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The reviewers love Janet Chapman

THE STRANGER IN HER BED

“A thoroughly enjoyable tale of a modern-day knight and his feisty ladylove set in the rugged mountains of Maine.”

—Booklist

“More hot passion and danger in the wilds of Maine.”

—Romantic Times

THE SEDUCTION OF HIS WIFE

“A charming story of love, growth, and trust.”

—Romantic Times

“Chapman presents a cast of rugged characters in rural Maine who enact a surprisingly tender romance.”

—Booklist

ONLY WITH A HIGHLANDER

“A mystical, magical book if there ever was one…. A perfect 10!”

—Romance Reviews Today

“This time-traveling Highlander series has been a pure joy to read, and this book is no exception. Chapman’s amazing ability to meld rich characterization with passion and romantic adventure is unmatched and unforgettable.”

—Romantic Times

“A powerful entry in a fine romantic fantasy series.”

—The Best Reviews

“An excellent addition to her entertaining Highlander series.”

—Booklist

THE DANGEROUS PROTECTOR

“One thing that Chapman does so deftly is meld great characterization, sparkling humor, and spicy adventure into a perfect blend.”

—Romantic Times

THE SEDUCTIVE IMPOSTOR

“Chapman’s skills as a storyteller just keep getting better. Utilizing warmth and humor, she makes this thrilling romantic tale both funny and scary. Great reading.”

—Romantic Times

“One of the best books I’ve read in a long time…. A fun, sexy read!”

—Old Book Barn Gazette

“Engaging romantic suspense…surprising twists…Janet Chapman seduces her audience.”

—The Best Reviews

TEMPTING THE HIGHLANDER

“Chapman breathes such life and warmth into her characters, each story is impossible to put down.”

—Romantic Times

“A wonderful addition to Chapman’s Highlander [series].”

—Booklist

WEDDING THE HIGHLANDER

“A series that just keeps getting better, but Janet Chapman accomplishes this with her Highlander books. This is her most emotional, touching, and powerful novel to date.”

—Romantic Times

“Exciting…Janet Chapman writes a refreshingly entertaining novel.”

—The Best Reviews

LOVING THE HIGHLANDER

“Janet Chapman has hit another home run with Loving the Highlander. It’s a fresh take on time travel, with both humor and drama. She’s a keeper.”

—Linda Howard

“The characters are lively, intriguing, and full of passion.”

—Romantic Times

CHARMING THE HIGHLANDER

“Splendid. We can expect great things from Janet Chapman.”

—The Oakland Press

“Time travel, tragedy, temptation, along with desire, destiny, devotion, and, of course, true love, are all woven into Janet Chapman’s romance.”

—Bangor Daily News

“Terrific…A real gem of a story!”

—Romantic Times




    
To Alex,

Hold on tight, Mr. Man, as we explore the world together!





For those of you just joining us…


    
Thirty-eight years ago, an aging Scottish drùidh named Pendaär cast a spell to bring Laird Greylen MacKeage eight hundred years forward through time. Pendaär’s plan was for Greylen to meet and marry Grace Sutter so they could have seven daughters—the seventh girl destined to be Pendaär’s heir.

Except the magic got a bit out of control that fateful day, and not only did Greylen make the fantastical journey from twelfth-century Scotland, but so did three of his men and the six MacBain warriors they were battling at the time. Even their warhorses got sucked into the time-bending storm.

The ten men, finding themselves in a strange new land, did what any God-fearing warriors would do and sought refuge in the nearest church. There they met the old priest, Daar, who taught them the ways of modern society and eventually persuaded them that their destiny lay here, across the Atlantic.

The MacKeages and Daar moved to Pine Creek, Maine, where they bought several thousand acres of timberland, built a modern castle they named Gù Brath, and opened the TarStone Mountain Ski Resort. The six MacBain warriors, true to their hardheaded nature, decided to settle in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia. Five of them died within the next two years, chasing electrical storms in hopes they would be transported back to their natural time. Finding himself alone, Michael MacBain finally moved to Pine Creek, where he purchased a Christmas tree farm abutting the MacKeage land.

In Charming the Highlander, Greylen MacKeage, fully adapted to modern life, meets and marries rocket scientist Grace Sutter. And just as Pendaär had been promised by the powers that be, they had seven daughters—all born on the winter solstice: Heather, twins Sarah and Camry, twins Chelsea and Megan, Elizabeth, and finally Pendaär’s heir, Winter.

As for the other warriors, in Loving the Highlander, Morgan MacKeage meets Sadie Quill and they marry and have several children. It’s also in that book that Callum MacKeage marries Charlotte. As for Ian…well, you’ll have to read Tempting the Highlander to discover what happens to him!

Michael MacBain falls in love with Mary Sutter, Grace’s sister, within months of moving to Maine. But Mary dies just after giving birth to their son, Robbie. In Wedding the Highlander, when Robbie is just nine years old, Libby Hart arrives in Pine Creek and sends Michael’s heart into a tailspin all over again.

Moving into the next generation, Robbie MacBain’s story is told in Tempting the Highlander. Three years later, twenty-five-years-old Winter MacKeage comes face-to-face with her unasked-for destiny in Only With a Highlander. In this book you also get to know Greylen’s and Grace’s jilted (and very pregnant) daughter Megan MacKeage.

This is her story, in which Megan discovers a whole new kind of magic.







Chapter One



Megan MacKeage slipped out the front door of her home and strode across the footbridge guarding the entryway. Discovering she no longer was able to button her coat, she pulled it against her rounded belly and headed to the stable. It had been almost two weeks since anyone had last seen Gesader, and Megan didn’t buy her sister Winter’s explanation that the semiwild panther was merely hiding from the throng of people that had descended on Gù Brath eight days ago.

The social chaos had started with her and her sisters’ birthday party four days before Christmas and wouldn’t wind down until after the new year. The annual two-week-long celebration had become a tradition since Heather’s birth thirty-three years ago—which had been followed by six more babies over the next ten years, all girls, all born on the winter solstice. As Grace and Greylen MacKeage’s seven daughters had grown up and started traveling their own paths, the once-intimate gathering had expanded when the girls returned every December to Pine Creek, several towing husbands and an ever-increasing number of children in their wake.

Two weeks was too long for Gesader to stay away, Megan fretted as she pushed open the huge stable door, and walked to Goose Down’s stall. “Hey, big boy,” she crooned, giving the huge draft horse’s nose an affectionate pat. “How would you like to help me search for Gesader?”

She lifted Goose’s bridle off the peg under his nameplate and opened the stall door. “The snow is only up to your knees and there’s no icy crust, so the trek should be easy.” She slipped the bit in his mouth and tucked the bridle straps over his ears. “I haven’t seen that black devil since before the solstice and I’m worried about him, even if no one else is.” She led Goose into the aisle, hooked him in the cross ties, then leaned her forehead against his large, warm cheek. “What if he’s hurt?” she whispered. “What if he got tangled up in a coyote trap or gored by a buck he was trying to bring down?”

Goose’s only answer was a long-winded sigh. Megan headed to the tack room and wrestled the heavy saddle from its stand. “You have to help me sneak off without being seen, Goose, because I don’t need any more lectures from anyone, telling me what I should and shouldn’t be doing.” She grunted, pulling the saddle free. “I’m pregnant, not incapacitated.”

“They only lecture because they love ye,” a rich-timbered voice said behind her.

Megan spun around with a gasp, dropping the saddle. “Kenzie,” she sputtered.

She’d met the imposing highland warrior six days ago at Winter and Matt Gregor’s wedding. Kenzie was Matt’s long-lost brother, Matt had explained when he’d proudly introduced Kenzie to everyone who had gathered in the high meadow on Bear Mountain for the wedding. Or to be more precise, his thousand-year-old brother. For Matt was also known as Cùram de Gairn, a powerful drùidh who had traveled a thousand years forward in time to seduce an equally powerful wizard—who just happened to be Megan’s baby sister, Winter—into helping him right a terrible wrong.

No one had been surprised by Kenzie’s mysterious appearance, considering that Megan’s father, Laird Greylen MacKeage, as well as her uncles Morgan and Callum MacKeage and Michael MacBain, were also time travelers.

Megan’s mind reeled at the realization that the magic she had known since birth appeared to be spiraling out of control lately. Or maybe her head was spinning because she’d stopped breathing again—which seemed to happen whenever she found herself around Kenzie Gregor.

“A lass in your condition shouldn’t be lifting heavy saddles,” he said, his golden eyes dark with reproach. He picked up the saddle, set it back on its stand, then turned and walked out of the tack room. “Nor should ye be riding.”

Megan stared at the door he’d disappeared through, taking deep breaths as she counted to ten. But when she heard Goose plodding back to his stall, she lost what was left of her patience. She ran into the aisle, swiped the reins out of Kenzie’s hand, and led her horse back to the cross ties.

“I am quite capable of deciding what I should and shouldn’t be doing,” she said, striding back to the tack room.

Kenzie’s golden eyes lit with amusement as he arched a brow at her glare.

“I understand you’ve barely been in this century a week,” she said. “But you’ll soon discover that things have changed in a thousand years. Twenty-first-century women—pregnant or otherwise—don’t want men lecturing them. We can take care of ourselves.”

“Marriage still seems to be the norm, though,” he countered. “Which implies it still takes two to raise a bairn.” His gaze dropped to her belly, then moved around the barn before returning to her. “Yet I don’t see a husband out here helping you.”

Megan’s cheeks flushed with heat. No matter how civilized Kenzie looked with his modern clothes, clean-shaven face, and short haircut, he still had the mind-set of an ancient. “I don’t care if you’re older than time itself; you have no right butting into my business.”

She spun on her heel and led Goose outside to the mounting stairs. But before she could brush the snow off the steps, large hands suddenly lifted her onto Goose’s saddleless back. And before she’d finished yelping in surprise, Kenzie had vaulted up behind her.

“Where are we off to, then?” he asked with a resigned sigh, taking the reins from her hands.

Megan went perfectly still. “We’re not going anywhere. You’re going back to the house, and I’m riding up TarStone Mountain to look for my…my cat.”

Ignoring her dismissal, her unasked-for escort reined Goose toward the slopes crowded with skiers enjoying their holiday vacation.

Having had plenty of experience dealing with ancient-thinking men, Megan realized he wouldn’t be ditched easily. So she might as well take advantage of his willingness to help her—as well as of the heat that radiated from his overlarge body like a blast furnace. And who knew, maybe some of his brother’s magic had rubbed off on him, and Kenzie might be able to conjure up Gesader.

“The other way,” she said, reaching in front of his hand to pull on the reins, turning Goose toward the narrow tote road that ran up the forested side of TarStone. “Gesader is likely hiding in the woods. He doesn’t much care for crowds.”

Kenzie urged the Percheron onto the unplowed logging road. “Most cats would be snuggled up in front of a fire this time of year, instead of tramping through snow deeper than they are tall.”

“Not Gesader,” Megan said, deciding that riding bare-back was much more practical than using a saddle. Between Goose’s warmth beneath her and Kenzie’s heat enveloping her, Megan felt like she was snuggled in front of a fire. Or else her hormones were acting up again. “If you’re from tenth-century Scotland, how do you speak English so well?”

Kenzie reached around her to her open coat collar. “I’ve been practicing for several years. Ye should button up,” he said, trying to fasten the top button.

She pushed his hand away. “I can’t. My belly’s getting too big. So you knew for several years that you were coming to this century? Is that what Matt needed Winter’s help for? The terrible upset he caused to the continuum that nearly killed all the trees of life—that was just to bring you here?”

Kenzie pulled her back against him by wrapping one arm around her expanded waist. “More or less. Gesader is an ancient Gaelic word. Why did ye name your cat Enchanter?”

Megan made a production of repositioning herself, and leaned forward to take hold of Goose’s mane again. Kenzie Gregor was a virtual stranger, yet he was acting as though they’d been best buddies for years. “My sister named him, as he’s really her pet. I’ve only been back in Pine Creek four months. But with Winter spending so much time with Matt this fall, Gesader seemed to prefer my company to hers. And he’s not a house cat, he’s a panther.”

“Maine has panthers?” Kenzie asked curiously.

“No. We have lynx and bobcat, and there have been rare sightings of mountain lions, but no panthers.” Megan smiled. “Our cousin Robbie MacBain brought Gesader forward in time three years ago as a tiny cub. Robbie’s our resident guardian who’s in charge of keeping Pendaär in line. Or he was, before Pendaär lost all his magical powers.” She shrugged. “Now I suppose Robbie must guard us from Winter and your brother. He’s the logger married to Catherine and is baby Angus’s father.”

“Aye, I remember. He carried ye upstairs to bed last night when ye fell asleep in your chair.” Kenzie chuckled. “And Pendaär is the cranky old priest who’s always the first to sit down at the table and the last one to leave, who keeps eyeing me as if he thinks I’m wanting to steal the whiskers right off his face.”

Megan laughed. “That’s Pendaär, though everyone calls him Father Daar around the moderns. He was a powerful wizard before he passed on the magic to Winter. He was the one who brought my father and uncles to this century nearly forty years ago. But Daar sort of… he often bungled his spells, and he ended up bringing three other MacKeage men here, as well as six MacBain warriors and all their warhorses.”

She turned to look at Kenzie. “The MacKeages and MacBains were at war at the time, but Michael and Papa declared peace years ago. The MacKeages settled here in Pine Creek when they purchased TarStone Mountain. They built Gù Brath, got the ski resort up and running, then decided to find wives to rebuild their clan.”

Kenzie shook his head. “But your poor father sired seven daughters instead.”

Megan shot him a scowl and faced forward again. “Another thing you’ll discover about the twenty-first century, Mr. Gregor, is that having a bunch of sons is no longer important. Thanks to modern technology, being female is more often a strength than a weakness. Women can do anything men can do.” She shot him a smirk over her shoulder. “And most times, we do it better.”

He tossed his head back in laughter, his handsome face bathed in the afternoon sun. Megan immediately faced forward again and started calling Gesader’s name.

“Ye mentioned you refer to the old priest as Father Daar around the moderns. What do you mean by moderns?” Kenzie asked when she paused.

“It’s how my father and uncles have always referred to the people here. Those who traveled through time are the old ones, and anyone of this century is a modern. What was it like, to travel through time?”

“Violent. Terrifying. Nothing I care to repeat.”

“Robbie’s wife, Catherine, accidentally traveled back with him once, and she said she never wants to do it again, either. She also said that when she landed in twelfth-century Scotland, she was naked.” Megan grinned.

“Is that why she and MacBain had to marry?”

“No. In fact, today men and women can even make love without having a wedding—not that it’s any of your business.”

“Are we still talking about Robbie and Catherine?” Kenzie asked softly. “Ye sure do get prickly at the mere mention of marriage, lass. Why is that? Did the father of your babe not ask ye to marry him?”

“That’s none of your business!”

“We’re related now, are we not? Does that not make you my business?”

“Your brother is married to my sister,” she countered. “That doesn’t exactly make us kissing cousins.”

Megan immediately slapped her hand over her mouth. Kissing cousins? Where in hell had that come from?

Kenzie laughed so hard she would have fallen off Goose but for his strong arm wrapped around her. “No,” he said through his laughter, “that doesn’t make us kissing cousins.” His arm around her tightened. “So where is the father of your babe?”

“Burning in hell, I hope,” she snapped.

“Tell me where he is, and I’ll to go fetch the bastard.”

“What for?” she sputtered, looking over her shoulder.

“To marry ye!”

Megan took a deep breath and faced forward again, reminding herself what century he was from. “I would never consider marrying a man who doesn’t love me.”

“Love has nothing to do with it, lass. The two of ye are having a bairn together, whether ye wish it or not.”

“I am quite capable of raising my child without him.”

“I don’t doubt ye are. But does your babe not deserve to know his father?”

“He or she will have dozens of uncles and male cousins. I have a whole family to help me here in Pine Creek. If Wayne Ferris ever grows a conscience and decides he wants to meet his son or daughter, I will deal with him then. In the meantime, I want nothing to do with the jerk.”

“Does he know about the babe?”

“Yes.”

Kenzie fell silent for a time, then softly said, “Our sister was abandoned by the father of her babe. Her name was Fiona, and she had no family to help her. Matt and I were off fighting wars, and our mother had died the year before. Fiona only had our father, and it’s my understanding he’d started to lose his mind by then.”

“What happened to her?”

“She died giving birth, and her babe died soon after.”

Megan hugged her rounded belly. “I’m so sorry. I guess that pretty much explains why you’re so concerned for me.” She gave him a reassuring smile. “But I really will be fine.”

Goose plodded onto a windswept ridge and the forest opened to a spectacular view of Pine Lake nine hundred feet below. Kenzie reined to a stop and dismounted, then helped her down.

“Aye, you’ll be fine. I will make sure of it,” he said. “Now, about Gesader,” he added, gently gripping her shoulders. “There…ah…there’s something I’m needing to explain to ye, lass, about your missing pet.”

    * * *

    Jack Stone rested his arms on the door of his cruiser to steady himself, and trained his binoculars on the north face of TarStone Mountain. He started his search at the narrow fingers of snow stretching from summit to base, ignoring the skiers as he looked for more substantial, four-legged movement. Satisfied the horse wasn’t traveling up the edge of the ski slopes or along the chairlift paths, Jack panned west over the dense spruce and pine trees, stopping at occasional openings in the forest long enough to determine each one was empty.

“Come on, sweetheart. Where’d you disappear to?” he said softly. “And who are you riding with?”

Jack continued working his way across the mountain, though he knew spotting his target in the rugged terrain was about as likely as finding a teenage runaway in New York City. But having beaten those very odds more than once, he continued his methodical search with the patience of a hunter unaccustomed to failure.

“Bingo,” he said, when the horse carrying two riders stepped onto a granite ridge halfway up the mountain ten minutes later. Jack tossed the field glasses on the seat of his cruiser, strode to the back of the blue and white SUV, opened the rear hatch, and grabbed his rifle case. He looked up and down the remote road, then lifted out the high-powered rifle that had not been issued with the handcuffs and badge when he had become head of Pine Creek’s new police force last week.

With a derisive snort, he slid open the bolt of the rifle. Some force. He was chief of exactly one deputy officer fresh out of the academy, and a grandmotherly clerk.

Pine Creek, along with the neighboring townships of Lost Gore and Frog Cove, had been growing in leaps and bounds, the town selectmen had explained to Jack during his interview. And though they had the county sheriff’s department and state police to back them up, the three small resort communities wanted their own arm of the law to call whenever someone thought it would be fun to swap personal possessions between citizens.

Honest to God, those were the very words the selectmen had used. Nothing had actually been stolen; a few gas grills, toys, holiday decorations, and mailboxes had merely been redistributed between houses, seasonal camps, and businesses. Jack had nearly offered to take the job for free, if a bunch of bored teenagers constituted Pine Creek’s hottest crime wave.

He walked to the front of his truck and leaned on the hood to look through the scope attached to the rifle barrel. He spotted the horse, riderless now, and then the two people standing beside it. Without taking his eye from the lens, he turned up the magnification until Megan MacKeage finally came into perfect focus.

Jack sucked in his breath at the sight of her. Her shoulder-length red hair kept blowing in her face despite her attempts to tuck it behind her ears, her lightly freckled cheeks were flushed from the cold, and her eyes—which Jack knew were startling green—were narrowed against the noon sun as she looked up at the man holding her shoulders.

Jack had made the TarStone Ski Resort part of his daily rounds, fairly confident that if he were to drive past Megan, she wouldn’t recognize him. Seeing people out of context of their known environment, especially when their looks had changed as much as his had, always made hiding in plain sight easier.

While cruising through the resort’s parking lot this morning, he’d spotted Megan leaving her home on horseback, snuggled against the chest of a man he’d never seen in town. Jack was good with faces, postures, mannerisms, and genetic heritages. And though the man had been a couple of hundred yards away, Jack hadn’t seen any resemblance to any of the MacKeage and MacBain men he’d met, other than the guy’s size.

Jack trained the powerful rifle scope on him now. He surely was a big bastard, at least a foot taller than Megan’s five foot three. His shoulders were broad and he had the build of someone Jack would want on his side in a fight.

A cousin? Or an uncle, maybe?

Or a boyfriend?

The sound of a vehicle approaching from the direction of town ended his surveillance, as well as his speculation. Jack strode to the rear of his truck and set the rifle back in its case, then dropped the hatch just as a blue and white pickup rounded the corner and came to a sliding halt.

Officer Simon Pratt emerged through the cloud of powdered snow he’d created. “Your radio’s not working,” he said, peering in the open front door of Jack’s SUV. “Hey, it’s not even turned on,” he added, reaching inside to the console. He straightened and frowned at Jack. “Ethel and I have been calling your cell and radio all morning, and I’ve spent the last two hours hunting you down.”

Jack pulled his cell phone out of his pocket to check for a signal, only to discover it wasn’t turned on, either. “Sorry,” he said, turning the phone on before tucking it back in his pocket. “So what’s up?”

“The bakery was broken into last night. The place is a mess.”

“They broke in? And trashed the place?” he asked in surprise. “But that’s not their MO. They usually just take stuff sitting around outside.”

Simon shrugged. “The bakery’s not open on Monday, so the owner didn’t arrive until eight this morning. She’d planned to catch up on some paperwork, and found the back door busted open and most of her supplies scattered everywhere. She called our office, and Ethel and I have been looking for you ever since. We were just about to call the sheriff.”

“Why?”

His question seemed to startle Simon. “Because we couldn’t find you.”

Jack gave him a level look. “Did it ever occur to you to just go to the bakery without me and process the scene?”

“Ah, sure, I did that, I mean, I secured the scene. I strung tape around the place and had the owner put a Closed Until Further Notice sign in the front window.”

Jack plucked his binoculars off the seat and slid into his cruiser. “Then let’s go have a look at your crime scene. On the way, try to recall what the academy taught you about processing a break-in.”

“My crime scene?” Simon looked startled again.

“You took the call, didn’t you?”

“Well, yeah. But you’re the chief.”

“And I won’t always be available, will I? So since you’re my second in command, I expect you to deal with whatever comes up.” He lifted a brow. “You graduated with honors, right?”

Simon squared his shoulders. “I could process that scene in my sleep.”

“Then I’ll follow your lead,” Jack said, closing his door.

He watched Simon stride back to his truck, looking a good two inches taller. Jack turned the key in the ignition and put his truck in gear, gave one last frowning glance at TarStone, and stepped on the accelerator.

Oh, yeah. He would definitely follow Simon’s lead—because despite what his résumé implied, Jack didn’t know squat about processing a crime scene, since his talents ran in a completely different direction.







Chapter Two



Megan looked at Kenzie as if he’d just sprouted a second head. He forced himself to remain perfectly still, though he wanted to pull her against his chest and soothe her shock. He just as desperately wanted to run deep into the forest in shame. He realized his grip on her shoulders had grown fierce and stepped back, tucking his hands behind him. He could only imagine how she felt. Until he’d actually said the words out loud, even he had started to believe it had been nothing more than a two-hundred-year-long nightmare.

“Y-you can’t be Gesader,” she whispered, her face as pale as the snow. “I’ve known him since he was a cub.”

“You’ve known me, lass. You only need look at me, Megan, to realize it’s true. Are these not the eyes of your pet?” he asked, touching his face under one eye, then covering his heart with his hand. “I’m the panther cub MacBain brought forward from twelfth-century Scotland.”

She backed up a step, as if trying to distance herself from what he was saying. “But you can’t be Gesader,” she repeated in a barely audible whisper, taking another step back.

His urge to comfort her finally won out, and Kenzie moved with lightning speed to gather her in his arms. She immediately started to struggle, so he simply sat down in the snow with her on his lap. “I lay dying on the battlefield when Matt found me a thousand years ago,” he explained. “And that was the day my brother made his deal with Providence.”

She went still and stared straight ahead at Pine Lake, her curiosity apparently overriding her horror.

“Matt had no way of knowing what his demand would set into motion,” he continued. “I was the only family Matt had left and I was mortally wounded. So my brother accepted his calling as a powerful drùidh, on the condition that my life be spared.”

She remained silent and rigid in his embrace. He took a shuddering breath and continued. “Only I’d already started heading for this incredibly bright light, ye see, that offered me blessed relief.” He leaned in close, his chin brushing her hair. “I so badly wanted to experience what that light promised, but apparently Matt needed me more. Only it was too late for me to continue living as Kenzie Gregor, and I hung in limbo for what seemed like forever before I suddenly became a young colt—born of a mare right there on the battlefield.”

Megan gave a soft gasp.

“I spent the next two hundred years as various animals. I lived, died, and was reborn hundreds of times as both wild and domestic creatures.”

“Then Matt gained nothing,” she said with no emotion. “You weren’t Kenzie, you were an animal.”

“Aye, but we still recognized each other, lass. And four times a year, on the solstices and the equinoxes, I became a man again for twenty-four hours.”

“So your becoming a…an animal upset the continuum?”

He brushed a strand of her hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear. “Matt’s deal with Providence was in blatant disregard for my own free will, Megan. I was never given the chance to decide if I would prefer death or life as an animal.”

She turned her head to look up to him. “What would you have chosen?”

“Death. Which I finally did after two centuries, when I asked Matt to please find a way to allow me to die one last time, preferably as a man. He realized he needed help to undo his wrong, and began devising a way to meet your sister. He lured Robbie MacBain back to twelfth-century Scotland to bring the taproot from his tree of life, and me, forward to this time.”

“Why did he need Winter’s help, if he’s such a powerful drùidh?”

“Besides being a drùidh, Matt is also a guardian, and guardians can’t actually interfere in our lives. They can only guard us from the magic.”

“He interfered in yours!”

“Aye, he did. And he so upset the continuum, we all nearly paid the price for it.” He squeezed her gently. “But thanks to your wise and very stubborn sister, everything has worked out. I am myself again, I shall die a natural death one final time, and together with Providence and a bit of help from Talking Tom, Matt and Winter now have an even more powerful tree of life.”

Megan suddenly scrambled off his lap, her face flushed as she turned on him. “Winter! She’s known all along!” she cried. “I’ve been so worried about Gesader this week, and she couldn’t even tell me you were him!”

Just as quickly as her anger had come, her face paled again. “I…I’ve been crying all over you for the last four months,” she whispered. She pointed an accusing finger at him. “You’ve been sleeping in my bed!”

Kenzie stood up, worried she’d back off the edge of the rise. “As a panther, Megan,” he said, moving toward her. “Not as a man.”

“I told you my deepest, darkest secrets.” She took another step back. “I—”

He lunged, reaching for her at the exact moment she realized her peril. But instead of grabbing him for support, Megan used his momentum to knock him off balance. She gave him a surprisingly forceful push in the chest and bolted away.

Kenzie fell over the rise instead, landing in a snowdrift as deep as he was tall. “Megan!” he shouted. “Don’t run, lass!”

She peered over the edge, saw that he hadn’t fallen far but was stuck, then disappeared.

“Megan!”

She didn’t return.

“Goose!” Kenzie called out, throwing his body back and forth to free himself from the snowdrift.

The horse’s head appeared over the edge of the rise, his hooves knocking more snow loose. “I’ll make my own way back. Go catch up with your mistress and take her home.”

The horse disappeared, and Kenzie gave a snort. So Matt had figured right: he really could talk to animals.

* * *

Jack surveyed the small kitchen of the Pine Lake Bakery & Bistro. “What’s that smell?” he asked the two people staring at him, apparently waiting for him to say something police-chief-like.

“I noticed it, too, the moment I stepped inside this morning,” Marge Wimple said. The petite, gray-haired bakery owner wrinkled her nose. “It smells sour.”

“Like rotting vegetation or something, only laced with sugar,” Simon Pratt added.

“You go arrest that brat Tommy Cleary this minute,” Marge said. “Everyone knows he’s their ringleader, and the Cleary place sits right next to a bog. That’s where this smell comes from.” She pointed to a brown spot on the floor. “Where else you gonna find mud in the middle of the winter?” She then pointed her finger at Jack. “You put the fear of God in Tommy, and make him tell you who his accomplices are. Just look at what they did to my shop!” Her tearful gaze moved over the mess. “It’ll take me a week to clean this place, and another week to restock all my supplies. That’s two weeks right out of the middle of my busiest season.”

Jack bent down and touched one of the brown spots. “I need a bit more than the fact that Tommy Cleary lives next to a bog to bring him in for questioning.” He sniffed the mud. “This is definitely out of a swamp, but that’s not the smell lingering in the air.” He spotted a slimy substance on the edge of the smashed doughnut display case and walked over to sniff it. “It’s coming from here,” he said, moving aside and motioning for Simon to take a whiff.

“Whew!” Simon said, jerking upright. “That’s rank. What is it?”

“The lab will have to tell us that.”

“What lab?” Simon asked.

Jack frowned at his deputy. “The state has a forensics lab we can use, doesn’t it?”

“Oh, yeah. Sure.” Simon rushed over to his evidence kit. “I’ll have Ethel give them a call to find out how we send them stuff.”

“It’s that Cleary boy and his brothers, I tell you,” Marge said. “Joan Cleary lets those boys run loose like a bunch of heathens. Everyone knows it was them who stole my sign last month, and took Rose Brewer’s moose antlers off the front of her store. We didn’t get our stuff back for a entire week. A fisherman found them hanging on his ice shanty two miles out on the lake.”

Marge stalked up to Jack. “We hired you to stop this foolishness, but it’s only getting worse.” She raised her finger again, clearly intending to poke him in the chest, but when her eyes met his she changed her mind. “What are you going to do about this, Chief Stone?”

“Deputy Pratt and I are going to fully investigate your break-in, Mrs. Wimple. We’ll gather fingerprints and evidence, take a look around outside, and talk to people in the hopes that somebody saw something. You can start cleaning up once we give you the okay, which should be sometime tomorrow morning.” He gave her what he hoped was a police-chief-like smile. “We’ll keep you apprised of what’s happening. Thank you for being so cooperative, Mrs. Wimple,” he finished, turning toward the back door of the bakery.

He stopped beside Simon, who was scraping some of the mud into a plastic bag. “Take some pictures with that fancy new digital camera.” He nodded toward the large evidence kit that would make one heck of a fishing tackle box. “Get some shots in here, then take some pictures of the grounds outside and the front and back of the store.”

“Sure thing, Chief.”

“My name is Jack,” he told Simon for the umpteenth time. “White men stopped calling us chief several decades ago.”

Simon’s eyes widened. “Y-you’re an Indian?” he sputtered, his face turning a dull red.

“Half Canadian Cree,” Jack said. “So stop with the chief thing, will you?”

“Yes, sir.”

Jack gave a snort and walked outside, ducking under the crime scene tape before putting on his sunglasses. He stopped in the middle of the lane that ran between the stores and Pine Lake, and scanned the downtown business district. A lot of money had gone into the storefronts on the street side, but the backs of the buildings were even more impressive. No alley full of dumpsters and recycling bins here. The stores came within fifty yards of the shoreline, and the town had capitalized on that, building a park with benches, landscape trees, and strategically placed logging artifacts. The Pine Lake Bakery & Bistro was sided by a craft supply store, an art gallery, then an outfitter store, and finally a restaurant with huge windows facing the lake.

“Find out if that railing was already busted or if that break is new,” Jack told Simon when the deputy came outside with his camera. “Is the discoloring on the doorjamb more of that slime?”

Simon leaned in close to look, then immediately jerked back. “It’s the same stuff, all right.”

“Take a photo of it,” Jack instructed, turning to scan the snow. “What do you make of this?”

Simon walked up beside him and squinted at where Jack was pointing. “Those are tracks.”

“But what kind of tracks?” Jack asked, carefully stepping over the snowbank beside them, then following the tracks into the otherwise pristine layer of snow as he scanned the ground in a fifty-foot circle. “They simply begin here all of a sudden,” he said, pointing. “They come out of nowhere, like something flew in, landed here, and then walked to the bakery. Get a shot of this, too,” he said, hunching down over one of the holes. “I can’t make out the shape because something was dragged over the print.”

Simon snapped several pictures, then continued photographing the path the tracks made. “They’re too large to be from a bird. One of those para-skiing kites maybe?” he asked as he worked. “Or an ultralight airplane? A bunch of home-built ultralights fly around the lake on the weekends.”

“Any in the Cleary family?” Jack asked, walking toward the frozen shoreline.

“Nope. The Clearys can barely manage to buy food. A small plane would have made a noise. Maybe someone heard something.”

Jack shook his head. “There’s no tracks where it took off again. Whoever came in here walked away.”

“Or used Main Street as a runway.”

Jack thought about that. “A hang glider or large kite makes more sense than a plane, even a small one. And dragging a glider might have made those tracks.” He shook his head again. “But that’s a pretty unusual way to arrive to a burglary. Maybe the tracks don’t have anything to do with our break-in.”

“But they head directly to the bakery,” Simon pointed out.

“None of the other stores were broken into?”

“Nope. I checked the shops on both sides of the street. Everything is just as the owners left it last night.”

Jack looked out at the busy lake dotted with tiny islands, zooming snowmobiles, ice shanties, and even a few pickups with plows on them. Hell, it was busier than Main Street out there. He looked back at the bakery. So, what had caused a bunch of bored teenagers to go from pulling a few harmless pranks to breaking and entering?

And what in hell had made those tracks?







Chapter Three



“I thought I’d find you down here.”

Megan looked up from the computer screen and scowled at her sister. “Go away,” she said, returning to the Internet page.

Of course Camry ignored her. She sauntered into Gù Brath’s science lab, pulled up a chair, and cradled her chin in her hands as she also studied the screen. “I wondered how long it would take you to get bored working at Winter’s art gallery.” She reached over to hit a keyboard button to scroll down the page. “I’m surprised you lasted three months. Not Easter Island,” she muttered, hitting the button again. “Or Costa Rica, either. It’s too hot. There!” she said, pointing at the new Internet page. “You can go count Steller’s sea eagles off the coast of Siberia. That’s definitely far enough away to teach all of us a lesson.”

Megan reached up and shut off the monitor.

Camry immediately turned it back on. “No, I think you’re on to something here, Meg. You should run as far and as fast as you can, and to hell with everyone. You’re a fully grown woman, so why hang around here getting fawned over by a family who loves you?”

Megan looked down at her lap. “It’s killing me, Cam. Mom and Dad treat me like a fragile piece of glass, afraid if they so much as look at me wrong, I’ll shatter.” Tears welled in her eyes. “Dad actually got down on his knee and tied my shoes for me yesterday.”

Camry covered Megan’s hands. “He can’t help himself, coming from a time when being pregnant and single was just about the worst position a woman could find herself in. None of us can help being worried about you, because we love you. Mom said you came home in tears from your fieldwork in Canada, and cried for nearly a month when Wayne Ferris broke your heart.”

“But everyone’s concern is only making it worse. I came home looking for support, not pity. I certainly expected better from you. We’re more alike than our own twin sisters, and I was positive you would realize I haven’t turned into a helpless idiot. So how come you didn’t tell me about Kenzie?”

“Ahh,” Camry said, leaning back in her chair. “That’s why you’re searching for a job. So you can run away again, only this time from…from what, Meg? Why should Kenzie being Gesader throw you into such a tailspin? It can’t be the magic, since we grew up with it. So what is it?”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“And just how was I supposed to explain that the panther you’d been sleeping with for the last four months was really a man?” She leaned forward. “Everyone knew how embarrassed you’d be.”

“And none of you thought I would eventually figure it out when Gesader never showed up again? Cam, I told that cat everything,” she whispered. “All my deepest, darkest secrets.” She covered her face with her hands. “My God, I even told him how I’d torn off Wayne’s clothes and made love to him under the stars!”

“And Gesader saw you naked when you got ready for bed. That’s really what has you so flustered, isn’t it? That, and even though you’re not quite over Wayne, you find Kenzie mysteriously attractive. So who finally told you, anyway?”

“He did. And I don’t like Kenzie that way.”

“Why not? He’s handsome as all get out, and he’s seen you at your worst and doesn’t turn tail when you approach. So what’s wrong with liking him ‘that way’? I’m tempted to flirt with him myself.”

“He’s a warrior.”

Camry arched her brows at Megan’s tone. “And just what’s wrong with warriors? They make up most of our family, including our own generation. Half our cousins have served in the military.”

“Which is exactly why I fell so hard for Wayne. His first reaction to a problem isn’t to bludgeon it into submission, but to solve it peaceably. He doesn’t have one confrontational bone in his body. He’s interested in stuff I’m interested in, he’s shy and gentle and sensitive, and he’s got this endearing little clumsiness thing going on.”

“The men in our family can be sensitive and gentle.”

“Wayne wouldn’t even know which end of a sword to hold,” Megan countered, “much less how to shoot a gun. You should have seen him with the students out on the tundra, Cam. No matter how heated their petty arguments got, Wayne disarmed the situation without even raising his voice.”

“He sounds like a nerd.”

“He is. A wonderful, beautiful, sensitive nerd. And for an added bonus, he’s only five foot ten, so I don’t get a crick in my neck talking to him. I love the men in our family, Cam, I just don’t want to be married to one. I want Wayne.”

“Then go get him!” Camry snapped. “Instead of looking for a new job halfway around the world, get your sorry butt back to Canada.”

“And do what?” Megan snapped back. “Beg Wayne to marry me?”

“MacKeages do not beg.” Camry narrowed her eyes. “The Megan I grew up with would have fought for the man she loved. She sure as hell wouldn’t be hiding in the family fortress, having a four-month pity party.”

Megan lifted her chin. “I am not hiding. In fact, I’m planning to confront Wayne.”

“When?”

Megan started scrolling down the page again. “Just as soon as I get my ducks in a row,” she muttered. “That’s why I’m looking for a new job. I’m going to become gainfully employed again and move into my own home, and then I’m going to track down Wayne and show him exactly what he threw away.”

“That’s the sister I grew up with.” Camry’s face suddenly brightened even more. “You know what this means, Meg? If you give wimpy Wayne the boot, you’ve broken the curse of us girls getting pregnant the first time we make love to our future husbands!” She bobbed her eyebrows. “Which also means I’m free to start dating again. Maybe I will go after Kenzie.”

Only Megan wasn’t feeling her sister’s enthusiasm. “Why didn’t the curse work for me? And are you…still a virgin?”

“No,” Camry said softly, her face pink. “Were you?”

Megan shook her head. “I’ve had other relationships.”

“Hmm…so that means it’s not making love that’s the danger, just that we get pregnant by the men we’re destined to marry.”

“Then what happened to me?”

Camry shrugged. “Who knows? The upset Matt caused to the continuum might have messed up the magic enough to stop the curse. Anyway, come on,” she said, standing up. “Dinner’s ready.”

Megan turned back to the computer. “I’m not hungry.”

“You have to face Kenzie sometime, Meg. He’s not going away.”

“No, but I am. Look! There’s an opening for a field biologist right here in Maine.”

Camry leaned over her shoulder and read the posting. “It’s for the Pine Lake watershed.” She straightened with a frown. “What are the chances of that?”

“Slim to none.”

“Exactly. And it’s not state or federal, but private money backing the grant. I don’t think you should apply, Meg. You remember what happened to Aunt Sadie, don’t you? She thought she’d been hired by a development corporation, but it turned out to be a front for some guy looking for a nonexistent gold mine.”

“This has to be legit.” Megan pointed at the bottom of the screen. “It’s a preliminary impact study for a new resort being built at the north end of the lake. A guy named Mark Collins is looking for an assistant to do the actual fieldwork. I prefer fieldwork to running the show, so it’s perfect for me.”

“It’s spooky, I tell you,” Cam countered. “The magic’s been so screwed up lately, there’s no telling why this job showed up here, much less now.”

“But it would mean I could move out of Gù Brath and find a rental in town. I can handle Mom and Dad in small doses if I have a place to escape to. I need to get my life back.”

“In Pine Creek?” Camry asked, obviously still doubtful.

“The watershed covers hundreds of square miles. I’ll look for a rental a little farther out.”

“There’s nothing farther out but bears and trees.”

“And blessed peace.”

Camry shook her head. “I still say it’s too much of a coincidence.”

“Maybe Providence is trying to make amends for screwing up my life,” Megan suggested, suddenly feeling more cheerful. “Let’s go eat, I’m starved. But don’t mention this to anyone,” she said, turning off the lights. “Promise me you won’t bring it up.”

“You don’t even know if you’ll get the job.”

“Are you kidding? The magic owes me big-time. But I don’t want to tell Mom and Dad until after I’ve found a rental and moved in.”

“Dad’s going to throw a fit.”

“I’ll survive. Hey, you’ve survived his complaints that you’re still a spinster at the ripe old age of thirty-one.”

“I’m not ready for hearth and husband. I have galaxies to explore.”

“Mom found a way to do both.”

“But she forgot to hand down her multitasking gene to me. I can’t focus on more than one thing at a time.”

Megan hooked her arm through Cam’s and headed upstairs. “Yeah, but you got the looks in the family. Sit next to me at dinner and steer the conversation away from anything awkward, would you?”

Camry gave an exaggerated sigh. “See why I’m scared of getting pregnant? In only five months, you’ve gone from being the family brat to the family mouse.”

“Oh, I might still have a few pranks up my sleeve,” Megan said with a laugh.

* * *

Megan’s fears about dinner were soon put to rest, as the main topic of conversation was last night’s break-in at the Bakery & Bistro.

That, and the town’s sexy new police chief.

Well, the men weren’t referring to Jack Stone as sexy, but Megan’s twin sister, Chelsea, certainly was—much to her husband’s dismay. “He’s not very tall, but he sure does fill out a police jacket nicely,” Chelsea said to Camry. “And he’s got a bit of a swagger. You should ask him out.”

“I’m leaving in four days,” Cam reminded her. “So what would be the point?”

“A couple of fun dates?” Chelsea offered. “You need to start dating again, and you could practice on Jack Stone.”

“Exactly how does one practice dating?” Cam asked with a laugh. “Besides, my life is full enough without adding a man to the mix.” She glanced at Megan, who sat between them. “Meg’s available. Fix her up with swaggering Jack Stone.”

Megan side-kicked Cam in the leg.

“There’s no reason you can’t date,” Cam muttered, reaching under the table to rub her shin.

“So,” Grace MacKeage piped up. “Do they have any idea who broke into the bakery? Or why? Marge never leaves cash in the shop overnight. And who’d want to steal day-old doughnuts?”

“I spoke with Simon Pratt when I was in town this afternoon,” Chelsea said. “Did any of you know he’d gone to the police academy?”

Megan’s younger sister, Elizabeth, shook her head. “I had him in school, and he’s the last person I expected to see in law enforcement. Simon spent more time in the principal’s office than he did in class. The selectmen must have hired him because he’s a local, since Chief Stone is from away.”

“That’s another thing Simon told me,” Chelsea added. “He said his boss doesn’t like being called chief because he’s half Canadian Cree.”

“Is it significant that Stone is a Canadian Cree?” Greylen MacKeage asked from the head of the table. “If he’s an Indian chief, he should be proud of that fact. And if he’s our chief of police, it’s only respectful that we use his title.”

Grace covered her husband’s hand. “Chief can sometimes be taken in a derogatory context, Grey,” she explained. “It’s a sensitive area for First Nation People, as they’re called in Canada. Maybe you should just call him Mr. Stone when you meet him. Or Jack.”

Greylen got a twinkle in his eye. “Maybe I’ll introduce myself as Laird MacKeage.”

Camry snorted. “Oh, that’ll help Megan get a date with him. Men just beg to go out with us when you’re acting the laird.” She pointed her fork at him. “You scared off half my boyfriends in high school with that act.”

Greylen nodded solemnly, though the twinkle remained in his eyes. “You may thank me later, daughter, for making sure you made it to college.”

“So what was stolen from the bakery?” Matt Gregor asked.

“Nothing but day-old doughnuts and some pies, according to Simon,” Chelsea said. “But they trashed the place in the process.”

“I told ye to gather some men and root out those no-goods,” Father Daar said, looking at Greylen. “Ye should have done it last month, when they strung those Christmas lights all over your old snowcat. Didn’t I warn ye their pranks would get worse?” He drove his fork into his potatoes. “They’ll be coming up to my place next, I tell ye. An old man living alone makes a good target.”

“That’s a good point, Father,” Kenzie said. “Which is why I’ve been thinking to move in with you. Ye no longer have the magic to help make things easy, and I’m needing a place to live. I can chop your wood and lug your water. It could work out well for both of us.”

Daar glared at Greylen. “I don’t need a babysitter—especially a pagan from the Gregor clan. Just catch the vandals so we’ll be safe again.”

“We now have policemen to keep us safe,” Grey returned. “We no longer can take matters into our own hands. And I think it’s a good idea for Kenzie to move in with you.” He looked at Kenzie. “You’re sure you wish to do this? Ye know you’re welcome to stay here. And Daar is our obligation, not yours.”

“I’m not having that black devil in my home!” Daar banged his fork on the table. “I don’t want anyone living with me.”

“Father,” Grace interjected, touching his arm. “You can’t continue to live alone. You could fall and break a leg, and it might be hours or days before someone showed up. This is a wise move, and it’s very kind of Kenzie to offer.” She gave Kenzie a crooked smile. “Especially considering how well he knows you.”

“I believe Daar and I will get along fine,” Kenzie said, grinning at the scowling priest. “Besides, I’ve a need to feel the forest around me again.”

“Can ye cook, Gregor?” Daar asked.

Kenzie nodded.

“Then ye best be providing your own food. I’m a priest, ye know, and have taken a vow of poverty. I can’t have ye eating me out of house and home.”

“I will provide for both of us, Father.” Kenzie turned to his brother. “Have you sensed anything different in the air lately?”

“Like what?” Matt asked in surprise. His eyes narrowed. “You can feel something?”

Kenzie shrugged. “It’s more of a smell, but nothing I recognize. It’s…unnatural. Pungent.”

“I’ve felt nothing,” Matt said. “Have you, Winter?”

“Nope. The only thing I’ve been feeling lately is tired. I had no idea growing a baby was so hard.” She looked at her mother. “How did you survive five pregnancies, especially two sets of twins?”

“I wasn’t running an art gallery, getting married, building a house, and saving the world while carrying any of you girls,” Grace said with a laugh. “You’ll start feeling better now that you’re into your second trimester.” She looked at Megan. “You seem to have gotten your energy back all of a sudden. And from the glow on your face, I’d say trouble’s brewing. What are you up to now?”

Megan gave her an innocent look. “I’m five months’ pregnant. I’m supposed to glow.”

“What’s up, daughter?” Greylen demanded. “I’ve also noticed that look in your eyes that ye get whenever you’re scheming.”

“Maybe I’m just thinking about Cam’s suggestion that I ask Jack Stone on a date.”

Cam choked on her food and Megan reached over and slapped her on the back.

“You don’t have to jump out of the frying pan into the fire,” Cam said. “And you do realize the man carries a gun for a living?”

Ignoring her, Meg looked at Chelsea. “How tall is Jack Stone?”

“A couple inches under six feet, I guess. Simon pointed him out as he was walking to his cruiser.”

Megan went back to eating, satisfied that she’d turned her parents’ scrutiny away from her.

But Cam, apparently, wasn’t done causing trouble. “Then let’s double-date,” she suggested. “You can ask out Jack Stone, and Kenzie, you can be my date. We could all go to dinner in Greenville tomorrow night.”

Several bites of food got stuck in several windpipes at that announcement.

“It’s been awhile since I’ve gone on a…a date,” Kenzie said into the silence. “I’m not sure what’s expected of me in this century.”

“You don’t have to do any thing,” Cam drawled. “Just leave your sword home and be your big, handsome self.”

Megan glared at Cam. “For all we know, Jack Stone is married.”

“No, he’s not,” Chelsea piped up. “Simon told me he helped Stone move into the Watson place on the lake, and that he’s definitely a bachelor. He doesn’t own enough stuff to fill a pickup.”

Megan wanted to strangle both of her sisters.

“I think it’s a wonderful idea, Megan,” Grace said. “You should wear that new maternity outfit Winter gave you for Christmas.”

“I can’t go out tomorrow night,” she said, quickly backtracking. “I’m driving to Augusta to apply for a position that just opened up.”

“I didn’t know you were looking for a job,” Grace said.

“Meg found a posting for a field biologist right here on Pine Lake,” Cam said. “But I think there’s something strange about it. What are the chances of a job suddenly opening up right here, right now?”

“Why is that strange?” Greylen asked.

“It’s being privately funded. You remember what happened to Aunt Sadie, don’t you? This could also be a scam.”

“It isn’t,” Megan countered. “A freelance biologist named Mark Collins is heading up an impact study of the wildlife in this watershed. It’s required, to build a new resort.”
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