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The Winter Witch

The Following Spring-

Also By Michelle Grotewohl

Snow fell heavy outside Ferran MacLane's cottage. It hadn't let up for two days and two nights now, so that it was nearly level with the bottom of the window he was currently staring out of. Of course, he'd had to go out regularly the first day, trek a path to the wood pile and the vegetable shed so he wouldn't freeze or starve if he was snowed in. And he had been.

As far as he was concerned, that was a benefit of living up in the mountains rather than a hindrance. Few people made the trip this deep into his forest in good weather, even less in the winter, and none when the snow fall was as abundant as it had been this season.

He appreciated such things, as he was a man who liked his solitude. Being different from other people was difficult, but it was even more so when the other people knew you were different and couldn't accept you in spite of it.

In looks, they were similar, he knew. He had chestnut-brown hair he'd let grow out for the winter so it now fell past the collar of his shirt. His eyes were a similar color, though he thought they were closer to plain tree bark. He was bigger than most, taller, broader, more muscular, but that wasn't what scared people.

The fact that he was a shapeshifter, though... That did. That terrified them.

Ever since he'd been a toddler, he could turn into any animal he was familiar with. The ability came from diluted Fae blood on his mother's side, which hadn't manifested itself in several generations.

As he'd gotten older, he'd read everything about animals and creatures he could get his hands on, strengthening his ability, until he could even turn into mythical creatures, like dragons and unicorns. Those were harder as they weren't natural, but he could do it nonetheless.

His mother had tried to show the villagers of the town he'd grown up in that his shapeshifting abilities could be used to help them. He could become a bear and scare off wild wolves, become a large dog and protect a home from thieves, become a horse and get the ill to a witch quickly... The possibilities were endless.

And still they'd feared him, because as far as they were concerned, he could become any creature and use it against them, though he'd never given them any reason to think he was a thoughtless or malicious child.

So when he'd become an adult, he'd left that little town, and his mother, breaking her heart and leaving her alone. She'd died not long after that, he'd discovered later.

He'd gone way up into the mountains and built himself a home, and here he'd been for ten years. He lived off the land, hunted game both as a man and a large predator, and didn't have to put up with the leery stares and frightened glances of those too ignorant to accept what they didn't understand.

He hadn't been entirely without human interaction, of course. A couple times a year, he went down the other side of the mountain, to a town where no one knew what he was, and was able to find a willing woman to ease the ache, so to speak.

It would be nice, he mused, to have access to one all the time, simply for the physical pleasure, but that wasn't meant to be, as he would have to explain what he was to her. Probably not a good idea. Anyway, he was perfectly content being alone, and had been for a long time.

He turned away from the window and the moon-washed snow and went to his fireplace, where a thick rabbit stew simmered. It was nearly ready, if his nose was right. And it usually was, he thought with a faint smirk. He stirred in a little salt, a little pepper with a wooden spoon.

Suddenly, a knock tore through the near-silence of his home, and his head whipped around to stare at the heavy wooden door. Who the hell would be out on a night like tonight, and up on his mountain, no less? Likely some fool huntsman, he thought with a roll of his eyes, who'd gotten caught in the snowstorm and had wandered too far in the wrong direction.

Taking pity on the man, who was likely starving and half-frozen, Ferran set his spoon down and crossed the room, passing a large, cushy armchair and a short, square table to reach the door. Thinking only to get the man warmed and fed and back on his way come daylight, he pulled the door open.

Shock radiated through him when he saw a woman on the other side, standing ankle deep in the snow on his porch, which he'd stomped a path through just that afternoon. She was dressed for the weather in heavy fur boots and a thick red cloak, but he could just make out her face in the shadows of her hood.

Then she pushed said hood back to smile at him, and he went momentarily stupid. She was certainly pretty, with hair that was nearly as dark as his, and eyes that sparkled like the sun and were as green as spring grass. Her cheeks were dark from the cold, her lips naturally plump and shades darker than her pale white skin.

He hadn't seen a woman in months, he recalled, and never one as beautiful as the one who currently stood on his porch giving him a sun-bright smile. He suddenly wished he didn't have to send her on her way as soon as possible, and hoped he could talk her out of her cloak just so he could see the bounty that surely lay beneath.

"Ferran MacLane?" she asked, and her voice was angelic to sensitive ears that hadn't heard anything of the like since the middle of fall.

He took a moment to commit her saying his name to memory, then nodded faintly. "Yes. Do I know you?" Doubtful, since he would definitely have remembered that face.

Her smile went just the slightest bit apologetic. "No. I'm Silver Ferrell. It's wonderful to meet you. Can I come in?"

"Eh..."

Her cheerful tone threw him off, confusing him for a moment. Certainly, after walking through waist deep snow for who knew how long to get there, she should be tired, weary, shivering. Instead she was smiling so brightly it nearly hurt his eyes. Maybe she was wrong in the head...

"Alright," he said eventually, because he couldn't just leave her outside to freeze to death. But he would definitely get her back on her way as soon as he was able. He just wasn't that good with people, and usually frightened them with his size or his lack of manners if left in their company for too long.

Her smile brightened impossibly as she stepped over the threshold so he could close the door. As he turned to face the room, he realized with delight that he wouldn't have to convince her to remove her cloak. She'd already taken it off and draped it over the back of the single chair at the dining table.

She turned back to him, and his throat went dry. The dress she wore was almost appropriate for a woman to wear when out in public. It was crushed velvet, unadorned except for the lacing up the front of the bodice, went all the way to her shoes, and had no slits in the sides.

But it was also sleeveless, the straps only as wide as one of his fingers, showing her creamy shoulders and slender arms. The square-cut neckline was low enough that her lovely breasts were only half-covered, and snug enough that they billowed softly over the top. And the color...

The garment was a bold, vibrant red that was usually only worn by whores in the town he visited. He had a vague thought that someone had sent her to him to keep him company during the storm, but he had no friends that might do so. Likewise, no one he was on acquaintance terms with would be cruel enough to send a woman on foot through a wicked snowstorm to a cabin buried deep in the woods high on a mountain.

His eyebrows lifted as he realized the woman had come here either looking for him for some reason, or purely by accident. True, she knew his name, but it was possible she'd heard of him while traveling through his village and hoped it was his home she'd stumbled across.

Either way, he had to get her out as soon as he could. He'd been alone for far too long, and he was far too startlingly attracted to her. It wasn't a good idea for her to stay longer than she had to.

He cleared his throat in an attempt to speak. "So... Silver-" He tripped over her name a little. "- How can I help you?"

"I just need to wait out the snow," she said with a faint smile and a twist of her joined fingers.

That answered one question, he thought. She had come across him by accident, and was lucky to know him, even in the vaguest sense.

Ferran glanced outside again. "That could be days."

"Yes," she said, then gasped. "Is that alright?"

We'll see, he thought, and realized as she swallowed and bit her bottom lip that she was nervous. He'd been staring too much, he guessed, and not speaking enough to warrant it. He would have to be careful not to frighten her further. The poor woman was just trying to stay alive, and he was her only option.

"Of course, it is. You are welcome here. I'm glad I can be of service to you. Would you like some rabbit stew?" He gestured toward the fire, saw her look and smile.

"Yes. Thank you."

While he ladled stew into two bowls, she sat at the table. He set her bowl before her, then moved to sit in the comfortable chair in the living area of the cottage, turning it slightly so he was looking at her.

He wanted to have a normal conversation in the hopes of distracting her from the fact that she was alone with him, but as he was hidden from the world most of the time, he didn't know what was going on in it and
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