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Chapter One

 


Sabrina Foxglove stepped out the side door of
Mazie’s Five and Dime and took a deep breath of cold spring air.
Cloudburst, Colorado, hadn’t gotten the memo on mild temperatures
for the season. Still, hinted scents of new growth in the cool
breezes and the crocuses in her garden warned of warmer
weather.

The weather is turning and it’s Beltane in a
week. Yay, May Day.

Sabrina had long chosen Beltane, the
Goddess’s celebration of fertility and rebirth, as her favorite
holiday next to Yule. She loved the dancing, the small campfire—she
couldn’t have a bonfire in her backyard. Forest fires in the
National Forest were frowned upon—and the brightly colored ribbons
around her own miniature May Pole. She and her daughters always
dressed up, baked goodies to share with her neighbors and sang the
special prayer songs as the night moved to Midnight.

This year, Tansy’s school would hold a May
Day celebration and she’d promised to bake brownies for the
class.

Sabrina heard extra footsteps as she walked
down the alley toward the back parking lot after locking the door
to Mazie's. The sounds of those feet sent a frisson of fear and
anxiety down her back. She didn't want to look back, but it’d be
better to see her attackers, just in case she had to identify them
later.

When she reached the single bulb illuminating
a small portion of the parking lot, she turned with her keys
pushing between her fingers like claws and raised her chin. What
met her eyes made her blood run cold.

Five men filed out of the alley led by Marty
Robinson, one of the most outspoken about her marriage status. Or
lack thereof despite motherhood. He’d given her trouble in the past
when she’d politely refused his invitation to attend one of the
church gatherings, but she never thought he’d do anything rash.
Apparently he's changed his approach.

“Did you need something at Mazie's, guys?
Sorry, we're closed.” She hoped her voice sounded nonchalant and
wished she stood closer to her minivan.

“It’s not safe to be walking alone at night,
Sabrina.” Marty’s buckteeth always made him whistle when he spoke,
lending to his overall unpleasantness. At least he didn’t have a
lisp, and if he kept his mouth shut, he could be considered
somewhat attractive.

“Thanks for the reminder. And thanks for
accompanying me to my car. I’ll just be getting in and going home
now.”

“If you had a husband, you’d be safer,” one
of the others snapped, his voice full of frustration. What is
his problem?

“Thanks for the concern, but—”

“A husband could protect you from just these
kinds of situations,” Marty said.

She raised her eyebrows and tightened her
fist on her keys. “This is a situation? Is there some problem?”

“Being single is a sin against God,” Mr.
Frustrated shifted his weight and his hands fisted at his side.

“I didn’t think marital status was one of
God’s main concerns.”

“Mothers shouldn’t be single. You should have
a husband.” Marty’s lips tightened over his teeth and his eyes
narrowed. Sabrina swallowed hard and kept moving through the
parking lot.

“And all of you are here to convince me?” She
raised a dubious eyebrow. “I’m not sure I need one husband, much
less five.”

“We’re not into polygyny.” Marty and the
others edged closer, fanning out a little to get behind her.
Sabrina backed up a few steps, trying to keep them all in view.

“I’m relieved to hear it. It's sweet of you
to offer, but I'm fine, really.” She backed up a little more, the
keys cutting into her palm.

“You should have a man to take care of you,
Sabrina. Single women with children are an affront to God. You'll
never enter Heaven.” Marty voice approached reasonable, but his
eyes glowed with an unhealthy zeal.

“Hey, you know, I'm not really worried about
it.” Where had she parked her damn van? “Thanks for the concern
though.”

The men moved closer, trying to circle her
before she could reach her car. The wind blew the scents of cold
blacktop and spilled gasoline past her and she wished she’d parked
closer to the building. So much for getting more exercise. I
should’ve taken kickboxing. Her eyes darted around to see any
visible weapon she could use to hold them off other than her keys,
but she saw nothing. Not even a damn snowball.

Winter’s continued grip on the Rockies sent a
cold breeze eeling down her back as her heel came down on a patch
of black ice. Her foot shot out from under her and she slammed to
the cold pavement on her butt. Cold seeped in through her pants and
filled the crannies of her heart.

Glory be, I'm so screwed.

Fear surged as the men closed on her. How
would she get home to her daughters? How could she face them after
these men did…whatever they were going to do? She wouldn't allow
herself to even name the heinous acts groups of men did to women in
the dark.

“Now we're gonna teach you why you need a
man.”

Marty’s expression shifted to rabid as he
reached for her. She gritted her teeth and tightened her grip on
the keys. If they chose to do this, she’d make sure they’d remember
how hard they worked to get her to submit.

“Five men against one woman is a little
unorthodox and unfair, don’t you think?”

The deep masculine voice floated out of the
darkness of the alley they’d left behind. Her attackers turned to
look over their shoulders, their bodies tense.

Sabrina couldn’t see much at first, just a
blacker shadow among the rest. A tall male form emerged into the
edge of the light wearing a long black trench coat with a wide hood
over his head. He had leather gloves on his hands and heavy black
boots on his feet to protect him from the spring cold in the
mountains. The hilt of a very large sword rose over his left
shoulder, held there by an ornate leather strap embroidered with
oak leaves across his chest.

Oh Goddess, who the hell is this?

“Your religious leaders might look askance at
your behavior this evening. Hounding women doesn’t seem an
honorable pastime.”

“Who are you?” Marty snapped.

“She needs to be taught a lesson. She needs a
husband.” Sabrina swore Mr. Frustrated had been dropped on his head
as a child.

“Mayhap she does, but this is not the way to
convince her,” the dark stranger remarked, amusement in his voice.
“Did your fathers teach you nothing about wooing? Flowers,
chocolates, perhaps even sweet poetry or jewelry. But never threats
or fear.”

“Hey, man, we saw her first.” She knew that
voice. Timmy Lewis’s pockmarked face looked ghastly in the weak
light. “Go find your own woman.”

Nice to know she held some value to the local
male population.

A deafening silence settled around them. No
one moved for a few seconds, but the energy in the little parking
lot shifted from tolerant amusement to icy disdain. In a flurry of
motion, the stranger swept the feet out from under Mr. Frustrated,
slammed Timmy into one of his cronies until they slumped to the
ground, held the fourth man in a choke hold, and had a long dagger
blade pressed against Marty’s throat by the time he stilled.

He’d positioned himself between her and the
others and she got a good look at his back. The sword in its
leather scabbard hung to his hips and she thanked her lucky stars
it remained sheathed. The wide expanse of his shoulders assured her
he could wield it, probably faster and stronger than the propeller
on an airplane. His arms, one holding the gasping man and the other
holding the dagger, never wavered.

“Now would be an excellent time to gather
your friends and retreat to your mothers’ skirts.” The words came
out in a growl and Sabrina shivered. “Go. Now.”

The stranger released the man he held, and
Mr. Frustrated, Marty, and Choke-Hold scrambled to retrieve their
two fallen comrades and retreated back toward Main Street. The
hooded man watched them go, big, powerful, and menacing in his
stillness. When their footsteps faded from hearing, he turned to
her and offered her a gloved hand.

“Let’s get you home, Ms. Foxglove.” His voice
encouraged trust.

Sabrina looked at his hand then up at his
face for a long time while she waited for her heart to stop
pounding. She’d just watched him kick ass on five guys in an icy
parking lot, and he expected her to trust he meant her no harm?

On the other hand, he looks fast enough to
catch me if I run.

Biting her lip, she reached out to grasp his
hand. The warm leather engulfed her frozen fingers and she felt
dwarfed by his size. Her hand looked like it belonged to a small
child’s in his and he tugged her up, guiding her away from the
black ice.

“Thanks.” She tried to pull her hand away as
soon as she gained her feet.

His grip tightened and he dragged her closer
to his hooded face. “They were right in one respect. It’s not safe
for you to be walking alone at night.”

“Thank you for the reminder.” Goddess save
her from nosy men. Her reactionary anger surged. “And you just
helped so much by embarrassing them in front of their friends. Now
they’ll be after me because of it.” She shook her head and tugged
at her hand again.

“There are greater concerns than that now.”
He released her, gesturing with his free hand toward her van.
“Perhaps we could discuss them on the way to your home.”

Sabrina followed the line of his arm with her
eyes then looked back into the darkness of his hood.

“What makes you think I’ll let you in my car
with me?” She snorted. “I don’t even know you. Yeah, you beat off
those guys, but it only proves you’re much stronger than me. Why
would I trust you?”

“I just saved you.” He gestured, palms up, as
if his words explained everything.

“So? I said thanks. Who are you? And how do
you know my name?”

He hesitated for a moment, nonplussed. Then
he pushed back his hood to reveal his face in the weak light of the
bare bulb.

Good heavens, he’s beautiful.

Long, straight hair parted haphazardly and
fell to his shoulders, the front strands pushed behind his ears to
keep it out of his eyes. The eyes were some light color, but she
couldn’t tell which one in the darkness of the parking lot. They
had heavy lids and crow’s feet at their corners, telling of his
experience. A goatee framed his elegant lips and deep laugh lines
at their edges gave him a humorous expression, though he didn’t
smile. He had eloquently arching brows, one higher than the other
in amused query.

“My name is Darius Winterbourne, Chamberlain
of the Summer Court, and I’ve been sent to prepare you for the
Court’s arrival.”

“Wait. The Summer Court, as in the Sidhe, the
Fae peoples of the Goddess?”

“Yes.”

Sabrina snorted and shook her head. “Is this
some sort of joke? Because I follow the old beliefs? Gah! Look,
it’s not funny. Thank you for what you did, but I’d like you to
leave me alone now.”

Darius frowned. “I do not joke, Lady
Foxglove. I came to prepare you for their arrival.”

“The Summer Court is coming here. To
Cloudburst, Colorado.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Beltane is in a week’s time and—”

“I know when Beltane is, I honor the
old ways. I meant, why would the Summer Court of the Fae come
here, to Cloudburst? It’s a flyspeck on the map.” Smaller
than that, really. “Wouldn’t it be more fitting for them to
celebrate Beltane at, say, Stonehenge, or somewhere more grand?
Heck, the Grand Canyon would make more sense if they wanted to come
to the US.”

“It is the job of the Fae to heal and restore
the sacred places of the Earth and to ensure the chain of blessing
isn’t broken, even in flyspecks like Cloudburst.” He raised his
chin to look down at her. “They are coming here to strengthen the
connections to the Goddess. You are the most powerful resident
witch and they depend upon you to uphold the traditions and rituals
of Beltane. They will come this year to oversee your practices and
bolster the protections.”

“Oversee my practices?” Sabrina gaped
in disbelief. “I haven’t done the traditional rituals in over four
years and I don’t plan on doing them now. The last time I
participated in the High Beltane rituals, I got a daughter
out of the deal. You heard what some folks think of my single-mom
status. I don’t need any more children, thank you.” Even when she’d
been on the pill, the magic of the rituals had produced a baby. She
couldn’t take the chance again, especially when she hadn’t renewed
her prescription. What’s the point? I’m not having sex
anyway.

“Children are a great blessing of the
Goddess.”

“Maybe, but with it comes great
responsibility and I don’t need more of it. Thanks again for your
help and good night.”

Nodding to him, she spun on her heel and took
three quick steps toward her van. She’d almost reached it when the
five men cornered her. Why couldn’t she have seen it then? She
rotated her keys in her hand and inserted one into the door lock.
Her nose filled with the scents of leather and pumpkin spice as a
warm gloved hand settled over hers. Anger and fear blazed within
her. What is wrong with this guy? Can’t he take a hint?

She leveled him with a narrow-eyed glare.
“Take your hand off me.”

 


****

 


Darius felt the surge of energy around
Sabrina as she snarled the words and the hairs on the back of his
neck stood up. Holy Goddess, this little witch had much more power
than he’d been led to believe. If she focused all her magic on him,
she’d very likely overpower him. She didn’t seem to have the skill
to do it, but he decided against testing her just yet.

“Forgive me, Lady Foxglove.” He bowed his
head as he removed his hand.

Her shoulders relaxed when he stepped back,
but her pale eyes flashed with angry electric purple sparks.

“Perhaps we can speak of this more at your
home. It’s cold out tonight and we have much to discuss.”

The tension returned to her frame and her
eyes widened. “You think I’m going to let you come to my house? I
don’t even know you. I won’t endanger my family. Heck, you carry a
huge sword over your damn shoulder.”

“It’s imperative that I speak to you about
this.” He didn’t understand her reluctance to accept the great
honor she’d been offered.

“Imperative? The only thing that’s imperative
is I get home to my kids.” She opened her car door. “And no, you
can’t come with me.”

Bloody frustrating woman!

He caught the door before it slammed shut
behind her.

“Lady Foxglove. Please.” Damn, it grated to
have to beg. “There isn’t much time and the Court will be arriving
in a few days. You must be prepared.”

“Tell them to change their plans.” She
shrugged. “I don’t have time to entertain the Court. I have
brownies to bake for school. I have garlands to make and ribbons to
buy. Plus, I have a job. I can’t just take time off. We don’t get
paid vacation at Mazie’s. Send them to the Grand Canyon. Now, let
go of my door.”

“I cannot!” His temper cracked at her
stubbornness. “This is not my honor, but yours. The plans have been
laid and it is your destiny to fulfill. I’m merely here to make
certain all is prepared for the Court’s arrival.”

“Don’t snap at me just because you didn’t
check with me first. I have a life and responsibilities that don’t
include you or the Summer Court.” She shook her head and the
ponytail of mahogany brown hair slid over her wool encased
shoulders. The urge to sift his fingers through it took him by
surprise. “Look, success is about communication and you can’t have
one without the other. So far, your track record is dismal.”

“Communication goes both ways.” Darius tried
to wrestle his temper under control. Where was his famed unruffled
demeanor? “I’m here, now, to speak to you about this great honor
and event so we might arrange the procedures and protocols. We have
a week before the event should occur. Certainly we can come to some
sort of arrangement in such time?”

She took a deep breath to deny him, but
thought better of it when he raised his eyebrows. She pressed her
sensuous lips together in a tight line. He’d like nothing better
than to enjoy the feeling of them on his lips or even on his cock,
but only if they stopped producing protests. He’d silenced many a
woman in such a pleasurable way in the past.

“Okay, fine.” Sabrina dropped her head a
moment. “But tomorrow. I can’t do anything tonight and you’re
not coming home with me. Tomorrow I’ll meet you at the
Cloudburst Coffee Shop on River Street at 10:30 in the morning.
That’s the best I can do.”

Tomorrow cut a full day off their prep time,
but resolution filled her expression, and he had to take what he
could get. Besides, his mother had often told him you got more
flies with honey than with vinegar.

“Thank you, Ms. Foxglove. I shall meet you at
the Cloudburst Coffee Shop on the morrow.”

“Okay. Good. See you then.”

He released the door and she slammed it shut.
The motor hesitated to start in the cold, but eventually caught and
Sabrina Foxglove, the Cloudburst witch, drove out of the parking
lot, leaving Darius to watch the retreat of her vehicle with a
frown.

No one had ever turned down such an honor
before. Certainly not when delivered by him. Why hadn’t she folded
under his charm?

He sighed and raised his hood above his head,
protecting it from the fat flakes of snow settling over the black
pavement of the little parking lot. Her obstinacy diluted his
interest in her, regardless of her beauty. Women should be
biddable, accommodating, amiable.

But damn, she is lovely.

His mind recalled Sabrina’s lush curves
despite the disfiguring wool jacket and thick fleece pants. He
could imagine full breasts with rosy areoles and tight nipples
flushed with heat from his kisses. Her coat had only hinted at the
generous ass beneath, but he could see it gripped in his hands as
he thrust into her welcoming heat from in front.

His cock stretched his leather trousers in
response to his thoughts and he reached down to adjust himself to a
more favorable position. He considered the woman upon whom all his
immediate future plans were based.

Sabrina Foxglove had been blessed with
strength of will and great power, unlike most of the witches he’d
met in the past. Her determined resignation when faced with five
opponents of greater stature than herself had impressed him. She
should have used a simple persuasion spell to direct their
attentions elsewhere. Perhaps she's untrained. Experienced
or not, she remained a potent witch. And sexy as hell, too.
When there’d been no other choice, she’d stood her ground with
honor. She hadn’t cried or whined or begged, qualities he loathed
in the fairer sex.

Darius fastened his hooded coat around him
and melted back into the alley darkness. The wind threatened to
remove his hood, but he held it down with his gloved hands. Why
is it still winter here in this little town?

Sabrina would change her attitude toward him
and the Summer Court when he had a chance to explain at their
meeting tomorrow. She’d see the true honor in what she'd been
offered and show proper gratitude for his help. He imagined the
type of gratitude he’d like. He could see her lavender eyes staring
seductively up at him while her lips stretched over his hard
phallic flesh and her tongue polished the head.

Ah, perfection.

He’d hoped to have such an opportunity this
evening, but Sabrina proved to be more obdurate than he'd expected.
Of course, she’d been accosted by those idiots and frightened. His
sudden appearance may have scared her even more. Women didn’t trust
men who appeared out of the dark. She’d feel differently in the
light of day when his good looks and charm seduced her.

Satisfied everything would be settled the
next day, Darius lengthened his strides down the quiet snowy
street. Silence of winter’s last gasp enveloped him, the only
sounds the crunching of his footsteps. Damn, it’s cold. He
shivered a little, looking forward to a hot bath and a warm cup of
rum to see him through the night.

He stopped as if he’d run straight into the
snow-draped brick wall beside him.

Where the hell would he sleep?


 


Chapter Two

​


Morning came with the usual routine of
getting Sabrina’s six-year-old ready for kindergarten and her four
year old at least dressed. Tansy happily dressed herself and combed
her hair without much direction, but Holly dragged her feet and
found almost anything else to do when faced with her mother’s need
to get ready quickly.

“Holly, are you dressed yet?”

“I’m getting there!”

“Don’t ‘get there’, do it.”

“Mom, can I have pigtails today?” Tansy asked
as she brushed out her dark brown locks.

“Yep, come here.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Tansy handed her two hair
ties.

“Holly, are you dressed yet?”

“Getting there, Mom!”

Despite Holly’s slowness, Sabrina managed to
get everyone fed and ready in time to hustle into the car. Tansy
jabbered excitedly about the May Day party at school in a few days,
and Holly informed them she'd become a rainbow sparkle pony.

“Well, even rainbow sparkle ponies have to
buckle up their carseats before we can go.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

The drive to school filled with conversation
about habitat needs of such mythical creatures and Sabrina grinned
at her daughters' imaginations. She kissed Tansy goodbye before the
girl scampered through the new flurries of snow to her classroom.
One down. One to go.

“Ready to go shopping, Holly?”

“Ready.”

Sabrina and Holly went to the grocery to
prepare for the Beltane feast at the end of the week. Holly happily
helped pick out fruits and vegetables while going on about what
rainbow sparkle ponies liked to eat. Sabrina tried to focus on her
daughter’s words, but her attention split between getting all the
things on her list and the upcoming meeting with Darius
Winterbourne at the coffee shop.

The whole encounter behind Mazie’s seemed
like a dream, a figment of her overactive imagination. Surely
Marty, Timmy and the others hadn’t been so demonstrative in their
displeasure of her marital status. And no one really carried a
sword anymore, did they? Had she made a date with a dream guy?
More like a nightmare guy.

“Hi, Sabrina. How are you today?”

Sabrina jerked out of her thoughts to wave at
her neighbor up the street. “Good, thanks.”

“Mommy, can we get star squishies?” Holly
held up a star fruit.

“Not today, honey.”

Sabrina’s thoughts returned to Darius. He’d
certainly been tall, dark and mysterious. Not to mention incredibly
handsome. She didn’t think her imagination could have come up with
anything so beautiful on its own. She recalled his sharp brows,
sultry grin, and the way he held her hand in his in perfect
detail.

“Mom, can I watch a movie when we get home?”
Holly perused the gum at the checkout aisle.

“You’ll have to ask Matilda. She’s coming
early because I have an appointment today.”

“Well, tell Matilda I can watch the Rescue
Fairy.”

Sabrina laughed, shaken from her musings.
“We’ll talk about it.”

“Thirty-three, eighty seven, Ms. Foxglove.”
The cashier waved at Holly, making her giggle.

“Thanks. How’s school going this year?”

They finished their shopping and returned
home in record time despite the slick, snowy roads. Most people in
Cloudburst knew how to drive, but the Spring Breakers who showed up
in droves often made the short commutes an exercise in stunt
driving. Sabrina’s gratitude for the end of Spring Break Season
held no bounds.

Matilda Middleton, Sabrina’s babysitter, met
her at her door and happily took charge of Holly while Sabrina put
the groceries away.

“Mommy, I want to watch the Rescue
Fairy!”

Sabrina shot a look at Matilda. “Are you okay
with a movie? I have the appointment this morning and then work
till seven. I'm sorry it will be so late.”

“It’s not a problem, Sabrina. I'm saving up
for a car and need all the extra money I can get.”

“If you're sure…”

“Yeah, it’ll be fine.” Matilda waved her off.
“I can get Tansy after school, too.”

“Thanks so much, Matti.”

Sabrina kissed Holly goodbye and jumped back
into her car for the trip to the Cloudburst Coffee and Spa. Only
newly opened, the Cloudburst had taken off like wildfire. Moira
Callahan had a special gift for knowing what the customers needed
each day, and Sabrina had always found the coffee shop soothing
when stressed. Sabrina had come back often and struck up a
friendship with Moira.

Sabrina pulled into the parking lot and
turned off the car. Snow peppered the windshield in dry, cold
flakes rattling with the sound of sand grains. The heat immediately
decreased and her breath fogged the windows. What the hell am I
doing? Who went to meet a big guy with a huge sword spouting
about the return of the Fae for Beltane? She should call the cops
and go back to her normal life.

“Yeah, and they’ll so believe you,” she
muttered. She didn't need to paint herself as a lunatic. Not even
the local coven would support her.

“Ugh!” She thumped her forehead against the
steering wheel. “Why do I do this to myself?”

Jamming her tuque onto her head, she got out
of her minivan and hurried into the Cloudburst to get out of the
weather. The interior of the coffee shop had a warm and comfortable
décor with brass accents and fixtures, cozy armchairs and couches
guarding elegant glass topped tables, and polished, resined wood
floors. Moira had decorated her establishment with a retreat in
mind and comfort settled around Sabrina’s shoulders.

Everyone who entered felt welcomed and
protected. Moira had added a back room where the patrons could
order a massage from her business partner. An odd combination,
true, but Sabrina appreciated the eccentricity, and Moira insisted
there was more than one way to relax. Why drown your sorrows when
you could have them rubbed out of existence?

Too bad I can’t rub out this problem.
She stifled a giggle. She sounded like an old Mafia movie.

Sabrina paused inside the door, allowing the
scents of cinnamon and hot cocoa to soothe her as she scanned the
few patrons already taking advantage of the warm interior. She
loved this place and no matter what Darius Winterbourne might want,
she felt safe here. Most of the bar stools and chairs sat empty,
but her eyes found Darius’s broad-shouldered form reclining on a
loveseat against the brick wall across from the counter, his sword
conspicuously missing. Her tension returned and she took a deep
breath as she wound her way through the other chairs toward
him.

He turned his head and her steps faltered.
Holy Goddess, he's better looking than I remember. Eyes an
amazing color of deep teal never wavered from her as she approached
and her heart pounded with each step. Wearing an expression mixed
of frank assessment and sensual desire, Darius Winterbourne
embodied a predator, a man used to getting his way every time.

I'm not giving up my way of life just to
appease your lofty opinion of yourself, pal. What had he called
himself? The Chamberlain of the Summer Court. Talk about
arrogance.

Still, she shivered with feminine
appreciation of his virility. What would it be like to have a man
so powerfully built look at her with real desire? Her ex hadn’t
given her such attention except during rituals when drunk on lust.
Oh, he’d desired her body, but the woman inside? Not so much. She
inwardly smacked her forehead and squared her shoulders as she
stopped before Darius’s reclining form.

“Well met, Lady Foxglove.” His warm voice
wrapped around her and she damn near melted where she stood.

“Mr. Winterbourne.” Sabrina sat down on a
plush arm chair across from him and tried to find some
composure.

Irritation flitted across his face, but
disappeared before she could catch more than a glimpse.

“Call me Darius, please. We will be working
too closely to stand on titles.”

“You’re making an assumption, Mr.
Winterbourne.” Sabrina leaned back and crossed her legs to give
herself a little more armor against his smooth ways. “I told you
I’d hear you out and here I am. I didn’t promise to suddenly drop
everything for your needs.”

His irritation flashed again until she said
the word “needs.” Then sly, seductive amusement flooded his face
and exhilaration shot through her.

“My needs are another matter entirely and I’m
certain we’ll get to them eventually. I’m here today to discuss the
matter of the Summer Court’s visit.”

She didn’t know if she wanted to laugh in
disbelief or smack him for his audacity. She settled for a roll of
her eyes.

“Focus, Mr. Winterbourne. What exactly do you
want and what does it have to do with me?”

He opened his mouth to make a no doubt
smart-ass comment and she held up her hand. “Rein it in,
please.”

He chuckled, sitting forward to lean his
elbows on his knees.

“As you command, my lady.” He inclined his
head. “My petition is the same as last night. Beltane is a week
away. The Summer Court has chosen your fair little town as the
location where they shall perform the healing ceremonies to
strengthen the wards, and you’re the only witch here who can
perform the rituals correctly.”

“That’s debatable,” she mumbled, but he
didn’t seem to hear her.

“Come now, Lady Foxglove, you must understand
what a great honor this is. The opportunity to serve the Court in
this way is not offered lightly.”

Sabrina snorted. “I thought I’m the only
witch in Cloudburst who could correctly perform the rituals. It
doesn’t sound like selection so much as desperation. I’m the only
one you know of here, so I’ll have to do. Right?”

His patronizing smile never slipped. “They
would not have chosen Cloudburst were it not for you.”

“Baloney!” She grimaced and flicked one hand.
“Got oceanfront property to sell me in Arizona, right? Nice try.
Tell them to visit Sedona, then. I’m sure the Vortices are in need
of a good realigning.”

Darius’s smile began to fade and he took a
breath to say something as the waitress appeared beside him, her
gaze fixed on his handsome visage. Sabrina smiled, grateful for the
interruption, and ordered hot coffee and a blueberry scone.
Gather your wits, because this guy will run all over you if you
let him. Darius’s ridiculous demands to host the Summer Court
of the Fae ranked up there with cleaning out the sediment trap in
her shower. Yeah, not going to happen.

Darius turned his brilliant smile on the
waitress and she fluttered and simpered, twirling one lock of hair
around her pencil with a giddy smile. Sabrina sighed, hoping the
girl wouldn't forget her order. Darius played up the charming,
handsome, and virile male. She suspected women fell all over
themselves to attract his sparkling gaze.

At last, the girl flounced away, her hips
swinging in invitation, and Darius watched her retreat with a
satisfied smile on his face. Sabrina shook her head in bemusement.
You’re just mad because he doesn’t look at you like
that.

Why the hell would she want him to look at
her favorably? She wanted nothing to do with men. Selfish,
manipulating, responsibility-avoiding bastards. Darius fit in
just right. She bet he’d slept with more women than the flakes of
snow falling outside the coffee shop windows.

Yeah, but think of how experienced he’d
be.

She stifled a groan.

Darius’s gaze fastened on her like a magnet
and he cocked his head in inquiry.

Crap, he can’t read thoughts, can he?

“Where were we?” His question accompanied a
smug smile.

“You were just getting ready to suggest the
Court should go to Sedona for Beltane.”

The warmth in his smile dimmed and she
countered his hard look with lifting her chin. He spread his hands
with mock regret, but his eyes remained chips of jade stone. “Would
that I could, my lady, but once the Court has determined the place
for the rituals, it cannot be changed. I’m afraid it’s Cloudburst,
or nowhere.”

“Nowhere, then.”

He sighed. “Listen to me, Lady—”

“No, you listen to me, Mr.
Winterbourne.” She used her best mommy-voice. “I have a family,
school obligations, and a job right now. I don’t have time to
entertain the Summer Court for Beltane. I have to bake brownies for
my daughter’s kindergarten class, for goodness sake. I have no
place for the Court, in my life or in my house, and besides,
I haven’t done the High Beltane rituals in four years.”

“I’m sure it will only take a little brushing
up—”

“I don’t want to ‘brush up’ on the
rituals. You’re not hearing me. I. Am. Not. Doing. The.
Rituals.”

Darius’s expression solidified into
impassiveness and Sabrina crossed her arms over her chest in mute
challenge. She wouldn’t be pressured into having sex for the Fae.
She’d given up on the complex rituals after her ex Tommy left, and
it suited her just fine. No male of any race, particularly one
claiming to be from the Sidhe, would convince her to open up the
hideous box of memories associated with Beltane. Not to mention
threatening pregnancy.

Goddess, it’d be like running straight into
the past.

Suddenly, Darius’s face softened and
calculated compassion slid into his eyes. Sabrina had seen such a
look on Tommy’s face enough times to know what would come. He’d
play on her compassionate side just to get what he wanted.

Here we go.

“I understand your frustrations and life’s
complications.” He smiled sympathetically. “It won’t take any extra
time. These rituals are ingrained in you. They’ll fit within your
schedule seamlessly. I’m sure we can work something out.”

Sabrina seethed. How typical. Doesn’t
listen to a thing I say. Doesn’t care about my needs or my
priorities. Just figures a little charm and he’ll get his way.
Bastard.

Fighting to keep her anger under control,
Sabrina clenched her hands into fists and stood. Spinning to leave,
Sabrina collided with the waitress holding her order. The girl
squeaked as she dumped the hot coffee down Sabrina’s belly. Searing
pain accompanied the deep brown stain and Sabrina gasped, jerking
back. She lost her footing and toppled over the chair she’d just
risen from.

Oh glory! Her head slammed into the
edge of a nearby table and brilliant points of light shot across
her vision as pandemonium erupted around her.

“Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry!” The waitress set
down her tray and reached for Sabrina.

Sabrina hissed as agony flooded her
awareness. She yanked her sweater away from her skin and tried to
focus through the ringing in her head. Tears blurred her eyes as
she struggled to breathe, her ability to inhale momentarily
curtailed. The waitress tried to mop up the coffee on Sabrina’s
belly with her bar towel, but she succeeded in only irritating the
reddened skin.

Sabrina moaned and writhed away, batting
futilely at the other woman’s hands as her head swam from the lack
of oxygen. A shadow loomed over her, darkening her fading
sight.

“Breathe, Lady Foxglove.” The rich voice
penetrated her addled brain and she looked up into teal green eyes
filled with concern.

What did he say? She frowned and shook
her head in confusion.

“I said breathe. Remember to inhale.”

I can’t… Sabrina’s mind raised the
white flag and surrendered to the darkness.

 


****

 


Darius’s gut contracted as Sabrina’s eyes
rolled up in her head and her body relaxed completely. But she
still didn’t inhale.

Mumbling choice curses under his breath, he
laid one hand over her burned belly and the other on her forehead,
hoping he could coax her back into consciousness. The waitress
fluttered with incoherent distress beside him and he sent a mental
command to retreat back far enough to stay out of his way. She
stumbled away, wringing her hands, and he turned his attention back
to the wounded witch.

Anger stirred at the vivid red welts already
forming on her creamy skin. Stupid serving woman. His
protective instincts swelled and he closed his eyes, ignoring the
fear shouting against Sabrina's ability to survive the nasty blow
to her head.

Don’t be melodramatic. It’s only a
faint.

Except she still hadn’t taken a breath. Panic
screamed at the edges of his awareness and he hoped he could reach
her despite their short association.

Bloody hell, woman, inhale!
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