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Chapter One

Pine Creek, Maine, October 22




A shout woke him as he spiraled through the horrific void, twisting and clawing to find something of substance to hold on to. But there was only blinding white light and the terror of knowing his fate was beyond his control.

Michael MacBain opened his eyes, held himself perfectly still, and listened to the silence broken only by his own labored breathing. He slowly sat up and scrubbed the sweat from his face, then untangled his legs from the sheet, threw back the cover, and stood. He walked to the window, lowered the top sash, and took slow, metered breaths of the crisp October air, letting it wash over his quivering muscles.

A full two minutes passed before his heart finally calmed and his head cleared. Michael sighed into the night. All was right with the world, he decided as he stared into the darkness; the moon-washed mountains still cast their shadow over his farm, the stars still shone from the heavens, his house stood peaceful. And his son, Robbie, was safe in his bed, and John was sleeping downstairs.

Michael scrubbed his face again with tired impatience. The dreams were becoming more detailed. And far more frequent.

They started with Maura—with her funeral. In the dream, Michael would see himself crouched on the hillside, hidden from the MacKeages, watching them bury his woman outside the fence that separated the sinners from the decent.

Ian MacKeage was placing his daughter in unhallowed ground. And as they covered Maura with unholy dirt and the dream progressed, Michael would relive the anger and utter impotency he had felt that day.

She hadn’t killed herself—she’d wandered onto the rotten ice of the loc by mistake because of the snowstorm. She’d been coming to him, running away from her clan to get married, so their child would be born with the blessing of the church.

And from there, the dream would change to his confrontation with Ian MacKeage that fateful day eight hundred years ago. Michael’s feelings of heartbreak had been compounded by Ian’s harsh reprisals. Michael had walked away, unable to reason with Maura’s father.

Aye, it was then he had decided to go to war.

The dream would shift rapidly, this time to a gleann not far from the MacKeage keep. Greylen, Ian, Morgan, and Callum MacKeage were on their way home from talks with the MacDonalds, looking smug in their success at gaining the other clan’s aid against the MacBains.

And so Michael and his five warriors had attacked—and his dream turned into a nightmare hellish enough to curdle a warrior’s blood.

The storm descended upon them without warning. The sounds of battle turned into a frenzy of shouting men, screaming horses, and deafening thunder. A godless wind came first, roaring down from the heavens, uprooting trees, and churning up dust that clogged their throats. Lightning sizzled through the air, and the rain started, ruthlessly pounding against them. And the last thing Michael remembered seeing was a small, aged man standing on the bluff above them, watching in horror.

Sometimes—if he were lucky—he’d wake up then. His own scream of terror was enough to jolt him from the nightmare, and he’d find himself in his bed, in the twenty-first century, safe but no closer to understanding how ten men and their warhorses could be hurtled forward eight hundred years through time.

Nor, even after living in this modern world for twelve years now, was he any closer to understanding why.

But sometimes he didn’t wake up, and the nightmare continued, settling back into a less violent but just as disturbing dream, with him standing on the summit of TarStone Mountain, at sunrise on Summer Solstice eight years ago.

In the dream, Michael was casting the ashes of Mary Sutter, Robbie’s mother, onto the gentle breeze, watching it carry her away. He was holding their infant son in his arms, surrounded by the MacKeage warriors who shared his fate, Mary’s sister, Grace, and Mary’s six half brothers. The priest, Daar, was there as well—the same man he had seen on the bluff in the storm eight hundred years ago.

Michael rubbed his now dry chest and looked toward TarStone Mountain. Daar was actually a drùidh named Pendaär. He lived halfway up TarStone now, hiding behind his priest’s robes and neighborly smile.

The four MacKeage warriors were also his neighbors, their ancient war superseded by their need to survive in this modern time. The blood tie of the eight-year-old boy sleeping down the hall now bound them together. Greylen’s wife, Grace Sutter MacKeage, was Robbie’s aunt. And to the man, the old drùidh included, Robbie’s happiness came first.

Michael continued staring out the window, but his focus suddenly shifted to the soft footsteps coming into his room, and he waited until Robbie was about to pounce before he spoke.

“Ya best be heavily armed, son,” he said softly, still not turning around. “And prepared for the consequences.”

The footsteps stopped.

Michael looked over his shoulder and smiled at the boy standing three paces away, his hands on his naked hips and a scowl on his young face.

“A noble warrior does not use a weapon on an unarmed man,” Robbie countered, obviously insulted. His scowl suddenly changed to a diabolical smile as he raised his hands and wiggled his fingers. “It was a tickle attack I was planning.”

Michael closed the window, picked up his pants, and put them on. He faced his son as he slipped into his shirt. “How about you get dressed instead,” he suggested, “and we head for the summit now?”

“Now?” Robbie echoed, lowering his hands back to his hips and looking at the clock by Michael’s bed. “But it’s only two in the morning.”

Michael reached into the top drawer of his bureau for socks. “We might make it by sunrise,” he offered.

Never one to need an excuse for an adventure, Robbie clapped his hands. “Can we bring the swords?” he asked.

“Aye,” Michael agreed as he sat on the bed to put on his socks. “Dress warm, and bring our packs when you come downstairs. I’ll put together some food to take with us and leave John a note.”

Robbie was out the door and running down the hall before Michael could finish giving his orders. Michael stood up and tossed the sheet back over the mattress, which was still damp with his sweat.

His shout must have awakened Robbie. And being far too astute for his age, the boy had known his father was dreaming again and had tried to distract him with a tickle attack.

Michael stared at the rumpled bed. This was the third time he’d had the dream in the last six weeks. Before that, he’d relived the horror only occasionally.

It wasn’t the dream itself that disturbed him but more its escalating frequency. Michael walked back to the window, rested his arms on the top sash, and stared at TarStone. Were the dreams a precursor to something?

The nightmare retold his past, not his future.

Was another vision about to be added to the sequence?

More importantly, did he hold the power to control the outcome this time? He’d made a new life for himself here and now had a son to guide into manhood. Nothing must come between him and Robbie, not an aging wizard and most especially not the magic.

“Come on, Papa. I’m dressed, and you haven’t even packed anything yet,” Robbie said from the doorway. “I want to be on the summit by sunrise.”

Michael gathered up his sweater from the back of a chair and walked into the hall, gently prodding his son ahead of him. “Do we ride or walk?” he asked.

“Walk,” Robbie quickly answered, skipping down the stairs, the empty packs slapping against the banister.

“Stomper is too old to wake up this early, and Feather’s too lazy.” Robbie stopped at the bottom, looked up at Michael, and said in a lowered voice so he wouldn’t wake up John, “I’m not up to fighting that stubborn pony this morning. Besides, he doesn’t like my sword. I think it pokes him when I’m riding.”

“How about the four-wheeler?” Michael asked, his voice also hushed.

Robbie shook his head. “Too noisy. We won’t see any of the night animals.”

Michael gave his son a nudge toward the kitchen. “You write the note for John and fill our packs. I’ll get our swords.”

“Can I use Robert’s sword?” Robbie asked.

Michael lifted a brow. “You’re too tired to fight with Feather but willing to hike to the summit of TarStone carrying Robert’s sword?”

The boy thought hard on that prospect, then slowly shook his head. “Nope. It’s too heavy.” He suddenly brightened. “You could carry both.”

After another nudge to get him moving toward the kitchen, Michael turned and headed to the library. “Nay, son. A warrior carries his own weapon,” he said over his shoulder.

Michael continued into the library, came to a stop in front of the hearth, and studied the three swords hanging over the mantel. Two of them were as long as the hearth was wide and flanked a smaller sword designed for a much younger hand. He reached up and took down Robbie’s weapon, feeling the balance as he ran one finger along the smooth length of the blade.

He’d had it made especially for Robbie and had given it to the boy on his fourth birthday. Robbie’s aunt Grace had been appalled. The MacKeage men had been impressed. Well, except for Greylen. Laird MacKeage had taken on a yearning, almost pained expression as he’d held the small weapon and looked at his three young daughters.

Robbie had immediately named his sword Thunderer, which was a loose translation of what Michael called his own sword, and had rushed outside to battle the bushes. Since then, with both amazement and a great deal of pride, Michael had been teaching Robbie the skills of a warrior.

Learning to wield a sword was only a small part of his lessons, but it was the most enjoyable part for Robbie. The boy was unbelievably capable, in charge not only of his young mind but of his quickly growing muscles as well. With the confidence of youth backed by an unusually keen intelligence, Robbie was fast on his way to becoming a remarkable adult.

Still, Michael was not willing to relax when it came to his son. Nor did he trust this new life and new land, even after twelve years, for he knew from experience how quickly it could change. And that was why, as he guided his son into manhood, Michael also kept a tight rein on himself.

He minded his own business, ran his Christmas tree farm with a strong and careful hand, and stayed friendly but guarded from the community of Pine Creek. He took care of John Bigelow, the original owner of the farm, and tried to soothe the old man’s pain at losing his wife of fifty-seven years.

They all missed Ellen, especially Robbie. She’d been a surrogate grandmother to the boy, and the three of them were finding it difficult to cope with their bachelor lives since Ellen had died two months ago. He was going to have to give in, he supposed, and hire a housekeeper before they got stomach rot from all the burnt food they’d been eating.

Michael reached for Tàirneanaiche, wrapped his fist around the hilt of the sword, and took it off the wall. He closed his eyes and sighed at the familiar weight of the weapon that had been an extension of his right arm for the greater part of his life. For the last twelve years, he’d felt naked without it strapped to his back, and now he spent his time cleaning the dust off Tàirneanaiche instead of his enemy’s blood.

He looked up at the mantel again, at Robert MacBain’s sword. The old warrior had not been able to adjust to the twenty-first century and had chased thunderstorms in the hopes of returning home.

Michael’s grip tightened on Tàirneanaiche at the memory of his old friend’s death ten years ago, on the highlands of northern Nova Scotia; desolate and desperate, only the two of them remained of the original six-man war party. Robert had died instantly from the bolt of lightning that had traveled down his sword and into his body. He hadn’t made it home, and Michael could only hope the old warrior had finally found peace.

“You’re in an odd mood this morning, Papa,” Robbie said from the doorway. “Aunt Grace says if something is bothering me, I should talk about it. That talking will make it better.” He moved into the library, his now full pack slung over his shoulders, and stared up at Michael with concerned, deep gray eyes. “You could tell me about your dream, and that might help.”

Michael set Tàirneanaiche on the overstuffed chair and settled Robbie’s sword into the sheath sewn into his pack, making sure the hilt didn’t impair his movement. He smoothed down Robbie’s hair, lifted the boy’s face to his, and smiled.

“I dreamed that I was standing on TarStone, holding you, as we said good-bye to your mother eight years ago,” he told him, deciding a half-truth was better than an outright lie. “It must be this hike we had planned that made me dream of Mary.”

Robbie wrapped his young arms around Michael’s waist and hugged him tightly. “We don’t have to go, Papa.”

“Aye, we do,” Michael said softly, hugging him back.

“We’re both needing to visit Mary’s favorite place.”

“No, Papa,” Robbie said, pulling back to look up at Michael. “Mama’s favorite place was in your arms.”

Feeling like a sledgehammer had just hit his chest, Michael hugged Robbie against him so the boy wouldn’t see how hard his words had landed.

“Can you keep a secret, Papa?” Robbie said into his shirt.

“I can.”

“I have a new pet.”

“What sort of pet?”

“A snowy owl.”

Michael looked down at his son and raised an eyebrow.

“And just how long have you had this dangerous pet?”

“She came to me on my birthday, last January.”

“She?”

Robbie nodded, completely unaware of Michael’s concern. “I call her Mary,” he whispered.

The sledgehammer struck again, this time almost doubling him over. “Mary? You named your pet after your mother?”

“Aye,” Robbie said, nodding. “I was wishing real hard for my mama on my birthday, but I got an owl instead. So I named her Mary.”

Michael stepped away and picked up his sword. He slowly digested the news, thinking about an eight-year-old’s imagination and an owl’s propensity to be drawn to the child. “Why haven’t I seen this owl?” he asked, looking back at Robbie. “Where do you meet with your pet?”

Robbie pointed out the east window of the library. “There. On TarStone. When I ride my pony, Mary likes to follow me.” And now that his secret was out, Robbie rushed to tell his tale. “She glides through the forest like the wind, Papa, on silent wings. And she’s a good hunter. She catches rabbits and shares them with me.” Robbie scrunched up his face. “Mary won’t eat the rabbit, though, when I burn it.”

Michael took a step back, more awed than concerned. Since Grace had placed his son in his arms eight and a half years ago, he and Robbie had walked these woods, camped, fished, hunted, and cooked their dinners over an open fire. He had not been aware, however, that his son was in the habit of cooking his own dinners.

Or that he’d made a pet of a snowy owl.

Michael turned Robbie and urged him toward the kitchen. “Do you have your knife?” he asked, deciding to wait until they were hiking up TarStone to explore the subject of Robbie’s pet more closely.

His son reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded jackknife, holding it up for Michael to see. “When can I have a big one like yours?” he asked.

“When I decide you should.”

“I could have a straight blade and keep it in my boot like you do.”

“No, you can’t. A folding knife is safest,” Michael instructed, reaching into his pocket and pulling out his own knife. “The one in my boot is a weapon, Robbie. The knives we carry in our pockets are tools.”

“And a warrior doesn’t even need a knife to survive in the wilderness,” Robbie quoted by rote, tucking his knife back into his pocket as they headed through the kitchen and out onto the porch. “Papa, are you going to die?”

Michael softly closed the door behind them with a slightly shaking hand, careful not to show how much Robbie’s innocent question unnerved him. He slipped his own pack onto his back, adjusted Tàirneanaiche so that the hilt sat just behind his left shoulder, and walked down the steps. He was not surprised by the question. Since Ellen’s passing, the boy had been full of questions about death, and Michael had found himself at a loss for answers more often than not.

“I am going to die,” he finally said, keeping his tone even. “But not today. Nor tomorrow. I’m a warrior, Robbie. And it’s my duty to live long enough to guide you into manhood.”

“And will I be a warrior when I grow up?”

Michael headed toward the upper field, setting a brisk pace. “Yes and no,” he answered honestly. “You will have a warrior’s knowledge and skill and the heart of a Highlander, but you will live here and help me run our Christmas tree farm when I grow too old to do it myself.”

“Grampy’s sons didn’t stay and help him,” Robbie countered, falling into step beside him. “But I won’t leave you,” he promised, taking Michael’s hand as he looked up with sincere gray eyes. “And I won’t die before you do.”

Michael nodded. “Aye. You’ll not die first,” he thickly agreed.

“Maybe…maybe you should get yourself some more sons,” Robbie whispered, letting go of Michael’s hand so he could adjust the straps on his pack. He looked up. “Just in case I do die.”

“That will not happen,” Michael growled, stopping and turning Robbie to face him. “And babes are not pulled from thin air. I would need a wife in order to get these sons.”

“You got me without a wife.”

Michael frowned. How had this conversation turned from death to sex? “I was trying to marry your mother,” he explained. “And if Mary had lived, we probably would have had more bairns. But things don’t always work out the way we would like, Robbie. Sometimes life interferes with our plans.”

“Then why don’t you just find another woman to marry?”

Michael started walking again, weaving his way through the rows of Christmas trees until they came to the woods. “A man doesn’t decide he wants to get married and then simply pick the first available female. A man and a woman need to love each other first.”

“Like Aunt Grace and Uncle Grey.”

“Aye,” Michael said softly. “Like Grace and Grey. And Callum and Charlotte, and Morgan and Sadie. A bond must be formed first, and love must grow from there.”

“But you can’t form a bond with a woman, Papa, if you don’t never try.” Robbie looked up, his eyes shining in the moonlight with the mischief of a boy on a mission. “And because Gram Ellen is gone, it’s my duty to speak for her. And she says you need to go on dates.”

“And my answer to you is the same as it’s been to Ellen for eight years. I don’t want a wife.”

“Because your heart is broken, Papa. But Gram Ellen always said the right woman could mend it.” Robbie stepped over a log in the path, then turned and walked backward as he continued. “And I can help.”

“How?” Michael asked with wearing patience, moving past his son to take the lead. It appeared this recurring discussion had not ended with Ellen Bigelow’s death. Apparently, his son was taking up her cause.

Along with Grace MacKeage. What was it with women that they couldn’t stand to see a man remain single?

“I’ve already started, Papa.”

“How?” Michael repeated, his patience turning to wariness. “Has it something to do with all the time you’ve been spending at Gu Bràth with Grace this last month?”

“Aye,” Robbie said. “Aunt Grace helped me place an ad on the Internet.”

Michael stopped walking. “What sort of ad?” he asked, staring at the moonlit forest in front of them, wondering if his son and Grace had advertised on one of those sites for lonely singles.

“An ad for a tenant,” Robbie clarified. “I’m going to rent my house.”

Michael didn’t know whether to laugh with relief or shout with surprise. “You’re wanting to rent your mother’s home?” he asked softly, turning to face his son. “Why?”

“Because it shouldn’t sit empty. A home needs to be lived in. It needs to be alive.”

Michael actually could hear Grace’s words coming from Robbie’s mouth. “It will be lived in,” he snapped. “When you grow up and get married.”

“But that’s too far away. The house needs to be alive now. When I go there, it’s terribly quiet, Papa. And lonely. It needs to be needed.”

Michael turned and started walking again, taking long strides that made Robbie have to jog to keep up. “It’s a house, son, made of wood and glass and stone. It doesn’t have feelings.”

Robbie tugged on Michael’s pack to get him to slow down. “It does too, Papa. I can feel the loneliness when I visit.”

Michael narrowed his eyes on the path ahead. “Explain to me how renting your mother’s home has anything to do with finding me a wife.”

“Because I’m going to rent it to a special woman. And she’ll fix your broken heart, you’ll get married, and I’ll get a new mama and some baby brothers.”

Michael stopped walking again. He took the boy by the shoulders and hunkered down until they were face to face.

“You do not shop for a wife on the Internet,” he said softly. “Nor for a mother. When we get back tonight, you and I are going to see Grace and have her remove the ad. You do not want strangers living in your mother’s home.”

“No, Papa! It’s too late. I already have it narrowed down to three women.”

Michael didn’t shout, he roared. He straightened and turned and started walking back home. Goddammit. Aunt or not, Grace MacKeage had overstepped her boundaries—again.

Robbie ran to catch up but bumped into his father’s back when Michael suddenly ducked to avoid being hit by a white blur of feathers. The owl’s silent approach changed to an angry whistle as it lifted one wing and turned toward them again.

Michael grabbed Robbie and threw them both to the ground as he rolled to tuck his son beneath him. The owl landed on a fallen log just three feet away, and Michael found himself staring into the yellow-gold eyes of a predator.

A fist punched him in the ribs as his son squirmed to get free. “Mary!” Robbie shouted, scrambling to his knees. He knelt between the owl and Michael. “Don’t be afraid, Papa. Mary won’t hurt us.”

Michael had lost the woman of his heart almost nine years ago, and hearing her name still tightened his chest. He sat up and pulled Robbie onto his lap, away from the bird, and stared at the snowy.

The owl stared back, its huge eyes unblinking in the moonlight, its beak slightly open as it chattered in a high-pitched rattle. Talons, more than an inch long, clung to the moss-covered log. The bird stood nearly two feet tall, and, as if it wanted Michael to complete his inspection, it stepped to the side and opened its wings to an impressive span of nearly five feet.

A very lethal, very efficient predator.

His son’s pet.

Which Robbie had named for his mother.

“Mary, you stop that,” Robbie scolded. “This is my papa.”

The snowy owl folded its wings, ducked its head, and changed its rattle to a gentle chatter.

“Isn’t she the prettiest thing you’ve ever seen, Papa?”

“Aye,” Michael quietly agreed. And she was. The owl’s sleek white feathers ended in solid black tips that appeared like lace over the snowy’s entire body. Her face was a heart-shaped disk of solid white, with large, crisp yellow eyes encircled by thick black lines that might have been drawn by a heavy pencil. Strong legs ran into broad toes, completely covered with white down that ended where the powerful, sharp talons began.

A magnificently packaged predator.

“It’s okay, Papa. Mary just heard your roar and thought I was in danger. See, she’s calm now,” Robbie said, holding his hand toward the bird.

Michael grabbed Robbie’s outstretched hand and held it safely against the boy’s belly. “Have ya touched her, Robbie? When you visit each other, do you get close to…to Mary?”

“Aye, Papa. She likes to sit on my shoulder when I ride my pony. I can whistle, and she’ll come to me.”

“And she’s never clawed you?”

“Nay. She’s very careful.” Robbie stood up, found his pack, and settled it back over his shoulders. “Come on, Papa. Mary wants to join us on our hike to the summit. She can help us decide.”

“Decide what?”

“Which woman I’ll rent the house to.”

Michael rubbed his hands over his face. They were back to finding him a wife. Clearly a product of the mother he’d never known, Robbie could give stubborn lessons to a mule. The boy would be relentless now that he had decided on a course of action.

Michael stood up and once more headed toward the summit of TarStone Mountain. “Then we’ll continue our trip,” he agreed. “And spend the day discussing your need to rent your house to a stranger.”

The snowy took flight and silently glided through the forest ahead of them, as if knowing their destination. Michael inhaled the smell of the night woods as the fallen leaves crunched beneath their feet. It was nearing the end of October, and the land was preparing itself for another winter—just as he must do soon. Ellen Bigelow’s death, coming suddenly but peacefully in the night while she slept, would make their upcoming Christmas season all that more difficult.

Ellen had been the driving force of the Christmas tree farm. Even last year, at the age of eighty-three, the woman often had shamed the men with her energy. Ellen had been able to put unbelievable meals on the table three times a day, make wreaths, hand out saws so the customers could cut their own trees, sell decorations, dispense cider and doughnuts she made every morning, and still have time to keep up with the town gossip.

Michael had spent the last ten years, since coming to Pine Creek and buying the Bigelow farm, in awe of the woman.

“Papa, are you upset that I named my pet Mary?”

“Nay, son. Mary’s a good name for such a fine pet.”

“But you are upset that I want to rent my house.”

“It’s not so much your wish to see the house lived in,” Michael clarified. “It’s the fact that you’ve set your hopes on finding this special woman to rent it to. What happens if she turns out to be a disappointment?”

“She won’t,” Robbie said with all the confidence of an eight-year-old. “I’ll be real careful when I choose. Aunt Grace is helping me write e-mail letters to them.”

Michael snorted, letting his son know what he thought of Grace’s contribution to his insane plan. “And just who is going to be the landlord to your tenant?” he asked. “When the water heater breaks or the furnace quits, are you going to make the repairs?”

“Nay, Papa. You are.”

“I see. I would bet that was your aunt’s idea as well.”

“Nay, it was mine.”

“Well, if I get called to the house at two in the morning, know that I intend to wake you up and take ya with me. If you’re wanting to be a landlord, young man, you’re going to have to carry the responsibility.”

“Does that mean I can rent Mama’s house, then?”

“Wouldn’t ya rather find a family to live there? And get yourself a new playmate out of this endeavor?”

“I don’t need a playmate nearly as much as you need a wife, Papa.” Robbie stopped and looked up into Michael’s eyes again. “She’s going to make you smile.”

Michael messed his son’s hair and then pushed him forward along the trail. “Tell me about the three women you’ve found.”

“Not until later, during breakfast. But I will give you a hint about one of them. Carla is a widow with three children.” Robbie turned and wiggled his eyebrows. “She must be nice, if some man loved her enough to marry her. And with Carla, we would both get something. You’ll get a wife, and I’ll get new playmates.”

“And where is this Carla from?”

“Florida.”

Michael snorted again. “Are ya not worried she won’t like our winters?”

“I do have that worry, Papa.” Robbie was quiet for several minutes as he strode ahead. “Maybe I should cross Carla off the list,” he said without turning around.

“So that leaves only two. What of them?”

“But there might be more,” Robbie countered. “I haven’t been able to check my e-mail for two days.”

E-mail. Internet ads. Choosing a tenant before meeting her. What a different world his son was growing up in, compared with Michael’s own childhood eight hundred years ago.

“Do you want to go to Gu Bràth with me tomorrow and check my e-mail?” Robbie asked as he ducked under a bent maple sapling.

“Nay, Robbie. I will leave that craziness up to you and Grace. I need to start preparing for the Christmas season and for the snow that’ll be coming soon. And I’ll have to keep John busy as well, keep his mind off his loss.”

“Grampy won’t go to Hawaii and live with his son, will he?” Robbie asked.

Michael was about to respond, but his chest suddenly tightened again. A prickle of cold ran up his spine and raised the hairs on the back of his neck.

Robbie’s pet—the owl his son called Mary—had just glided past them again through the forest. The snowy landed on a branch in front of them, and damn if the air around the bird did not glow with the warmth of a gentle blue light.

The same blue light Michael sometimes saw in Robbie’s room when he checked on his son before going to bed himself.

The same blue light he had seen on West Shoulder Ridge eight years ago when the drùidh’s magic had saved Grace MacKeage.

The exact same blue of Mary Sutter’s beautiful eyes.








Chapter Two

Los Angeles, California, October 22




Elizabeth Hart stepped through the door of her town house and let her briefcase slip from her hand without regard for its contents. She used her hip to close the door, kicked off her shoes, and abandoned her raincoat to the floor as she headed down the hall to the kitchen.

Where had she put that bottle of Scotch?

Elizabeth searched through several cupboards and finally found the unopened bottle tucked in the back of the pantry. She grabbed a tumbler from the sink, opened the freezer, and filled the glass with ice. With an unsteady hand, Elizabeth poured the tawny liquor nearly up to the rim. She took a sip, coughed to catch her breath, then carried her drink as well as the bottle into the living room.

Guided only by the glow of the streetlights streaming through the windows, Elizabeth made her way to the couch and sat down. She set the bottle of Scotch on the coffee table and picked up the remote.

Leaning back, she took another sip of her drink, clicked the remote, and watched flames appear between the perfectly arranged ceramic logs. Fake embers started to glow at the base of the logs, and Elizabeth strained to hear…nothing.

Other than a slight whoosh on ignition, the fire was silent.

And odorless.

And very, very clean.

She had bought the town house five years ago, choosing it not for its proximity to work or its architecture or even its exclusive neighborhood. She had bought it because it had a fireplace.

Only at the time, the hearth had been built to burn wood.

They’d all ganged up on her, though—her mother, her father, and the guy she’d been dating. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember if it had been Paul or Greg. Wood fires were dirty, labor-intensive, and smelly, they’d told her. Natural gas would fit her lifestyle so much better.

Grammy Bea had been her only ally against them. But living an hour’s drive away in the mountains was not nearly enough to help counter the pressure presented by the united front of her parents and her boyfriend. The gas logs had been installed before Elizabeth had moved in.

There was something intrinsically primal in tending a wood fire. On her winter breaks through college and med school, Elizabeth had spent weeks holed up in the mountains with Grammy Bea. Setting kindling to paper, hearing the crackle of burning wood, and cleaning out ashes were daily rituals Elizabeth had cherished. A wood fire meant warmth, both physically and emotionally, and required patience to build and nurturing to sustain, creating a humanizing rhythm for the day.

Elizabeth clicked the remote, and the flame in her hearth disappeared. She clicked it again, and it whooshed back to life.

She took another, longer drink of the Scotch, relishing the burn on the back of her throat. Her stomach warmed. Her muscles prickled with the release of tension.

The train derailment had occurred just ten miles north of the city. Forty-three passengers had been injured, six of them critically.

Elizabeth had dealt with three of the most badly injured passengers.

Two of them had been almost routine, if such a thing could be said of trauma cases, and Elizabeth had worked with her usual efficient skill. The young man with the ruptured spleen and another man with broken ribs and a punctured lung would live, and heal, and go back to their lives which had been interrupted so rudely by fate.

The Scotch was because of patient number three.

Elizabeth would remember Esther Brown and her husband, Caleb, for as long as she lived. The elderly couple had been traveling to Seattle to visit their daughter and grandchildren.

Caleb had been lucky, coming away from the train wreck with only cuts, several bruised ribs, and a swollen knee. Esther had sustained injuries that were life-threatening to a seventy-eight-year-old woman: a shattered leg, a broken wrist, and internal bleeding.

But before Elizabeth could take Esther to surgery, Caleb had insisted on praying with his wife.

And he had insisted that Elizabeth pray with them.

Prayer was not foreign to Elizabeth, having grown up in the shadow of Grammy Bea. She was well aware of its power, and praying with Esther and Caleb did not mean she was getting emotionally involved. It only meant that she was a surgeon willing to use whatever means possible to help her patient deal with the trauma of surgery.

And so Elizabeth had stood beside Caleb, placed her hand on Esther’s arm, and added her own will that the woman would live.

But something had happened then.

Something unexplainable.

Elizabeth’s body had started to warm. Her skin had tightened. Her heartbeat had slowed, and the trauma room had faded from her sight until only light had remained.

An array of colors in their purest form had surrounded her. A rainbow had swirled through her head in a brilliant display of laser-sharp beams. And Esther Brown had been there with her.

Only Elizabeth hadn’t seen Esther, she had become her. She had felt the blood rushing through Esther’s veins and the beat of Esther’s heart, and she had taken each breath with the woman. And she had felt Esther’s determination to live.

Elizabeth lifted her trembling hand, examining its silhouette in the light of the hearth. It still tingled with lingering warmth.

Elizabeth knew Grammy Bea was up in heaven, laughing her head off.

Elizabeth had not only loved Grammy Bea, she had adored her. While her parents had been off vacationing someplace or attending never-ending conferences, Elizabeth had been quite content to bask in her grandmother’s attention.

The only time Bea had agreed with Elizabeth’s parents was when Katherine and Barnaby Hart had announced that their daughter would grow up to be a doctor. That prophecy had come at Elizabeth’s birth, and everyone, including Bea—and later including Elizabeth herself—had worked for thirty-one years to see that it happened.

The only discord was when her dad had announced that Elizabeth would train as a surgeon. Bea had spoken up then, rather forcefully, claiming that, yes, her granddaughter was destined to be a healer, but she should study for general practice instead.

Surgery was too constrained, Bea had argued. Too focused on body parts and not the whole patient. Bea claimed Elizabeth had been born with the gift of healing, carried down through her family’s maternal line, and being in general practice was her destiny.

A healer? As in the mumbo-jumbo of magic?

Bea had insisted the solid white streak in Elizabeth’s hair was a sign of her gift, but Elizabeth thought it was nothing more than a genetic anomaly. It wasn’t even all that uncommon.

She was not a healer. Such a thing was not possible.

Or so Elizabeth had thought before today.

By the time they’d gotten Esther Brown into the operating room and Elizabeth had gotten herself prepped for surgery, the change had occurred.

At first, Elizabeth had been too focused on the procedure she was set to perform to pay much attention to the whispers. The surgery team usually whispered as patients were going under, and Elizabeth had learned to block out the unimportant chatter.

It wasn’t until her scalpel was poised over Esther Brown that one of the nurses stopped her. Elizabeth had looked up to find a sea of panic-widened eyes staring at her over their masks.

And then everybody started talking at once. The patient’s vitals were normal. There was no sign of a shattered leg or a broken wrist, and her once distended stomach was flat.

Elizabeth had grabbed the chart away from one wild-eyed attendant, cursing the entire trauma team for anesthetizing the wrong patient.

Dammit. She’d nearly cut into a perfectly healthy woman.

For more than half an hour, they checked every monitor and took several more X rays. Admissions was called, and Esther’s wristband was read and reread and electronically scanned several times. Elizabeth had finally pulled off Esther’s surgery cap and oxygen mask and studied the woman’s face.

It was her. Her hair was a bit whiter, and her features were no longer drawn in pain, but the woman on her operating table was the same woman she had prayed over less than an hour ago.

Elizabeth could only stare at her silent team then. Something had gone terribly, terribly wrong.

Or wonderfully right for Esther Brown.

Oh, yes. Grammy Bea was surely laughing her head off, telling everyone in Heaven about the miracle. And, like a house of cards facing a gale, Elizabeth saw her career as a surgeon being scattered to the wind.

She had walked away from the operating room without saying a word to anyone. She had started to leave the hospital, but something had compelled her to push the up button in the elevator instead of the one that would take her down to the lobby. The elevator door had opened on the children’s ward, and Elizabeth had found herself walking to young Jamie Garcia’s room.

That morning, Jamie had arrived with a head injury he’d sustained when his bicycle had rolled into the path of a car. He was in a coma, and the prognosis was bad.

Elizabeth had sat beside Jamie, taken his young hand in hers, and quietly willed him to wake up. And again her body had warmed, her skin tightened, and her pulse slowed. The rainbow of brilliant colors had returned.

And Jamie Garcia had opened his eyes and smiled at her.

Elizabeth hadn’t walked away that time. She had run.

She refilled her tumbler with Scotch and took the drink with her as she paced to the window. She stared out at the skyline, at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. She could just make out the surgery unit, where she had always felt so comfortable, vital, and in charge—of herself and of any situation she faced.

Until today.

In one blinding moment, as she’d stood facing her trauma team over the anesthetized body of Esther Brown, Elizabeth had realized that she wasn’t in charge at all.

In her flight from Jamie’s room, and for the entire ride down to the lobby, she had fought the urge to run through the hospital and pray over patients. The need to heal had been so overwhelming that Elizabeth had felt as if she might explode. The only world she had known for thirty-one years was unraveling around her in a maelstrom of swirling colors, tugging at her until she felt herself being consumed by the chaos.

Yes, she had been completely out of control.

She needed to figure out what was happening. All of her life, Grammy Bea had told Elizabeth about the women in her family who supposedly had this gift. The last one had been her great-aunt Sylvia, who had died almost twenty years ago. All the women with this gift had had some sort of oddity or physical anomaly. Elizabeth’s great-great-grandmother, she’d been told, had two different colored eyes. Great-aunt Sylvia had been born with hair down to her waist, and throughout her life, it had continued to grow at an amazing rate. Elizabeth remembered being taken to Sylvia’s funeral when she was only eleven or twelve and seeing her great-aunt’s braided hair all but filling the casket.

Elizabeth tugged on her own white lock of hair, pulling it forward and lifting her gaze, then blowing it back into place with a sigh. She’d laughed at Grammy Bea’s stories as a child, dismissing them as tales designed to add excitement to a lonely girl’s life.

Well, she wasn’t laughing anymore.

She couldn’t go back to the hospital. Not with all of those sick and injured people tugging at her. Not if she wished to keep her sanity.

The phone rang, blaring into the silence of the town house. Elizabeth turned with a start, sloshing her drink onto her hand, and stared at the phone on the table by the couch.

She didn’t want to talk to anyone.

It rang five agonizing times before the answering machine finally picked up. Elizabeth listened to her own voice tell the caller to leave a message and then caught her breath when James Kessler’s voice suddenly filled her living room.

“Elizabeth. Are you there? Pick up the phone, Elizabeth, I want to talk to you.”

There was ten seconds of silence.

“Elizabeth! Pick up the phone, and tell me what happened to Jamie Garcia. I know you were in his room this afternoon. His monitors went off, and when Sally Pritchard ran to check on him, she saw you leaving.”

Another ten seconds of silence, and then, “Elizabeth, pick up the phone!”

She took a step forward but stopped. James Kessler was a neurologist and family friend, and Jamie Garcia was his patient. He wanted an explanation from her, but what could she tell him? That she’d laid her hands on the boy and magically healed him?

“Dammit, Elizabeth. You call me the minute you get home.”

The answering machine beeped, and the red message light started flashing the moment James broke the connection. Elizabeth took another sip of her Scotch.

She had to get out of there. Hell, she had to get out of California. There was no way she could face James or her colleagues or even Esther Brown. How could she explain to any of them what she couldn’t explain to herself?

She needed time to think—and some distance wouldn’t hurt, either. Until she could come up with an explanation that wouldn’t get her committed to a sanitarium, she had to avoid everyone.

But did that include her mother? Katherine knew their family history, and, like Elizabeth, she preferred to believe their female ancestors had been eccentric rather than gifted. Having hair that grew excessively, two different-colored eyes, or a white forelock was not damning, it was—well, it was the stuff of family legends.

Of course, Elizabeth had talked to her mother on more than one occasion during her childhood about Grammy Bea’s tales. Katherine had been quick to dismiss them as wishful thinking, saying Bea had always been jealous of Aunt Sylvia’s claim that she had been the one blessed with the gift. Bea thought of herself as an Earth Mother and had grown and gathered and processed herbs that she sold on her small farm up in the mountains. And since Bea had only one daughter, and since Katherine didn’t have any “sign” of being special, Bea was simply projecting the gift onto her granddaughter.

Made sense to Elizabeth.

Or it did at the time.

But it certainly didn’t explain what had happened today. Even now, her body still quivered with a strange energy. Her head felt as if it was stuffed with cotton. Her living room, cast in shadows, seemed to pulse gently with an unnatural light that was more in her mind’s eye than visual.

Elizabeth sat back down on the couch and stared at the fire. All these years, Grammy Bea had been trying so hard to give her a glimpse of something beyond surgery. Up until Bea’s death just two months ago, she had committed herself to grounding Elizabeth in the natural—or, rather, the unnatural—world.

And that had driven Barnaby Hart crazy until the day he himself had died four years ago. Her father used to complain that it took him two weeks to straighten Elizabeth out when she returned from a visit to her grandmother’s farm. She usually came home with a suitcase full of medicinal herbs, tinctures, and balms and would have to hide them before her dad could throw them away.

She would place them in with her mother’s toiletries, having figured out early that hiding something in plain sight was best. Besides, Katherine knew the value of herbs, being Bea’s daughter, and used them whenever she felt a cold coming on or a wrinkle dared to show itself on her beautiful face.

The phone rang again, startling Elizabeth a second time. She held her breath for all five rings, listened to her voice tell the caller to leave a message, and then heard only silence.

“Elizabeth,” her mother finally said. “Please, if you’re home, pick up. James just called looking for you. He, ah, he said something strange was going on at the hospital. Something about people being—being mysteriously healed. Pick up, Elizabeth,” Katherine said, her voice rising in demand.

Elizabeth quietly picked up the phone and set it to her ear. “I must be crazy, Mom, because it’s true. I healed two people just by touching them.”

There was a good thirty seconds of silence.

“Mom?”

“Did anyone see you do it?” Katherine asked softly.

Elizabeth set her drink down on the table and gripped the phone with both hands. “I don’t think so,” she whispered. “My surgery team was prepping when I prayed with the lady. Her—her husband was there, but nothing outwardly happened. The chaos was all in my head. I just left the room after and went to scrub up for surgery. Mom, I didn’t even know what had happened until the lady was in the OR. Everyone just thinks there was a mix-up, because so many patients were coming in from the train wreck.”

Another few seconds of silence, and then, “What about James?” Katherine asked. “He said you were in his patient’s room and that the boy suddenly woke up from a coma. And that he shouldn’t have. That he was about to be declared brain-dead.”

Which was why James was trying to reach her. They’d always known each other, since their fathers ran a medical practice together. And having grown up on Grammy Bea’s stories with Elizabeth, James was now suspicious about her.

“I—I healed him, Mom,” Elizabeth whispered, closing her eyes against the sting of tears, as the impact of saying it out loud echoed through the silent living room.

“You didn’t, Elizabeth. You couldn’t.”

“I felt it, Mom. I felt them—Esther Brown and Jamie Garcia. I went right inside them and—and healed them.”

There was absolute silence on the other end of the phone.

“What do I do?” Elizabeth whispered, swiping at a tear running down her cheek. “What happens now?”

“You lie,” Katherine said succinctly. “You can’t have this get out, Elizabeth. Your life will be ruined, your career will be over, and the media will turn it into a circus.”

“I have to leave,” Elizabeth added. “I can’t stay here. I—” She took a shuddering breath. “I can’t go back to the hospital, Mom. I thought I was going crazy. I could feel people tugging at me, begging to be healed.”

“Oh, baby.” Katherine cried softly. “I’m so sorry. You’re right, you have to leave—but just for a little while, until this whole thing dies down. With nothing concrete to go on, James will have to let it go.”

Elizabeth gripped the phone tighter. “No, he won’t. Not as long as we’re both up for that grant. He’ll use this against me.” Elizabeth sighed into the phone. “It doesn’t really matter now, Mom. I have to pull myself off the grant. Even if we can keep this a secret, I can’t work in a hospital anymore.”

There was a gasp on the other end of the phone. “You’re a surgeon, Elizabeth Hart,” her mother said evenly. “You can’t just walk away.”

“But I can’t go back. Don’t you understand, Mom? It was overwhelming.”

“I realize that, dear. I mean, I don’t understand any of this, but I imagine it must be difficult. But Elizabeth, you’re not thinking straight right now. You can’t know that your career is over. Take some time. You’re right, you probably should leave, but don’t do anything you might regret.”

“Why did this happen, Mom? Why now, without any warning?”

“I don’t know, sweetie. I’m as shaken as you are.”

“How is it possible?”

“It’s not,” Katherine firmly assured her. “You can’t heal a person by will alone, no matter what Bea wanted you to believe. Don’t let her stories affect you this way, Elizabeth. There has to be an explanation for what happened. And I’m sure once you put some distance between yourself and the hospital, you’ll be able to reason it out.”

“Where should I go?”

There was a hesitation on the other end of the phone, a deep sigh, and then Katherine finally said, “You can’t go to the farm. James knows about it, and that will be the first place he’ll look for you.”

“I’ll write a letter to the chief of surgery tonight and have it delivered tomorrow,” Elizabeth said, deciding she’d figure out her destination later. “I’m going to tell him I have a family emergency and need a leave of absence. I’ll imply that it’s on Dad’s side of the family, so it won’t look strange that you’re still here.”

“I could come with you.”

Elizabeth hesitated. “No, Mom,” she said gently. “I need to get away by myself and think this out. I’ll call you as soon as I find a place to stay.”

“Elizabeth? Are you going to be okay?” Katherine asked softly. “I’m worried about you just heading off all alone, without a plan of some sort or even a destination.”

“I’m a big girl, Mom,” Elizabeth said brightly, trying to sound more confident than she felt. “I promise, I’ll call you as soon as I find a place to stay.”

“I don’t like it,” Katherine said with a sigh. “But I think it’s best, considering your alternatives. You simply can’t stay here right now. Not until this dies down and you’ve come up with a reasonable explanation.”

Whatever that was, Elizabeth thought.

“I’ve got to go now, Mom. I want to pack and get out of here before James decides to come looking for me. There’s too much money and prestige at stake for him to let this go.”

“I love you, Elizabeth.”

“I know, Mom. I love you, too. Please don’t worry about me. I’m very good at taking care of myself.”

“Still, you call me the minute you’re settled. And meanwhile, I’ll take care of James on this end. I still have a few strings to pull at the hospital.”

Elizabeth smiled into the phone. “Then pull them, Mom. I gotta go now. I’ll keep in touch, and you can let me know what’s happening here.”

“I—I love you,” Katherine repeated.

“I love you, too. ’Bye.”

Elizabeth gently set the phone back in its cradle and stared into the fire. She had to find someplace to go, and she had to go now. She stood up, a sudden sense of urgency pushing her into the bedroom.

She dug in the back of her closet, pulled out her suitcase, opened it, and threw it on the bed. On one of her trips from her bureau to the suitcase, her arms laden with clothes, Elizabeth stopped as she passed her computer and turned it on. She continued to pack while it booted up but suddenly had a thought, tossed her underwear into the suitcase, and all but ran to the kitchen.

She walked to the intercom and pushed the lobby button.

“Dr. Hart?” came Stanley’s voice over the speaker. “What can I do for you?”

“Stanley, if anyone comes here asking for me, could you please tell them I’m not home? I don’t wish to be disturbed for the rest of the night.”

“Not a problem, Dr. Hart,” Stanley cheerfully promised.

“That’s why they pay me the big bucks, to make sure no one’s disturbed if they don’t want to be.”

“Thanks, Stan. Oh, and I’m going out of town for a while. Mom will be coming in to water my plants and stuff. Take good care of her for me, would you?”

“You got it, Dr. H. Have a good trip.”

“I intend to, Stan. Thanks.”

Elizabeth pushed herself away from the intercom and headed back to the bedroom. She stopped at her computer and logged onto the Internet. While the modem dialed up, she went to her closet and stared at her clothes.

What should she take? Damn, she needed a destination. She’d bought herself a bit of time with Stanley if James decided to come looking for her. The National Guard couldn’t get past her doorman now that he knew she didn’t want to be disturbed.

Elizabeth went back to her computer and surfed the Internet for real estate ads for houses to rent, suddenly deciding the opposite coast just might be far enough away.

New England sounded good, quaint and unhurried and very, very real. A place in the mountains where she could feel the earth wrapping securely around her.

As her search engine complied listings in Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont, Elizabeth headed back to the closet and pulled out warm clothes. She returned to the computer and found 846 listings of houses for rent.

She narrowed it down by population, requesting a small town, which brought the total to 320. She trimmed the list further by limiting the search to rentals with wood-burning fireplaces.

Elizabeth sat down at her desk with a tired sigh. She’d have to read 106 ads. She was creating a new life here, and she intended to do it right.

One hour later, Elizabeth straightened in her chair and blinked through blurry eyes at the listing in Pine Creek, Maine. It was a hundred-year-old farmhouse set on sixty-four acres, with a fireplace, a farm kitchen, and a two-bay garage. It had outbuildings for animals and a view of Pine Lake from the porch, all backed up against TarStone Mountain. Rent was four hundred dollars a month plus utilities.

But it was the pictures, not the outrageously low rent, that caught Elizabeth’s attention. There were four digital photos with the ad, and Elizabeth immediately fell in love with the house, Pine Creek, and the boy who sat proudly on a pony in front of a field of Christmas trees.

The first photo was of the house, a stately, two-story, white clapboard New England farmhouse with a slate roof, two chimneys, and a porch that wrapped around it on three sides. The second photo was taken from a distance and nicely showed off the setting. The house sat away from the road and was nestled against brightly colored maple trees contrasted by dark evergreens rising steeply up the side of TarStone Mountain.

Elizabeth assumed the third photo was taken from the porch of the house. It showed an unbelievable autumn vista of more mountains surrounding a very large body of water that must be Pine Lake.

But it was the fourth photo that tugged at her heart. A child eleven or maybe twelve years old sat on his pony and grinned at the camera. His chest was puffed out, his deep auburn hair was blowing in his eyes, and he had a lopsided smile on his face that was more arrogant than sweet.

Proud. Handsome. And apparently wanting to rent his mother’s house, according to the write-up, which stated that the house had sat empty for almost eight years now.

She could give the old house its life back. Heck, she even had a way to make a living in Pine Creek.

Since the age of twelve, Elizabeth and Grammy Bea had kept their hobby a secret, simply because jewelry making would not be a noble pursuit in her father’s eyes. And if he had known and had somehow approved, well, her dad would have nagged Elizabeth to know why she wasn’t using gold or silver if she wanted to play at being a craftsman. No, Barnaby Hart would not have understood that creating jewelry out of glass was just as inspiring, and just as rewarding, as using more expensive material.

Elizabeth decided she could open a studio and sell her creations from her own little shop. Pine Creek was in the mountains, and Maine was known for its great skiing. Surely there was a resort town within a reasonable commute where she could set up a shop.

Her equipment was at Bea’s home in the mountains, so she’d have to drive up there tonight, pack it up, and ship it to Pine Creek. She figured she had two, maybe three days before James grew impatient enough to make the drive up there to find her.

And so Elizabeth clicked the response button at the bottom of Robbie MacBain’s ad and typed:


Dear Mr. MacBain,

I was very taken with your ad to rent out your home and would like for you to consider renting it to me. Right now I live in California, but I wish to move to New England. There is no snow where I live, but I have spent a lot of time up in the mountains, and I love snow.

I also love your home. It is my hope to move to Pine Creek and get a few cats and some chickens. I also like your pony, and I think I might like to have my own horse to ride in your beautiful woods.

I enjoy growing things and would love to plant an herb garden next spring. But mostly I think you should know that it’s the house itself that draws me to Pine Creek. It’s a beautiful home your mama lived in, Robbie. It looks to be well built and very cozy. I especially love the fact that it has a fireplace.

And I think you’re right, a house is only a home when it’s lived in. I’m glad you wish to rent it, and I’m hoping you’ll rent it to me.

I am a jewelry maker and would like to set up a studio in town or in a town close by. I make glass jewelry inspired by nature—birds, flowers, acorns, leaves, and animals.

I’m sorry that I can’t send you my phone number so that we can talk in person, but I’m going to my grandmother’s home before traveling to Maine—and to Pine Creek, I hope, if you’ll have me.

I will still be able to check my e-mail on a regular basis and am looking forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Elizabeth Hart



Elizabeth reread her letter. She thought for a minute, clicked on her name at the end, and quickly changed “Elizabeth” to “Libby.” Grammy Bea had always called her Libby, and if she was creating a new life for herself, a new name was a great way to start. And so Elizabeth—no, Libby—set the mouse pointer on the respond button, took a deep breath, and sent her letter spiraling through cyberspace toward young Robbie MacBain.

There. It was done.
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