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Chapter One
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Winter MacKeage lost the thread of the conversation the moment the large male figure stepped into view. Rose continued talking, however, oblivious to the fact that the most gorgeous man ever to set foot in Pine Creek had just stopped to look at the painting hanging in the front window of Winter’s art gallery.

“Tell her I’m right,” Rose demanded, nudging Winter’s arm. “Tell Megan that no one is whispering behind her back. Hey,” Rose said more loudly, grabbing Winter’s sleeve to draw her back into the conversation. “Your sister thinks everyone in town pities her.”

Winter looked away from the divine apparition in the window and blinked at Rose and her sister, Megan, trying to remember what they had been talking about.

Rose sighed. “Darn it, Winter, help me out here. Tell Megan she’s not the center of town gossip.”

Winter finally looked into her sister’s tear-washed eyes. “Oh, but everyone is talking about you, Meg,” she said, nodding. “But only because you walk down the street looking like a rag doll that’s been left out in the rain all summer.”

“That’s not helping,” Rose snapped, using her grip on Winter’s sleeve to nudge her.

Winter stepped away, crossed her arms under her breasts, and ignored Rose in favor of glaring at Megan. “You always have such a long face, it’s a wonder you don’t trip on your own chin. You scuffle along like a beaten puppy.” Winter reached out and touched her sister’s hunched shoulder. “Pregnancy is not a disease, Meg,” she continued more gently. “Nor is it the end of the world. The only one pitying you around here is you. And if you don’t soon quit, your bairn will be born with a permanent pout.”

Megan MacKeage swiped at her flushed face and met Winter’s tender smile with a fierce glare. “You can say that when your heart gets broken,” Megan hissed, “and you come running home because the love of your life walked out when you told him you’re having his baby.”

Winter took hold of Megan’s shoulders and leaned close. “I love you, Meg. Mama and Papa love you. Rose loves you. Everyone here in Pine Creek loves you. That one stupid jerk in a thousand loving people doesn’t is not worth what you’re putting yourself through. Wayne Ferris is a conniving weasel who’s too stupid to appreciate what a wonderful woman you are. You have to let him go, Meg, and focus on your child. Being depressed and crying all the time will make your unborn bairn think you don’t want it.”

Megan moved her gaze past Winter’s shoulder, looking at nothing, her lower lip quivering and her eyes misting again. “I thought he loved me,” she whispered, looking back at Winter through eyes filled with despair. “He said he loved me.”

“He loved what you could do for his career,” Winter told her just as softly, gently squeezing her shoulders. “But camping out on the tundra for months at a time does not mix well with babies. That Wayne chose—”

The tiny bell on the gallery door tinkled, drawing everyone’s attention. Just as Winter began to turn, she noticed that Rose was staring at the door in utter disbelief. Megan’s eyes had gone equally as wide, her jaw slack. Winter spun fully around and actually took a step back. Who wouldn’t feel a punch in the gut when finding herself in the presence of such incredibly virile . . . maleness? The man was just too stunning for words.

Which seemed to be an immediate problem for Winter, as she couldn’t even respond when the tall, handsome stranger nodded at her—though she did hear Rose sigh, and she did feel Megan poke her in the back.

“Ah, may I help you?” Winter finally said.

Enigmatic, tiger gold eyes met hers, and it took all of Winter’s willpower not to take another step back. The man was standing just inside her spacious gallery, yet he seemed to fill up the entire space.

“Is the painting in the window by a local artist?” he asked.

The deep, rich timbre of his voice sent a shudder coursing through Winter, and another sharp poke in her back started her breathing again. “Ah, yes,” she said. “She lives right here in Pine Creek.” Winter waved a hand at the east wall of her gallery. “Most of the paintings are hers. Everything we sell is by local artists,” she finished in a near whisper, unable to stop staring at his beautifully rugged, tanned face.

He simply stared back, his eyes crinkled in amusement.

“Feel free to look around,” she added with another halfhearted wave, thankful that her voice sounded normal this time. “I can answer any questions you have.”

“Thank you,” he said with a slight nod, before turning to the wall of paintings.

As soon as he looked away, Winter spun around to face Megan and Rose. Neither woman noticed her warning glare, however, as they were too busy gawking at the man. Worried that he’d turn around and catch them, Winter grabbed them both by an arm and hustled them ahead of her into the back room.

“Cut it out,” she quietly hissed. “You’re being rude.”

“Did you see how broad his shoulders are?” Rose whispered, craning around to look back at the gallery.

Winter moved the three of them farther away from the door. “Rose Dolan Brewer, you’re a happily married woman with two kids. You shouldn’t be noticing other men’s shoulders.”

Rose smiled. “I can still look, as long as I don’t touch.”

“Did you see his hair?” Megan whispered, her eyes still wide, not a trace of a tear anywhere in sight. “He’s wearing a suit that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe, but he’s got a ponytail. What sort of businessman has long hair?”

“And those eyes,” Rose interjected before Winter could respond. “They’re as rich as gold bullion. My knees went weak when he looked at you, Winter.”

“That does it. Out,” Winter said, crowding them toward the door that connected the back office of her gallery with Dolan’s Outfitter Store. “You’re going to scare off my most promising customer today.”

Rose snorted and stepped into her store, combing her fingers through her short brown hair. “I doubt anything could scare that man,” she muttered, smoothing down her blouse as she turned to Winter. “Send him over to my store after,” she said with a cheeky grin. “I’ll, ah . . . fit him into more suitable clothes for around here.”

“Do you suppose he came in on that plane that flew over?” Megan asked. “We saw it bank for a landing at the airport. It looked like a private jet.” Megan sighed. “My God, he’s handsome. Maybe I should stay and help you set out the figures Talking Tom brought in this afternoon.”

Winter didn’t have the heart to remind Megan that she had sworn off men—handsome or otherwise—when she’d come home from her fieldwork in Canada last month, abandoned and two months pregnant. It was rather nice to see her sister’s face flushed from something other than tears.

“Thanks,” Winter said with a tender smile, “but I think I’ll wait and put out Tom’s carvings tomorrow.”

Megan took one last look toward the gallery door, sighed, then followed Rose down the aisle of camping equipment. Winter softly closed the connecting door, ran her fingers through her own mass of long red curls, straightened to her full five-foot-six height with a calming breath, and headed back into the gallery.

Mr. Tiger Eyes was still facing the wall. He had worked his way down the wall to a painting hanging toward the front of the store, his arms folded over his broad chest and his chin resting on one of his large, tanned fists. The pose pulled the material of his expensive suit tightly across a set of impressively wide shoulders. He glanced only casually at Winter when she stepped up to the counter, then went back to studying the painting.

He was looking at a large watercolor she had painted last spring, which she had titled Moon Watchers. It was a nighttime scene set deep in a mountain forest awash with moonlight. Three young bear cubs were gathered around a thick old tree stump, their harried mother catching a quick nap as they played in the shadows. One of the cubs was perched precariously on top of the stump, its tiny snout raised skyward as it brayed at the large silver disk in the star-studded sky, its siblings watching with enchanted expressions on their moon-bathed faces. And if one studied the painting long enough, he or she would eventually notice all of the other nocturnal creatures hidden in the shadows, curiously watching the young bears in the moonlight.

It was a painting that usually drew the attention of women more than men, with its endearingly familial subject and somewhat playful and mystical mood.

Winter slid her gaze to the man standing in front of it.

He was at least as tall as her cousin Robbie MacBain, and Robbie was six-foot-seven in his stocking feet. This man’s shoulders were equally as broad, his legs as long and muscled beneath that perfectly tailored suit, his hands just as large and blunt and powerful looking. He had the body of an athlete, which said that whoever he was, he didn’t spend all of his time sitting in boardrooms or shuffling papers.

Like Megan, Winter found herself questioning his choice of hairstyle if he truly was the successful businessman he appeared to be. His soft brown hair was thick and smooth, neatly brushed off his face and tied at the nape of his neck with a thin piece of leather. It wasn’t overlong; Winter guessed that when loose, it would just brush his shoulders.

She suddenly realized she was staring just as rudely as Megan and Rose had been. With a silent sigh, Winter dropped her gaze to the small piece of paper that Tom had tossed down on the counter when he’d brought in his latest batch of wooden figures. It was a short list, Winter realized as she tried to focus on something other than her customer. Only five carvings this time, written in very neat, tiny black letters.

The first figure on the list was a chipmunk, and Tom had written one hundred and fifty dollars beside it. Next was a fox that he’d priced at two hundred. Then a swimming trout at four hundred dollars, and a snowy owl at two hundred.

Winter smiled at the last figure listed—crow tending young in nest—priced at twelve hundred dollars.

Tom, or Talking Tom as he was affectionately known to the locals, carved a lot of crows. And he always demanded a higher if not sometimes ridiculous price for them. The amazing thing was, Winter had sold quite a few of Tom’s crows in her gallery over the last year and a half. It seemed the more expensive something was, the more desperately the tourists wanted it.

Talking Tom. He was at least seventy years old, had simply appeared in Pine Creek one bright April morning two and a half years ago, and kept mostly to himself. Not much was known about him, other than the fact that he could be heard talking to himself when he walked the woods—thus the nickname Talking Tom. He was also quite good at tending sick animals, and the townsfolk had gotten in the habit of bringing Tom their ailing pets rather than traveling the forty miles to the nearest veterinarian.

As far as Winter knew, Tom had never mentioned his last name to anyone. He had appeared seemingly from nowhere and taken up residence in an old abandoned cabin just east of town, on Bear Mountain, which rose above the eastern shore of Pine Lake.

Winter had immediately taken to Tom, having recognized a kindred spirit. Like her, when creating his artwork Tom endowed the forest and its creatures with a sense of magic and mystery. His carefully carved wooden figures—like her paintings—were often more mystical than realistic.

It had taken Winter nearly a year to persuade Tom to let her sell his delicate figures in her gallery. His wants and needs seemed to be minimal, and a good deal of the money he earned from his carvings was often spent on others. When he was in town, Tom could usually be found in Dolan’s Outfitter Store, and every female—from birth to ninety-nine years old, married or single—would leave the store with a box of chocolates. Rose had started ordering chocolate by the caseload, once she realized Tom’s penchant for spoiling the ladies always kept her in short supply.

“Does she do commissions?”

Winter looked up on an indrawn breath. How could she have forgotten she had a customer in the store? Especially this customer. “Excuse me?” she asked.

“The artist,” he said, nodding toward the wall of paintings, “does she take commissions?”

“Ah, yes. Yes, I’ll take commissions.”

One of his dark, masculine brows arched. “These are your paintings,” he clarified softly, more to himself than her as he looked back at the wall. He studied the large watercolor for another moment in silence, then turned fully to face her, his deep golden gaze locking on hers. “I’ll take Moon Watchers,” he said. “But I would like to leave it here until I have a wall to hang it on.”

Winter drew her own brows together in confusion. “A wall to hang it on?” she repeated.

He took several steps toward her, then stopped, his mouth lifting in a crooked smile that slammed into Winter like another punch in the gut. It was the smile of a cajoling little boy, and it didn’t belong on a face that . . . that . . . masculine.

“I’m building here in Pine Creek,” he explained, “and I would like to leave the painting with you until my home is finished.” He nodded toward the wall while keeping his gaze on her. “You can leave it on display if you wish. That way I can come in and look at it whenever I want. Just put a sold sign in place of the price. Would that be okay?”

She had to stop staring into his eyes! She couldn’t think, much less keep up with the conversation. Well, curses. She was acting sillier than Megan and Rose. Winter tore her gaze from his and searched the counter until she found her sales book under Tom’s list. Then she found a pen.

Next she found her wits, and then her voice again. “I don’t have a problem with you leaving it here. Tell me, what is it that drew ye to Moon Watchers, Mr. . . . Mr. . . .” She trailed off, her pen poised to write his name at the top of the slip.

She looked up when he didn’t immediately answer and found him standing just two feet away, his golden eyes once again locking on hers. “It’s Gregor,” he said softly, his deep voice sending another shiver down her spine. “Matt Gregor. And I’ve always had a fondness for bears.”

Okay, this was bordering on the ridiculous. He was only a guy. Granted, he was a stunningly gorgeous guy, but she was acting like she’d never even spoken with a man, much less been attracted to one. Winter again forced her gaze from his and wrote his name on the slip. She wrote the title of the painting, and then started to write the price beside it.

A large, unbelievably warm hand covered hers, and Winter stopped breathing. She looked up to find Matt Gregor smiling that little boy smile again, and she could only helplessly smile back.

“Twenty percent discount if I take a second painting,” he said, his beautiful eyes sparkling with challenge. “I also want to buy that small watercolor of the panther.”

Winter slowly—trying very hard not to let him see how disconcerted his touch made her—slipped her hand from under his. “I’m sorry, but the panther’s not for sale,” she told him. “It’s part of my personal collection. It’s only on display because I had an empty space on the wall I wanted to fill.”

Matt Gregor’s expression instantly turned from that of a little boy to a fully engaged hunter. His eyes stopped smiling, their penetrating stare sending Winter’s heart racing in alarm. “I’ll pay as much for the panther as for Moon Watchers,” he said with quiet force. “No discount on either.”

Double curses! When he looked at her like that, she wanted to give him every painting in the gallery—especially the panther. Winter just barely caught herself from snorting out loud. It was obvious Matt Gregor was used to getting what he wanted.

But then, so was she. “Gesader is not for sale,” she told him, shaking her head to strengthen her words. “Choose something else that you like, and I’ll give you a discount on it.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and studied her much the same way he had studied her paintings. Winter felt a warmth creep into her cheeks, but she stubbornly held his stare, determined not to let him see her discomfort. She decided then that this would be a lesson to her: stunningly gorgeous didn’t automatically mean nice. In fact, it could sometimes be downright rude.

Then again, it could also be exhilarating. Winter couldn’t remember the last time she had felt this provoked by a man. Or felt this warm and fuzzy inside. Or this challenged.

She set down the pen and stepped from behind the counter, walking past Matt Gregor to the east wall of her gallery. She stopped in front of a tiny pastel drawing and crossed her arms under her breasts. “If you like cats, I have this drawing of a Maine lynx.”

She sensed him moving to stand beside her, but she continued to look at the drawing of a confounded lynx that was searching for the hare it had been chasing. In the background, its head just slightly showing above a snowdrift, was a perfectly camouflaged snowshoe hare watching the lynx. “If you’re building a house here, Mr. Gregor, you might consider works depicting local wildlife. We don’t have panthers in Maine, but we do have lynx and bobcat and bear.”

“Where did you come up with the name Gesader?” he asked, not addressing her suggestion.

Looking down the wall until her gaze fell on the small watercolor of the black leopard napping on a large tree limb, she smiled affectionately. “It’s Gaelic for ‘Enchanter.’ ”

“Gaelic,” Matt Gregor repeated, stepping around to face her. “I thought I detected a slight accent. Are you Irish?”

“Nay, Scots,” she said in an exaggerated brogue. She nodded toward the information card pinned next to the drawing and held out her hand. “Winter MacKeage.”

His own hand swallowed hers up, his grip warm and firm but not overpowering. “My pleasure, Miss MacKeage.” He lifted one brow again. “Or is it Mrs.?”

“Miss. But it’s Winter to my patrons.”

His grip tightened. “I’m not a patron yet, Miss MacKeage. We haven’t concluded our negotiations.”

Winter forced herself to leave her hand in his. “Full price for Moon Watchers, and you can have By a Hare’s Breadth for half price,” she offered, nodding toward the lynx drawing.

Matt Gregor, still holding her hand, let out a soft sigh. “Nothing I offer you will get me that panther, will it?”

Winter finally slipped her hand free, tucked it behind her back, and rubbed her fingers together as she slowly shook her head. “I’m sorry, but he’s not for sale. Do we have a deal?”

He moved his gaze from hers to the lynx drawing, studying it for several seconds before looking back at her. “Deal,” he softly said with a nod. He pulled the tag from the wall, then moved over to Moon Watchers and pulled its tag. He walked back to the counter and set both tags down next to the sales slip she had started to fill out, while Winter walked behind the counter and picked up her pen.

“About that commission,” he said as she started to write.

She stopped and looked up. “What is it you want? I must warn you, I don’t do paintings of mechanical things.”

He folded his arms back over his chest. “It’s not a painting I want from you, Winter MacKeage, but your vision.”

Winter set down her pen. “Excuse me?”

“Your artist’s eye,” he said just as cryptically. “I want to commission you to pick the spot where I should build my home.”

Winter could only stare at him.

“And then I want you to do a watercolor of what that home should look like,” he added.

She was thoroughly confused now. “What it should look like?” she repeated. “You mean, from the architectural plans? But they usually give you a model to look at.”

He shook his head. “There are no plans as of yet. I intend to take your watercolor to the architects and have them design the house you envision, sitting on the spot you choose.”

More than being confused, Winter was utterly speechless.

Matt Gregor let out another soft sigh, set both hands on the counter, and leaned toward her. “It’s a simple request, Winter. I purchased Bear Mountain two years ago, and now I’m ready to build on it . . . just as soon as you pick the best spot and the best type of home for the land.”

“But why me?”

He leaned even closer. “Because I’ve decided I like what you see and feel for the forest.”

“But a home is a very personal thing.”

“Yes,” he readily agreed, straightening up and crossing his arms again. “But after spending a few days with me hiking my land, you’ll get to know me well enough to come up with something I’ll like.”

Winter was no longer confused, she was back to being alarmed. A sudden thought struck her. “Shouldn’t your wife have some say in what you build for a house?”

“I’m not married.”

“Oh. Ah . . . well . . . I’ll have to think about your request. I’m an artist, Mr. Gregor, not an architect.”

“It’s Matt,” he said softly, reaching inside his suit jacket and pulling out a slim, black leather wallet. “And I’ve explained that I’m not asking you to design my home, but to simply envision it and choose where it should sit.” He pulled out a credit card and set it down on the counter next to the still-incomplete sales slip. “I’ve taken a suite at the TarStone Ski Resort,” he continued, pulling out a business card and setting it beside the credit card. “You can call my cell phone tomorrow morning at ten and give me your answer.”

He then picked up the pen she’d been using, wrote SOLD in bold black letters on the back of the tag, and walked over and pinned it beside Moon Watchers on the wall. He came back, did the same to By a Hare’s Breadth, walking over and pinning it beside the drawing.

Winter finally finished writing out the sales slip, ran his card through her authorization machine, tore off the credit slip printout, and handed it to him to sign.

He scrawled his signature in bold letters, then took the credit card and receipt and slipped them in his wallet. “You have no problem with my leaving my paintings here?” he asked.

“No problem,” she agreed. “So you own Bear Mountain? Are ye moving to Pine Creek, or just building a vacation retreat?”

“I’m building a home, but I haven’t decided yet when I’ll be moving here,” he told her, tucking his wallet back inside his suit jacket. “That depends on my brother.”

“Your brother?”

Matt Gregor smiled benignly, nodded, and headed toward the door. He stopped and looked back. “I’ll expect you to meet me in the lobby of TarStone at ten in the morning, to tell me you’ve accepted the commission. Don’t disappoint me, Winter. I don’t take rejection well.” That said, he opened the door, walked out to the tinkle of the overhead bell, and disappeared down the street as quickly and mysteriously as he’d appeared.

Winter picked up the business card he’d set on the counter. Matheson Gregor, it read in solid green letters, with a New York City address but no mention of what type of business he was in. She looked over at Moon Watchers.

He had a fondness for bears, he’d told her.

And he owned Bear Mountain.

Another shiver ran down Winter’s spine, but this time there was nothing warm and fuzzy about it. It hadn’t been a tiger’s eyes that had captured her attention this afternoon, but those of an equally impressive creature.

Matheson was Gaelic for “son of the bear.”



Chapter Two
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“Curses on you, you stubborn old beast,” Winter growled as she tugged on the saddle cinch for the tenth time in as many minutes.

A soft chuckle came from her left, and Winter looked over to see her papa striding along the row of stalls. “Cursing poor old Snowball hasn’t worked once for ye in twenty years,” Greylen MacKeage said as he crowded Winter out of the way, then patiently waited until the aging draft horse grew tired of his game and finally released his breath. Greylen quickly tightened the cinch, then lowered the stirrup into place. “And just where are ye sneaking off to so early this morning?” he asked, turning to face her. “It’s still an hour to sunrise.”

Winter shot him a sheepish grin. “What gave me away? Was it that floorboard you refuse to fix? I was sure I missed it this morning.”

Her papa gave an affectionate tug on a loose lock of hair that had escaped from the single thick braid hanging down her back. “I’m not needing a creaky floorboard to know when one of my daughters is sneaking around. My ears haven’t slept since Heather was born.” He turned serious. “You’re heading to Bear Mountain, aren’t you? I thought we decided at dinner last night that you won’t be taking Gregor’s commission.”

“I didn’t decide anything. It was you and Mama who decided, and you based that decision on Megan’s say-so alone.”

“Your sister told us Matt Gregor is a dangerous-looking man,” he softly countered, his rich, spruce green eyes darkened with fatherly concern. “And she also mentioned that he’s as big as Robbie. I don’t care for the idea of you roaming the woods with him.”

Winter rolled her eyes. “Megan thinks every man is big and dangerous looking. She’s five-foot-three; I’m large to her.”

“We know nothing about Gregor,” Greylen countered, crossing his arms over his chest and planting his feet in his “I’m your father and you’ll do as I say” stance. “Only that he checked into our hotel yesterday and told the clerk he’d be staying at least a month.”

Her papa’s posturing hadn’t worked on Winter once in the last twenty-four years, and it wasn’t going to work this morning, either. Winter smiled and patted his arm. “I’m just going for a ride on Bear Mountain, Papa. And I’m going alone. I only want to have a look around before I give Mr. Gregor my answer.”

“Ye’re going to take his commission,” Greylen muttered. Then his eyes narrowed in warning. “I will allow it, but only as long as ye promise to always take someone with ye when ye’re hiking the woods with this man.”

“Does Gesader count?” she asked, holding in her grin.

Greylen MacKeage thought in silence, rubbing his chin, then finally nodded. “That beast would kill anyone who tried to harm ye.” He shook his head. “It still baffles me that ye survived yer childhood before that panther came along. Every gray hair on my head is from constantly having to hunt ye down or pull ye out of some scrape ye got yerself into.”

Winter lifted up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “I’m sorry for being such a trial to you, Papa. But I do love those gray hairs,” she whispered, brushing her fingers through them. “They make you look so wise and noble.”

Before she could step away, however, her papa pulled her into a hug that lifted her toes off the floor. “You’re not a trial, baby girl, you’re my eighth most precious blessing.”

Winter smiled into his shoulder. Her mama was her papa’s first blessing, and his seven daughters made him eight times blessed, he was always telling them. “I love you, Papa. Please don’t worry about me. I have a whole forest full of protectors.”

“Aye,” he growled, with one last squeeze before he set her back on her feet. He unhooked Snowball from his tether and handed her the reins. “Wait for me outside. I’ll ride partway across TarStone with you.”

“And just where are you going so early this morning?”

His eyes sparked fiercely. “The old priest asked me to come up and have breakfast with him.” He shook his head. “I’m thinking he’s wanting something mighty important if he’s daring to summons me rather than Robbie MacBain.”

Winter gave a laugh and started leading Snowball out of the barn. “And your curiosity has gotten the best of you,” she said over her shoulder. “So you’re also sneaking off before sunrise.”

Once outside, Winter led Snowball over to a set of stairs built specifically for mounting. Her uncle, Ian MacKeage, had built the steps nearly thirty years ago, when Winter’s oldest sister, Heather, had first started riding.

All seven MacKeage girls had learned to ride almost as soon as they’d learned to walk, much to their mama’s dismay. But their very opinionated uncle Ian had taught them all to handle huge horses, at the same time trying to convince Grace MacKeage that her daughters were safer on docile, bomb-proof draft horses than they were on ponies. Snowball had been Ian’s gift to Winter on her fifth birthday, and she could still remember her mama’s scream when she had walked directly under her new pet’s belly without her hair even touching.

Snowball and Winter had taken immediately to each other, and they’d spent twenty adventurous years exploring the forests surrounding TarStone Mountain.

“I know you still miss yer uncle Ian, lass, but understand that he’s happy now,” her papa said as he led his own horse over to her.

Winter realized she was staring at the steps her uncle had lovingly constructed for them so long ago. “I didn’t even get to say good-bye,” she reminded her father. “He left without saying good-bye to any of us.”

Her papa lifted her chin so she could see his tender smile. “He left you a note, baby girl, telling you how much he loves you.”

“Do you . . . do you think he’s still alive, Papa?” Winter asked as she mounted Snowball.

“Aye. He’s only been gone just over two years, and Ian had many good years in him still. He’s with his wife and children, Winter. He’s happy, and you need to be happy for him.”

“I can be happy for Ian and still miss him,” she said, standing up on the top step and turning to Snowball. She looked back. “You . . . ah, promise you won’t suddenly disappear too, will you, Papa?”

He slowly shook his head. “I promise. I’m here until the angels wrestle me away from you.”

Greylen also mounted up, then nudged his horse forward as he looked toward the summit of TarStone. “That damned old priest had better not be up to something,” he said, looking back at Winter with a scowl fierce enough to burn toast. “I’m getting too old for his antics.”

“Then I guess you’re too old to win a horse race!” she called out, urging Snowball into a clomping gallop.

Within seconds, her father was beside her again, his own horse moving with an easy stride. Greylen MacKeage did not ride a draft horse like his daughters, but a semiwild beast descended from the warhorse that had come through the maelstrom with him thirty-eight years ago.

The old priest, Daar, who was really an ancient drùidh named Pendaär, had cast a spell that had brought four MacKeage and six MacBain warriors—along with their warhorses—eight hundred years forward through time from medieval Scotland. Five of the MacBains had died within their first two years here. Winter’s father, Greylen, and her uncles Ian and Callum and Morgan, as well as Robbie’s father, Michael MacBain, were all that were left of the original ten.

Except that Ian had returned to his old time two and a half years ago. Robbie MacBain had taken him back through the powerful maelstrom, Robbie being the ordained guardian of the two clans, and possessing magical powers himself that allowed him to protect his loved ones while keeping Father Daar under his tenuous control.

Winter had heard their fantastical story almost from birth and had understood from a young age that it was a carefully guarded family secret. Magic was not something moderns readily took to, but rather something left to the imagination of writers and filmmakers. That she was living proof of that magic meant little to Winter, having been raised to accept what couldn’t be explained. She finally pulled Snowball back to a walk as they came to the end of the moonlit field and entered the darkness of the forest.

“If you see Tom on your morning ride,” her papa said as he reined his horse in beside her, “you might want to warn him that his landlord is in town.”

Winter brought Snowball to a stop. “Oh, no. I forgot Tom lives on Bear Mountain. You don’t think Mr. Gregor will kick him out of his cabin, do you? Tom’s not harming anyone, and the cabin sits way down the shoreline of the lake.”

Her papa covered her hand on the reins. “You nevertheless need to warn him, lass, so he can be prepared. You can offer him a spot on TarStone, or maybe your cousin Robbie might let him use his cabin up on West Shoulder Ridge.”

“But that’s too far from town. Tom’s old, Papa. He can’t walk that far up and down the mountain.”

Greylen MacKeage pulled his hand away and lifted one brow. “He’s near my age,” he said quietly. “And seventy-two is not old.”

Winter patted his arm. “Of course you’re not old,” she quickly agreed, starting her horse down the tote road that wound its way up and across TarStone Mountain. “Have you ever heard of someone wanting to commission an artist’s eye, Papa, just because he liked a painting?”

“Nay. But it’s not an illogical request,” he said. “Who better to choose a spot to build a home than an artist? Your Mr. Gregor liked your work, and just that quickly decided your unusual eye for detail suited his needs.”

“He’s not my Mr. Gregor.”

“Aye,” he agreed with a laugh. “I misspoke.”

“If I . . . if I tell you something, Papa, will you promise not to get all protective and fatherly on me?”

He stopped his horse, which caused Snowball automatically to stop, and looked at her through the softening shadows of dawn. “But I am your papa. It’s my duty to get all protective and fatherly where ye’re concerned. Especially when it comes to your dealings with men. So out with it, lass. Tell me what there is about Gregor that disturbs you.”

Her father had always been far too astute about reading her moods, and Winter wasn’t surprised by his insightful demand. She was also pretty sure their early-morning ride was not a coincidence.

“He sort of scares me,” she whispered. “Not in the sense that he might physically harm me, but in my . . . in my insides. Oh, I can’t explain what I mean. It’s just that there was something about him that bothered me yesterday when he walked into my gallery,” she said in disgust. “When he looked at me with those dark golden eyes, I wanted to give him every painting in the place.”

“Ah, lass,” Greylen said with a chuckle. “You just found yerself caught in the spell of human chemistry. It happens to all of us eventually, and usually when we least expect it.”

“Chemistry? That’s it? I turned into a blathering idiot just because I thought the man was gorgeous?” She snorted and started Snowball walking again. “It was more than chemistry, I tell you. There was something . . . well, something alarming about him.”

“So alarming, in fact,” Grey said, trotting to catch up, “that ye’re out here this morning because ye intend to take his commission.”

This was not the reaction she had been expecting from her father. Why wasn’t he demanding she not see Matt Gregor again? Why wasn’t he getting all protective of his baby girl!

“Winter,” he said, reaching out and pulling on Snowball’s reins to stop her. “This is something ye should be discussing with yer mama. Grace could explain it better than me, how ye can walk past a thousand handsome men, but how only one of them will suddenly stop ye dead in yer tracks. What ye’re feeling is natural, lass, that this particular man caught yer eye. What ye do about it, however, is for ye to decide. Ye’re twenty-four years old, Winter. It’s time yer heart raced over a man.” He leaned over, kissed her cheek, then straightened and started his horse walking again.

Snowball automatically fell into step beside him.

“From the time ye could crawl, I’ve been encouraging ye to follow yer own path,” he continued. “And I’ve always known that someday that path would lead ye away from me and into the arms of another man. It’s a papa’s worst nightmare and our greatest hope.” He looked over at her and smiled. “This Matt Gregor may or may not be that special someone for ye, Winter, but that is something only ye can decide.” He stopped his horse again and frowned at her. “I do intend to have Robbie use his old military connections to look into Gregor’s background, though, but only for my own peace of mind. If Gregor is nothing more than the businessman he appears to be, I will simply stand aside and let ye two work things out for yerselves.”

Winter frowned at her father. “Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? I only said that he bothered me. For all I know, I didn’t have any affect on Mr. Gregor.”

Her papa let out a soft chuckle. “Trust me, ye bothered him, lass. The man dropped over six thousand dollars on two of your paintings, and all but demanded you spend time with him hiking his land. Aye, Gregor was bothered all right; he took one look at yer beautiful face and found the surest way to see it again.”

Winter’s frown turned into a scowl, and she started Snowball walking down the tote road at a brisk pace. Her papa, still chuckling, trotted to catch up. They rode in silence until they finally came to a fork in the road and stopped again.

Greylen looked around in the strengthening light. “Call in yer pet,” he told her. “That I might have a word with him.”

“What makes you think he’s near?” Winter asked.

“Because he’s been stalking us since we left Gù Brath.”

Winter put her fingers to her lips and gave a sharp, single-note whistle that cut through the crisp September air.

Gesader stepped out of the shadows not ten feet away.

Gesader showed his large white teeth in a snarling smile, and her papa dismounted, allowing his nervous warhorse to skitter away. Greylen walked up to the panther and got down on one knee to hold out his hand. Gesader moved straight into his palm and ducked his head to get his ears scratched. Winter slid down off Snowball and watched her papa continue his conversation with her pet.

“I’m wanting yer opinion on this Gregor fellow,” he told the panther. “One good sniff should let you know if his intentions toward our baby girl are honorable or not.”

“Do you truly believe he knows what you’re saying?” Winter asked. “You talk to him as if he were human.”

“So do ye,” Greylen reminded her. “And if Gesader were human,” he said, standing up and turning to face her, his smile reaching all the way to his evergreen eyes, “I certainly wouldn’t have let him sleep in yer bed these last two years.” He looked down at Gesader. “Though Megan could use his company at night right now.”

“Gesader has spent a lot of time with Megan since she came home,” Winter said while absently rubbing his ear. “He goes with her when she walks the woods, and I’ve caught him in her bed some nights. It’s like he knows when she needs a good cuddle.”

“Animals have a way of sensing our moods,” Greylen agreed. He walked over to his horse and mounted back up, turning it to face her. “Keep yer wits about ye when ye deal with Gregor. Try not to turn into a ‘blithering idiot’ the next time ye see him. Enjoy the thrill, lass. If ye’re blessed, it will only come along once in yer lifetime.”

His instructions given to both of them, Laird Greylen MacKeage reined his horse up the path leading to Daar’s cabin, giving a wave over his shoulder as he disappeared into the dense forest.

Winter looked down at Gesader and ruffled the fur on his powerful shoulder. “You may come with me, but remember to keep out of sight. There have been more rumors going around town of a large black cat in the forest, and your safety depends on your staying only a rumor. Hey,” she said with a gasp, getting down on her knees and taking his neck in both hands. “What happened to you?”

She pulled her right hand away and rubbed her fingers together. “That’s dried blood,” she said, pushing his head to the side so she could see better. “It’s your blood,” she added, running a finger over a crusted cut on his neck just above his shoulder. “What have you done to yourself? Did your dinner last night fight back?”

Winter knew Gesader hunted his own food, even though she always kept plenty of meat available for him at Gù Brath. When Robbie had given him to her as a tiny cub, both he and her papa had repeatedly warned Winter that her new pet was a wild creature, and that once he grew up his instincts would likely take over.

“I’m taking you to see Tom,” she told him, standing up and brushing her hands on her jacket. “We’re not supposed to let anyone know you really do exist, but we can trust Tom. He can tell us if that cut needs stitching. Come on,” she said, going over and gathering up Snowball’s reins. “Let’s get going.”

Gesader let out a low rumble from his throat and padded off into the forest as silently as he’d appeared. Winter used a nearby old stump to mount up and headed toward Bear Mountain.



Chapter Three

[image: box]

“Tom. Are you home?” Winter called out as she rode into the small clearing on the east shore of Pine Lake. “Tom!”

She dismounted and led Snowball toward the one-story cabin nestled in the trees at the back of the clearing, where it sat safely out of reach of the powerful storms that sometimes blew in off the lake. The precariously leaning structure had to be over a century old, its vertical logs weathered to a shiny gray patina, its oversized roof eaves nearly touching the towering pines on either side.

Every time she came here, Winter couldn’t help but smile. The cabin’s crooked stovepipe wafting smoke, two tiny front windows, and narrow wood door gave it a magical air, and she always expected to see a gnome come strolling out to greet her instead of Tom. She’d said as much to him once, and Tom had simply smiled his endearing old smile and told her to be careful what she imagined, as she might be surprised one day when something even more unbelievable greeted her.

“Tom!” she shouted again, dropping Snowball’s reins and walking around the side of the cabin toward an equally run-down shed out back. “I’m wanting some tea and toast!”

“I don’t remember our having a breakfast date,” Tom said, emerging from the shed as he brushed flecks of dust off his thick flannel shirt. He stopped and wrestled the rickety old door closed, then turned and smiled at her. “To what do I owe this pleasant surprise?”

Winter frowned at him. “You’re a master woodworker, Tom. Why don’t you just fix that old door?”

He shrugged and walked past her, taking her hand on the way by, and led her back to the front of his cabin. “I don’t want to spoil the ambience of the place. So what’s up?” he asked, stopping long enough to greet Snowball and take off his bridle. The horse immediately wandered off to graze on whatever grass he could find.

Tom opened his cabin door, then held his arm out to usher Winter inside. “If you’re here for a peek at what I’m working on, the answer is still no. Nobody sees my work until it’s done. Especially you.”

Winter stopped in the doorway and brushed some of the remaining dust off his shirt. “Won’t you at least give me a hint about what you’re working on? I could see something big in there, covered with a sheet. Hey, this isn’t sawdust, it’s stone dust,” she said, rubbing the powder between her fingers. Her eyes widened. “Are you working in stone, Tom?”

Tom took hold of her dusty hand and led her into the cabin, directing her to a table and chairs near an ancient potbellied stove. “I might be,” he said as he opened the stove door and stirred the embers. “If it’s any of your business, Miss Curious.” He looked over his shoulder, his clear blue eyes bright with amusement. “Then again, I might have been sharpening tools on my whetstone.”

As she sat down, Winter slipped off her jacket and let it fall on the back of the chair. “We’re business partners, Tom. We’re not supposed to have secrets from each other.”

He straightened and faced her, his eyes dancing in the strengthening sunlight coming through the still-open door. “You tell me one of your secrets, and I’ll tell you one of mine.”

“Okay,” she said, folding her hands on her lap with a smile of anticipation. “There really is a panther living on TarStone. His name is Gesader, and he’s my pet.”

The amusement left Tom’s face. He sat down across from her, his own hands clasped together on the table. “So he does exist,” he whispered. “I knew I hadn’t been seeing things. He’s your pet, you say?” One of his bushy gray brows lifted into his equally thick gray hair. “As in you get to actually touch him, or that you’ve just adopted him the same way you’ve taken to all the woodland creatures?”

“As in he sleeps in my bed most nights,” she said, her own eyes dancing with excitement. “I got him as a tiny cub.”

Tom sat back in his chair and rubbed the sparse white stubble on his chin. “Gesader, you called him. I’m assuming that’s Gaelic. What’s it mean?”

“Enchanter.”

“Is he a leopard or a jaguar?”

“A leopard. Ye can see the spots in his black coat when the sun hits him just right.”

“How old is he?”

“Three next spring.”

Tom’s brow lifted again. “And you’ve been able to keep him a secret all this time? So why are you telling me?”

“Because I trust you. And because Gesader has a cut on his neck I want you to look at. I need to know if it requires stitching.”

Tom straightened in his chair, his gaze shooting to the open door. “He’s here?” he whispered. “He came with you this morning?”

“Yes. He’s in the woods, waiting for me to call him.”

Tom stood up and brushed his hands on his pants, still staring at the door. “You’re just going to call out, and a panther is going to come walking in here?”

“Yes,” Winter repeated, also standing up. “He won’t hurt you, Tom. He’s really just an overgrown baby.”

Tom darted a look at her. “A baby with sharp fangs and claws as long as my fingers,” he muttered. He took a deep breath. “Okay, then. Call your . . . ah . . . pet.”

Winter didn’t bother to put her fingers to her lips this time, but simply let out a sharp whistle toward the open door. Gesader silently appeared in the doorway, but instead of coming inside, the large black cat sat down and gave a fierce snarl that nicely showed off his fangs.

“Behave,” Winter scolded, walking up and tapping the top of his head. “You needn’t show off to Tom. He’s going to help you.”

Gesader turned his piercing, golden-eyed gaze on Tom.

Winter waved her friend forward. “I promise, he won’t hurt you, Tom. He’s only trying to impress you.”

Tom still didn’t move. “I am impressed,” he whispered, his own wide-eyed gaze locked on the panther beside her. “Where is he hurt?”

“His neck, just above his shoulder.” Winter knelt down and moved Gesader’s head to the side. “It’s already crusted over. It must have happened last night sometime. You . . . ah, could probably see better if you came closer.”

“I can see the cut from here. It looks fine, Winter. Wild animals have amazing immune systems. He won’t likely get an infection.”

Gesader, apparently realizing he might have shown off a little too much, stood up, padded into the cabin right up to Tom, and lapped the old hermit’s hand.

Tom didn’t so much as twitch, and Winter wasn’t sure, but she thought her friend stopped breathing. With a laugh she followed Gesader into the cabin and sat down at the table. “Ye just got a panther kiss, Tom. Gesader is usually quite stingy with his kisses.”

Tom finally looked down at Gesader. “He . . . ah, he seems amiable enough.” He looked at Winter, and she noticed his shoulders finally relax as a soft smile lifted one side of his mouth. “Assuming he wasn’t just seeing what I taste like.”

“Go ahead,” Winter urged, nodding at Gesader. “Pet him.”

Slowly, Tom sat down in his chair and gently laid his hand on Gesader, moving the broad black head to the side so he could see the gash on the panther’s neck. “It doesn’t need stitching, Winter. It looks worse than it is because it’s in a hard place for him to tend for himself.” He gave Gesader’s ear a gentle scratch.

Winter frowned. “There’s another reason I came here this morning, Tom. A guy by the name of Matt Gregor came into my gallery yesterday and bought two of my paintings, and he said he owns Bear Mountain.”

Her news seemed to puzzle Tom more than disturb him. “You rode out here just to tell me that? Why? I don’t care who owns Bear Mountain.”

“You might care, if he doesn’t want you living on his land. He’s going to build a house here.”

Tom shrugged. “The mountain is big enough for both of us.”

“Papa said that if you can’t stay here, you can have a place on TarStone. Or maybe my cousin Robbie will let you use his cabin on West Shoulder Ridge.”

Tom leaned on the table, his hands clasped in front of him and his clear blue eyes leveled on hers. “I like this cabin. Tell your father thanks for the offer, but I prefer to stay right where I am.”

“But Mr. Gregor might—”

“If Mr. Gregor owns Bear Mountain, he owns over two thousand acres,” Tom said softly, cutting her off. “He can build his house on any one of the other nineteen hundred and ninety-nine acres. This acre is already occupied.”

Winter gave up. She wasn’t going to argue about something that might not even be a problem. Besides, she had accomplished her goal of warning him. “Okay,” she said, sitting up straight and mimicking his posture by clasping her hands together on the table. “Your turn. Tell me a secret.”

One side of his mouth lifted in a grin. “I can’t dance.”

“That’s not a secret! You come to the grange socials and stand in the corner the whole evening, no matter how hard the ladies try to lure you onto the dance floor. Come on, tell me a good secret. Something equal to my panther.”

He leaned closer, his hands reaching out and capturing hers on the table. “Okay, then. But you have to promise not to tell anyone.”

“I promise,” Winter said, leaning closer herself.

“I witnessed something strange on the mountain last night,” he whispered. “I was walking home from town when I heard a terrible racket coming from up the mountain.”

“This mountain?” Winter whispered. “Bear Mountain?”

“This one,” he confirmed, his gaze moving to her left as he focused inward. “I thought it was two rutting bull moose fighting, the noise was so loud.” He looked back at her. “So I snuck up toward them, until I came to that meadow on the north side of Bear Brook. You know the one I mean?”

“I know the meadow,” Winter said softly, leaning closer in anticipation. “Did you see them? Were two big bulls fighting?”

He shook his head, his hands tightening on hers. “It was two men,” he told her. “Dressed very strangely. They looked to be wearing kilts.”

“Kilts!”

“And the noise I heard was the clashing of swords. They were having a sword fight.”

Winter slipped her hands free and sat back in her chair, staring at Tom. “You’re pulling my leg! You didn’t see two men having a sword fight.”

Tom also sat back, folding his arms over his chest. “I did,” he said calmly, nodding. “The full moon lit up that meadow nearly as bright as day, and I saw two men dressed in kilts, having a sword fight.” He leaned forward slightly, his eyes narrowing on hers. “And they weren’t merely sparring, but really going at it. I thought they were going to kill each other.”

Winter thought furiously. Could two of her cousins have been out playing warrior games last night? Robbie? And maybe her uncle Morgan’s oldest son, Duncan? But she couldn’t think why. The festival had been late last spring.

“Did you . . . ah, did you recognize either of them?” she asked. “Could they have been from town? You know my cousins love swords and stuff. They go to the Scottish games every spring down on the coast. Could it have been them, Tom?”

He slowly shook his head. “I didn’t recognize either of the men. They were both big like your cousins, but one of them had really long hair, halfway down his back. And it wasn’t MacKeage or MacBain plaids they were wearing. These plaids looked to be more gray, with maybe some green and red in them.” He cocked his head in thought. “It’s hard to tell colors in the moonlight,” he said, looking back at her. “But I did get a good look at the long-haired guy’s face, and I didn’t recognize him.”

“Did they say anything?”

“No,” Tom said, shaking his head again. “They seemed to be too busy trying to slice each other in half.”
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