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Chapter One

Present day, deep in the Maine woods




The old wizard sat in reflective silence on the tall granite cliff, oblivious to the awakening forest around him, the roaring waterfall that shot from the precipice, and the churning pool of frothing water a good hundred feet beneath where he sat. Daar scratched his beard with the butt of his cane and sighed, his troubling thoughts completely focused on the lone fisherman below. He had done a terrible disservice to that young man six years ago. Aye, he was solely responsible for turning Morgan MacKeage’s life into the mess it was now.

Daar had cast a spell that had brought Morgan’s laird and brother, Greylen MacKeage, forward to the twenty-first century. It had been the wizard’s greatest blunder to date. Oh, Greylen had made the journey safely enough, but so had six of his enemies, two of his men, and his younger brother, Morgan. Even their disgruntled war horses had managed to get sucked into the spell, catapulting them all on an unimaginable journey forward through time.

Daar blamed the mishap on his advanced age. He was old and tired, a bit forgetful on occasion, and that was the reason his magic sometimes went awry.

Morgan MacKeage should have been eight hundred years dead, having had the joy of a couple of wives and a dozen or so kids. Instead, the Highland warrior fishing below was now thirty-two, still unwed, and lonely. It seemed nearly a sin to Daar that his wizard’s ineptness had caused such a fine, strong, intelligent warrior to be cast adrift without direction or purpose.

Daar hunched his shoulders under the weight of his guilt. Aye, that young man’s malaise was all his fault, and it was past time he fixed things.

A woman might help.

Then again, a woman might only add to the young warrior’s troubles.

Daar had discovered that twenty-first-century females were a decidedly peculiar breed. They were brash, outspoken, opinionated, and stubborn. But mostly they were simply too damned independent. They dared to live alone, they worked to support themselves, and they quite often owned property and held positions of power in business and government.

How was a man born in a time when women were chattel supposed to deal with such independent women? How was a virile twelfth-century warrior supposed to embrace his new life in such an outrageous time?

The MacKeages had lived in this modern world for six years. Six years of adapting, evolving, and finally accepting, and still Morgan MacKeage stood alone. Morgan’s brother, Greylen, was happily settled with a wife, a daughter, and twins on the way. Callum was courting a woman in town, and Ian was secretly seeing a widow two nights a week. Even their sole surviving enemy, Michael MacBain, had fathered a son and was getting on with his life.

Only Morgan remained detached, not only from the company of females but also from the passions of life itself. He hunted, fished, and walked the woods incessantly, as if searching for something to settle the ache in his gut.

“Give a care, old man, lest you fall and become feed for the fish.”

Daar nearly did fall at the sound of Morgan’s familiar voice behind him. He stood and faced the young warrior and gave him a fierce scowl.

“You’re a pagan, Morgan MacKeage, for scaring ten years off an old priest’s life.”

Morgan lifted a brow. “When I next see a priest, I’ll be sure to confess my sin.”

Daar attempted to straighten his shoulders and puff his chest at the insult but gave up as soon as he realized it made little difference. “You’re seeing a priest now.”

Morgan lifted his other brow. “What church ordains a drùidh into its ranks?”

“I was a priest long before I became a wizard,” Daar shot back, pointing at the warrior. “And one is not contradictory to the other. Both roads lead in the same direction.”

Morgan merely chuckled as he turned and started up the path that led to Daar’s cabin. “Come on, old man, if you want breakfast,” he said without looking back.

Eyeing the string of trout swinging from Morgan’s belt, Daar decided he’d school the warrior on his manners later. After all, this argument had been repeated often over the last two years, since Daar had been forced to reveal his wizard’s identity in order to save Greylen MacKeage’s wife from kidnappers.

And what thanks had he got? None. Not even an “I’m sorry” that his precious old staff had been cut in half and thrown into a high mountain pond. It was that same pond, by the way, that was the source of the waterfall shooting out the side of the cliff from an underground stream, creating the crystal-clear pool that had produced the tasty trout he was about to have for breakfast.

“Does that puny new cane have any real power yet, drùidh?” Morgan asked as he settled into a comfortable, unhurried pace toward Daar’s cabin.

Daar snorted. “As if I’d tell you,” he muttered, eyeing the leather-sheathed sword tied to Morgan’s backpack. The sword was more than three feet long, extending from Morgan’s waist to a foot above his head, the hilt cocked to the side for easy access. That sword was as large as Greylen’s sword and just as capable of destroying Daar’s new cane.

Morgan stopped and turned to help Daar over a fallen log in the path. “Can it even toast bread yet?” he asked.

“It’s powerful enough to gather stars in your head if I smack you with it.”

Apparently not worried by the threat, Morgan turned his attention to something he pulled from his pocket. “What do you know of these?” he asked, holding up a three-foot-long orange ribbon of plastic.

Daar squinted at the ribbon. “What is it?”

“I don’t know.” Morgan leaned his fishing pole against his chest and used both hands to stretch the ribbon to its full length to show off the writing on it. “I found this one and several like it tied to trees all over the valley. And each one has numbers written on it.”

Daar dismissed the ribbon with a negligent wave, eyeing the trout instead. His stomach rumbled, loudly announcing his hunger. “It’s probably surveyors marking ownership lines,” he said. He started toward home again. He was hungry, dammit, and had no patience for puzzles right now. “That’s what they do in these modern times to mark their lands,” Daar continued. “A man’s word that he owns up to a river or to the crest of a mountain is no longer enough.”

Daar stopped when he realized Morgan was not following. “Hell, boy. Your own land has lines drawn on a map and marked in the woods. They’re even written in the deed you got when your brother purchased TarStone Mountain. It’s what makes things legal today.”

“They’re not borders,” Morgan said, stuffing the ribbon back in his pocket as he moved to follow Daar. “They don’t run in any line I can discern.”

“Then maybe they’re logging markers,” Daar offered next, mentally planning what he would fix with the trout. He started scanning the forest floor as they walked, looking for edible mushrooms. “Maybe they’re doing a cutting in the valley,” he absently continued. “Those numbers could be directions for the cutters.”

“No. I found some of the ribbons on MacKeage land,” Morgan countered, moving ahead to block his path, forcing them to a halt yet again. “And we are not cutting trees in this valley. The loggers we’ve hired are working east of here.”

Daar looked up into Morgan’s intense green eyes. “What is it you’re wanting that’s so important you’re letting a fine brace of trout grow old?”

“I want you to use your magic and tell me what’s happening in my woods.”

Daar lifted his cane and used it to scratch his beard. “Ah. So it’s okay to cast spells when it’s convenient for you but not me? Is that how it works now?”

Morgan’s eyes darkened. “There are rumors of a park being built in this valley, and I want to know if they’re getting ahead of themselves and presuming to start work.”

“And if they are, what does it matter?”

“I don’t want the park to be here. A quarter of this valley is MacKeage land, and I’m against selling any of it.”

“Why?”

“It’s ours.”

Daar lost hope that he was going to get breakfast anytime soon, unless they simply built a fire here and roasted the trout on spits. He sat down on a stump, cupped his hands over the top burl of his cane, and stared up at the young warrior.

“What’s a few thousand acres to you, when your clan already owns four hundred thousand?”

“They can build their park someplace else, as long as it’s not near this gorge.”

Daar finally got his mind off his belly and focused on the man standing in front of him. Was that a faint spark he saw in those usually indifferent spruce-green eyes? Had something in this forest finally captured the attention of Morgan MacKeage?

“What’s so special about this particular gorge?”

Morgan unhooked the trout from his belt. “These,” he said, holding them up. He waved his fishing pole to encompass the forest. “This entire ridge. The stream that mysteriously appears from nowhere out the side of the mountain, cutting this gorge down to the valley. These trees. Have you even noticed their size, old man? Or their health? And these fish,” he said again, shaking them slightly. “They’re brook trout the size of salmon.”

Daar frowned as he slowly looked around the forest. Aye, the trees did seem rather overlarge when compared with the others of the area. “They are big,” he admitted. “I never noticed that before.”

“That’s because they were just like the rest only two years ago.”

That number pricked at the wizard’s memory.

“It’s when your staff was thrown into the pond,” Morgan continued at Daar’s look of confusion. “It’s the mist,” he added, waving his fishing pole again. “See? It boils up from the falls and covers this gorge.”

Daar nearly fell off the stump he was sitting on. The mist from the stream that ran from the mountain pond where his old staff lay?

Well, hell. Daar knew the water was special in that pond, since it held his magical staff, but he had never stopped to consider consequences such as this. Huge fish? Towering trees? A veritable rain forest where none should exist.

“It’s magic,” Morgan said in a whispered, almost reverent voice. “This entire gorge is the result of what happened two years ago. And I don’t want it to become part of a park. Hundreds of people will come hiking through here and discover the magic.”

Daar stood up. “And neither do I,” he quickly agreed. “We must do something about this.”

“You’ve got to talk to Grey,” Morgan said. “And make him understand that our land must not become part of this park.”

“Me?”

“He’ll listen to you.”

“He will not. He’s mad at me right now. His wife just had some test for her pregnancy, and the blasted doctor told Grey that Grace was carrying twin daughters, not sons.”

Morgan looked startled. “They can tell if an unborn child is a boy or a girl?”

Daar shrugged. “It seems they can now.” He started walking back the way they had come, totally resigned now to missing his breakfast. He chose a path that would lead them above the falls to a ridge that overlooked the valley below. “Come on. Let’s go see just how strong my staff has grown.”

Morgan quickly fell into step beside him. “Will it tell me what the plastic ribbons are for?” he asked.

“Nay. It’s not a crystal ball. It’s only a conductor of energy.”

As they walked along the path, Daar fingered the smooth, delicate cane he had been training since his had been lost. It sported only a couple of burls so far, which indicated that its power was not yet strong. His old staff, the one Grey had severed with his sword and thrown into the pond, had been riddled with burls, carrying the strength of fourteen hundred years of concentrated energy.

“Then what’s the point?” Morgan asked. “If it can’t do anything yet, why are we climbing the ridge?”

“Hush. I’m trying to remember the words,” Daar instructed as they walked along. It was not that easy, reciting spells by rote. The last time he had tested the new cane for something more intricate than lighting a fire, it had rained dung beetles for more than an hour. He could only thank God that it had been dark outside at the time.

Surprisingly, Morgan obeyed his request, and they quickly reached the top of Fireline Ridge. Two miles behind them was the pond where his old staff lay on the bottom, and in front of them was the deep gorge that fingered its way to the vast valley below.

Daar was stunned. From this vantage point the stream’s path was blatantly obvious. Large, lush hemlock and spruce and pine trees, draped in a mantle of mist, towered up from the forest floor in a carpet of vivid evergreen splendor.

The cane in his hand suddenly began to hum with delicate power. A warm, familiar energy coursed up his arm, and Daar closed his eyes to savor the distinct feel of his long-lost staff.

“What is it, old man? What’s happening?” Morgan asked, taking a step back, eyeing the humming cane as it twisted and grew in length and thickness.

“Here. Touch this,” Daar said, holding out his staff. “Feel it, Morgan. ‘Tis the energy of life.”

“I’m not touching that accursed thing.”

“It won’t bite,” Daar snapped, poking the warrior in the belly.

Morgan instinctively grabbed the cane to protect himself, his eyes widening as the warm cherrywood sent its vibrations up his arm and into his body.

“There. That’s what it’s about, warrior. That’s the life force. Have you forgotten what passion feels like?”

Morgan let go and stepped back, rubbing his hand on his shirt as he did. “I’ve forgotten nothing, old man. Now, point that thing at the valley and say your words. Tell me what’s happening down there.”

Daar pointed his staff toward the valley below and began to chant his ancient language. The burls on his cane warmed. The breeze kicked into a wind, sending the mist into swirling puffs of chaos around them. Birds and squirrels scurried for cover, and the distant roar of the falls turned to a whisper.

Daar opened one eye to peek at Morgan. The man had his hands balled into fists, his eyes scrunched closed, and his head pulled into his shoulders, his jaw clenched with enough force to break his teeth. And the poor warrior appeared to be holding his breath.

“It would go much better if you helped,” Daar said. “Grab hold of the staff with me, Morgan, and concentrate. Feel the energy first, then see it in your mind’s eye.”

Morgan MacKeage slowly laid his hand over the second burl on the cane, his grip tight enough almost to splinter the wood. Together they waved the staff, which had nearly doubled in length, over the valley.

“Now. Tell me what you see, warrior. Tell me, and I will interpret it for you.”

“Light. I see blinding light, yet it does not hurt my eyes.”

“What color is the light?”

“Can you not see it yourself, drùidh? It’s white. I can feel the heat, but I don’t feel burned. And yellow. I see yellow sparks.”

“And what is the yellow light doing?”

“It’s dancing through the white light in dizzying circles, as if searching for something.”

“What else do you see?”

“There is green also, chasing the yellow light.”

Daar swept the staff into an arc farther afield, then stopped, bracing himself for the jolt of energy he knew was coming. The light intensified, swirling the colors into a blinding rainbow. The staff jerked, tugging at their hands as the new energy hit with the force of a tornado.

The warrior was not prepared. He staggered back against the assault but did not let go of his powerful grip.

“Holy hell. What’s happening, drùidh? There’s a great blackness swirling through the light now, driving against the yellow sparks. The yellow light is disappearing.”

“And the green, warrior? What is the green doing?”

“Chasing the blackness. But when it reaches it, nothing is there.”

Daar released his grip on the staff and stepped back. The wind stilled, and the mist immediately returned, as did the roar of the falls.

Morgan turned to face him, still clutching the once again normal-sized cane in his hand. Pale and shaken, Morgan threw the now silent piece of wood to the ground.

“Few mortal men have experienced what you just did, warrior. What think you of my gift?”

“It told me nothing, old man. I saw only colors.”

“It told you everything, Morgan. You just had a glimpse of the energies roaming this valley. The emotions.”

“Emotions?”

“Aye. Did the green light not feel familiar to you? Was it not the same shade of green in the MacKeage plaid you wear?”

“If the green light represents me, then who is the yellow?”

Daar grinned. “Someone you have yet to meet.”

“The ribbon planter? Is that the yellow light?”

Daar widened his grin. “Possibly.”

Morgan frowned at his answer. “And the black?”

“Ah, the black. That is another life force. Something visiting your valley.”

“Something? Or someone?”

Daar shrugged and bent to pick up his cane. “Evil usually takes a human form when it wishes to plague humans.”

“So the black represents evil, then? And it’s coming?”

“Nay, warrior. It’s already here. And so is something good. Don’t forget the yellow light, Morgan. That covered your valley as well.”

“But I couldn’t catch it, either.”

“Because you became more busy chasing the black.”

Morgan’s sigh blew over Daar with enough force to make him take a step back. Morgan MacKeage looked ready to explode in a fit of frustration. Good. There was certainly no lack of passion now.

Daar held up his hand to stop Morgan’s outburst. “Talk to your brother,” he quickly suggested. “Ask Greylen’s permission to claim this valley as your own. Then build your home here. He’ll not deny your request.”

That suggestion took the bluster from the warrior’s expression. “A home? You think I should build a house here?”

“This is a good place to raise a family,” Daar said, then added speculatively, “I’m guessing you’ve got two months at least, judging by the strength of the lights we saw, before you must truly become involved in this mystery. You should be able to have a house up in that time. And then your claim will be unmistakable. It will put an end to the threat of a park in this gorge.”

Morgan’s face reddened. “I’m not having a family,” he muttered. “So I don’t need a house.”

Well now, Daar thought. He wasn’t having children, huh? That was news. Very disturbing news, considering the strength of the passion Daar had seen in the lights just now.

Not that he intended to tell Morgan that. No, some things were better left discovered on their own.

Such as the gender of unborn children, to name one.

“But why?” Daar asked. “Every warrior wants sons.”

Morgan rubbed the back of his neck with one large hand. “I’m not a warrior anymore, drùidh, thanks to you. I’m just a man who shouldn’t even exist now. I’m nothing.”

“That’s not true. You are alive, Morgan MacKeage, whether you wish to be or not. You are a landowner and a member of this community now. You run a ski resort with your clan.”

Morgan actually laughed at that. “I sit people’s asses onto a ski lift by day and spend every winter driving a machine up and down the mountain, grooming perfectly good snow. You call that noble work?”

“And fishing and hunting is?”

Morgan actually growled. “I feed you, old man.”

His growl was suddenly answered by another, coming from the mist just below them. Morgan pivoted and drew his sword in one smooth motion.

“You’ll not harm Faol,” Daar said, moving to place his hand over the hilt of the sword. “He’s my pet.”

“A wolf?” Morgan asked, recognizing the Gaelic name for the beast. He tried to peer through the rising mist, then looked briefly at Daar. “You have a wolf for a pet?”

“Aye, it seems I do now. He arrived on my doorstep just last week.”

“There are no wolves in this land.”

Daar shrugged. “Maybe they’re just wise enough not to be seen.”

Faol finally showed himself, stepping silently out of the mist, his head low and his hackles raised. Morgan grabbed Daar by the shoulder and quickly pushed the wizard behind him. Morgan raised his sword again.

The wolf growled.

Daar snorted. “Two warriors, each protecting me from the other. Now, cease,” he said, stepping back between them. He faced Morgan. “Faol can help you.”

“Help me what?”

“Your valley, remember? The lights? The blackness? Faol can help you discover what’s happening.”

Morgan looked incredulous. “He’s a wolf.”

“Aye, warrior, he is that. But, like you, he’s without direction. He’s wanting a good fight to stir his blood.”

Morgan looked over Daar’s head at Faol, then back at the wizard, his eyes narrowed in speculation. “Is he one of your spells, drùidh? Have you conjured the wolf to plague me?”

Daar raised his hand to his heart but cocked his head to keep one guarded eye on the heavens. “May God strike me dead if I’m lying. Faol is as real as the hair on my face. He just showed up at my cabin eight days ago.”

Morgan still looked skeptical. He slowly lowered his sword until the tip touched the ground. With his free hand he ripped one of the trout from his belt and tossed it to the wolf.

Faol stepped forward until he was standing over the fish and growled again.

Morgan snorted. “Some pet.”

Alarmed that Morgan was giving away their breakfast, Daar moved to gather wood for a fire. By God, they would eat now before he fainted. He quickly set several branches into a pile, touched his cane to it, and muttered under his breath.

The wood immediately caught fire.

“I’ll be more civilized if you toss one of those trout to me,” he said then. “Ignore the beast, and whittle some spits to roast our breakfast on. A man could starve to death in your company.”

It took Morgan another good minute to move. Finally, satisfied that Faol was more intent on guarding his trout than on eating the two of them, Morgan sheathed his sword and drew out his dagger. He stripped a maple sapling of its leaves and fashioned two intricate circular spits, skewered the three remaining fish, and walked over to the now crackling fire. Not once throughout his chore did Morgan take his attention off the wolf.

“Will you lend me your dagger, please?” Daar asked, once the trout were roasting.

Morgan studied the hand held out to him. “What for?” he asked, darting another brief look at Faol.

“I’ve a chore that needs doing while breakfast cooks.”

Obviously reluctant to give up his weapon, considering he was within lunging distance of a wolf, the Highlander hesitated.

“He’s more intent on eating the trout than us,” Daar assured him, still holding out his hand. He grinned at the warrior. “Or is it me you’re afraid of arming?”

He was answered by a green-eyed glare strong enough to turn a man into stone. Daar had a moment’s concern that true passion in this warrior might very well turn out to be a dangerous thing for anyone on the receiving end of it.

Morgan finally handed his dagger to Daar, then quickly drew his sword and laid it across his knees. Faol lifted his head at the motion.

“Have you noticed his eyes?” Daar asked, using the dagger to point at Faol. “And the way he cants his head slightly to the right? Does he not seem familiar to you?”

Morgan’s and Faol’s gazes locked, each seemingly determined to outstare the other.

“No,” Morgan said, not breaking eye contact. “He’s just a wolf.”

Daar sighed and set the sharp blade of the dagger to the small burl in the middle of his cane. Morgan had been only a lad of nine when Duncan MacKeage had died. And nine-year-olds had no time for noticing things like the color of their fathers’ eyes.

“What are you doing?” Morgan asked, his attention suddenly drawn from the wolf when he realized that Daar was using the dagger on his cane.

“I’m thinking you should have some help as you set out on this path you seem determined to travel,” Daar said, prying at the stubborn knot. The cane hissed in protest and started to vibrate.

“I want nothing to do with your magic,” Morgan said, quickly moving back to tend the trout. “Keep your precious cane intact. You need its powers more than I do.”

Daar ignored Morgan. His snarling cane was trying to scorch his hand as it twisted and sputtered to avoid the blade of the dagger.

Faol whined and stood up, leaving his trout and backing away toward the woods. Morgan also stood, his sword at the ready in his hand. He, too, began moving toward the safety of the forest.

With the deep roar of a wounded animal, the burl suddenly popped free of the cane and rolled across the forest floor, igniting a path of snapping red flames. Faol yelped and disappeared into the woods. Morgan grabbed Daar around the waist, lifted him off his tree stump, and pulled him into the forest. They stood together behind a giant spruce and watched as the angry knot of wood rolled around in frantic circles, spitting and hissing a rainbow of sparks.

“Are you insane, old man?” Morgan whispered. “You shouldn’t piss off the magic.”

Daar wiggled himself free of Morgan’s grip and walked back to the stump. He picked up his now maimed staff and stroked it gently. “Give me that cord from around your neck,” he told Morgan as he soothed his trembling cane.

“Why?”

Daar looked up. “Because it’s time you let go of that pagan charm. It’s been a worthless crutch and does nothing for you.”

Morgan grasped the stone at his neck. “It’s been with me for years.”

“Old Dorna was not a true witch, Morgan. See her here today, alive and practicing her black magic? The old hag is eight hundred years dead. She preyed on simple-minded men and desperate women for her living. The stone is useless.”

“I am not simple-minded.”

“Nay. But neither are you quite ready to let go of your old beliefs. Have you learned nothing in six years? This thing called science has disproved what Dorna practiced and what you call magic.”

“Then how does science explain you?”

“It can’t. Nor will it ever. Some things must simply be accepted on faith.”

The Highlander did not care for that explanation, if Daar read his expression correctly. Morgan gripped his amulet protectively, then finally tore the cord from around his neck. “Here,” he said, handing it to Daar.

The wizard let the smooth stone slide free and fall to the ground. “Hand me that burl, would you?” he asked, using his cane to point at the now silent knot of cherrywood.

Morgan paled. “You pick it up,” he whispered.

The burl was sitting against a rock, softly humming. With a sigh of impatience, Daar pushed himself off the stump and picked up the burl. He closed one eye and squinted the other to thread the rawhide cord through the burl.

“There’s no hole,” Morgan said, coming up behind him. “You can’t push a soft rope through solid wood.”

The rawhide smoothly slipped through the swirling cherrywood. Daar quickly knotted the cord and turned to Morgan.

The warrior stepped back, holding up his hand. “Keep that thing away from me.”

“It won’t bite,” Daar snapped. “Now, lean over so I can put this around your neck.”

“I said I don’t want your magic.”

“And I’m thinking the time will come when you will need it,” Daar countered. “If not for yourself, think of the valley. And the yellow light. Remember? The blackness was consuming it.”

Daar pointed at Morgan. “And although you may have survived your journey six years ago, there’s no saying you’ll survive this one. You are a fierce warrior, Morgan MacKeage. But hear me well. You are not invincible. The blackness is a powerful life force void of goodness, compassion, or conscience. It will devour anything that gets in its way—you, the yellow light, and eventually this whole valley if it manages to get past you. This small piece of my cane will be your greatest weapon against it.”

It took the warrior some time to digest Daar’s words. Finally, Morgan leaned forward and bowed his head, allowing the wizard to place the cord around his neck. Daar then centered the burl over Morgan’s chest as he straightened.

“If you want this to work, you’re going to have to give it your faith,” Daar told him, stepping back to admire his gift. “And your intelligence. This burl is not strong by itself. You must discover the best way to add to its strength.”

Standing as still as the mountains themselves and holding his breath again, Morgan scowled at him. “How—” He swallowed hard. “How do I do that?”

Daar waved his question away. “You’ll figure it out when the time is right.”

He handed Morgan back his dagger. As if afraid any quick movements would fry him on the spot, the warrior carefully held out his hand and took his weapon, then slowly placed it back in his belt.

“Oh, one more thing, Morgan. You’re not to whisper even a hint of what’s happened here today. Especially not to your brother. Not one word about the unusual state of this gorge, your vision, or my special gift to you,” Daar said, pointing at the burl. “I don’t want Greylen knowing that any part of my old staff still exists, and I surely don’t want him knowing that my new one is gaining strength.”

The first hint that Morgan was beginning to relax appeared when one corner of his mouth turned up in a smile. “You have no worry I’ll tell anyone about this, old man.”

Daar’s nose suddenly twitched. What was burning? He looked around. The small fires the sparking burl had started were gone. The campfire, however, was burning brightly.

“Dammit! The fish!”

The burl around his neck suddenly forgotten, Morgan rushed to the fire and pulled the trout free of the flame. He held them up and turned to Daar, grinning.

“No worry. They’re only charred on the outside a bit.”

Morgan kicked at the fire with his foot, dousing the flame to leave only the smoldering coals, then placed the trout above the coals to finish cooking more slowly. Daar joined him, and together they sat once again facing the fire.

Morgan looked off into the forest, in the direction Faol had run. “Do you think he’ll return?” he asked.

“Aye. I doubt he went far. He’s probably watching us now.”

Morgan hesitantly lifted his hand to the rawhide cord at his neck and slowly closed his fist over the burl. His eyes widened.

“It’s warm.”

Daar nodded. “Aye. It was angry for being ripped from the collective energy of the staff,” he explained. “But now it is content. If feels your strength, warrior. It will work hard to protect you.”

Faol silently returned to the edge of the clearing, lying down beside his trout. Morgan did not unsheathe his sword this time or pull his dagger from his belt. Instead, both warrior and wolf turned their attention to the burl hanging around Morgan’s neck. Faol watched as Morgan fingered it briefly before he tucked it out of sight beneath his shirt.

Daar smiled. It was good, all that had happened today. Morgan had found his passion for life again in a mystery that promised a battle worth fighting.

Faol had found a new purpose as well.

And Daar’s guilt was somewhat assuaged.

After ten long minutes of waiting, the trout was finally ready to eat. Daar watched as the Scot expertly pulled their breakfast from the spits, and the wizard was reminded of a similar moment nearly eight hundred years ago. There had been another campfire then, with old Laird MacKeage teaching his two young sons how to cook their catch.

What would Duncan MacKeage think of his sons today, of their predicament and their incredible journey? Would he be proud of how they had comported themselves through it all and how they were coping with their new lives now?

Or did Duncan already know?

Daar looked over at Faol. The animal rested much as Morgan did, relaxed but ready to spring into action if need be. For the tenth time in the last eight days, Daar wondered what power had lured a wolf in from the wild to walk among humans. And for the tenth time, he decided he didn’t really care enough to inquire.

Daar finally took his first bite of the delicious trout the warrior handed him, and not a moment too soon. His stomach rumbled with thanks. He leaned back against one of the magically tall pine trees and watched Morgan MacKeage eat his breakfast.

Should he mention the fact that there was a woman involved in this valley mystery? And that she had shiny yellow hair that sparkled with the sensuous promise of passion?

Nay, probably not.

Better to leave some things a surprise.








Chapter Two

Seven weeks later




Sadie Quill squinted through the brightness of the noonday sun, her attention focused on the opposite shore of the narrow cove of the cold-water lake. Holding her breath, careful not to make any noise, she watched the young moose calf slowly step into the water where its mother stood. The calf was only three months old and already had learned a few lessons about survival, judging by his reluctance to move into the open.

Mama moose lifted her head to watch his progress, water pouring from her mouth as she chewed on the succulent growth she had pulled from the lake bottom. Startled by the cold water dripping onto his face, the calf staggered backward and fell on his rump on the slippery bank. His angry bleat of protest was lost on his mother, however, as her head was underwater again.

Sadie stifled a chuckle and raised her camera, pointing the long lens through the honeysuckle bush where she hid. This scene was priceless, exactly why she loved her job so much.

She was still in awe of her luck. She was being paid to help put together a proposal for a wilderness park. She was scouting locations for trails and campsites while cataloging both geographical areas of interest and animal activity. These last ten weeks had been a pleasant dream she never wanted to wake up from.

Well, most of it had been a dream job, except that some of her work was being sabotaged. But having her trail markers stolen was more of a nuisance than a setback. The orange ribbons were nothing more than a visible tool for her project. She had the coordinates written on the large wall map back at her cabin, and she still could locate them by satellite, using her handheld global positioning system device.

It was only an inconvenience that some shortsighted fool thought he could slow down the progress of a wilderness park by stealing the ribbons. Still, Sadie had turned her attention away from scouting trails for the time being, hoping the jerk would think he had won.

This week she had been exploring the flora and fauna of the valley, noting in her journal areas that future hikers would want to see.

At the urging of his mother, the calf again stepped into the shallow water of the protected cove. Sadie depressed the shutter on her camera, captured the shot, and advanced the film. No noise betrayed her position, thanks to her father’s ingenious skill with equipment, which made the mechanics of the camera silent.

Sadie and her dad had walked these woods for years, taking pictures as she was doing now, and Sadie’s heart ached with sadness that he was not here with her today.

Frank Quill had taught Sadie the fine art of moving silently among the animals and had instilled in her not only an appreciation of nature but a respect for it as well.

And now she was thanking him by the only means she could find, by helping to build a park in his memory.

The mother moose suddenly lifted her head and looked toward the open water of the lake. Sadie used the telephoto lens of her camera to scan across the calm lake surface. And there, near the opposite shore, she saw the movement.

Something was swimming toward them.

Sadie leaned forward to get a better view. The mother moose heard her, whipped her head around, and stared directly at Sadie. For a moment, their eyes locked.

There wasn’t much in these woods that worried a full-grown moose, but a mother had to be more cautious of the vulnerability of her calf. Sadie’s presence and whatever was swimming toward them were apparently more than the mother moose was willing to deal with. She gave a low grunt of warning and stepped out of the cove, pushing her baby ahead of her.

With a sigh of regret for scaring the moose, Sadie turned her attention back to the lake. She couldn’t imagine what was swimming directly across the widest expanse of water, when walking around would be much easier. Most animals were lazy by nature or, rather, more efficient with the energy they were willing to spend.

Whatever was swimming toward her was too small to be another moose and too large to be a muskrat or an otter. Sadie sharpened the focus on her lens and watched, until finally she saw the rise and fall of arms cutting a path through the water.

Arms? There was a person swimming across the lake?

Sadie could count on her fingers and toes the people she had run into this summer: kayakers taking advantage of the last of the spring runoff nine weeks ago, a biologist, a game warden, a small fishing party, and a middle-aged couple from Pine Creek searching for mushrooms to eat.

Sadie settled herself deeper into the bushes, making sure she was well hidden as he moved ever closer. Yes, she could see now that the swimmer was male. And that he had broad shoulders, long and powerful arms, and a stroke that cut through the water with amazing ease.

The cove she was hiding in, and that he was heading toward, was strewn with boulders. The swimmer moved with lazy, rhythmic grace, right up to one of the larger rocks. He placed two large hands on the rock and pulled himself out of the water in one strong, seamless motion.

Sadie blinked, then tore her eye away from the viewfinder. She no longer needed the vivid clarity of the telephoto lens to see that the man was naked.

She looked through her camera again and adjusted the focus. He was as naked as the day he was born. He sat on the boulder, brushing the hair from his face and wringing it out in a ponytail at his back.

Well, heck. The guy’s shoulder-length, dark blond hair was almost as long as hers. Sadie pushed the zoom on her lens closer, aiming it at the top half of the man. She almost dropped the camera when he came into focus. He was huge, and it wasn’t an illusion of the lens, either. His shoulders filled the viewfinder, and when he lifted both hands to push the water away from his forehead again, his chest expanded to Herculean proportions.

Sadie noticed then that the guy wasn’t even winded from his swim. His broad and powerfully muscled chest, covered with a luxurious mat of wet, dark hair, rose and fell with the steady rhythm of someone who had merely walked up a short flight of stairs.

Who was this demigod of the woods?

Sadie zoomed the lens of her camera even closer, on his face. She didn’t recognize him from town. She’d been back in the Pine Creek area for only a few months now and had gone into town only six or seven times for supplies since returning, but she would have remembered such a ruggedly handsome face on a man his size. She definitely would have remembered such startling green eyes framed by such a drop-dead gorgeous face. His jaw, darkened with a couple of days’ growth of a reddish-blond beard, was square, stern, and stubborn-looking. His neck was thick, with a leather cord around it that dangled an odd-shaped ball of some sort over his chest.

Sadie zoomed the lens out again until his entire body filled her viewfinder. His stomach was flat and contoured with muscle. He had long, powerful-looking thighs, bulging calves, and even his feet dangling in and out of the water looked strong.

The man could have been made from solid granite.

And he was turned away just enough to keep his modesty intact. Too bad. It wasn’t every day she was treated to such an exhibit of pure, unadulterated maleness. And despite her own sense of shame for being a blatant voyeur, Sadie wished he would turn just a bit more toward her. She was curious, dammit, and made no apology for it.

She liked men. Especially big ones, like this guy. Sadie was six-foot-one in her stocking feet, and she usually spent most of her time talking to the receding hairlines of the men she knew. Since she had hit puberty and shot up like a weed, Sadie had wished she were short. Like the heroines in the romance novels she loved to read, she wanted to be spunky, beautiful, and petite. And she was tired of having only one of those traits.

About all Sadie could say for herself was that she did possess a healthy dose of spunk. She may have come close to beauty once, but a deadly house fire eight years ago had ended that promise. And no matter how much she had willed it, she hadn’t stopped growing until her twenty-third birthday. She was taller than most men she met, and every bit of her height was in the overlong inseam of her jeans.

She’d bet her boots that the guy on the rock had at least a thirty-six inseam and that he wore a triple-extra-large shirt he had to buy from the tall rack.

The vision in her viewfinder suddenly began to fade, and Sadie had a moment’s regret that it had all been a dream.

Until she realized that the viewfinder had fogged up.

Well, she did feel unusually warm. And she was breathing a bit harder than normal.

Wow. Either she was having a guilt attack for being a peeping tom, or she was experiencing a fine little case of lust.

Sadie didn’t care which it was, she wasn’t stopping. She used the back of her gloved right hand to wipe the viewfinder dry before she looked through it again.

The man was now laid out on the boulder, his arms folded under his head and his eyes closed to the sun as he basked in its warmth like an overfed bear.

Sadie suddenly remembered that she was looking through the lens of a camera. If this guy was willing to parade around the forest naked, why should she feel guilty about a couple of pictures? She just wondered where in her journal of fauna she should place his photo.

Probably at the top of the food chain.

Feeling pretty sure that the man had fallen asleep, Sadie snapped the shutter on her camera and quickly advanced the film. She zoomed in the lens and snapped again.

But just as she advanced the film for another picture, the man leaped to his feet in a blur of motion. And suddenly he was looking directly at the bushes where she hid.

Dammit. He couldn’t have heard that. Animals couldn’t hear the damn thing, and their lives depended on their ears.

Sadie sucked in her breath and held it; she wasn’t sure if she was doing so from fright or because she now had a full frontal view of the man.

She snapped the shutter down one last time and scurried backward to free herself from the bush. She foolishly stood up, then immediately realized her mistake when she found herself face-to-face with the giant, with only a hundred yards of water between them.

She couldn’t move. He was magnificent, standing there like a demigod, his penetrating green stare rooting her feet into place.

“Come on, Quill,” she whispered, her gaze still locked with his. “Move while you still have the advantage.”

He must have heard that, too, because he went into action before she did. He dove into the water and began swimming toward her.

Sadie snatched up her backpack and headed into the forest. She broke into a run as soon as she hit the overgrown trail and set a fast, steady pace toward home.

She grinned as the forest blurred past.

The swimmer didn’t stand a chance of catching her. He had to get to shore first and then find the trail as well as the direction she had taken. Sadie’s long legs ate up the ground with effortless ease, and she actually laughed out loud at the rush of adrenaline pumping through her veins.

This was her strength; there were very few people she couldn’t outrun. Especially a barefooted streaker who looked as if he outweighed her by a good sixty pounds. It took a lot of energy to move that much weight through the winding trail, ducking and darting around branches and over fallen logs.

Yes, her long legs would give her the edge this time, rescuing her from the folly of trespassing on a stranger’s right to privacy.

Sadie slowed down after a while, but she didn’t quite have the courage to stop yet. Only a maniac would have followed her, but then only a crazy person would be swimming naked in a cold-water lake.

So Sadie kept running, easing her pace to a jog.

Until she heard the branch snap behind her.

She looked over her shoulder and would have screamed if she could have. The man from the lake was fifty feet behind her. Sadie turned back to watch where she was going, the adrenaline spiking back into her bloodstream.

There was nothing like seeing a fully naked, wild-haired, wild-eyed madman on her heels to make a girl wish she had stayed in bed that morning. Sadie ran as if the devil himself were chasing her. She could actually hear the pounding of his feet behind her now, could practically feel his breath on the back of her neck.

She grabbed a small cedar tree to pivot around a corner, and that was when he caught her, hitting her broadside in a full body tackle. Sadie wanted to scream then, too, but he knocked what little air she had left out of her body. They rolled several times, and Sadie swung her camera at his head. He grunted in surprise at the blow and grabbed her flailing arms as they continued to roll.

When they finally stopped, he was on top of her…and her wrists were being held over her head…and her back was being crushed into the ground…and she had never been so scared in her life.

Sadie thought about really screaming now, but her throat closed tight. She pushed at the ground and tried to buck the man off her, at the same time as she lashed out with her feet.

That was when he shifted from sitting on her to lying on her, trapping her legs with his own.

Sadie instantly stilled. This was going from bad to worse; she now had a naked madman on top of her—and she was wearing shorts.

Oh, God. Now that she had such a close look at him, he was no longer a demigod. He was a full-blown god, Adonis, maybe. His broad shoulders and amazingly wide chest blocked out the sunlight. His warm breath feathered over her face. Sadie could feel every inch of his muscled legs running the length of hers. And she could feel something…something else touching her bare thigh. Something firm.

He was excited, either from the thrill of the chase, their suggestive position, or the anticipation of what he was planning to do. Sadie didn’t want to scream anymore. She wanted to faint.

She did close her eyes, so she wouldn’t have to look at his triumphant, very male face. Why didn’t he move?

Then she opened her eyes to find him staring at her hands, which he still held firmly over her head. She immediately opened her bare left hand and let the camera fall onto the ground.

Still, he kept staring over her head.

He reached up and tugged at the glove on her right hand. Sadie closed it into a fist, to keep her glove on. Momentarily deterred from his task, he turned his attention to her face.

She turned her head away.

He pulled her chin back to face him, then gently ran his thumb along her bottom lip, watching as if fascinated.

Good Lord. Was he going to kiss her?

His finger trailed down her face, over her chin, to her neck, and Sadie felt him touch the opening of her blouse. She twisted frantically and tried to bite the arm holding her hands over her head.

He lowered the full force of his weight onto her then, and Sadie fought to breathe. Well, heck. She hadn’t realized he’d been holding himself off her before. She stilled, and he lifted himself slightly, allowing her to gasp for air.

Their gazes locked.

His long blond hair dripped lake water on her chin and throat. The heavy object dangling from his neck nestled against her breasts, causing a disturbing sensation to course all the way down to the pit of her stomach. Sadie could feel her clothes slowly sopping up his sweat, his hairy legs abrasive against hers, his chest pushing into her with every breath he took. The heat from his body scorched her to the point that she couldn’t work up enough moisture in her mouth to speak.

Not that she could think of anything to say to the brute.

As if sensing her discomfort, he slowly turned up the right corner of his mouth, and his gaze broke from hers and returned to her right hand. This time Sadie was unable to keep him from pulling the glove off. She balled her now bare hand into a fist as she felt her face flush with embarrassment.

And that made her mad. Why should she care that this man found her disgusting? Her disfigurement could well be half of her salvation.

He sat up suddenly, still straddling her, and released her wrists. Sadie instinctively rushed to push down her twisted clothes and cover her stomach, but her hand bumped into his groin. With a gasp of dismay, Sadie jerked, hiding her scarred right hand in her shirt.

The other side of the brute’s mouth turned up, setting his face into a cocky grin, his forest-green eyes sparkling with the pleasure of scaring her spitless.

Dammit. Why didn’t he speak?

He leaned forward, and Sadie froze in anticipation of his kiss. But he only picked up her camera. He carefully lifted the rewind and popped it open. He was not so gentle, however, when he ripped the film from it. He tossed the exposed film and the camera onto the ground beside them.

He opened her pack next, spilling the contents onto the ground. He poked around in the mess he’d made and found her handheld GPS. He turned it over, pushed several buttons, and tossed it back onto the ground. He picked up her cell phone, flipped it open, then discarded it like trash.

Next, he picked up her roll of orange surveyor tape.

He stared at that tape for several seconds, turning it around in his hand as he looked from it to her. He pulled a three-foot section free and tugged it between his hands until it snapped in half. He threw both pieces down onto the ground next to the GPS and the cell phone.

And then he picked up the small roll of duct tape she used for emergency repairs.

Now, Sadie had heard that victims often were killed with their own guns. She suddenly understood that concept when the man freed a length of her own tape and grabbed her wrists. He stopped, though, when he saw the eight-year-old scars on the palm and wrist of her right hand.

He handed her back her glove. Sadie struggled to put it on, the chore made difficult by her uncontrollable trembling. He was still sitting heavily on top of her, he was still disturbingly naked, and he still hadn’t uttered one single word.

He took both her hands as soon as she finished putting on her glove and taped them together. He slid down her body and started to take hold of her legs.

Sadie kicked him hard enough in the stomach that he grunted, then she rolled and scrambled up to run. She didn’t make it past her camera before he grabbed her by the ankles and pushed her back to the ground, on her face this time. Sadie looked over her shoulder as he wrapped duct tape around her legs.

The damn crazy man was grinning again.

She kicked out at him again with her bound feet.

He smacked her on her fanny.

Sadie closed her eyes and gritted her teeth, burying her face in her arms. God save her, Adonis was a sadistic brute.

Sadie flinched when a sharp, carrying whistle suddenly rent the air. She snapped her head around to see what he was doing.

Was he calling a friend?

Sadie looked at the scattered contents of her pack. Where was her knife? She needed something, a weapon, to defend herself. She checked to see that he was still looking off into the forest, watching for someone, while she rolled toward a group of young pine trees. She found a lower limb devoid of bark and wiggled to sit up beside it. She looked up at the man again, only to find him looking over his shoulder at her, still grinning, not at all worried that she would get far being trussed up like a turkey ready for cooking.

Ha. This turkey was not going into the pot without a fight.

He turned back and whistled again, and Sadie broke off the small branch at the same time, his signal covering the sound of the snap. She quickly tucked the sharp little stick under her arm.

The ground started to rumble beneath her. A sound, faint at first, slowly gathered in volume until it was like thunder moving closer. A huge, solid black horse appeared suddenly, galloping through the forest and sliding to a stop a mere two feet in front of the man. Sadie had to shield her face from flying debris.

A horse?

Holy Mother of God. The brute had a horse?

Sadie also remembered hearing that a victim should never let her assailant take her to a second location. She almost snorted at the absurdity of that useless warning. Where could he take her that was any more remote?

The horse was the largest animal of its kind she had ever seen. It had a funny-looking saddle on its back, and tied to that saddle was a bundle of clothes, a backpack, and a long, leather-wrapped stick that must be a fishing pole.

With an almost negligent look back to see that she was still there, the man patted his fidgeting horse and pulled the clothes free of the saddle. Turning to face her, he started dressing.

The jerk had no shame.

Once dressed, he pulled some socks and boots out of the pack and walked over to sit down beside her.

Sadie decided the man didn’t look any less scary fully clothed. If anything, he appeared even larger. Still as silent as a mime—which was really starting to get on her nerves—he wiped off his feet and dressed them.

Sadie dismissed the fact that she hadn’t exactly been a fountain of words herself. She was the victim here. She had a right to be scared speechless.

His chore finished, he stood up, put his hands around her waist, and picked her up to stand in front of him. Sadie pulled her stick free and drove it at the center of his chest.

She hit that odd-looking object he wore around his neck. It deflected her blow and allowed him to wrest the stick from her hands. Staring at her with forest-green eyes now laced with laughter, he snapped the stick in half and tossed it to the ground. He ducked and lifted her over his shoulder.

Sadie kicked and twisted as if her life depended on it.

And then she finally screamed at the top of her lungs.

Her assailant was so startled he dropped her onto the ground like a sack of wormy meal and covered his ears. His horse backed up a good five paces, shaking its head as if his own equine ears had been damaged. Sadie dug at the tape binding her legs.

“You bastard!” she yelled, pleased with herself for finally finding her voice. “You get the hell out of here, before I claw you to shreds!”

His hands still covering his ears, the man just stood there staring at her. He shook his head slightly, then turned and calmly walked over to his horse. He untied the fishing pole from the saddle and pulled it free of the leather case.

Sadie snapped her mouth shut. It wasn’t a fishing pole, it was a damn big, scary-looking sword.

She kicked her feet and scurried back as fast as she could, until she bumped into a tree. The man advanced on her, his eyes narrowed, and stopped when his booted feet touched hers.

That was when Sadie realized their little game of cat and mouse had come to an end. She closed her eyes and waited.

But instead of the prick on her skin that she was expecting, Sadie felt his warm, tender mouth covering hers.

She opened her eyes and found herself staring into deep, evergreen eyes. The giant raised his hand and cupped the side of her face and pressed closer, his sweet-tasting lips compelling her to respond.

Sadie shoved him away.

He laughed as he fell backward, the sound a deep, boisterous rumble that echoed through the forest. He stood up, brushed himself off, and turned and walked back to his horse. Goose bumps shivered over Sadie’s skin as she watched him walk away, that long sword held so casually in his hand, his stride almost swaggering. He vaulted into his saddle with effortless grace, then moved his horse closer. He brought his sword up to her hands and cut the tape.

“Take a care, gràineag, until we meet again,” he whispered with a nod, swinging his horse around and thundering away in the direction of the lake.

Sadie sat in stunned silence as she watched horse and rider disappear into the woods. Holy Mary Mother of God and all the saints and angels in heaven. Who was that lunatic?

And that word he’d used—had he just cursed her?

And what did he mean when he said “until we meet again”?

Hell, not in this lifetime.

Not unless she was carrying a gun.

It took Sadie a good ten minutes before she could will herself to move. She was still trembling so much she had to use a tree to help herself stand. As she gripped the branch and fought to keep from falling, she brushed at her clothes, more or less patting herself down to make sure she really was okay.

She started walking back to her cabin.

For the first time in a lifetime of growing up in these mountains, Sadie realized how arrogant she had been to think she could protect herself from any danger the woods might offer. By the time she reached her cabin, she had worked herself up into a full-blown frenzy aimed more at herself than at anyone else.

She could have been raped or even killed. But instead she’d been chased down by a naked giant who was way too handsome to be real. He hadn’t been angry, or even all that rough; he had just been determined to teach her a lesson.

And he’d succeeded, more than Sadie cared to admit.

For all of her own anger at having put herself in such a vulnerable position, she couldn’t help but remember the feel of his rock-solid body pressing against hers, couldn’t help but think about the sensuous touch and taste of his lips.

And she couldn’t decide if her shivering was the lingering remnants of her initial fear or the awareness that she had found the encounter exciting.

She ran up the steps and shoved open the door of her small cabin, quickly moving to close the wood shutters on each window, locking them securely, throwing the interior into darkness. She threw paper and kindling into the huge stove that sat in the center of the room and lit a fire. She left the stove door open, sat on the floor in front of the fire, and held her hands out to the heat.

Ping, Sadie’s gray tiger cat, came slinking out from under the bed, yawning and stretching as she walked, and climbed onto Sadie’s lap. Purring loudly enough to wake the dead, the cat stretched up and gave her a gritty lick on the chin. Sadie hugged the cat against her chest and buried her face in the animal’s fur.

“Oh, Ping,” she whispered against her rumbling little body. “You won’t believe what happened to me today.”

She couldn’t stop shaking. Her naively safe little world had been shattered by the stone-hard body of a man who had held her very life in his hands.

Sadie already had a rather low opinion of men—all except for her father. She was twenty-seven, and she had never had a relationship that lasted more than two months. And that had been before the fire had scarred her in more ways than one.

But up until now, Sadie had never actually feared any man. Never again would she be able even to go out on a simple date without realizing that she might be tall and strong, but she was not invincible.

Even her ugliness couldn’t protect her.

Or had it? Had the man felt so sorry for her that he had decided to let her go?

Now, that irked.

Perversely, Sadie got angry that the sinfully handsome man might have let her go out of pity.

She stopped rubbing Ping and lifted her hand to her lips. He had kissed her. And after he had seen the ugly scars on her hand. Had it been a sympathy kiss?

Oh, those were the worse kind, quick little pecks that said she was likable, just not in a passionate way. She’d had quite a few of those over the last eight years.

Ping protested the loss of affection by nudging against Sadie’s arm. Sadie absently began scratching the cat again as she tried to judge the kiss she’d received today against those sympathy pecks.

Naw, the guy hadn’t felt sorry for her. He’d been too amused.

Had it been a mocking kiss?

That was just as bad. Sympathy or mockery, when the kiss was from an Adonis, both were equally humiliating.
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