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      To my mother, Mimi, extended family, and friends— your support means so much to me.

      

      To my children, Ian and Blair—don’t ever let the fear of failure stop you from even trying in the first place.

      

      And to my sister and brother, who carry the torch of love and support our father left behind.

      
        
        Daddy, I miss you every single day.
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      Can an age-old bargain survive hundreds of years to reunite two lost souls?

      

      In her desperation to undo the tragedy that stole everything from her, Maggie Sinclair becomes entangled in an enchantment and thrust into fifteenth-century Scotland. Torn from everything she knows, her mission becomes survival.

      

      Losing his wife and unborn child all but crushed the spirit of the once-proud Highland warrior, Callum O’Roarke. But when the sisters of Brackish Abbey press Callum to take in their new charge — a woman whose emotional scars are as deep as his own — he reluctantly agrees, offering Maggie sanctuary.

      

      Thrown together after devastating circumstances, the pair find common ground in their shared pain and begin to forge a friendship. Thinking he has nothing left to give, Callum learns to love again. After being trapped in the past, Maggie discovers she’s in exactly the right place.

      

      Return to the Highland Lairds of the Crest series for another enchanting tale of a Highland warrior and the modern-day woman who’s his perfect match.
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      Maggie Sinclair stared into the glowing eyes of the oldest living creature she’d ever seen. Searching for any hint of danger or warning—something to assure her she was the real deal. The woman, a dead ringer for the crone who gave the princess the poisoned apple, crooked a long, gnarled finger and beckoned her closer. A chill ran the length of Maggie’s spine as the room fell eerily still. A gray mist rose from the old, worn floorboards, reaching table height, where it stopped and hovered around them.

      It was spooky and, no doubt, otherworldly in nature. Not for the first time since she’d stepped through the woman’s front door, Maggie wondered what on earth she’d gotten herself into.

      There were a ton of rumors about the crone. This crone. Rumors about predictions she’d made that turned out to be true. And how accurate they were. Maggie had never been sure what to believe about psychics or mediums, but she’d also never been this desperate.

      She’d always managed to find trusted evidence that swayed her both ways at different times in the past. Maggie was trained to consider and follow evidence. All evidence. She was also trained, however, to trust her intuition. Not that she had a need, or even a desire, to look into the occult before. So it wasn’t something she’d ever given that much thought to. Now, well, this was different.

      Earlier that day, when Celeste, her would-have-been-sister-in-law, suggested they come here, she didn’t bat an eye.

      Maggie nodded fervently and snatched Celeste’s hands, surprising even herself with her sudden faith in the crone’s abilities. Of course, she wanted to make contact with Derek. She wanted more than that. She wanted him back.

      Period.

      Two minutes later, she was grabbing a stack of money from her safe and dragging Celeste out the door.

      When they’d pulled up to an odd-looking cottage with a cobblestone walk, Maggie’s stomach dropped. From the expression on Celeste’s face, she’d felt it, too.

      They walked hand in hand on the moss-covered walkway and up the creaky wooden steps. The door opened before they’d set foot on the porch, startling them both.

      A stooped woman stood in the darkened entryway, a shroud wrapped around her head and draped over her shoulders. It covered her neck and most of her features. She gestured for them to come inside.

      Afraid she’d lose her nerve if she looked over at Celeste, Maggie stepped forward before she was able to give a second thought to what she was doing.

      Now, sitting across from her—this mystic who lived on Crabapple Lane—the irony dawned on Maggie. Crabapple. Poison fruit for the princess. Witch.

      In a nanosecond, Maggie became a believer.

      Her eyes darted to her right, toward Celeste, who sat in the corner. Too late to turn back now. Despite looking nervous herself, Celeste gave her a hasty nod. Translation—I’m freaked out too, but let’s do this. It was all the encouragement Maggie needed. She leaned in, fixed her gaze on the woman with glowing eyes, and tilted her head in acquiescence.

      “There’s a price for what you seek, child,” the crone said in a serious tone.

      Maggie had already decided that as long as she wasn’t getting a redux of Nicole Kidman’s scary, abusive boyfriend come back from the dead in Practical Magic, she was in. She knew it wasn’t rational, but grief makes you do irrational things. Maggie knew that now.

      “I don’t care,” Maggie said, measuring her words, narrowing her eyes in determination. She wanted the love of her life back.

      The old woman’s wrinkled face twitched. Maggie couldn’t tell if it was excitement or contempt. Something ominous in those incandescent eyes made her shiver again and swallow hard. Stop it. Don’t be a baby.

      Worried the woman would change her mind, Maggie pulled the photograph of Derek from the front pocket of the flannel button-down she wore—one of Derek’s—and flattened it on the wooden table.

      The picture was one of her favorites, taken at a community baseball game. Derek looked the image of health and athleticism, complete with wind ruffled hair and a playful gleam in his dark blue eyes. Careful not to wrinkle or smudge it any more than it already was, her fingers splayed on the wood as she slid the picture forward until it lay between them. Then she pushed the stack of money closer to the old woman. Celeste hadn’t been sure what the woman would charge. It’s not like there was a “bring my dead boyfriend back to life” special—so Maggie brought one of the emergency stacks from her safe.

      Derek was all she’d had. He’d been her rock since the first day they’d met in high school, almost ten years ago. The boy who played football, hoping for a scholarship, had become her everything. From the moment he’d sat across from her in the media center where she tutored, they’d had an instant connection. He’d become her protector that day. And soon after, she and Celeste became as close as sisters. Maybe closer. They’d become an instant family. Not just in the way teenagers bond. Theirs had been a bond that lasted and stayed alive and well through college and into adulthood. Like they’d always been destined to meet and be together.

      Maggie would do anything, anything to have him back. The last month had been the worst of her life.

      The old woman narrowed her eyes and fingered the stack of money thoughtfully.

      When Maggie looked back at Celeste, she saw her shudder. Like the crone’s look had a physical impact on her. Celeste gave Maggie a wide-eyed, maybe-we-should-get-out-of-here look. But Maggie wasn’t budging. She leveled her gaze on Celeste with a determined set of her chin. Celeste nodded, first at Maggie and then to the crone.

      That settled, the old lady picked up the picture of Derek, then slid it beneath the neckline of her dress, tucking it against her bosom. For an instant, Maggie felt a wave of panic and almost reached her hand out, demanding the photo back, terrified she’d never see it again. Instead, she took a deep breath, reminding herself this was the way it had to be. Then she watched as the woman hobbled on ancient legs to a sideboard, where she fumbled with a small chest.

      Bringing it back to the table, she brushed off the dust with her hands and opened the lid. She began to mumble to herself as she fingered the contents. Finally, the crone’s eyes darted to Maggie’s before she pulled out an ancient-looking leather-bound ledger of some sort. Her hands swept the cover reverently before she opened it and carefully turned the thick sheets of parchment. She stopped then, tracing a line at the top of the page before reading it aloud.

      “To the greatest Highland Clan, he is born,” she croaked. Her voice quiet yet powerful. Maggie listened, rapt. “From a different… no… no… not this.” Then, as abruptly as the crone had started reading, she stopped, casting the book aside. Maggie was startled and confused, but figured magic, if it existed at all, would be unpredictable.

      She was about to ask what had happened when the old woman muttered. “A doctor, a detective, and a⁠—”

      When Maggie’s mouth fell open in confused shock at what she thought was the beginning of one of those stupid “a priest, a minister, and a rabbi” jokes, the hag stopped, giving her a sharp look. At this, Maggie realized with a start, wait, this—she—was the joke. Maggie was a detective at one of the country’s top law enforcement agencies. She’d busted her butt to get there, too, with partial scholarships to college and law school. All that hard work had paid off. Unless the crone was referring to Derek, he was—had been—she corrected herself. Derek had been a detective as well. But who was the doctor? Maggie’s mind scrambled. Was she searching for meaning where there was none? Maggie didn’t know.

      Maggie leaned forward to watch as the crone began fumbling again with the contents of the chest, this time withdrawing a collection of baubles. They were large stones, or jewels of some sort, in varying shapes and colors. The woman took her time inspecting several before one seemed to stick. Her eyes widened, and she visibly bristled at the first touch of a beautiful blue stone, gasping before looking up at Maggie. Slowly, she reached for Maggie’s hand. It surprised Maggie how warm it was, especially since her own hands were chilled to the bone. But this woman’s hand radiated heat.

      Serious heat.

      “Remember, child, it was you who asked,” she said. Without giving Maggie a moment to react, she turned her hand over and placed the jewel she’d retrieved from the box in Maggie’s palm. The large sapphire was warm to the touch—odd for a gemstone. For a second, it glowed like the old woman’s eyes.

      “Now, go,” she said. Curling Maggie’s fingers around the jewel, before standing and grabbing the stack of money. “Time will tell the rest.”

      “Wait!” Maggie called, clutching the stone as the woman started toward the back of the house. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      The old woman turned back to her. “Don’t let it go.”
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        Scotland, 1428

      

      

      

      Callum O’Roarke took great pains to straighten the tartan covering his wife’s casket. Once pleased with his ministrations, he laid a smaller one on top of it. A symbolic piece of armor for the woman he’d wed nigh on a year ago, and a wee bit, too, for their unborn babe.

      He hadn’t been able to shield them in life. The least he could do is offer them some protection now, inadequate and untimely as it may be. As he bowed his head, offering a prayer that God embrace them, a heavy hand clasped his shoulder in a brotherly embrace.

      Callum turned and shared a pained look with his friend.

      “It’s time, Callum.”

      Greylen’s voice was the calm in the unsteady waters through which he now waded. Callum had been lost and uncertain these past several days. Uncertain of what to do. He was grateful to those around him who did. It wasn’t that he hadn’t buried loved ones. He had. His father. His mother. ’Twas only this felt different. It was different. It wasn’t that he didn’t know what to do; it was that he abhorred what he had to do. He knew it was time. He simply wasn’t ready. He wasn’t sure anyone could be ready.

      Ever.

      At least not for this.

      He nodded to his friend and then to the village priest, awaiting his acquiescence as it was. The doors to the keep opened, and Callum was greeted with a roar of raucous thunder.

      It was fitting; he was angry, too.

      His wife, thick with child, had gone to help her mother. As autumn was upon them and would fast turn to winter, he’d been off attending to some much-needed trades. Had he been home when word came of Fiona’s mother’s plight, he would have accompanied her himself.

      Alas, her horse had returned riderless that very eve. She’d been found the next morn. Callum couldn’t be sure what caused her to lose her seat, but she’d not survived the fall.

      Now, they carried the casket containing his wife and unborn babe in a long, slow procession to the family plot, up to the top of a rolling hill that overlooked his family’s land. They’d be laid to rest next to his mother. She’d see to it that Fiona and their babe would make a smooth transition to what he hoped was the pure, pearly gates of Heaven.

      Callum wasn’t a religious man by any means. He didn’t not believe. It was merely while living his life, he’d taken God and religion for granted. He believed in God, certainly. He found he only had time for Him when he’d needed faith to survive. Odd, now that he thought of it. For if a man, a warrior such as he, was not weak for searching out the Mighty in his time of need, wouldn’t that same man be better for it to seek the hand of God at any time? It was worth the ponder.

      Once back at the keep, people lingered when what he wanted was to be alone. Even from those he was closest to. Greylen and his wife Gwen, Gavin, Darach, Aidan, and Ronan, namely. They’d all come upon his door within days of Fiona’s death. The men he considered brothers, or more truly brethren, as they seemed cut from the same cloth, so to speak. They’d all taken his loss hard. Gwen, too, sobbing in his arms. She and Fiona had become fast friends the few times they had been together. While Gwen’s outpouring had helped relieve Callum of some anguish he’d held inside, a grief he otherwise would have kept at bay—now he wanted everyone to go.

      He made eye contact with Greylen across the room, who nodded in understanding. It wasn’t that there were so many people there. It was just that they were, well— there. He couldn’t very well throw everyone out. He didn’t want to. Most lived hours, if not days, away. He wanted some solitude, ’twas all.

      With Greylen’s acknowledgement, Callum turned to go upstairs and was blessfully left to himself. He went to the nursery first, standing in its center. It had once filled him with hope and joy. Now he wondered what he was supposed to do with such things. The clothing and blankets Fiona had painstakingly sewn these last few months, the novelties he’d happened upon while traveling, and of course, the family heirlooms passed down from generation to generation. He did the same in his own chamber. Taking in all of Fiona’s belongings. ’Twas difficult seeing her hand in every place he looked. How did one go about living amidst such… such godforsaken circumstances? And why? Callum didn’t know whether he was to look upon these personal items as reminders of what he’d lost, or as things he was to take comfort from.

      Mayhap, in a few weeks or perhaps next month, he would place them in one of the chambers that occupied the upper floors. Or mayhap he’d add them to one of the rooms off the wing his mother had occupied. It was still full of her things. Callum had thought perhaps in time Fiona would mend some of his mother’s clothing to suit. Or mayhap it would fall to their daughter one day should they have one. Now it seemed no one would have use of his mother’s treasures.

      He went riding that night, traversing the only place he felt a modicum of peace. The land of Dunhill. Callum rode for miles, stopping atop a crest that overlooked the sea, where he stared at the darkened sky filled with bright stars.

      Anger consumed him, and in his fit of rage, he wagged his sword as if threatening God himself. Furious, he—a good man—had been dealt such an awful blow. He yelled at God, his wrath buoyed moments later as a pack of wolves joined him and howled. Thunder cracked above his head, followed a scant second later by lightning.

      The storm was close.

      Eyes widening, Callum watched in a mixture of awe, horror, and even a bit of peace at the irony. Here he was raging at God that it wasn’t fair. That he wanted his wife and babe back. And God’s bones—He’d heard him! God had heard him and was letting him join his wife and babe.

      This was his last thought as a spit of lightning hit the tip of his blade. His sword set aglow as its overpowering energy ran its length… then consumed him.
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        Two Years Later

      

      

      

      Maggie wrapped her cloak tighter, belting it at the waist. She’d straightened her meager belongings on the chest against the wall, checked her other belongings— the items she’d ‘brought’ with her that weren’t for public consumption—and then made her bed.

      She knelt so she could feel the sword—you know, the sword—the one that she’d discovered tied to her old bed frame and was now tied to this one, when she felt the presence of Sister Cateline in the doorframe.

      Maggie had trouble pronouncing her name when she first arrived. “Kat-e-leen,” she said to herself, even now, forcing the French pronunciation into her American accent. The sister smiled, and Maggie felt a flood of warmth wash over her. She’d come to love Sister Cateline over her time here.

      Maggie hadn’t been a stranger to religious cloisters. When her mother passed away, Maggie was taken in by their pastor and his family. The Michaels had two young girls in elementary school, and there had been a bevy of duties to oversee between the church, their parishioners, and serving the community. A boon for Maggie, she supposed. Being thrown into such a fray at a time when she needed distraction the most. It kept her busy and focused. She’d been fourteen and luckily didn’t have to change schools. Ninth grade had been rough. But she’d made it, and had kept her grades up, too.

      For as far back as Maggie could remember, it had only been her and her mom—until it was just Maggie. She’d never met her father, and they never really spoke of him. He was simply out of the picture.

      Maggie watched her mom kind of excel at being a single parent. Her mom worked hard, had the biggest heart, and always made the best of everything. It was one of the traits Maggie admired most in her. She’d been active in their community, too. Specifically, the community center and the church. All that community meant Maggie had never felt alone. She never missed anything.

      While the Abbey was different from living in her pastor’s home and spending time around her church, the order and ritual that comes with this kind of life wasn’t too far of a stretch.

      Time-traveling to get here, though? Well, that was an entirely different story.

      For eighteen months now, Maggie had lived in Scotland with the sisters at Brackish Abbey.

      Eighteen. Long. Months.

      She’d considered herself lucky to have found them—still did, despite Sister Cateline’s overprotectiveness—considering the circumstances she’d arrived in this era. Newly and unceremoniously deposited centuries in the past, the meager and odd belongings she’d had on her person were all that she had to her name.

      Sister Cateline had taken one look at her—her disheveled appearance, and the sword Maggie was dragging— and had known she was in trouble. She’d overlooked the obvious. Like her twenty-first century clothing, and the phone she’d kept waving in their faces, frustrated it wasn’t working—and embraced her into their small convent.

      Maggie thanked God every day the sisters had somehow known Maggie wasn’t a threat to them. And, more so, she’d indisputably needed them. She’d been a real mess. When she’d sunk into silence as she processed what happened those first weeks, it was met with compassion and understanding. In fact, all the sisters were kind and motherly.

      It seemed life kept upending her. Yet each time, Maggie found herself safe and protected.

      Now, however, the sisters were sending her north to a new, permanent home. Maggie wasn’t thrilled about leaving the safety of what had become her residence, here, in this century. In fact, each time Sister Cateline brought it up, which she had done almost from the first, Maggie pleaded with her to stay.

      It wasn’t like they didn’t have room for her, and she’d always made herself useful. Even during those first few weeks when Maggie fixated on the how of it all. She’d mopped while exhausting every plausible explanation of what happened to her. Had sewn or tried to—let’s be honest—while tapping into that analytical part of her brain, coming to terms with the evidence around her. She’d been beating rugs when Maggie stopped denying reality and accepted as fact, she was stuck in the fifteenth century.

      It was then that Maggie fell in with the Sisters of the Abbey. She hadn’t had any luck trying to get back to her own time. So, she stopped fighting against the idea of leaving. Now she was being made to leave. Kindly, yes, and with a new home already set up for her. But leaving just the same. Sister Cateline must have had a good reason. Even if she wasn’t saying it. Perhaps some change would do her good, Maggie thought now. Maybe it was for the best.

      According to Sister Cateline, she’d be well cared for and, most importantly, safe. Sister Cateline’s nephew had agreed to offer her sanctuary. From what the sister had shared with her, he was a good man of solid character. In fact, she’d told Maggie, he and his companions were true exemplars of chivalry.

      Maggie couldn’t imagine such a saint—especially in the year fourteen-thirty—but coming from Sister Cateline, that was the highest of praise. She hoped the sister was right.

      God only knew what would happen to her next. It was a sentiment Maggie didn’t take lightly anymore. Life had taken a very serious turn. Considering she’d been in the process of learning how to live life again after the loss of her boyfriend and struggling to put one foot in front of the other, well, it was a turn she never saw coming. Even now, she marveled at what had happened.

      A few months after her meeting with the old bat, as she’d come to fondly refer to her, Maggie had dropped a cufflink of Derek’s on their bedroom floor. Cursing under her breath, she’d knelt to grab it from where it had rolled, when she saw a large object wrapped in cloth secured to the bottom of their bed frame.

      At first, Maggie thought it might be a rifle. Which would have been strange on its own, since she and Derek had never been big on guns, other than their standard issues from the department. Even more odd, she’d never noticed it before. Obviously, she’d never looked from the angle she perched at. But they’d deep-cleaned and Swiffered under there plenty of times before.

      Maggie swore she’d have seen it if it had been there.

      She’d been going through Derek’s belongings over the past few weeks. Maggie wasn’t ready to part with them yet. But the longer she lived with them, and without Derek, the deeper reality set in.

      The one where she was alone and had to learn how to live without him.

      She had Celeste, of course, and they were closer than ever. They spent most of their evenings together, comforting each other, still. Those first few days, it had been hard to breathe. They’d literally held each other up. It didn’t get much better as the weeks passed. Sometimes it was worse. But they did find some decent moments in between.

      When Maggie swallowed hard and began sorting through Derek’s belongings, Celeste was there to help. Even the most commonplace items, like a spare toothbrush or an old grocery receipt, felt significant to Maggie. The actual significant things, she knew, would be even harder to handle.

      Maggie had decided she’d wait a year before tackling the big stuff. So finding the cufflinks was a surprise. She couldn’t remember what made her lift the lid of her jewelry box in the first place, she hardly ever went in it. But it drew her eye that day, and she’d stood there fingering the contents. Her mom’s watch, a few pairs of earrings, and Derek’s cufflinks.

      Her eyes teared as she cradled them in her hand. Nostalgia overwhelmed her as she remembered dancing with him at a friend’s wedding. The heat of his neck beneath her hand, the comfort of his chest as she lay her head on it, the smell of his skin. Those tangible memories were the best and also the worst.

      Shaking it off, Maggie decided she’d keep them on her nightstand, just for one night. That way, when she got into bed later, she could look at them. She would reimagine the entire evening they’d been together and then cry herself to sleep. As if on cue, she tripped.

      Over nothing—she looked.

      One of the cufflinks dropped from her hand and rolled under the bed. It was almost comical, the slow-motion look of horror she felt cross her face, like instead of her wood floor, there was an abyss beneath the bed, and she’d never find it. Yet, there she was, kneeling on the ground. That’s when she saw the large object fastened to her bed frame. Still, in the fog of grief, logic did not prevail.

      Had she been in her right mind and not panicked about the cufflink, she might have taken the time to figure out how to get to it without dragging the mattress and box spring off its foundation. But there seemed to be no other way.

      After heaving them to the side, she’d stood there, winded, feet between the slats and still unable to feel what the covered object might be. A few other odds and ends had made themselves at home under their bed. Maggie scooped up her bag of jacks, a game that had brought her comfort ever since her mother died, and shoved it into her pocket.

      She wrangled with the wrapped object next. First attempting to wrench it free by brute force. Something else she would not have done had she been thinking clearly. Impatient with fiddling with the bed frame, Maggie used Derek’s pocketknife to slice the thick zip ties holding it up. It fell with a thud to the floor, and she dragged it up between the slats until it lay in her lap.

      Puzzled at its weight—too heavy to be a rifle— she began unwrapping it, rolling it out like a carpet or yoga mat, until she was staring at what looked like an ancient sword. Stunned, Maggie lifted it up to look more closely. It was long and polished to a glorious shine. An intricately braided pattern wound around the handle, and the hilt was emblazoned with the crest of a wolf.

      The wolf is what caused her heart to pound.

      Wolves had always been Derek’s obsession. He’d loved them since he was a kid. He’d been so excited to discover, when researching a family tree project in school, his last name—Lowell—even meant “young wolf ” and had taken it as a sign. That there was a wolf on this sword connected it intrinsically to Derek. At least, as far as Maggie was concerned.

      Where had it come from? How long had it been under the bed? It had to be a recent acquisition. It was odd Derek had never shared this with her. Maggie didn’t think he’d confiscated it from any of their cases. Derek wouldn’t forgo protocol. She couldn’t think of any case involving ancient swords. She wondered whether it was a family heirloom.

      But still—why the secrecy?

      Puzzled all the more, Maggie noticed a hollow beneath the crest that didn’t seem to fit with the rest of the hilt’s design. The hollow looked wrong. As if something was meant to be placed into it and was missing. Running her finger into it, Maggie pictured a jewel or carving filling the space.

      Wait. Maggie’s eyes narrowed as she examined the unadorned fitting, its shape and size. Something flashed through her mind.

      No, it couldn’t be. She told herself her hunch was crazy. But she couldn’t shake the curiosity that came over her. Keeping one eye on the sword, as if it would disappear if she looked away, Maggie went over to the dresser where she’d placed the jewel the hag had given her so many months ago.

      She’d been keeping it in her pocket as instructed, and she’d gotten so used to it she barely thought about it anymore. The old bat had told her not to let it go. So, she had it with her always, except when she showered.

      Maggie picked up the bright blue jewel and turned it over in her hand. She was about to return to the sword when she paused, her eyes catching one of the wolf figurines Derek used to make. He’d made hundreds over the years. Whittling them out of wood. Getting better over time, until he excelled at it. She’d been wearing a medallion she’d found in his nightstand drawer. Maggie thought at first he had made it, but it didn’t have that fresh, polished look of his other carvings. Still, something about it compelled her, and she’d felt settled once she’d tied it behind her neck.

      She lifted it now, pulling the leather cord it hung on out from under her shirt, and examined it. Maggie gasped. The wolf on her medallion matched the one on the sword. Was it some kind of crazy coincidence? Had Derek acquired it with the sword?

      Phone cradled between her shoulder and ear, Maggie called Celeste and dragged the sword back onto her lap. She pulled out the medallion again, comparing it to the crest on the sword.

      They were identical. Strange, she thought.

      She asked Celeste if she’d ever known Derek to have a sword, deciding it must be an old family heirloom he’d just never mentioned. But Celeste was as confused as Maggie. Heart racing, Maggie studied the shape of the hollow on the sword’s hilt and turned the large sapphire over in her hand, wondering if it might fit. She believed it would. Celeste’s voice sounded in her ear, insisting she knew nothing about a sword, when Maggie fit the stone into place.

      Suddenly, she was overcome by a sensation much like being underwater. Maggie could barely make out Celeste’s voice. It sounded so far away and distorted. Her vision blurred for long seconds before crystallizing. The jewel—the only thing in sharp focus—glowed, and Maggie heard a wolf’s howl before the ground fell from beneath her and everything went black.

      When she opened her eyes, Maggie found herself in a meadow beneath a tree. Completely disoriented, she did the first thing that made sense—call Celeste back.

      She didn’t know how long she sat there tapping Celeste’s number in her cell phone, growing more and more frustrated when nothing happened. After accepting there was no service whatsoever, Maggie started to take in her surroundings. Looking for clues as to where she was and what had happened, her eyes landed on what looked like an Abbey of some sort in the middle of an unfamiliar field.

      “There’s a price for what you seek.” And Maggie had just gone along with it.

      It seemed fate had had something in store for her.

      She still had no idea what.
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      None too happy, his perpetual state of late, Callum held up a hand to stop Albert from going any further. All Albert said was, “The lass.” Callum was tired of hearing the same concerns over and over.

      With a sigh of resignation, Callum repeated himself. Again. “I’ve already told my aunt she is welcome here.” He’d told her repeatedly the lass would have sanctuary and protection. Once in person and many times by letter of correspondence. He was tired of saying so.

      He wasn’t a man who went back on his word.

      Ever.

      How many times did she have to ask?

      His aunt had first approached him last spring, some months after Fiona had died. Given Cateline rarely left the Abbey, he’d been shocked to find her upon his doorstep. He’d told his aunt he would consider her request to house the Abbey’s latest newcomer, who had no interest in becoming a novice. But that he didn’t foresee taking up residence at Dunhill again until the following autumn. They’d argued then, and looking back, Callum was ashamed now that he’d lashed out.

      He was angry at the time. Angry he’d lost his wife and bitter his family was gone. Seeing his aunt was a reminder of all he’d lost, including her.

      Cateline left shortly after his mother died. His aunt and mother had been close. So close, the thought of being among her things was too much for her. He understood now why she’d left. ’Twas hard to live with the constant reminders.

      He’d returned to Dunhill two months past and sent word to his aunt. Both an apology and to accept her request. She’d replied posthaste, informing him they’d be underway within the week, and to send an escort.

      So now what?

      He looked at Albert, who had the decency to wait patiently for Callum to realize he had no idea what Albert was about to get at. Not ceding anything, he merely prompted his man. “Well?”

      “Which chamber would you like her placed in?”

      Callum bristled. Surely Nessa or Rose had decided such. With a small bit of irritation, he considered it now. “Put her in the chamber next to my aunt’s.”

      That decided, he left. His heavy footfall the only sound in the empty keep. ’Twas something he’d gotten used to.

      The solitude and quiet.

      Loss was a part of life. He knew this. Yet it seemed lately, loss was the only part of life he received. He’d expected it, but had looked forward to having more in between. Love, companionship, fatherhood, a bit of merriment.

      The toll of his repeated losses weighed heavily now. It showed as he looked out over the courtyard. Dunhill was not the lively stronghold it had once been. No shining beacon on the hill here. Sadly, Dunhill Proper in its entirety was running on a feeble crew, less than a score, rather than the robust staff it used to employ.

      Callum oversaw much—or, in actuality, all. At least, since he’d returned. While he wasn’t feeding a hundred or more, there were still mouths to feed, and livestock, crops, and the keep to oversee.

      He bent now, choosing two stones, and made his way to the stables. ’Twas the one place he was comfortable.

      Among the horses, the air felt different; the silence wasn’t so deafening. Edward, the stable master, was mucking a stall alongside his boy. Callum smiled at the sight of them, father and son.

      Maybe there was a continuum after all.

      Callum’s horse nudged his side as he reached for the saddle. “I know, boy.” He said with a firm stroke. The beast knew what he needed, and pawed the ground in a let’s get on with this gesture. Callum was happy to oblige.

      Callum and his steed made their way to the yonder hill, where he took great pains to brush the dirt collected on the markers overnight. He started as always with the grave of Fiona and the babe. Then moved to his mother and father. He hadn’t had much to say of late. Callum spent little time anymore trying to come up with something. ’Twas merely the ritual of it that brought comfort. The rest, the reality, it just was.

      After a brisk ride, he found himself ascending the stairs. If Dunhill were to be open once more, these rooms again occupied, Callum wanted to have a moment alone inside them first. He’d avoided these chambers since he’d returned to the keep.

      Rooms filled with reminders of what he’d lost. In fact, ’twas sorting through Fiona’s possessions months after she’d passed that had caused him to take leave. He’d finished the task, placing the items she’d treasured most in a wooden trunk he’d spent an entire month crafting. Callum had put great care into finding the perfect wood, sanding it, staining it, and forging the hardware. Then he’d filled it, taking most of an afternoon to fold and stack just so—to remove and refold and stack countless times—everything, before laying on top the few items she’d sewn for the babe.

      He’d knelt there long minutes, rubbing the lid with his hands. Wishing once more to feel the warmth of her skin. With a final wrench of yearning, he’d bent to touch his forehead upon the lid, then packed a bag, intent to leave before supper.

      He would accept his lot in life, but that did not mean he need stay within the confines of Dunhill and its constant reminders. That was the afternoon his aunt had shown up unexpectedly, nigh over a year ago.

      Now, standing in the doorway of one of the five chambers that lay between the two turrets, Callum placed his hand upon the door, his forehead above it. He was overcome with memories. Of Fiona, yes, but of his parents, too.

      His father had spent years building this castle, a castle indeed fit for a queen. The love of his life, his fair Isabeau. Callum’s mother had been the embodiment of love, warmth, and generosity, and there was nothing his father would not do for her. Building her a castle was but one.

      During his father’s reign, Dunhill thrived. Scores of people worked the land, lived scattered upon it, and within the keep’s walls. Shoring up Dunhill Proper and all its inhabitants was his father’s gift to Isabeau and Cateline’s family. ’Twas a time of growth and rebirth. Especially after the plague had ravaged the continent.

      Callum did not spend long peering into the rooms. Ones he remembered as bright and filled with life and warmth. But he was able to at least look within them now and think of the fond memories first. No longer was he overcome by the rawness of new grief. That was something.

      As he closed the door of his parents’ room, he was struck by the depth of what they shared. He’d never considered it. Not as a grown man, at least. Thinking about it now, he realized some part of him always thought he’d have it, too. He’d thought his life was in order. His path fixed and secure.

      Now, considering what was and what would never be, all his mother’s talk of fate and destiny seemed a fool’s errand. His life had taken a different turn. Fortune ceased to provide for his family’s lot.

      Blessfully, his mother had not to bear witness to such a travesty.
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