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For my beautiful, intelligent, and practically perfect daughters, Hailey and Taylor.

You put the light in the sky.


Chapter One

 

 

The man came for her at dawn.

Even before she saw him, Danni sensed his presence emerging from the frightening never-never land between dreams and premonitions. Neither real nor imagined, he represented a part of herself she’d thought erased, like the pieces of her childhood she couldn’t remember.

But this man had come without invitation, as visions tended to do. And he’d come for her.

“Danni,” the man said, his voice a catalyst, a bridge between their two worlds. “Wake up.”

 

* * *

 

She opened her eyes in her kitchen, coffee cup held between her palms, shocked by the sharp transition from there to here. Morning was still a purple smear on the horizon and the only light in the room came from the hallway, where she kept a lamp burning all night long. Against the layered shadows, the man seemed pale, his hair and brows dark and dramatic by contrast. His arms were crossed, his head bent, but he watched her with eyes of green. She saw something in that stare that drew her against her will. It confused her, the feelings it stirred. As if she must be the apparition here, not the silky-voiced stranger leaning against her counter. He seemed very real, while she felt like tethered gossamer in a violent storm.

She couldn’t look away from his eyes, his face—harsh, unshaven, rugged at every angle. Masculine, from the square jaw to wide shoulders and long legs. Not just tall. Not just broad. A big man.

Her gaze met his and one of his brows rose quizzically. She’d been staring—assessing. Danni flushed, suddenly self-conscious in her old Must Love Dogs T-shirt, pink boxers and slippers. She looked away quickly, sloshing coffee over the lip of her mug. She cursed under her breath as she set it on the counter and wiped her shaking hands on a towel. She probably would have dropped it if she’d tried to hold it any longer. Real or not, the man unnerved her.

“Who are you?” she asked, her voice sounding strange in the expectant hush of this no-man’s land.

 

* * *

 

They were outside now. It happened so quickly she felt dizzy. Her question still dangled unanswered between them. Without waiting to see if she followed, he started across the plateau that suddenly stretched out in front of them. Quilted with vivid greens and earthy browns, the unfamiliar terrain rose up to a rumbling sky that hung damp and low, rain-bloated and dreary. Somewhere nearby, waves thundered against a shore. A precipice was dead ahead, suspended over a spurning sea the same bleak shade as the sky.

It hit her then. She’d seen this view before. She knew it on a subconscious level, but she couldn’t say where or when or why it was sequestered in her memory.

The sky grumbled and rolled, layers of slate and steel piled one on top of the other. The clouds seeped down to the ground and chilled the air, chilled her bones. A sharp wind blew across the plateau, rife with brine, tar, and musky decay. The scents of the sea, as recognizable as the view that demanded recognition.

“Where are we?” she asked as she caught up to the man.

He paused, giving her a considering look over his shoulder. “You don’t remember?”

“Obviously.”

“You will.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” she muttered.

He nodded, somehow legitimizing her fear.

They’d reached the edge of the cliff, but he didn’t stop. Instead, he turned to a trail that zigzagged down the sea wall to the rocky beach below. Without another word, he started down, his long legs easily navigating the steep, uneven path. Reluctantly, Danni went too—certain a deadly plunge was in her future, not so clear on what that might mean in the real world. A tight, anxious knot had formed just under her breast bone.

Below, the tide pounded the shore with fury that subdued her thoughts. She focused on placing one foot in front of the other. On not plunging down to the jagged boulders that poked up from the beach. She sensed something big looming high up to her left, but didn’t dare look away from the treacherous path to investigate what it might be.

The exertion warmed her. Now some acoustical anomaly carried sounds up from down below. A woman’s voice, frantic and afraid. Other voices, too. A man, maybe two men. And children. Frightened children.

Danni’s steps slowed, then stopped altogether. The sound of their young, scared pleas propelled her back into her own history. To nights in the communal bedroom of the group home, where children no one wanted lived. Someone was always afraid, always crying, there.

Solemn and intent, the man continued down with effortless grace, dislodging pebbles that rappelled to the bottom. Danni remained frozen where she was as the argument below escalated.

There came a loud bang—a shot followed by screams. Danni flinched, suddenly hot and clammy with fear. She didn’t want to follow the man anymore. She wanted to be back in her kitchen where it was safe.

The man paused and looked back. It seemed he knew what she was thinking. His eyes darkened with compassion, but also with disappointment he didn’t hide. She felt it as much as she saw it. He gave her a small nod. Go ahead, run away. The gesture came without condemnation.

For a moment the steep seawall, the glowering sky . . . the compelling man watching her . . . it all wavered and Danni could see her kitchen through the overlaid image. All she had to do was step through, step out.

Down below the children sobbed, and the woman beseeched incoherently. Danni felt her despair, her terror. Her desperate need . . .

The man started down again, now with urgency. Danni clenched her eyes tight and breathed deeply, mentally closed the passage to her kitchen, slamming the door on safety and sanity. She followed once more, hurrying to catch up as he disappeared into the deep gloom at the bottom.

 

* * *

 

Broken shells and rocks crusted the shallow strip between massive boulders and angry surf. The path crunched painfully beneath her slippers as they stepped through an uneven opening into a cavern. Danni peered through the foggy murk thick enough to obscure her ankles and feet. And then, with the pop of her ears clearing and a surreal rush of color and texture, everything snapped into shocking focus.

The cavern hunkered low over a tide pool. An uneven stone floor circled the inky waters, and on the far side people stood in the hazy glow of a lantern. The muted lighting turned their faces into masks, adding ghoulish hollows and shiny peaks. They stood in a cluster—a woman with two children, a young boy and girl. The children clung to the woman’s legs. A man knelt on the ground just at the edge of the lantern’s light. He held something in his arms. Danni couldn’t make out what. Another man, obscured by the concealing shadows, spoke angrily.

Calmly, Danni’s guide approached the woman. Pausing to look back at Danni, he lifted the hem of her light jacket and blouse, revealing the bulge of an early pregnancy and . . . bruises. Huge discolorations mottled her ribs and abdomen in black, blue, neon yellow, and sickly green. Old and new, the marks layered one on top of the other.

The woman spun with a gasp, her eyes wide and frightened. She stared at the place where Danni stood for a long, breathless moment and Danni felt the woman’s gaze settle on her face.


As if she could see Danni . . .


But that wasn’t possible. Danni wasn’t really there. None of them were.

Yet the woman continued to stare right at her. Danni saw a shiver work its way through her body, shuddering down to the hands that held onto her children. A feeling of déjà vu riveted Danni, but she didn’t understand it—any of it.

The silent denials collided with doubt that bubbled up inside her. She looked at the little boy, then the girl. Her face was tear stained, her eyes big and gray, her hair golden brown. She blinked back at Danni with a flat, knowing gaze. A queer feeling spread through Danni, pointed and quicksilver. She knew this child . . .

Danni’s gaze shifted between the woman and her daughter, disbelief at odds with what she saw. It couldn’t be. She couldn’t be . . . but there was something in the little girl’s eyes, eyes the same color as her own. All at once, Danni knew who this woman and her children were. She remembered suddenly, powerfully, the sound of her laughter, her comforting scent, the aching loss Danni had felt when this woman had dropped her off at daycare twenty years ago and never came back.

The woman was her mother, and the little girl . . .herself. Danni, or rather the child she’d once been.

The man who was hidden from all of them by the cloak of shadow said something in a vicious, tone, jerking her mother’s attention abruptly away from Danni.

“No,” Danni shouted. 

She rushed forward and tried to turn her mother back around. Tried to touch her, hold her, beg her mother to see her again. But whatever connection had been made for that brief instant was gone. The little girl began weeping inconsolably, and the man who knelt beside them rose, unsteady on his feet. Through the twilight, Danni saw his face, swollen and red, ravaged by grief. She felt his pain pulsing off him like the surging waves in the pool at her feet.

Terror lurked in her mother’s eyes now. In the way she flicked her gaze back and forth between the place where the disembodied voice came from and the man at her side, who lifted his hands, holding them away from his body, palms out—the universal sign for compliance.

But the hostile words exchanged between the woman and her unseen antagonist grew louder until they echoed all around them. The tension in the air tightened like a noose of thin wire that would soon cut through the skin. Why couldn’t Danni understand what was being said?

Suddenly another bang resounded in the cave, and Danni’s screams joined those of her mother and the children. A gun, she thought. That was a gun. Even as her mind catalogued the sound, her body reacted to the bite of pain slicing through her. She felt it—felt it—as if a bullet had burrowed into her heart. She looked down, expecting to see blood. To see her life draining out of her. But there was nothing, nothing to explain the bewildering agony. She looked around her in shock, in panic, seeing again the crumpled shape on the ground beside the cluster of frightened people. Only then did she grasp what it was—what the man had been holding when they’d first come in. It was a body.

She managed to turn to the stranger who’d brought her here. He only watched her, his face impassive, his gaze enigmatic. She couldn’t look away, couldn’t turn back to the unfolding drama. The voices of her mother and the children waned, taking with them the searing pain. They were fading—everything vanishing.

Danni wanted to cling to her mother like the child she’d once been. But she couldn’t break the hold of the stranger’s compelling green eyes.

A swirling mixture of grays and browns frosted the air, making Danni think of a giant God creating sand art on an unending pane of glass. The light changed from dark gloom to dreary twilight, and they were outside again

 

* * *

 

The wind joined the sensation of biting fresh air and bitter cold. They were back on the plateau, just the two of them now. The crushing pain of the gunshot was gone but Danni’s heart filled with grief at the loss of her mother. Again. Again, Danni had been abandoned by her.

The man moved, not giving her time to mourn. He had a mission. She’d forgotten that he was there for reasons of his own.

Danni hurried to keep up as he strode away, a tall dark figure in a world painted with shades of obscurity. Their time was nearly at an end. She could sense it, feel it in the crackling air.

Once again, she became aware of something huge casting a shadow on them, but they’d stopped beside a shallow grave, freshly dug and unmarked, and nothing else seemed to matter. The bitter scent of tilled earth mingled with the damp fishiness wafting from the sea.

Her stranger’s eyes filled with despair as he looked upon the open grave. Danni swallowed painfully, so afraid she couldn’t speak. The grave was an ominous symbol in this vision. Only a fool would think it otherwise.

The muddied ground at her feet sucked at her slippers as she moved closer and slowly leaned forward. There were two bodies sprawled at the bottom of the grave, as if they’d been carelessly tossed in. One was an adolescent boy, and some shadowy part of her mind said this was who she’d seen on the floor of the cavern. He was gangly and hollow-chested, his legs twisted beneath him in an unnatural position, and his face turned away. Crumpled beside him was a woman wearing leggings and an oversized T-shirt—an outfit reminiscent of the nineties. Her long golden-brown hair lay in a fall over her shoulders and against the boy’s chest. Half of her face was concealed, but the other half . . .

Danni recoiled, futilely trying to delete what she’d just seen. Once again, she’d come face-to-face with herself, only this time not the child she’d been, but the woman she was now. The other body in the grave was Danni’s.

Impossible, impossible, impossible . . .

The man beside her stared into the grave for another introspective moment. Then he looked to the distant, turbulent sea. Danni felt his grief and anger mix and grow until it burned like the whipping wind. She felt the power of it consume him, drive him to a point as perilous as the cliff ’s edge.

Then suddenly he turned those desperate eyes on Danni. He reached out, as if realizing for the first time that he might touch her. She waited for the contact with a biting combination of terror and anticipation.

Visions couldn’t touch, couldn’t feel . . .

He brushed her cheek with the back of his fingers, and his warmth was electric against her cold skin. She stared at him, stunned, seeing her own astonishment mirrored in the glittering silver and green of his eyes.

He touched her again, settling his palm against her jaw, cupping her face—both hands now. Both hands warm and rough and undeniably real. Transfixed, she stared at him, catching her breath when his gaze shifted to her mouth.

Her hands came up to the muscled wall of his chest, feeling it rise with his deep breath, grappling with the sense of his heart beating beneath her palms. Her fear merged with the rush of sensation and became a ball of heat in her belly, a longing that smoldered and sparked. She waited as his head bent, his lips moving closer to hers. But the air was turning—she could feel it changing. Even as his mouth hovered over her lips, his breath a hot whisper she couldn’t quite hear, he was gone. An instant later, a ripping sensation sucked her back to where she’d started.

 

* * *

 

She sagged against her kitchen counter, drawing in deep breaths of warm air. Her cup sat just where she’d left it, coffee not yet cooled, though it seemed hours should have passed. She couldn’t stop the shaking in her legs or slow the pounding of her heart.

She didn’t understand what the vision meant, who the man was or why she’d seen him. Why he’d shown her the mother she barely remembered, or herself as a child she’d forgotten even existed. Who were the men in the cavern? Or the boy whose body had been tossed into the grave with her own? She had no answers, only questions.

She did know one thing, though. The green-eyed stranger was looking for Danni. And it was only a matter of time before he found her.


Chapter Two

 

 

Knocking on the girl’s door before the sun rose hadn’t been the plan, but Sean had been awake for hours—a side effect of international travel, he’d heard—and he’d had nothing to do but wait. He’d never been any good at it, waiting, and he wanted this meeting over and done with too much to delay it any longer. Now, here he was, standing like some wanker in front her house, counting the dreadfully slow minutes.

The sun seemed to be working against him. Grandstanding, was how it appeared to Sean. Colors he couldn’t even name rioted against the darkness, but still the sun only languished, just shy of rising. Disheartened, but nonetheless impressed, Sean watched the pageantry it made of the horizon. Breathtaking rivers of coral and gold flowed into lavender and turquoise with practiced ease. The display was a message from God if ever he’d seen one.

He looked away. The necklace his grandmother had given him felt heavy in his pocket. She’d slipped it into his hand before he’d left Ballyfionúir, telling him to give it to the girl when he found her. “This she’ll not be able to deny,” she’d said with a knowing look. The light object felt disproportionately heavy.

He took a deep breath, feeling his doubts fighting to surface. It wasn’t wrong, what his grandmother wanted him to do. But it wasn’t right either.

“You’re a bloody tosser, is what you are,” he muttered to himself, but like the morning light show, a sense of inevitability surrounded him. He would play his part, a messenger bringing glad tidings—but in truth, his coming was nothing to rejoice over.

He paced as the skies turned purple, then rose-gold as at last the sun emerged into the brilliant, cloudless blue sky.

Finally, the street lights shut off. A few moments later, so did her porch light and the shutters over the big front window opened. He could just make out her hazy silhouette on the other side as she stilled, looking out.

At him, standing on the sidewalk gazing back

Right. Best to stop lurking outside her house and get on with it. He started up the bricked walkway with its cheerful rows of flowers along either side. A covered porch showcased pots of bright flowers and dangling bird feeders—high up and out of reach of the enormous yellow cat watching him from beneath one of the wicker chairs.

The cat hissed and ran when Sean stepped up, disappearing into a hedge that bordered the small yard. Sean knocked on the steel security door—fancied up with bird and flower metal work, but strong enough to keep out any number of stray Irishmen who might find their way to her threshold. From inside, a dog barked.

She moved away from the windows. He pictured her behind the door, uneasy about the stranger standing on the other side. Not surprising. This was America, land of impulse and violence.

The dog’s bark became rabid yapping. A second later, it poked a snarly snout through one of the lowest shutter slats and gnashed its teeth at him

“Bean, quiet,” he heard the woman admonish.

The snout disappeared, but the barking didn’t subside. Nor did the door open.

“Miss Jones?” he said to the closed door. “My name is Sean Ballagh. I bring word from Cathán MacGrath of Ballyfionúir. Ireland.”

The lie felt chalky on his tongue, but he followed it with a smile, in case she could see him. He sensed her just inside, but she didn’t make a sound while he waited uncomfortably, smile fading. It probably looked fake, anyway. Maybe he’d just leave the jewelry box on the porch and call it good enough. In his mind, he pictured his grandmother’s No you fecking won’t look. She had one for every occasion.

“You must have the wrong person,” the woman said, just as he’d decided she wouldn’t answer. “I’ve never heard of Cathán whoever.”

“That’s a shame,” he said, lowering his voice so she’d have to strain to hear. He might coax her into opening her door yet. “He’s your father.”

She might have gasped, or he might have imagined it. Either way, the dead bolt slid back, and the first door to her sanctum opened. In spite of himself, he felt triumphant. Steel mesh still stood between them and he couldn’t see anything of her through it, but it was a start.

“What did you say?” she asked.

“I said it’s a shame you don’t recognize the name of your own father.”

“I don’t—”

Sean stepped forward, hoping to get a better look at her, but the dog launched itself against the door with a loud bang that made him step back just as quickly, staring in horror at the beastly blur of fur and fangs. She bent to scoop up the dog and an errant ray of sunshine pierced the armored door and caught her in its glow. He glimpsed a pretty face, long hair, and a blue sweater before she stepped back again.

It was enough. She was the woman he’d been looking for. As if there’d ever been a doubt.

The dog yapped a few more times, but Danni hushed it with softly spoken reassurances. She took a deep breath and looked at Sean again

“You really do have the wrong person. I don’t know my father and he doesn’t know me. I don’t have any family. And I’ve never even been to Ireland.”

“Ah, but you’re wrong. You were born there.”

He’d brought a snapshot with him. Now he pulled it from a manila envelope he held and stared at it for a moment before pressing it against the screen. The dog growled again, but the lure pulled Danni closer and once more, the light caught her just right, illuminating golden-brown hair, wary gray eyes, and full lips. Sean stared at her, surprised by the feeling that cut through him. She was familiar—not just because he’d known her when they’d been children, both living in Ireland. It was more than that.

She stood transfixed, passively petting her dog as she stared at the picture. For Sean’s part, he couldn’t look away from her. Something in her eyes, her face, her bearing, had struck a note in his mind and now he couldn’t figure out exactly why. She cocked her head and the impression fluttered and settled before he could catch it.

She stared at the picture as if entranced, fingers rising to touch it through the screen. “Where did you get this?” she said, finally.

“It was taken in Ballyfionúir, Ireland, where you’re from. Where I live.” He waited a half beat before saying softly, “’Tis you, with your family.”

She made a low sound and pressed her palm over the snapshot in a gesture that at once caressed and denied. He swallowed back his conscience and asked, “Would it be possible to speak with you, Danni Jones? Without the door between us, perhaps?”

He felt her eyes boring into him through the screen. There was something fragile about her, despite the stiff back and level gaze. He hadn’t expected that. He didn’t want to deceive her, and he certainly didn’t want to draw her into the hell that was about to become her life.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Sean Ballagh, as I said. I’m sent from Ireland to find you. For your family.”

“Do you have ID?”

He nodded, fumbled out his passport, and placed it where he’d held the photograph against the door. The passport picture was old and grainy, and she studied it for a long time, her eyes moving back and forth as she compared his staid mug shot to his real being. It seemed recognition flickered in her eyes as she looked at him. She’d been only five and he barely a teenager when they’d last seen one another. He hardly remembered the child she’d been. It was unlikely she’d remember him at all, let alone recognize the man he’d become. Yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that she had.

“You’re very young in this picture,” she said with a frown. “How old is it?”

“Old,” he answered. “I need to get a new one taken.” He paused deliberately. “Dáirinn.”

Her gaze snapped to his and her brows came together. In that look he saw confusion and such stark vulnerability that he had to swallow the sudden lump in his throat before he could speak.

“That’s your true name. Did you not know?”

She started to nod, then shook her head. “No. But . . .”

He wanted her to finish that thought. Instead, with the sense of a monumental decision made—but still doubted—she opened the door. Sean stepped in before she changed her mind, catching her scent, catching her eye. The dog squirmed in her arms like a wild boar, but Danni managed to keep hold of it.

“Bean, no,” she scolded.

Close up, Sean was able to determine that Bean couldn’t be all dog. Somewhere in its lineage there most definitely had been a badger. The writhing animal had a long nose, pointed ears, and no tail. There were terrier genes in the mix somewhere and possibly Rottweiler, too, baffling though that idea was.

“She’s very protective of me,” Danni said, gently holding Bean’s muzzle to silence her. “I rescued her when she was a puppy and I’m the only family she has. She doesn’t like people very much as a rule.”

“Grand,” he said, putting on the smile again.

Having made the decision to let him in, she now closed the door behind her and bid him to follow her past a sunny sitting room with overflowing bookshelves and a slouchy sofa, through an arched opening to a bright, tiled kitchen. She paused, looking momentarily unsure before regaining her composure and indicating the table and chairs.

“Have a seat. Would you like some coffee? Or tea?”

“Whatever you’re having.”

She seemed to debate for a moment before setting Bean down with a stern, if indulgent, command to stay and went about putting water to boil. The dog perched at her feet, moving every time she did and then resettling, all the while keeping Sean under surveillance. Had Sean meant Danni physical harm, the small dog’s hostile stare would have made him reconsider. Finished, Danni took the seat opposite him and reached for the photograph.

Sean studied her face as she stared at the picture, tracing a slender, unsteady finger around the outline of her mother’s image, then her father’s. What did she remember?

“I can’t believe this is my family,” she murmured.

She spoke with a wariness that made him think she expected him to snatch the photo away and laugh.

“It is, I swear it.”

He pointed to the little girl standing in front of her mother. “That’s you,” he said. “And that’s your brother beside you.”

Her gray eyes shimmered with a strange mixture of emotions. Hope and hurt, anger and joy. A grief that seemed to anchor all other feelings around it.

“My brother,” she said, her voice thick. She shook her head. “All these years . . .”

“We’ve been looking for you for a long time,” he said softly. “Your family name is MacGrath. You were born in Ireland. Ballyfionúir to be exact.”

“Bally . . .”

“Bally-fyun-oor. It’s on the Isle of Fennore, just south of Ireland main.”

He pulled another item from the envelope he’d brought and set it down in front of her. This was a copy of a birth announcement from a newspaper. It named two babies: a girl, Dáirinn Edel and a boy, Rory Finnegan. They’d been born to Cathán and Fiona MacGrath on October 1, 1993.

“Say my name again,” she asked, pinning him with those soulful eyes.

“Dawr-in,” he enunciated.

“I just can’t believe this,” she murmured.

“And yet it is the truth.”

That brought her eyes up and round, filled with anguish and confusion. He’d imagined a hundred reactions that his visit might elicit. They’d ranged from skepticism to elation. But he’d not anticipated this raw pain he saw now. It filled him with shame.

“Mr. Ballagh—”

“Call me Sean. We’re family, of sorts.”

Those eyes grew larger and took on a look of dismay. “We’re family? You’re not my brother, are you?”

“No,” he said quickly, finding the idea just as repugnant as she seemed to. He didn’t stop to analyze why. “Nothing like that. Distant relations. Too distant to trace.”

“Good.”

She must have seen agreement on his face that he, too, was happy not to be a cousin or—God forbid—a brother, because she blushed a furious red.

Sean watched the rising color stain her slender throat, her smooth cheeks, the fragile shell of her ear. She looked very small in her big blue sweater, vulnerable. Inside him, something deeply male and protective awoke and responded. He hadn’t expected that either. 

Yes, he was very glad not to be her brother.

She lifted the picture and looked at it again. “This doesn’t make sense,” she said. “If this is my family, why have I been alone for the past twenty years? Where have they been?”

“I was hoping you’d be able to tell me that.”

She made a sound like a laugh, but there was no humor. “Sorry to disappoint you. All I know is one day my mother dropped me off at preschool and she never picked me up again. No one ever came forward to claim me. No father. No brother missing me. No one.”

“Your mother dropped you off?” he repeated, unable to contain the sharp edge of incredulity. “Where?”

“Cactus Wren Preschool,” she said. “I do remember that.”

“I mean, here? In the States?”

She nodded, a frown puckering the silky skin between her eyes. “Why?”

“Why?” he repeated. Because that meant Danni’s mother had left Ireland. And to have done that, she would’ve had to be alive.

He cleared his throat and said gently, “Your mother vanished with you and your brother twenty years ago. What happened to her and the children all these years has been the great mystery and tragedy of our town. Until recently, we thought you were dead. All of you.”

She stared at him, trying to see through his words. He stared back unflinching. This, at least, was the truth. But truth was rarely pretty.

One day my mother dropped me off at preschool and she never picked me up again.

Here, in the U.S. Not even in Ireland.

“No one knows what happened to us?” she asked.

“There were rumors, of course. There always are, aren’t there? People talk, especially in Ballyfionúir. And there’s always something to say about the MacGrath family.”

“Why?”

“We’ve history, though, the MacGraths and Ballaghs, and where there’s a past there’s a point of view to be questioned. MacGraths and Ballaghs have never seen the same side of a thing. I can’t image they ever will. There are those who’d say the slate will never be clean for either family.”

“Are you one of those who would say that?”

“Me? It’s a messenger I am. Nothing more.”

Clearly unconvinced, she said, “I still don’t understand how my mother and two kids could just up and disappear without anyone seeing her or knowing where she went.”

“Can you not?” 

“She must have told someone something.”

“There was talk that she did, talk about the lover she might have been keeping. Talk that she killed herself and her kids. And still more that she’d been murdered by someone else. All of you, actually. Is that what you’re after?”

“Murdered by who? Did they have any suspects?”

“One or two.”

“Nothing was ever proven?” she asked, frowning.

“No, but all of Ballyfionúir was in an uproar, looking for blood. They went for the easiest target—some poor wanker who had the misfortune of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. He offed himself before they could beat a confession out of him. Good riddance they all said.”

“But you never thought he was involved?”

“What does it matter what I think?” he asked. “Guilty, innocent . . . last month, I would have sworn he did it, the tosser. But today . . . well, here you are, obviously alive. Who’s to say your mother and brother won’t turn up, too?”

“Who’s to say,” she repeated sadly, looking away.

“When was the last time you saw your mother, Danni?” he asked, leaning forward. “Do you know that?”

The teakettle let out a shriek, startling them both. Danni rose, moving gracefully as she poured the boiling water over tea bags and set a tray with dainty china cups and saucers that looked very old and fragile. They were oddly mismatched, as if each piece had been selected for its unique pattern rather than its status as one of a set. Sean suspected that, like her dog, she’d rescued the pieces from second-hand stores, assembling them into a new family.

She returned to the table and poured in silence while he waited patiently for her to answer his question. When had she last seen her mother, Fia MacGrath?

At last she set his cup in front of him. She had slender fingers with short nails, unadorned but for a silver ring on the middle one with a yin and yang symbol at its center. Her wrists were fine boned, her movements graceful. Only the rattle of the cup against its saucer betrayed her. Thick, glossy hair a thousand shades of gold hung to her shoulders. Like the sunrise, it defied description.

She looked up suddenly and caught him staring. At her feet, the dog growled.

“It was twenty years ago—October twenty-fifth. I was four or five,” she said, finally answering his question. “I don’t know which. When my mother didn’t pick me up, they discovered the papers she’d filled out for the daycare center were all false. The address, the name, everything on it. They assumed she lied about my birth date, too.” She looked at the announcement again. “If this is real, I was five.”

“October twenty-fifth,” he repeated. Was there some significance to the date?

“I don’t know why she picked that day,” Danni said. “If there’s a reason, twenty years of thinking about it hasn’t made it any clearer to me. When did she disappear from Ireland?”

“About three weeks before that.”

“Three weeks? What was she doing all that time?” 

He shook his head, feeling her frustration, her hurt, her anger that such a painful event should happen on such a random timeline. He wanted to say something comforting, but the hypocrisy of it was too much for him to manage.

“I know even less than you do,” he said. “I expected you to have answers. You and your brother.” 

She lowered her eyes. “I didn’t remember that I had a brother,” she said. “When I was little, I used to talk about him. Talk to him—entire conversations, or so they told me. But when no brother ever showed up, I think they assumed I’d made him up. After a while, I guess I thought they were right.”

Bloody hell. Where was Rory? What had Fia done with Danni’s brother? Had both children made the journey to the U.S. with her? Or did she leave Rory behind in Ireland? Or worse?

“How can you be so sure?” she asked suddenly. “That this is my mother? That this is my family?”

“Aside from the resemblance?”

“Is there one?”

“You don’t see it yourself?”

She studied the picture, shaking her head.

“It’s there,” he assured her. “Trust me.”

There was too much mystery and darkness about his story—too much of the same about her own—for her to be joyous over the news of a lost family suddenly found. But he could see the longing there inside her, knew instinctively that she’d waited her whole life for someone to walk through the door and tell her she wasn’t alone.

“It’s no coincidence, Danni,” he said, forcing the words past his guilt. “It’s the truth I’m telling you. Have you not a birthmark, right here?”

He took her left hand in his, turning it as he gently pushed the sleeve of her sweater up to reveal the pale skin on the other side. There, just below the crook, was the faint pink rose-shaped pattern he sought. His grandmother had said it would be there, but some part of him had doubted it. He was a fool, to be certain.

Danni bent her head to stare at the birthmark, and the soft, clean scent of her hair wrapped around him. Warm, unexpectedly intimate. He brushed the small mark with his thumb, thinking her skin felt like heated satin. She looked up, startled. Had she felt the electricity in the touch?

“It’s a family mark,” he murmured, looking into her eyes. She stared back as a current traveled through that small point of contact.

He had the sudden urge to lean closer still, to press his mouth to the erratic pulse beating at her throat. He took a breath and reined in his thoughts, but it wasn’t easy. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so caught up in a woman. She was blushing again; no doubt his thoughts were there in the heat of his gaze.

Flustered, she tugged her arm free and pulled down her sleeve, hiding the pink flower. “Ten percent of all babies are born with birthmarks,” she said coolly. 

“Not that birthmark.”

He watched the play of emotion on her face. Hope, disbelief, and that heartbreaking yearning. She took a sip of her tea, shifting under his steady gaze.

“Is this for real? Are you for real?”

“I am.”

She gave a small nod of acceptance and then asked, “My father . . . he’s still alive?”

“Aye,” he answered. “Living in Ballyfionúir.”

“Does he know you’ve found me?”

“Not yet. I wanted to be sure first.”

“And you are now?”

“Absolutely.”

He paused for a moment, pulling his thoughts away from the light scent of her skin back to the matter at hand. He was here for a reason that had nothing to do with the way the sun spilling through the window turned her hair into a flame of a thousand colors or his need to touch it.

“Is there anything at all you remember about your childhood?” he asked softly. “About Ireland or the night you left there?”

She shook her head. “Nothing before my mom disappeared.”

“Well, let me tell you a bit, then. You’re from a very old family, Danni. And from a place that’s filled with lore. It’s in the air, the water. Living here, you probably can’t grasp what that entails, but there are things that happen on the Isle of Fennore that happen nowhere else in the world.”

A bemused smile tilted the corners of her mouth. “I come from an old family?”

He nodded. “It’s thought that your ancestors—mine, too—were ancient Druids. Fearsome people. People who possessed powers uncommon to the ordinary man or woman.”

The smile widened a little. “My ancestors were superheroes?”

He smiled back, but knew it didn’t reach his eyes. “Have you never felt it, then? Never known something before it happened? Never felt that you were special?”

Her smile faltered and she dropped her gaze to her tea. “No. I’ve never felt special.” Standing, she took her cup to the sink and rinsed it. Her back was straight, her chin raised, but he could almost feel the old wounds inside her open up.

“Your island sounds like a magical place,” she said lightly, turning with a bright smile that cut him to the bone. He knew it cost her, that smile.

“You should come see it,” he said.

It was the opening he wanted, but still he felt reluctant as he reached in his envelope and pulled out the last item. It was a thick packet of papers secured by a rubber band. On the top sheet was an itinerary with a logo imprinted in the corner of a ship and airplane emerging from a bank of clouds. Written on the top was Danni’s name. Sean hadn’t wanted to buy the tickets before he met Danni, but his grandmother had purchased them already and insisted he bring them. She’d insisted on everything. So far she’d been right.

He pushed the packet across the table and waited for Danni to retrieve it. She lifted the papers curiously, staring with a frown for a moment before her eyes widened in surprise.

“Are these tickets? With my name on them? Tickets to Ireland? And . . . These are one-way, for heaven’s sake. For Friday. This Friday.”

“I thought you’d want to leave as soon as possible,” he told her. “And I wasn’t sure when you’d want to return. It seemed easier to book that part later. We don’t intend to keep you there. Unless, of course, that’s what you want.”

“What I want . . .” she trailed off, overwhelmed. Like a child reaching for a security blanket, she bent down and scooped up the strange dog, holding it close in her protective arms. The creature stared at her with adoration as she stroked its fur, looking a bit like a cornered animal herself, desperate to find a way out. He didn’t understand this response any more than he had her others.

“Have you a passport?”

“Yes, but . . .”

“But what? Is it not what you’ve wished for, Danni? To know who you are and where you come from?”

Those huge eyes lifted to stare into his, giving him the perfect view into her soul. It was a lovely thing, pure and hopeful and so very vulnerable. He cursed himself, but he didn’t look away. In his pocket, the jewelry box seemed to thrum, demanding he take it out and give it to her now. This was the time, he knew, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

Swallowing his shame, he simply said, “It’s time for you to come home Dáirinn MacGrath. What’s left of your family needs you.”


Chapter three

 

 

Danni closed the front door behind Sean and leaned against it, listening for the sound of an engine driving away to signal that he was gone, but it never came. Half expecting that she’d find him still standing on her porch, she cracked the shutters and peeked out. She didn’t see him, but felt the need to open the door and look again. Nothing but the rustling leaves in the trees and the frantic chirping of birds waited outside. Disconcerted by the lingering sense of him, she shut the door again and locked it.

He’d been real this time. She let out a shaky breath. Very real.

And even though a part of her had expected him, anticipated and dreaded his appearance with equal measures, she still couldn’t believe it.

In the flesh he’d been even more compelling than he was in the vision. She’d felt the pull of him, even as warning signals were going off in her head. Even as she questioned the fantastic tale he’d told. There was something that didn’t ring true about Sean Ballagh. A subtext to his message that she hadn’t been able to grasp. The sense that what he hadn’t said could be more important than what he had.

For a moment the sun dimmed and she thought of the vision, of the cavern where she’d seen her mother arguing with whoever had stood in the shadows. Was her vision from the night they’d disappeared? Is that why it had felt like a memory? And what about the grave, that gaping hole in the sea of green? Her own body crumpled inside it beside the adolescent boy’s?

Overwhelmed by her own tangled feelings and questions, she went back to the kitchen, shoving the picture, the newspaper clipping, and the tickets back into the envelope. It was nearly nine and she should have left for work already. It was her day to open the antique store she managed with Yvonne Hearne—foster mother, confidant, friend, and employer all rolled into one.

Quickly she cleared Sean’s cup and saucer, adding it to the sink with her own. He even taken a drink of his tea? Probably he would have preferred coffee. She’d remember that.

It was this thought—perhaps more than any other— that stopped her. She’d remember because she would see him again. She was going to Ireland with him. To meet her family . . . a family she had no recollection of.

How was it she could recall the feeling she’d had as a child when the air would turn and a vision would come, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t remember her parents, her brother, her life before Arizona? She hadn’t even recognized her own mother at first when she’d seen her in the vision this morning. Danni had been five when she’d been dumped at preschool that day. Surely that was old enough to remember something of her life before. But she didn’t. Not any of it.

In the years after her mother had dropped her off and vanished, there’d been counseling and intensive therapy. For the first six months after she’d been abandoned, Danni hadn’t spoken at all. They chalked it up to the trauma of her circumstances. Decided she must have been abused before being deserted, presumed she was a victim of much more than rejection. Over the years she’d come to think they were right. What else would make a five-year-old kid shut up for half a year?

She’d never known anything about who she was. And the blank page of her ignorance had itself become her past. She’d learned to live with it. But the shadowy glimpse Sean had given her of who she might have been had cracked that illusion. She had history. A life before Cactus Wren Preschool.

She wouldn’t discount what she’d seen in the vision—the terror in the cavern or the bodies in the grave—but neither would she base her decisions on it, because she didn’t yet know what it all meant. Death was a metaphorical thing, wasn’t it? The precursor to rebirth in every myth she’d ever read. And besides, what Sean had said was true. Finding her family, knowing who she was—it was what she’d wished for her whole life. Nothing else really mattered.

 

* * *

 

Danni arrived at Older than Dirt Antiques a few minutes late, glad no customers were waiting to get in. Quickly she unlocked the doors, disabled the alarm, and opened all the blinds. Bright sunlight filtered in through the UV-screened windows. It was blue-hair season—the time of year when all the geriatrics flocked south to the milder climates for the winter—and it was the shop’s busiest time. The sales they’d make in the next few months would keep them solvent through the long, sizzling summer when their only customers were natives who could withstand the triple-digit temperatures.

Yvonne would be in later, and Danni was both looking forward to telling her everything and dreading it at the same time. When Danni was sixteen she’d been placed in Yvonne’s home as a foster child. After eleven years as a ward of the state, eleven years of being shuffled from one foster family to another, Danni came to Yvonne with the expectation that she’d soon be leaving. There was something wrong with Danni, something about her that kept her from ever fitting in. At least that’s what she’d learned to believe when one family after another sent her back into the foster system. There was no reason to think Yvonne Hearne wouldn’t be more than just another in a long line of disappointments.

But Yvonne turned out to be different from all the others. She’d raised six kids, outlived three husbands and two of her own sons, and seemed to know what Danni was feeling before Danni did herself. And for whatever reason, they got each other.

From Yvonne, Danni learned about trust and responsibility. She also learned the fine art of treasure hunting. Danni had come to love the antique business and the challenge of finding the lost pieces of a set. A shrink would say her affinity for the missing stemmed from Danni’s feeling that they were just like her—scattered parts of a whole which had been separated, lost and alone, abandoned by families who no longer cherished them. Each time she recovered the absent chair to a dining room ensemble or rescued the last saucer in a tea set, she felt as if she were restoring a small part of herself.

Yvonne would be happy for her, but she’d also be worried. Who could blame her? Danni was thinking of flying halfway around the world on the word of a man who’d appeared from nowhere. She touched her arm where the birthmark was, thinking for the thousandth time about the way his thumb had rubbed across it, sparking a myriad of sensations that had zinged through her veins. And the look in his eyes when he’d watched her . . . He’d known her given name and when he’d spoken it, the vowels and consonants rang through her like a great bell. Even now, she felt the reverberations. He’d brought a picture of her family, and he’d already purchased tickets. If he wasn’t for real, he wouldn’t have gone to the trouble and expense of paying for the tickets, would he?

Working quickly, Danni balanced the accounts from yesterday’s sales and set up for today’s business. She tried to keep her thoughts focused on what she was doing, but everything Sean had said played in her head. She had a father who’d searched for her all these years. She had people who lived on some fantasy island where everyone was family, one way or another. It was unbelievable and wonderful.

As she replayed all Sean had told her, the man himself kept creeping into her mind, and she’d found herself staring into space, thinking of his eyes, the deep, husky tone of his voice . . . the elusive scent of him—soap and rain and heat all mixed with something intimately male and stirring. Even as he’d told her his incredible news, she’d been lost in that seductive scent.

Finally, she finished her opening tasks and brought her laptop from her office to the front of the store where she could keep an eye on things while she did some research. Perched on the stool behind the counter, she launched the Internet and typed Dáirinn MacGrath in the search box. Zero hits came back. She tried again, using her mother’s name with a bit more success, but her quick scan of the results showed nothing more than Sean had already told her. Not surprising, really. She’d gone missing over twenty years ago, before the Internet had become the end-all source for information.

Trying to decide what to use in the next search, Danni had a prickling sensation whisper up her spine and settle at the back of her neck. She glanced up, caught a movement at the window, and nearly jumped out of her skin. Sean stood on the other side of the glass, looking in at her. Stunned, she stared at him, captured at once by the harsh beauty of his features and the beseeching look in his eyes.

He wore faded jeans and a crisp white shirt that was made without a collar. It opened with three buttons in front and hugged his broad shoulders. He wasn’t bulky, like a bodybuilder. He was more graceful than that. He reminded her of a warrior from days of yore, someone whose livelihood depended on his agility as well as his might. For the hundredth time, she thought of that almost kiss in the vision.

He held a small green box that he turned over and over in his hands as he watched her. She didn’t think he was even aware that he did it. She gave him a shaky smile and waved for him to come in, but he didn’t move, didn’t acknowledge her greeting. What was he thinking about? What put that dark, pensive expression on his face?

She scooted off the stool and went to the door. But when she stepped outside and looked to where he stood, he was gone.

She took another step out, scanning the sidewalk and street. No cars pulled from the curb, no taillights flashed in the distance. And no one was walking away.

Had she imagined seeing him? Conjured his image from her thoughts? Or had he been as unreal as he’d been earlier, in the vision? 

Shaken, she went back inside the shop, glancing over her shoulder and out the windows as she sat down again. He definitely wasn’t standing outside anymore, but now she was uncertain if he’d ever been there at all.

He’d been real when he’d come to her door, though, she reassured herself. She had the envelope he’d left to prove it. She pulled it from her purse and dumped the contents on the counter. Real, she said silently. Feeling better, she took the itinerary Sean had given her and, double-checking the spelling, typed Ballyfionúir, Ireland, in the search box. A jackpot of links appeared on her screen.

She began clicking and skimming her way down the list, finding tourist information about Ireland in general—complete with pictures, hotels, and pub guides, but not much about Ballyfionúir exclusively. One website displayed a map that showed the jagged outline of southern Ireland. A tiny island lay just off the coast like the dot at the end of an exclamation mark. The Isle of Fennore. A black arrow pointed to a star on the most eastern edge of the island and identified the location as Ballyfionúir. Below the map were a few facts about it.

The Isle of Fennore was a mixture of lush valleys and rocky terrain, surrounded by the fierce sea, which was the source of the island’s main industry. An abundance of fish thrived in the sheltered coves on the island’s southern shores, and some of the region’s best salmon could be found there.

The people who lived on the Isle of Fennore clung to the old ways in all they did—so much so that attempts to bridge the treacherous sea between the island and the mainland had been met with heavy opposition. They didn’t want strangers crossing over at will and they didn’t care if that meant the convenience of going the other way would also be denied. They also refused to allow larger ships or commuters to dock in their port, relying solely on a family-owned ferry to carry them across when necessity drove them from the island. Danni got the distinct impression that nothing short of a crisis qualified as necessity.

Isolated as it was, many considered Ballyfionúir to be the last bastion of traditional Ireland.

There was a small photograph of a forbidding shoreline, fortified with sharp rocks and a steep cliff. In the distance the remains of a crumbling tower and disintegrating stone walls stood in the gloom of a gathering storm. She stared at it, thinking of the cold wind that had whipped Sean’s leather jacket as she’d followed him to the cavern, and she shivered.

The bell over the door chimed and two women entered with children in tow. Danni gave a mental groan. Children and antiques never made good companions. Closing the lid on her laptop and storing it under the counter, Danni forced a smile and went to assist—or run interference if necessary. The women were deep in conversation and refused her offer of help, so Danni hung back, trying to appear unobtrusive while remaining watchful.

“Twenty quid says the kid with scabs on his knees breaks something before he leaves.”

The deep voice speaking in her ear startled a squeak out of her. She spun to find Sean standing just behind her, close enough to touch. “When did you come in?” she demanded, hand at her throat.

“While you were busy stalking your customers,” he answered with a grin.

The grin caught her by surprise. When she’d seen him standing on her porch this morning, smiling with the two dimples etched in his cheeks, she almost hadn’t recognized him. He’d never smiled in the vision and it completely changed his features. But Sean Ballagh was a man hard to mistake, no matter what he was doing.

“I saw you earlier,” she said. “At the window. Where did you go?”

“Just walked around. You looked busy,” he said.

She hoped she was able to hide her relief. She hadn’t dreamed him up.

“Did you need something?” she asked.

“I thought you might have some questions,” he said. “And I left without telling you when you’d see me again.”

She nodded, tilting her head back so she could look him in the eye. He was easily over six feet, every inch packed with hard sinew and definition. She could see the muscles flexing when he moved, sensed the power that lurked beneath the casual clothing. She wondered what he did to keep himself in such amazing shape.

She realized he was watching her stare at him and felt her face flush with hot embarrassment.

“I-uh. I did think of something I wanted to ask you, how—you never said exactly how you found me.”

His gaze lingered on her face for a moment longer, and she felt that familiar clenching down low inside her. That he could do that just with a glance frightened her nearly as much as the visions.

“It was a strange coincidence, truth be told. I saw you on the television.”

Danni’s brows pulled together. “What? I’ve never been on TV.”

“It was the news. Some time ago. You were at hospital.”

Frowning, Danni caught her lip between her teeth . . . and then she remembered. A few months ago, Yvonne had lost her eldest and her youngest son in a military mission gone wrong. Soon after, she’d followed the tragedy with a heart attack that nearly killed her, too. The media had declared her the face of the American tragedy and tried to finish her off with their cameras, microphones, and endless questions. Danni had been furious when she arrived at Yvonne’s hospital room one day to find a local news team trying to bring in their cameras, uncaring that they were prying at a wound still raw and painful.

Outraged, Danni had protested the intrusion, which only led them to investigate who she was. They’d run their story, including a segment on Danni, the foster child who’d been saved by Yvonne Hearne, grieving mother and widow. News had been slow that week and the feature was picked up by the channel’s national affiliate and run on the TODAY show. The phone had rung excessively for days after and business at the store had doubled. Fortunately, by that time Yvonne’s daughters had arrived from their homes in Denver and Boston to help.

“And that’s what led you to me?” she said to Sean.

He nodded. It made sense and yet, like Sean himself, there was something more to his explanation than what he revealed.

“You handled those reporters very well,” he said.

“I ran.”

“And quite quickly,” he added.

The charm, like the dimples, disconcerted her. It seemed natural enough, but every instinct she had told her it was a cover-up for what he was thinking. He’d seemed torn this morning at her kitchen table, and she’d had the sense that he didn’t want to be there, though nothing in his words confirmed it.

“Where were you?” she asked. “When you saw me on TV, I mean.”

“At Sulley’s in Ballyfionúir. Having a pint.”

“Yvonne’s story aired in Ireland?” she said, the disbelief heavy in her tone.

“You’re a suspicious one, aren’t you now? Is it a third world country you’re thinking I’m from? We get our shows piped just like you.”

Piped? Did he mean cable?

“Would you like me to produce a receipt to prove my whereabouts?” he asked, misunderstanding her frown.

Danni’s face grew hot again. “I’m not suspicious. It’s just that in my experience things are rarely what they seem to be.”

“And what does this seem to be?”

“Unbelievable, if you want the truth. I just happened to be on TV on the day you just happened to be somewhere to see it.”

“Unbelievable things happen every day,” he said, shaking his head. The bitterness was back. “That’s how half the people I know end up married.”

“That’s also how 38 percent of them end up divorced,” she countered.

“Well, let’s just have responsible sex then and forget about marriage.”

The words were said lightly. He’d meant to tease her and nothing more—she could tell by the look on his face. But the humming awareness between them gave the flippant jibe a suggestiveness that made her stomach tighten. He caught her gaze with his own, and she felt like she was falling into the churning sea of his unusual eyes. The feeling made her giddy and scared all at the same time.
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