger seat of her own car? Or had it been the sound of her name in his sexy voice?

After giving Connor directions to her house, she leaned back and stared absently out the passenger window. Clasping her hands tightly together in her lap was the only way she could control their trembling.

She kept telling herself that she was all right. She really was. So Martin had manhandled her a little; she would survive. After all, a few bruises weren’t a real injury. She was just happy that she’d never agreed to go out with him. She shuddered to think about how the date might have turned out. 

Calming somewhat, Alex actually paid attention to the passing scenery. What she saw had her sitting up straight, which caused a stab of pain to shoot through her head. Her hard-won calm slipped a few notches.

“This isn’t the way to my house. Where are you going?” Alex stared at the profile of the man beside her. 

She noted the shaggy black hair that fell in loose curls to brush the top of his T-shirt collar. Out of nowhere came the overwhelming urge to run her fingers through it. She was losing it. The man was taking her who knew where and she was fantasizing about playing with his hair.

“I’m taking you home,” the said man drawled calmly.

“But I don’t live this way. Connor, you’re going the wrong way!” Alex wasn’t sure what to do. Peter was forever telling her that she was too trusting. However, she was convinced that she hadn’t made a mistake in trusting Connor. For heaven’s sake, her friend was married to his brother. While she was startled by his taking her somewhere besides where she’d told him, she wasn’t frightened. She concentrated on him. All she sensed from Connor was strength and honor. There was no darkness in him. At least not where she was concerned.

Besides, he had a four-year-old son he doted on. How dangerous could he be?

“I’m not going the wrong way,” he said softly. “I’m taking you to my home.”

“Why?” Alex stared at him in surprise. As curious as she was already about Connor and as attached as she was swiftly becoming to his son, she wasn’t sure it was a good idea to actually see where he lived. It would be too easy to imagine their lives there together if she did.

Oh, good grief!

Connor kept his gaze on the road. “I’m taking you to my house because you obviously don’t feel well. And because you’ll be safe there.”

Ignoring the first part, she latched onto the second. “Safe?  From whom? You don’t seriously think Martin would do something so stupid as to actually try to harm me, do you?”

Connor did look at her then, and she read the answer in his eyes. Alex shook her head in denial. She had sensed darkness in Martin, but she’d never sensed real evil. 

“Tell me something. Before he grabbed you this evening, would you have expected him to act that way? Do you want to chance your life on it?”

No, she wouldn’t have. And, no, she didn’t.

Alex had grown up around people who reacted intellectually to anger instead of physically. She had a temper herself when pushed, yet Alex had never once considered a physical altercation as an option. Oh, she often threatened to hit her brother, but she would never actually do it. At least, not hard enough to hurt him. Naively, she expected everyone else to behave in a like manner.

“Would you?” Connor demanded.

Alex hated to admit what a Pollyanna view of the world she had, but she could not lie to him. “No.”

She saw the tension in his shoulders ease. 

He glanced at her before turning his attention once more to the road. “The majority of my work revolves around protection. Believe me when I tell you I’ve run into this guy’s type before. He’s a lighted fuse. And you’re the one who lit it.”

“I haven’t even gone out with him,” she protested.

“Honey, you didn’t need to do anything more than draw his attention. But you definitely don’t want to be anywhere around him when he goes off.”

Alex let that drop since she agreed with him. However, the tiny morsel about his occupation fed her imagination. Alex only knew what she read in the papers and the little that Grace mentioned the few times they’d been able to get together. She wanted to ask him to elaborate, but at present, she needed to know what he was planning for the immediate future.

“I can’t stay at your house.”

Connor shrugged. “We’ll figure something out when we get there.”

Alex once more relaxed into the seat. That sounded reasonable enough. Besides, if she got too worried about the situation, she would just call her brother. There were advantages to being telepathic.

The drive was beautiful, once she let herself enjoy it, especially with the vibrant green woods and pastures. Many of the fields contained grazing cattle or horses, some with their new babies sleeping or playing. 

Nearly seven miles northwest of Caledonia, Connor turned right onto another secondary road, and a little way further turned left onto a thickly graveled drive. 

Alex sat up straight, taking in everything they passed with undisguised interest. 

The drive wound uphill between fencing and through a thick stand of trees before the car rumbled across a cattle guard and they came out into a pasture. On a hill ahead past more fencing sat a lovely two-story house in brown-and-cream brick with a brown metal roof and a wide front porch.

Connor drove her car over another cattle guard and around the circular drive in front of the house, stopping before broad steps that led to the porch. As he turned off the car, two large, white dogs bounded around the corner of the house, barking a warning.

Connor opened the door and spoke to them, “It’s me, boys. Just a different vehicle.”

Wagging tails and happy barks greeted his words. 

Between petting them and trying to keep them from coming in the car, Connor introduced them. “These guys help us with the cattle and horses. The one with the tan spots is Dragon, and the cream one is Merlin. They’re Great Pyrenees.” 

Alex loved the dogs on sight. “They’re beautiful.”

Alex remained seated while Connor exited the car and came around to her side. He opened the door and took her hand to assist her in getting out while using his body to block the two dogs from getting to her before she gained her footing. When she could, she petted them and was rewarded with wet kisses to her hands and whatever else they could reach.

Connor laughingly pushed them away.

Alex stared at him. Connor was a handsome man as it was, but when he smiled and laughed, he was even more so. His blue eyes sparkled with joy. The sound of his laughter was infectious.

When he turned his attention from the dogs to her, she quickly looked at the house, afraid he would see the yearning in her eyes. Alex couldn’t deny she was curious about Connor. A person’s home could tell one a great deal. She could hardly wait to see what clues to Connor’s personality she could pick up from his home.

Yet she was afraid to learn more. She already dreamed about him way too much.

At times, Connor appeared cold and remote. His moods shifted mercurially. Alex decided that might be due to the fact they barely knew each other. It was apparent by his actions with Martin that he was a take-charge kind of man. He was a protector. And anyone who saw him with Clark knew without a doubt that he was a loving father. Connor Pendragon was the perfect “mysterious, dark-haired stranger with a heart of gold.”

“Alex!”

Alex jumped; jarred out of her musings by a slightly impatient, amused deep voice. It obviously wasn’t the first time he had tried to get her attention. She looked up to see a broad grin on his face. Alex gave her head a slight shake. “I’m sorry.” 

“No problem.” He waved a hand toward the porch steps. “Let’s go into the kitchen. Kay made a large pitcher of lemonade when she was here today. You look like you need to sit down. We can have a glass and discuss your problem.” 

That sounded like a good idea to her. “I’m afraid it might be your problem, too.” Alex reminded him. “By letting Martin think you’re my boyfriend, you’ve directed his anger at you, too.”

Connor’s lips twitched as if he was fighting laughter. After a moment, he sobered. “What is Martin’s full name?”

“Rask. Martin Rask. He moved here a couple of months ago with a plant that opened up just north of town.”

Connor took out his house keys. He pressed a button of a security remote on the fob, then unlocked the door. It was a beautiful large mahogany door with two panels of etched glass. Opening it, he ushered her inside.

“Well, Alex, I’ve run into worse men than Rask. I can handle him.”

Alex frowned thoughtfully. What did he mean by that? What exactly did he do for a living? She knew he and his company handled protection for people. What exactly did that mean? He was large enough to be a bouncer, but that didn’t seem like an occupation for him. Besides, she knew that he was one of the owners of Pendragon Alliance. 

Alex followed him into a large entry hall. To her left was an opening that led to a living room and on the right was a dining room. Straight ahead, she could see a large family room. Subconsciously she noticed the emptiness. There were no pictures on the off-white walls, no plants, no throw rugs on the hardwood floor.

“Do you mind if I ask you what exactly you do for a living?”

Connor motioned for her to precede him down the hall and into the family room. They passed a hallway on the left and then walked into the family room, which opened to a kitchen on the right. 

“Let me get the lemonade. Then we’ll have a seat and talk.”  

Alex stopped in the middle of the family room. A fireplace took up the middle of the left wall. To the right of the hearth was a wall of windows with a door in the middle leading to a covered deck, and beyond that, a patio and expanse of green lawn.

“Make yourself comfortable. Have a seat wherever you want. I’ll get the drinks.”

Alex continued to stand in the middle of the room, looking around. It, more than any part of the house she had seen so far, looked lived in. A toy box sat in the corner near the fireplace. Toy soldiers, medieval-looking warriors, cowboys, pirates, and old Matchbox cars were positioned on the raised hearth of the empty fireplace.

Alex could hear glasses clinking and the opening of the refrigerator, but she was too busy looking around to pay attention to what Connor was doing.

Five portraits over the fireplace caught Alex’s attention. She moved closer for a better look. A large group portrait about eighteen by twenty-one inches, occupied the place of honor and was flanked on either side by four eight-by-ten photographs. She recognized the smaller pictures as chronicling the years of Clark’s young life from about six months to fairly recently.

Smiling, she turned her attention to the group portrait. An older man of indeterminate years with a completely bald head sat on a chair in the middle holding a toddler Clark. Seven men stood around them. She recognized Connor and Brenn immediately. Alex’s eyes widened. The other five men were all about the same height and build. A few were blond, but the rest were black-haired like Connor. She recognized them as well. They were all participants in her dreams. At least they appeared in the ones that she’d had after she’d taken possession of the sword.

She didn’t know whether to be comforted or frightened by that. She was definitely a little freaked.

“My family,” Connor stated from so close behind her that she jumped. She didn’t understand how he could be so large and yet move so soundlessly. “But, then, you know Brenn.”

After a quick glance over her shoulder at him, Alex turned back to study the people in the portrait. They were all men. When had Connor’s first wife died? 

“My brothers,” Connor confirmed as if reading her mind.

“What are their names? Besides Brenn.” Alex asked, accepting the glass of lemonade he handed her.

Connor identified each one. “Iain, Dane, Kamron, Roane, and Finn. Kam is the baby of the family. At least before Clark and now Brenn’s little daughter Caela.”

Alex grinned. She was amused that anyone would call any of these big, brawny men a baby, even if Finn and Kamron looked to be only in their late teens. Glancing at Connor, her smile changed to a look of wonder at the loving expression on his face as he gazed at the picture.

Alex had waited all her life for a man to look at her with the wealth of love that was in this man’s eyes when he looked at his family. She would give everything she had if he turned that look on her.

Alex quickly looked away and gave herself a mental warning against just such daydreaming. That’s all it would ever amount to, a dream. A man like Connor Pendragon would never look at a twenty-nine-year-old Sunday school teacher and spinster that way. 

Their lives were entirely different. A church secretary and pianist with no alluring attributes, physical or otherwise, was hardly the type of woman to arouse the passions of a handsome man like Connor. He dealt with celebrities. At least, on occasion. He was a man who could have any woman he wanted. Plenty who were more attractive and younger than she. The sooner she convinced herself of that, the better.

Alex refocused on the portrait, embarrassed to have been caught staring. “Who is the oldest?”

The smile left Connor’s face. She wasn’t sure why, but her question obviously brought up some unpleasant memories.

“I am.”

Alex had been right in thinking he reminded her somewhat of Peter. It must be something shared by big brothers. Perhaps that was why she found herself in the house of a virtual stranger. Albeit a ruggedly handsome stranger with the most beautiful blue eyes she had ever seen.

“Is this your father?” she asked.

A flash of pain crossed Connor’s face. “Foster father. His name is Emrys. He’s actually our guardian and our father’s cousin, but he’s raised us all since our parents’ deaths. As far as the youngest ones remember, he is the only father they know. We call him Dad, though.”

“I’m sorry.” Alex was not sure how to respond to that. She couldn’t help wondering how his parents had died.

“Alex, you’re stalling. We both know it,” Connor’s eyes narrowed slightly as she looked at him.

“I’m very grateful for your help.” Knowing when to give in gracefully, Alex turned to meet his watchful gaze. “Really.”

“But? I sense a but here.”

Alex shrugged. “But now I’ve had time to calm down and think. It wasn’t much of a threat. Don’t you think we’re blowing this out of proportion?”

“Perhaps.” Connor didn’t sound convinced. “How long have you known him?” 

“He’s asked me out a few times over the past month or so, but I never went. There was just something about him.” She shuddered. She couldn’t tell him about her feelings. He’d probably pass it off as some sort of female hoo-hah. “Anyway, it made him. . .  I don’t know how to explain it.” Alex stopped abruptly, wondering if she should have mentioned that last part. She also had just realized that though he had been in town a lot longer, his interest in her had begun only after she had inherited her sword. Still, she couldn’t see how there could possibly be a connection because he would have no way of knowing of her inheritance.

“More determined. He didn’t want to take no for an answer, did he, Alex?  How far did he go?”

Alex paled, understanding his implication. “He just kept calling and stopping me like he did this afternoon.” Except he hadn’t become as physical before, and she sincerely thanked God for that.

Connor nodded as if she had confirmed everything he had expected. “He’s possessive and obsessive.” Connor sat in a leather recliner and motioned for her to join him. He waited until she was perched uneasily on the edge of the other recliner before he continued. “He’s dangerous, Alex. Especially since, from what you say, he’s become fixated on you.”

Alex shook her head. “No.” When Connor simply stared at her, she demanded, “Why?  There are a lot of prettier, younger women in Caledonia for him to choose from. There are college co-eds here.” Why on earth would the man fixate on her? It made no sense. It was ridiculous.

She rummaged in her purse until she found the small container where she kept a few headache pills. Getting out one, she took it, washing it down with the lemonade. 

“Why not?” Connor countered, watching her. 

“Why would he want me? I’ve never had a serious relationship in my life. This is crazy.” Tears welled up, but with long honed self-control, Alex kept them from falling. She refused to look at him. She couldn’t believe what she’d just revealed to him of all people. Hopefully, if he asked, she could convince him the tears were because her head hurt.

Connor silently studied her for a moment before continuing. “For whatever reason, Rask has singled you out. How far he plans to go with his threat remains to be seen. You shouldn’t take any chances. You shouldn’t be alone.”

Mortified by her outburst and knowing that Connor could tell she was near tears, Alex stared at her lap. She rubbed damp palms on her slacks. “I’ll be cautious. I’ll watch my back, check my caller ID before answering the phone, keep my doors locked, and not go out after dark without an escort.” Of course, whom that escort was supposed to be, she had no clue. She forced herself to meet his eyes. “Now, may I have my keys? I’d like to go home. I have a headache.”

With a frustrated sigh, Connor stood and fished her keys out of his pocket. “Don’t go home tonight. Stay with your brother or your parents. Promise me, Alexandra.”

When she stood up and held out a small, trembling hand, he dropped the keys into her palm. Before she had time to move, however, he encircled her wrist with his fingers, careful not to hurt her, but stopping her from moving. “You’re not leaving until I get your word.”

“All right, I promise. I’ll go to Peter’s.” Alex couldn’t face him again. She focused on his T-shirt collar. It was easy to do as it was pretty much at eye level. He must think she was a real Loony Tune. One of those poor, lonely women who hid in their homes with strange habits and an abnormally large number of pets.

With her wrist still gently but securely held in his hand, he cupped her chin with his other hand and tilted her face up until she was forced to look at him. “I don’t know how
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