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To my family—for keeping the demons of doubt at bay.

You are my strength.

 


And to Jasper—for creeping underneath my desk and chomping down on green squeaky toy at just the right moment.

You keep me vigilant.




CHAPTER ONE

Still no word from the infernal woman. She must be oblivious to her worth. Taggart fisted his hands atop the desk, glaring at the calendar. How long had it been? How many letters had she ignored? Precious time was running out. With her continued silence, she’d force his hand. He would demand her attention.

“Thaetus, how long since we sent the last missive?”

The thwack of the twined mail packet echoed through the room as Thaetus tossed the bundle on the table. “Long enough for the signed receipt to return stating she’s received it and disregarded it. Again.”

Taggart slammed both fists on the edge of the desk and shoved his chair to the wall. “I canna believe there’s still no reply. No response whatsoever. What the hell is wrong with this woman? Ye would think she’d be a tiny bit curious. The women of this world, are they no’ supposed to be just a wee bit nosy?”

Thaetus shrugged, peering down his beak-like nose over a pair of dilapidated wire-rimmed spectacles. “If not curious, I thought all Americans were at least supposed to be a bit greedy. Ye would think she’d be thrilled to find she’d inherited a fine piece of land such as Taroc Na Mor.”

Taggart launched himself out of his chair and huffed his way across the dense Persian carpet. White knuckling his fists against the damp, cold sill of the window, he stared down into the depressing courtyard below. Where once might have been a garden of well-tended roses stood a clumped circle of mangled thorns choking with shocks of weeds. Dying vegetation surrounded moss-covered flagstones heaved out of place by invading roots of nearby oaks. Overgrown shrubbery sat riddled with out-of-control ivy marauding its way through damaged masonry. A mournful howl filtered from the unseen caverns Taggart knew ran deep beneath the castle. The estate appeared forgotten, the buildings abandoned and battered by the ravages of time.

Taggart blew out a ragged breath. His Taroc Na Mor, his precious sanctuary. The stark vista tore at his heart. Very few individuals on this side of the sacred threshold realized the true importance of this acreage in the remote Highlands. Taroc Na Mor symbolized so much more than just a bit of forgotten land. He’d failed his race’s beloved holy ground, failed his duty as protector and lord. He curled his hands tighter, envisioning his helpless charges patiently waiting in the depths below. Grinding his teeth until his jaw nearly cracked, Taggart slammed his hand against the wall. No more waiting. He would get the confounded woman’s attention. “That settles it, Thaetus. Hannah MacPherson leaves me no choice. Enough of these certified packets and the blasted receipts she just signs and tosses aside!” Taggart turned from the frosted, lead-paned window. “I will go to this place, this Jasper Mills, and track her down. I’ll talk to the stubborn woman face to face.”

“When ye say ye will go to this place ...” Thaetus paused with a thin hand resting on the brass handle of the door, his wispy brows stretched into an expectant arch.

“I must use this world’s backwards conveyance, Thaetus. Please get me an airline ticket, if ye will. I need to blend in with the general populace as much as possible. We must ease Ms. MacPherson into the ways of Taroc Na Mor. If we’re to convince her to stay and become a part of our lives, we must take care not to frighten her away.”

 



With a feather-light touch, she adjusted the zoom one more time and double-checked the focus. There. Now, the object in her lens appeared just perfect. The car aligned between the glowing red dots in her camera’s lens showed up as crisply and clearly as if she were sitting on the edge of the hood. She’d bide her time and her prey would show up. She’d rub their little noses in it this time. Now when the little miscreant who’d been moving her vehicle decided to appear, she’d snap the picture. She’d have her proof and she’d convince that hardheaded sheriff that his parking tickets were a waste of time.

Hannah settled herself more comfortably on the seat of her ATV. As she took a deep breath and her plan came together, the knot of tension eased in her chest. She could do this; her plan would work. All she had to do was bide her time. She relaxed and allowed her gaze to wander around the peaceful clearing; she realized she sat in one of her favorite spots in the woods. She loved this little hilltop. A serene wind shushed through the leaves fluttering overhead. The fully leafed-out branches of early summer whispered and sang. The pin oaks, maples, and birches swayed with the playful breeze.

She rechecked her beeper. Yep. Battery charged, red light flashing. If anyone needed her, all they had to do was go to the café and Millie would track her down. Closing her eyes, she ticked off her list of patients. She’d just made the rounds of all the farms and everybody was in great condition. Farmer Donovan’s mare wouldn’t foal for another few days. She’d stopped by the infirmary and checked on Mabry’s pups. She worried a little about the runt, but with the bottle-feeding and the liquid vitamins she’d added to his diet, he should continue to thrive.

Stretching her arms overhead, Hannah filled her lungs with the fresh, clean air sifting through the trees. Nothing relaxed her more than the exhilarating scent of greening leaves. Maybe after she nabbed her prankster, she’d sneak a nap later on a stretch of moss-covered ground. A nice slow day, just what she needed, the perfect day to trap a little twerp.

This shouldn’t take long. This had to be a couple of local kids one of the town busybodies had paid off. She could hear them now plotting amongst themselves. They would’ve snickered while they planned where to push her car so the sheriff would write one of his cutesy go-outwith-me tickets. A by-the-book transplant from New York City, Sheriff Matt Mulroney would never write a ticket unless forced to do so. But a flagrant parking violation in front of one of the town’s few fireplugs, well, he’d consider that grounds for a ticket for sure.

Fighting against a yawn, Hannah rubbed her eyes as she chuckled to herself. The early summer buzz of the warm woods mesmerized her with a case of the drowsies. If it weren’t for the fact they were meddling in her life, she’d find this quite amusing. Hannah doted on Jasper Mills, a miniscule town whose population thrived on the smallest bit of gossip. But the biweekly ticketing of her personal vehicle had almost become a news bulletin on the local morning radio show. Apparently, she’d missed the memo, but it appeared the entire town had held a private ballot and decided she and Sheriff Matt needed to start dating.

Hannah shifted on the seat and scanned the area through the viewfinder. Nothing yet, but she had all day. There was no way they’d be able to resist the bait of her unlocked vehicle sitting unattended on the square. They’d show up. She shook her head. She still hadn’t figured out which one of them had managed to sucker Matt into the plot. Evidently, the town had notified Sheriff Matt of the results of their find-Hannah-a-man poll and he’d also decided they needed to start dating.

“Fat chance.” Hannah snapped a twig in two and waved it at an inquisitive gray squirrel peering down from a nearby limb. “I don’t need a man. I’m the only veterinarian in a five-hundred-mile radius. I don’t need anyone to take care of me.” She could take care of herself just fine. She’d been doing it for a while now. You’d think they’d get the hint. A gust of wind shoved against her back, pulling her from her thoughts. A familiar ache fluttered in her chest. That old stab of loneliness that had been her constant companion for the past four years. Hannah turned to face the wind, closing her eyes to the breeze.

Jake. Every time she wandered through this part of the woods, the wind stirred against her like a nudging spirit. It just had to be Jake sending her a message from the other side. They’d walked here often when they’d dated. In fact, this neck of the woods had been their playground as kids. Hannah swallowed hard and took a deep breath. At least she could tick off the years now without bursting into tears. Over four years now, since Jake had made her a widow and she’d sworn she’d spend the rest of her life alone on her mountain.

Hannah exhaled with a shudder as she opened her eyes. It seemed like forever ago, the year and half they’d been married. Damn Jake’s need to volunteer to patch up the soldiers in the Iraq War. Hannah swallowed hard against the threat of tears as the wind stroked teasing fingers through her hair. He had been such a great doctor. As an orthopedic surgeon, Jake had wanted to do what he could to support the brave soldiers fighting for his freedom. But they’d sent Jake back to her in a box draped with a flag and Hannah had laid him to rest on their mountain. Now here she sat over four years later trying to catch some little twerp hell-bent on making her life difficult. Hannah sucked in a cleansing breath of the early-morning air. Enough. Time to focus on the task at hand.

Hannah propped her chin in her hand and glanced around the hillside as she half watched the dots of people milling around in the square below. Even though they tended to go through her mail, eavesdrop on all her calls, and even place and answer personal ads for her in other county papers, Hannah loved each and every nosy one of the tiny population of seven hundred and nine, if you still counted Mrs. McCreedy’s nephew who’d just left for college in Chicago.

Her quiet little town sat trapped in a time warp and she wouldn’t have it any other way. Jasper Mills wedged itself inside the valley of the Great Ridge Line Mountains like wild mushrooms at the base of an ancient tree.

“Now, that’s what I’m talking about.” Hannah straightened as three figures sidled toward her car on the square below. She rechecked the focus in her lens. Her jaw dropped and her eyes widened as she shifted her position on the ATV, steadying herself on the seat. As she followed the slow roll of the car with the lever of the tripod, she reminded herself to breathe. “You have gotta be kidding me! She knows better.”

Hannah watched through the camera lens and snapped the pictures as fast as the camera refocused on the culprits below. The more she snapped, the wider she smiled. Her pile of ammunition mounted with every click of the shutter. “This is unbelievable.” Incredulity fluttered in the pit of her stomach as the camera whirred with every press of the button.

At last, the plotters’ well-laid plan played out. Her car now not only sat in front of the fire hydrant but also blocked the exit to the fire station. The three had outdone themselves this time. And right on cue, Sheriff Matt Mulroney appeared with ticket pad in hand. Hannah took a few additional shots of Matt as the three individuals who had been kind enough to move her car lined up just behind Matt while he wrote the ticket.

“Oh, I can’t resist this Kodak moment. I think I’ll even zoom in for a close-up. This is unbelievable. Even Millie!” Hannah adjusted the lens and held down the button. There. The perfect shot of the not-so-perfect crime. As the marauders moved away from her car, Hannah peered over the camera, down into the valley. Her plan had worked. She had her evidence. Now all she had to do was pack it up, take it to town, and end their little game.

Hannah bowed her head against the rising breeze as she packed her camera equipment into the padded ammo box strapped to the back of her ATV. The leafy branches of the oaks swayed overhead and sighed as though responding to her stubborn determination. Glancing up into the sunlit canopy, Hannah shook her finger at the sky. “It’s time they accepted the fact that I’m just fine with the way things are now. There’s no crime in living alone.” The woods understood. Now if she could just convince her friends. She yanked the strap hard, securing the ammo box behind the seat.

The wind whipped harder through the tops of the trees as if in response to this statement. The gust rippled through the branches and whirled the leaf mold into spinning bundles of debris. It tugged her ball cap, ripping it off her head, and tore her ponytail loose from its ties. The wind bounced her hair band and cap to the ground, then tossed them among the multicolored carpet of leaves.

Hannah scooped the hair tie and hat from among the dried leaves and wrestled her thick curls out of her face. “All right now. Enough fun and games. I’ve got to get down to the diner with these pictures and end this foolishness once and for all.”

The wind died down, fading through the smaller branches. A stillness fell over the clearing. Hannah shivered as she glanced about the wood. It suddenly seemed strangely deserted. Hannah whistled her favorite bird call that never failed to charm a few feathered friends out of the brush. Nothing. Silence was maintained throughout the wood. Not a branch moved; not a bird chirped. The entire forest stood as though frozen in time.

“Great. Everybody’s a critic.” Hannah packed up, strapped her helmet on over her favorite ball cap, and headed down the hill toward town.

 



“There are rumblings.”

“There are always rumblings. Do ye have my ticket and the rest of my papers? I dinna want to be delayed any longer.” Taggart threw a shirt into a dilapidated, black bag lying open on the bed, then waved his hand until the garment disappeared into its depths.

“Why do ye pack clothes for the journey? Ye can manifest anything ye need.” Thaetus frowned down into the cracked leather tote, then glanced back up at Taggart over the bent rims of his glasses.

“I must blend in, Thaetus. Do ye realize how much trouble I’ll have with security at the airport if I show up for a flight to the United States with no baggage?” Taggart wandered around the room, spotted a book lying on the table beside the bed, grabbed it, and tossed it in the bag.

“Then just take an empty bag.” Thaetus snatched out the book and glanced at the spine with a frown. “This one is mine. Ye canna have it.”

“They x-ray the bags, Thaetus. They would question an empty bag just as much as no bag at all. Now, tell me about the rumblings and keep your precious little book.” What a fuss over something as silly as a book. With a shake of his head, Taggart stifled a groan, yanked open a drawer, and shoveled up a handful of shirts. Thaetus fretted more over his meager possessions than a female Draecna nesting in her first cavern.

Thaetus hugged his book against his narrow chest and sniffed as he stuck his nose up in the air. “Our sources say they’ve located our precious guardian. And they know ye travel to recover her.”

Taggart slammed the drawer shut so hard the dresser rocked against the wall. “How in the hell did they find that out? If they’ve found her, they could make an attempt on her life before I get there to protect her.” This meant he couldn’t get to this Jasper Mills fast enough. Hannah MacPherson wasn’t safe. Adrenaline surged through Taggart’s veins, pounding the message: Make haste before it’s too late. Frustration addled him as he struggled with the fact that he still needed to use twenty-first-century means. If just one inhabitant caught him sifting out of thin air, widespread panic would ensue. Creating chaos among the population of Jasper Mills wasn’t the way to win the woman’s trust.

Thaetus eased a step back toward the door. “The minion confessed. From the information we gathered from his mind, they know where she resides but they haven’t quite pinpointed who she is. So, she’s safe for now. But as soon as ye get there, ye can rest assured, they’ll figure out exactly which resident she is.”

“Has Septamus disposed of him yet?” Taggart clenched his teeth. He already knew the answer before he spoke the question. He’d once interrogated a minion himself. Messy, wicked little bastards once ye’d broken their will.

Thaetus shook his head. “No. The minion destroyed itself as soon as Septamus twisted the last bit of information from its mind.”

“Dammit to hell,” Taggart stomped across the disheveled room. “They’re getting sloppy. Either that or we are. I want to know how they discovered this information. Minions canna pass through the portals unattended. They must be accompanied by someone with more powerful magic.” Taggart waved his hand at the bulging suitcase on the disheveled bed and it sealed itself shut. “I need the rest of my papers now, Thaetus. There’s no time to waste.”

 



The diner already swelled with the early lunch crowd, but Hannah managed to snag her favorite spot at the tall counter. She smiled as she slid her hand across the worn vinyl seat, still warm from its last occupant. This particular red stool won the choice seat award because it provided the perfect vantage point for viewing the entire room. From this perch against the gleaming tile wall, you could sit and see everyone as they entered the diner, see everyone at the tables, and still gossip to whoever worked behind the counter. It also spun at the perfect speed. Hannah locked her ankles around the steel pole as she leaned her elbows on the counter. This seat had been Hannah’s preferred spot since she’d been tall enough to crawl up on the bright, red swiveling pedestal. And this was where she’d end this infernal parking ticket romance maneuver launched by the population of Jasper Mills.

“Hey, Hannah! I see you got another ticket today! I can’t believe you blocked the fire station. Shame on you, young lady!”

It had already started. She didn’t even bother looking around. She knew that voice; it was old Mr. Henry. He’d loved Jake like a son. But now he’d become as determined as the rest of the town that Hannah should move on with her life. Well, Mr. Henry needed to butt out and concentrate on chasing Agnes around the library.

“Do you wanna cup of coffee to go with that order of determination written all over your face or what?”

“That would be wonderful, Millie. Thank you very much.” Hannah purred a sigh of smug satisfaction as she beamed her slyest grin up into her best friend’s face.

“Where have you been all morning?”

Tracing her nails around the rim of the thick ceramic cup, Hannah tapped each one of her fingers in turn as she stared down into the dark, swirling brew. Millie would find out soon enough. The rich aroma of the coffee tickled her nose; her stomach growled in anticipation. She always got hungry after she’d solved a problem. Perhaps a slice of cheesecake would be good while she waited. “I’ve had a very enlightening morning.”

“Enlightening, huh?” Millie repeated as she pulled four plates of steaming food from the window between the kitchen and the bar and stacked them in a line down her arm. “Hold that thought. I’ll be right back.” Bobbing her head so fast her short blond curls snapped in the air, Millie looked like her head bounced on a spring. Flitting like a hummingbird, she plopped the plates in front of their awaiting patrons and returned to her place behind the counter before Hannah swallowed her first sip of the scalding-hot coffee. “Okay. Now what do you mean by enlightening?”

Hannah held up a finger and shook her head as she glanced up at the oversized clock centered on the bright, red wall at the back of the room. “Not yet. I’m waiting for three more people to arrive and then we’re all going to have a nice little chat about my car and erroneous parking tickets.”

Millie turned and glanced at the great black and white clock, then frowned as one of the hands shifted. She caught her lip between her teeth and faced Hannah with a pained expression on her face. “What do you mean by a nice little chat about your car and parking tickets? What are you gonna do, Hannah?”

“You never could lie and I know you’re in on it too, Millie. You might as well ’fess up now and save yourself some embarrassment.”

“They made me do it! I didn’t have a choice!”

“Of all people! You know better than anyone, Millie. How could you do this to me?”

“Marty! Get out here and cover for me!” Millie jerked her head toward the swinging doors of the back storage room as she grabbed Hannah’s sleeve and yanked. “You come with me right now!”

All heads in the diner swiveled to follow the two young women as they stomped their way toward the back room.

As soon as they’d shoved their way through the doors, Millie turned Hannah loose and whirled on her with a shaking finger. “Hannah, you know it’s time you moved on. It’s been over four years since Jake died. You have got to get on with your life. You’re a young woman for heaven’s sake. You can’t just shut yourself down. It’s just not natural.”

“That is not your decision, Millie! That’s nobody’s decision but mine!” Hannah yanked her wrinkled sleeve and swallowed hard to keep from screaming. Her entire body trembled inside; she risked collapsing at any moment. It may have been four years since Jake’s loss had ripped out her heart, but her emotions still knotted in her throat.

How could Millie do this to her? She wasn’t about to let any of them see her cry! She clenched her fists and sucked in a deep shaking breath. She had to make Millie understand. “Are you the one lying in bed at night with the sound of him breathing beside you? Are you the one rolling over with his scent on the sheets, still feeling as though the bed’s warm from his body?” Hannah took a step toward Millie, backing her against a rack of unpacked canned goods. “Are you the one that still swears sometimes if you turn around just fast enough he might be there waiting to hold you? Can you swear you just heard the sound of his voice because he just whispered your name? Answer me, Millie. Can you?”

Millie edged away, hugging herself back against the rack. She stood there silent and stared at Hannah.

Hannah’s heart hurt like a raw open sore with no hope of healing. Millie should know better. She knew Hannah and Jake had been inseparable. They had all grown up together in Jasper Mills. Everyone had known Hannah and Jake would always be together. Now Jake had gone and Hannah’s plans had fallen apart. They had no right to tell her to move on.

“I have photographs. I know you, Tom, and Brodie moved my car today and I’d be willing to bet you’re the ones who’ve been moving it all along. This is over, Millie. It’s done! Matt’s a nice guy, but I’m not on the market. Fix him up with Lily over at the day care center. She’s cute, single, and wants an entire herd of kids.” Hannah yanked open the storeroom door, leaving Millie with her lower lip trembling. “I’ve had enough of everyone’s meddling,” she hissed over her shoulder. “And I hope everyone heard me.” Turning around, she swallowed a groan. “Oh, great.”

There stood Matt at the counter with his ticket pad in hand, a smug grin smeared across his face. Might as well get it over with and take them all out at once. “Sheriff Matt, I’d like to take the opportunity to give you something that I think will cover all of those parking tickets.” With a forced smile stretched across her face so tight her cheeks ached, Hannah fished into her pocket, her gaze locked with his.

Matt’s smile widened and he stood a bit taller, glancing around the diner. “So, you’ve finally decided to give me a few hours of your time and have dinner with me?”

Hannah shook her head as she tsk-tsked at Sheriff Matt. “Why, no, Sheriff Matt, I believe that would be unethical. Actually, I thought these photographs of possible tampering of personal property might be of some interest to you. There’s also one that looks like you might even know what’s going on. See? This one right here?”

The diner settled into a silence as quiet as a tomb. The usual clank of the dishes and silverware evaporated as though they’d consisted of steam. The murmur of voices also disappeared as though Hannah and Sheriff Mulroney stood in between the aisles of a deserted church instead of between the booths of the diner.

“They were just trying to get you to come around, Hannah. No one meant you any harm.”

Hannah lifted her chin and stood a little taller. She made a slow circuit and looked around the diner at all the eyes focused on her. She looked deep into the faces, read all the looks that waited to see what she planned to say. She’d known each and every one of these people all her life. She’d thought they’d realize by now how determined she was that they step back and give her more time to heal.

“I appreciate what all of you tried to do here with this little ploy. But you can’t do this for me. You’ve got to let me heal and move on in my own time. I can’t get over a lifetime of Jake in just four short years. Your little game has got to stop. It’s not funny anymore.” Then she turned back to Matt and tapped on his leather-bound ticket book with the packet of digital pictures. “No more hide and ticket with my car. We can be friends, but that’s it. If you keep writing me tickets, I’ll make sure your house and office is infested with every type of varmint I can find.”

“You can’t do that!”

Old Mr. Henry cleared his throat as he hobbled his way across the diner toward the cash register in the corner. “Don’t underestimate her, son. Everybody knows Hannah has an odd way with the critters. You should’ve seen her with that pack of skunks a few years ago. Nobody messed with Hannah that spring. And that was before Jake died.”

“It’s no worse than what you did with your little ticket charade. So, like I said, no more tickets. Do we have a deal?” Hannah stood at the door of the diner with one brow arched, waiting for Matt’s compliance.

Matt tossed his ticket book on the counter, then raised his hands in the air. “Fine! No more tickets!”

 



The sunlight filtered down through the ceiling of leaves and danced in erratic spots across the ground. Birches, maples, and fifty-year-old oaks dotted this part of the mountain, along with cedar, dogwood, and pine. The hand-shaped leaves of the birch and maples waved and fluttered in the gentle breeze. The early-morning sunshine still held the kiss of spring as it wafted through the air. It was early enough in the summer that the humidity wasn’t high enough to stick the clothes to your body, the kind of warm sunny day where cats became boneless, draping their bodies along the rail of the porch for a lazy, sun-drenched snooze.

Hannah rocked to the rhythmic squeak of the battered porch glider, sipping her morning coffee. She loved the steady rickedy-rackedy thump of the rusty-hinged swing. It reminded her of Grandma and simpler days. They’d frittered away hours on that front porch swing making up stories about magical places.

She propped her bare feet on the waist-high rail of the weathered veranda, cradling the steaming cup against her chest. The broad covered porch ran the circumference of the house providing the perfect morning oasis. The third-generation home screamed for want of a few replaced boards and a fresh coat of paint, but she just couldn’t seem to find the time or the inclination. With a sigh, she flicked at a bubbled-up paint chip with her big toe. A ruby-throated hummingbird buzzed in from the cluster of cedars bunched at the corner of the house. The iridescent flash of green hovered a brief moment in front of her face, dipped closed enough for her to feel the brush of the wind from its whirring wings, then dashed to alight on the feeder hanging from the roof’s edge.

Watching the bird dip its needle-like beak into the trumpet-shaped feeder, Hannah inhaled a heavy sigh. Today, she would go to the cemetery. It was their anniversary. She and Jake would’ve been married six years today. If only. Hannah drew another deep breath and curled her feet beneath her. She hated the if-only game. It had eaten away at her heart and churned at her gut ever since Jake had died.

The wind lofted the faintest scent of sweetness across her face. She closed her eyes against the honey-sweet fragrance and forced down the knot of emotions swelling in her throat. That reminded her: she needed to gather an armload of honeysuckles. She couldn’t let their anniversary pass without covering Jake’s marker with their favorite flower. A bittersweet ache shuddered through her body with a hiccupping breath as she remembered the first time she and Jake had discovered the sweet-smelling vines. Hannah had just turned six years old and faithfully followed every step seven-year-old Jake took through the woods of their mountain.

Young Jake had sworn they followed the trail of the elusive Big Foot. He’d seen it on television the night before and he’d recognized the massive, old oak of the woods in one of the scenes right before the last commercial. Devoted Hannah had no doubt he must be right. After all, Jake knew everything. Didn’t he tell her that often enough?

They’d discovered the opening of a deserted cave hidden behind a tangled abundance of flowering honeysuckle vines. Much to the avid trackers’ disappointment, Big Foot escaped them, but the enticing, honey-laced aroma of the flowers caught their immediate attention. Inquisitive Jake discovered if he took the trumpet-shaped flower and pulled the stamen backward out through the stem, they could catch the sweet, sticky nectar on their tongues and rob the local hummingbirds of their syrupy treat. The children forgot Big Foot and spent the afternoon pillaging the tasty flowers.

Hannah swallowed hard again. The memories ached in her throat as she forced herself back to the present. Damn that stupid war, and damn Jake and his need to be everyone’s hero. He’d always needed the excitement of any kind of adventure more then he’d ever needed her. Hannah closed her mind against the darkest thoughts that often plagued her ever since she’d known Jake. What other adventure would’ve robbed her of Jake even if he’d survived that infernal war? It didn’t matter now. The hair-trigger bomb wired to that hospital jeep had sent him home to her and she’d laid him to rest on their mountain.

As the liquid met her lips, she realized her coffee had grown cold. Glancing down at her pajamas, she rose from the glider, tossed the bitter liquid over the railing, and padded her way across the porch. Time to get dressed and get the ATV loaded up. Hannah looked forward to the thirty-minute ride up the primitive trail to the gravesite. The peace of the forest would ease her mind. Plus, she needed to get back down the mountain in time to talk to Mrs. Newell’s third-grade class about the local raccoon population and the fact that no matter what the children happened to see on television, the animals did not make suitable pets, at least not for the average person.

A chittering noise at the edge of the woods grabbed her attention. Without even looking, she knew who it was and called over her shoulder as she headed toward the back door of the house. “I don’t have time today. If you want to meet me up at the gravesite, then go on ahead and I’ll see you there.” Closing the screen door, she glanced across the yard to make sure the animals had heard her. “Go on. Meet me at Jake’s marker. Today’s our anniversary, remember?” Three squirrels, a doe, and a very obese raccoon turned and headed back into the woods.

 



What a quaint small town, this place called Jasper Mills. Taggart rolled his shoulders as he ambled down the narrow strip of sidewalk running alongside the tree-lined lane. Gads, the next time he traversed across several continents he’d sift into a secluded wood; he didn’t care if he risked discovery. Hours wedged into a seat inside a plane bordered on unbearable torture. He didn’t care if the airline insisted the ticket stated first class. The blasted seats didn’t fit his arse.

“MacPherson Clinic,” Taggart mumbled, spotting a brilliant blue sign with white letters emblazoned on a white clapboard building. His heart sank when he noticed the blinds drawn in the wide, plate-glass window and a bright red closed sign leaned against the corner. ’Twas the middle of the day, the middle of the week, where the hell could the woman be? Shouldn’t she be at her place of business?

Taggart spun on his heel and scanned the street. He had no idea what the woman looked like. But if she came within a few feet of him, he’d home in on her like a bee to pollen. He reached out with his senses into the surrounding area and felt absolutely nothing. Hannah MacPherson wasn’t in town.

“Damn, damn, damn.” And then Taggart noticed the neat script written on the bottom portion of the closed sign. In case of emergency, go to the café and ask for Millie.

“The café and ask for Mille, eh?” Taggart turned and looked up and down the street. “I’d definitely call this an emergency.”

“Excuse me, young man?” A wisp of an old lady with shining blue hair squinted up at Taggart through her thick, silver-rimmed spectacles perched on the end of her nose. The glittering blue chain attached to the earpieces dangled down around her neck, swaying with every word she spoke. “Did you say something to me?”

Taggart adopted his most charming smile and bowed as he clasped his hands behind his back. “Would ye be so kind as to give me directions to the café? I’m from out of town and I’m afraid I’ve gotten a bit turned around.”

A hint of a pink blush spread to the elderly woman’s crinkled cheeks as she patted a lace hanky to her brightly, painted lips. “Why certainly, young man, it’s just across the way. Just cross the lane here and go down a block to your left. You’re not very far from it at all.”

With another gallant bow, Taggart gifted her with another blinding smile. “Ye are most kind, ma’am. I thank ye verra much.”

The woman tittered into her hanky as Taggart headed across the street.

He’d best keep his thoughts to himself. That kindly lady might not have been so helpful had she arrived a few moments sooner to find him cursing the air blue. Taggart smiled as he spotted the café. The first inhabitant of Jasper Mills reminded him a great deal of some of the gentle folk of Erastaed.

The jangle of the bell above the diner door sounded as the smells from the kitchen assaulted him. His stomach roared to attention as the scent of grilled hamburgers, fried potatoes, and sautéed onions reminded him that he hadn’t eaten in quite a while. Perhaps he’d do more than just ask for Millie. After all, a man must eat. Glancing around the restaurant, he opted to sit at the counter for now, at least until he’d talked to this Millie.

“What’ll you have?” A perky blonde asked as she poured a glass of ice water and slid it in front of him.

“Would ye happen to be Millie?” Taggart asked, lacing his fingers around the cold, slick glass and rubbing his thumbs across the rim. He didn’t miss her sharp intake of breath or the way she narrowed her pale blue eyes.

“Why?”

“I need to reach Hannah MacPherson. It’s quite urgent and the sign at her clinic said to ask for Millie.” Taggart suppressed a smile. He read this transparent lass as easily as he would a child’s picture book. She stiffened even more, her hand curled into a fist on the edge of the counter when Taggart mentioned Hannah MacPherson’s name. What did she hide? Better yet, why was she so protective of his precious guardian?

Millie turned away, snatched a coffeepot from the warming plate, and held it aloft as she edged her way out from behind the counter. “I’m Millie, but today’s a very full day on Dr. MacPherson’s calendar. I’m not going to interrupt her unless you tell me what you want. Like the sign said, it’s got to be an absolute emergency. Do you have an injured animal or something?”

Taggart swirled the sweating glass of water in front him, smiling as he stared down at the rings of condensation swimming on the well-scrubbed counter. Millie guarded Hannah MacPherson as though she were the lass’s mother. Good. But he wasn’t the one Millie had to fear. He’d come prepared for just such a situation. Pulling a manila-bound packet from the inside pocket of his jacket, Taggart tossed it down the counter toward Millie. “Read this and I’m sure ye’ll understand why it’s of the utmost importance that I contact Ms. MacPherson right away. I’ve been trying to contact her for quite some time and as ye can see, the news is quite good.”

Millie sat down the coffee urn, opened the packet, and withdrew the sheaf of papers from within. “Is this for real?” she asked with a glance over the top of the papers.

“I wouldna be here if it were not.”

 



She had loaded down the rack of the ATV with sticky bundles of the fragrant honeysuckle flowers. The hillside rising behind her house crawled with the glossy, green flowering vines.

Hannah leaned to the side as the ATV lumbered up the winding trail of the mountain. The growling machine wound between the gnarled trunks of towering oaks. The chunky wheels grabbed hold of rocks and roots blocking the path, grumbling over any obstacle Hannah ploughed through. Her heart grew heavier with every curve in the path. She could drive it with her eyes shut. She’d walked it more times then she’d driven it the first year Jake had been gone. The branches overhead blocked the sunlight, creating a green tunnel up the mountainside.

Hannah loved this mountain with a passionate ache. She and Jake had planned on filling it with generations of MacPhersons when he’d returned from the war. Jake had promised her lots of babies. Jake had been the last one in his family and all of Hannah’s family was gone as well. Now Hannah lived all alone on their mountain, just her and all the animals.

Hannah swiped her hand across her eyes. She’d promised herself she’d keep the tears to a minimum. She’d just end up with an aching head, a snotty nose, and a case of the hiccups until she puked. Everything happened for a reason in this world. Wasn’t that what Grandma had always told her? At least, she’d had several wonderful years with Jake. She could just hear Granny preach at her to quit whining about her worries now. Granny didn’t believe in dwelling on the negative. The stubborn old woman had promised there was always somebody in this world whose lot in life had to be worse than your own. With a sigh, Hannah revved the ATV over a fallen log downed across the path. Sometimes it was just easier to wallow in a quagmire of self-pity than it was to count your blessings.

The trail opened out into a sun-dappled clearing, the ground soft and spongy with years of fallen leaves scattered like a quilt waiting to be pieced. A gray block of weathered stone stood centered in the tree-lined circle, looking as though it had fallen out of the side of some ancient castle’s barrier wall. The three squirrels, the doe, and the raccoon nestled together in a contented pile beside an outcropping of elderberry bushes.

Hannah killed the engine to the ATV, blinking hard as she focused on the stone. It had been a while since she’d last been up here, Jake’s birthday to be exact. Her hands tightened for a moment on the textured grips before she threw her leg over the side and slid off the seat.

Clenching her teeth, she filled her arms full of the flowers and carried them over to the marker. Jake. With a lover’s touch, she traced her fingertips over the cold, chiseled surface and exhaled with a shuddering sigh. It had taken her a while. But she’d finally found it and had the rough-hewn stone shipped over from a disemboweled castle in Scotland. She’d decided it would be perfect as Jake’s headstone. She knew he’d never want the smooth, contemporary granite or marble found on all the other graves in the average churchyard. Jake’s stone mirrored the man he’d been when he lived: rough around the edges and full of character.

“I still haven’t forgiven you, Jake.” Her voice echoed around the dogwood-lined clearing of the quiet wood. The pale, heart-shaped leaves rustled and dipped lower from the gnarled stand of trees. Hannah settled cross-legged in front of the stone just as she did every year on this day. “You promised me you’d come back and we’d make babies. You said doctors were safe because everybody knew they were just there to help. You said the press always blew things out of proportion. You lied to me, Jake.”

The wind rushed through the trees and swirled in a circle around her, stirring the dead leaves into a flurrying mass of browns, oranges, and reds that flew into the air. The sunlight filtered down upon the stone and danced across Jake’s chiseled name and date of his death.

Hannah yanked at fresh green shoots of grass sprouting up around the edges of the stone. She drew in a deep, shaking breath and let her gaze wander through the trees around her. “Just once, I wish you’d answer me, Jake.” With a glance toward the trees as though they eavesdropped on her conversation, Hannah lowered her voice and leaned closer to the stone. “You know, Jake, Mama was a witch, so was Grandma and all the women before them. They all believed they could talk to loved ones on the other side. But they left me too soon and didn’t show me how. Give me a break, will you? Why won’t you talk to me, Jake?”

The wind strengthened and pushed at her back. A forceful gust whipped her hair into her face, lifted one of the bundles of honeysuckles off the headstone, and dropped the flowers into her lap.

Hannah brushed her fingertips across the softness of the yellow petals, closing her eyes against the torrent of emotions threatening to overflow. “Thank you, Jake.” She choked back the tears with a muffled cough. Would this ache never go away?

A shrill alarm shattered the serenity of the woods, jerking her free of the memories. Hannah crawled across the ground and fished her beeper out of the side bag of the ATV. She blinked hard and wiped at her eyes. Millie hadn’t used their agreed-upon code red, so the beep didn’t signal an emergency. It couldn’t be Farmer Donovan’s mare. That wasn’t his number flashing across the display, nor was it the infirmary code. Uneasiness gnawing in the pit of her stomach, Hannah twirled the beeper in her hand and switched off the irritating buzzer. She couldn’t believe Millie had even beeped her. Millie knew what day this was and Hannah didn’t want to be disturbed. It must be something important.

Plunging into her side bag, she found her cell phone. A sniff and a swallow against the lump in her throat made her hiccup as she punched in the number to the café.

“Millie, did you forget what day this is?”

“No, I know what day this is, but, you really need to come into town right now. There’s someone here to see you and I don’t think you want to miss this.” Millie’s voice sounded strained, as though she needed to say more but couldn’t.

“Is there an injured animal?”

“No. Nobody’s injured and he doesn’t have any animals with him that I can see.”

Hannah pulled the phone away from her ear and glared down into the display. Millie wasn’t making any sense and Hannah wasn’t in the mood for games today. What was that chick up to now? This had better not be another prank, especially not today. “What do you mean he?”

“Hannah, please just come to the café,” Millie’s voice pleaded in Hannah’s ear. “I told him you were out of pocket today, but he’s from out of town and has traveled quite a ways to see you. He sort of insisted. If you could just come into town for just a bit. I know it’s a rough day for you, but just come into town for thirty minutes tops. Please?”

Hannah gritted her teeth as she blinked up through the branches laced across the sky. Millie never could stand up to anybody. Her heart melted at the flimsiest of stories.

“Fine, Millie. But I’m on the mountaintop so, it’ll be about an hour or so before I make it into town. Can you call Mrs. Newell and see if I can reschedule my talk to her class to another day as well? I don’t think I’m up to educating a class full of third graders about pesky raccoons after all.”

“No problem. I’ll get your raccoon talk rescheduled for next week and I’ll see you here in a bit. Bye!”

Hannah stuffed the phone back in the leather side bag of the ATV and straddled the seat. Who could be waiting to see her at the café? Whoever he was, he seemed to have Millie flustered. She glared at the pouch holding her cell phone as she tapped her fingers on the handlebars. “What’s going on, Millie? What are you setting me up for now?”

Hannah pointed the ATV back down the trail and paused to glance back at the weathered stone standing in the clearing.

“I miss you, Jake.”

The wind rushed around her body with a swirling hug as she turned the machine and headed down the trail.

 



His back against the wall, Taggart sipped the lukewarm coffee while propping an elbow against the spotless linoleum-topped table situated in the corner. Perhaps this vantage point proved better after all. For the sake of Millie’s nerves, he couldn’t stay perched close to her at the counter any longer. Poor lass, while he’d leaned against the counter and tried to make polite conversation, she’d spilled nearly every order she pulled from the window. He had her so befuddled she’d toppled his coffee cup across the countertop twice. Besides, he’d discovered from this seat in the corner, he could not only watch every person seated in the diner but also have a clear view of the traffic coming in off the street.

The high-strung blonde fidgeted behind the counter, fretting with the spring-loaded napkin holders she’d already checked twice before. Taggart studied her more closely as he noticed her glance at him for at least the tenth time in the past half hour and then look to the clock hanging over his head. He knew the woman wasn’t worried about the level of coffee in his cup. She avoided his table as though he had the plague. For some reason, his presence here had Millie stumbling about as though she had two left feet. He’d overheard her conversation with Hannah MacPherson. Why would today be a rough day for the very important individual he’d traveled so far to see?

He suppressed a smile as he sipped at the dwindling dregs of his coffee. He sensed every thought from every person in the room. Jasper Mills projected the aura of a close-knit community. They shielded Ms. MacPherson, treasuring her as one would a beloved daughter. Good. The guardian of Taroc Na Mor should be pure of both character and soul. If her people loved her, that proved well indeed. The research he’d found about her bloodline and genetics held true.

The bell on the wire hanging above the door jangled. Taggart knew it was her before he raised his eyes; he sensed it by the way the skin tingled at the base of his neck. Her energy sent a shiver up his spine. The sacred guardian’s aura flooded the room and he was her protector. He would’ve known she entered his presence even if he had been blind.

Taggart hid his grin behind the white ceramic mug he clasped between his hands. The collective jaws of the Guild of Barac’Nairn would’ve hit the floor had they been sitting at Taggart’s side. Hannah MacPherson, the blessed guardian, was not what they would’ve expected. Taggart chuckled into the depths of his cup. As far as he was concerned, the fiery lass beamed the definition of pure delight itself.

The tiny, young woman ordained to be guardian of the sacred Draecna sported a ratty St. Louis Cardinals baseball cap pulled low over snapping green eyes. Her auburn ponytail exploded through the tattered hole in the back. The tangled mass of curls tumbled down her back as though a windstorm had tossed her into the cafe. Grass and mud stained the ragged knees of her jeans. Her well-worn T-shirt clung to her curves like tissue wrapped around a tempting gift. Taggart set down his coffee, stretching back in his chair, unable to resist chuckling again. He’d never seen a woman don such boots. Steel-toed work boots laced tight about her tiny ankles. She plodded across the room like a heavy construction worker.

He held his breath to keep from laughing aloud as she stalked her way over to the counter. He could tell by the way the woman stomped, she was prepared to unleash the hounds of hell if anyone dared cross her. Such a fierce small package, she reminded him of the territorial wood nymphs of Glenoc Mur. She’d barely reach the middle of his chest, yet the woman stood coiled so tight she appeared ready to explode.

The longer Taggart studied her, the more his amusement faded. Hannah MacPherson was gearing up for a fight. Taggart shifted in his seat as the realization hit; he stood centered in her crosshairs. Taggart peered closer. She also suffered; her face revealed a great deal of emotional pain. Her wound simmered deep. Hannah MacPherson might be small, but her heart swelled with sorrow.

Taggart sucked in a slow breath, struggling against an uncomfortable stirring deep within his chest. His precious guardian had been deeply hurt; she fluttered as a wounded bird. Taggart watched as Hannah’s head turned with eyes narrowed when Millie whispered and pointed in his direction. He unfolded his frame and stood beside the table as Hannah whirled and barreled his way.

“Mr. de Gaelson? I believe you wanted to see me? I’m Hannah MacPherson.” Hannah stuck out her hand as though daring him to take it and fixed Taggart with a green-eyed glare.

Taggart closed his hand around Hannah’s cold, stiff grasp and held it as he leveled with her gaze. “Please, call me Taggart.”

“What can I do for you, Taggart?” Hannah clipped the words with a jerk of her hand, rubbing her fingers as though his touch disturbed her. She shot Millie a brooding glare, her glance sliding back to Taggart as if blaming Millie for his presence.

Taggart bit back a smile. The woman wasn’t going to make his life easy. He read the wariness in Hannah’s eyes and the way she’d withdrawn from his touch. Good. She should be wary. It would increase her lifespan and make protecting her somewhat easier, albeit getting close to her and winning her trust could prove even more of a challenge. Taggart nodded toward the table while he motioned for Millie. “Would ye like some coffee while we talk?”

“Not really, thanks.” Hannah sent Millie scuttling back around the counter with a single shake of her head. “I don’t mean to sound rude, Mr. de Gaelson—”

“Taggart, Ms. MacPherson. Please, I asked ye to call me Taggart, remember?” Taggart cleared his throat. God’s teeth, the stubborn woman insisted on doing things her own way. Lucky for her, they were on this side of the threshold. If they were in Erastaed, he would have sifted them to someplace quiet and spelled her. He’d seal her lips and open her ears so she’d have no choice but to hear his words. By Isla’s golden beard, she had to see she needed protection. ’Twas time she faced her destiny.

Hannah snatched off her hat and worried with her tangled curls, grimacing as she yanked the snarls. “Okay. Fine. Taggart, as I started to say, I don’t mean to sound rude, but I have quite a bit going on today. So, what can I do for you? Can we just get on with it?”

Taggart bit back a rumbling growl simmering just behind his clenched teeth. Protector or no, he’d had just about enough. He’d come all the way from Scotland by uncomfortable, archaic twenty-first-century means. He was in no mood to put up with a surly, hardheaded woman who had no idea of her worth. His gaze wandered from her storming eyes to the disheveled curls amassed about her head; and gads, if his fingers didn’t itch to touch the silk of that brandy-colored hair. She needed to put that ratty hat back on her head. Taggart shook himself and pinched the bridge of his nose. What the hell was wrong with him? She was off-limits. He must concentrate on the matter at hand. It must be the jet lag making him daft. The ones of this side always muttered about that weakness whenever he eavesdropped on their conversations.

Taggart cleared his throat, taking a deep breath. He could do this. He hadn’t come this far to fail. “Ye wouldna happen to remember receiving several certified packets from Scotland with the legal seal of de Gaelson, Branwen and Septamus, would ye?”

Hannah frowned, then paled an anxious shade of pink as she worried the brim of the ball cap between her hands. “I paid for the stone, and everything came through customs just fine. Do I still owe some sort of duty or extra taxes to Scotland? Is that what this is about?”

Millie came over and refilled Taggart’s cup. She edged her way over to Hannah’s side. “Are you okay?”

Hannah shrugged as she leaned closer to her friend. “There must be a problem with Jake’s headstone. I guess I didn’t file all the paperwork correctly to finalize it through customs with Scotland. You remember all those packets I’ve been kind of ignoring and tossing into the I’ll-look-at-it-later box?” Turning to Taggart, she leaned forward. “Is that what all those packets are about?” Catching her lower lip between her teeth, she shot a guilty look at him before dropping her gaze to her cap. “I never opened them. I just tossed them in a box with the rest of the junk I was going to go through later. I’ve been really busy.”

“Who is this Jake person?” As Hannah’s aura darkened with grief, Taggart flinched and felt an immediate jab of regret that he had asked. So this was the source of Hannah’s pain. The very mention of the man’s name plunged her into darkness.

“Jake was my husband. He died in the Iraq War. Are you here about the headstone or not?” Hannah licked her lips and inhaled a slow, shaking breath while she strangled her ball cap on the table in front of her.

“No, lass.” Taggart threw himself back in the chair and scrubbed his face with his hands. The oracle should’ve provided him with all this information. No wonder she’d ignored all the missives. Hannah MacPherson wasn’t going to be easily convinced to leave this place. “If ye had read the letters, ye would know ye have inherited a fine estate in the Highlands of Scotland. If ye had opened the missives, ye would’ve been be pleased to find ye not only own one small stone but actually an entire castle and quite an expanse of land. The name of your place is Taroc Na Mor and it waits for ye to lay claim to it.”

Hannah stared at Taggart as though he’d just sprouted a set of golden horns. She worked her ball cap through her fingers while gnawing on the corner of her lip.

Taggart watched her, thinking if she didn’t take a breath soon she’d surely faint and fall out of the chair.

Then her eyes narrowed and she leaned forward with a decided shake of her head. “That is impossible. You’ve got the wrong person. Someone has made a terrible mistake.”

Taggart dared her with a jerk of his chin toward the door. “Go get the papers out of your wee box if ye dinna believe me. They’ll tell ye what ye dinna wish to accept.”

“I don’t know of any relatives I’ve ever had in Scotland. Who would leave me an estate?” Hannah slapped her hat in the middle of the table as she sat up straighter in the chair.

“Go get the papers if ye dinna believe me.” Taggart folded his arms across his chest and forced himself not to smile. Today, he was too tired to argue with her and he had yet to win her trust. But he had to admit, it was a temptation to provoke her. He relished a good battle and this one would be easy to win. He loved the way her green eyes snapped when she thought she was right. This woman’s fire warmed his blood more then he dared to admit.

“Fine!” Hannah hissed, jumping up from the table. “Don’t you dare go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”

Taggart allowed himself the pleasure of a victorious grin as he tilted his head in admiration of how well her jeans fit the curve of her hips as she stormed her way out of the diner. “Don’t worry, lass. There’s not a power in either one of our worlds that could tear me away from here now.”
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Hannah burst into her office and tossed her keys across the low countertop dividing the waiting area from the first set of examination rooms. “Sophie, I know you’re not in your kennel. I heard you scurrying around when I unlocked the door. Come on out. I promise I won’t put you back in there. It’s pointless since you’re such an escape artist.”

A long-nosed dog of questionable breed wormed around the corner. A blond, skinny tail curled between trembling hind legs while pointy ears dripped from a bowed head hanging low to the floor.

“Come here. You’re not in trouble.” Hannah squatted down, opened her arms wide, and welcomed Sophie’s wet kisses while dodging her lunging paws and wildly thumping tail. “Help me find the mail I never open, Sophie. I don’t remember what I did with all those boxes. Do you remember where I put them?”

Sophie barked and spun her way out of Hannah’s arms. Her toenails clicked as she pranced her way down the gleaming tiles of the hall.

“I really need to trim your toenails,” Hannah laughed as she followed the tick, tick, ticking of Sophie’s nails. Sophie barked again and stood wagging her tail in front of a storage closet, pointing her long, narrow nose up at the black steel door.

“I’m glad your memory is so much better than mine, Sophie. You’re the best office help I’ve ever had.” Hannah hugged the dog as she opened the door and spotted the box of mail bulging from the highest shelf.

Hannah took it to the exam room and plopped the box on the table. As she unwound the jute string and lifted the lid, she wrinkled her nose as musty air exploded from the contents. Whew! She was going to have to break down and hire some help around the office. Millie’s once-a-month overhaul just wasn’t quite enough. Hannah held her breath until the urge to sneeze passed, her eyes stinging with the itchiness of the dust. She tried to keep everything as straight as Millie got it. But it kind of slid right back to a haphazard mess within a few days’ time.

She eased out her breath and flipped through the mail crammed inside the box. She should’ve thrown half this stuff away instead of squirreling it away in this crate. Hannah frowned, pawing through the odd-sized envelopes. She paused as her mind drifted back to the man she’d just met, the irritating man waiting back at the diner.

Taggart de Gaelson nagged at her thoughts, demanded her attention in an increasingly irritating way. When Hannah had seen him, she’d teetered on the verge of remembering something she’d forgotten, a subtle fluttering, a pulling in the center of her chest. She’d known him, but she didn’t. A jolt of energy prickled across her skin, an eerie sensation demanding her immediate attention. She’d shivered with a strange sense of recognition as soon as she’d walked into the diner and locked eyes with the infuriating man.

Those eyes. Maybe that’s what mesmerized her every time she looked him full in the face. Ice-blue, dark-rimmed around the iris, they bored into the center of her soul and pried into her secret places. Hannah shivered again. If she didn’t know better, she would’ve sworn the man knew every thought that crossed her mind. And those hands. Hannah paused as she remembered how her hand had disappeared in Taggart’s muscled grasp as he’d pulled her a bit closer when he’d greeted her. They’d been so warm and strong and ... Hannah shook herself. She’d sworn there’d been almost an electrical vibration. She’d never felt a connection in a touch like that before. Hannah coughed when she realized she’d forgotten to breathe.

“Whew. What’s wrong with me, Sophie? You’d think I’d never seen a man before.”

Sophie barked and wagged her tail, then curled around Hannah’s feet.

“You’re a big help,” Hannah laughed, returning to the musty carton. Diving deeper into the box, she finally spotted the corner of one the certified packets. With a grunt, she wiggled and worked it loose from where it lay wedged in the bottom of the cardboard box.

With shaking hands, she tore open the letter and removed the sheaf of heavy vellum paper. She scanned through the documents. Hand to her throat, she swallowed hard against the speeding hammer of her heart. A name jumped out at her: Sullivan. She remembered the name from her mother’s side. In fact, if she remembered the stories Grandma told her, Gracie Sullivan was the first of her line who had discovered she had talent as a witch. Poor Gracie had paid dearly for that discovery. For consorting with the dead, she had received the death sentence. An oak plank loaded with stones had crushed Gracie Sullivan’s life as well as her magical heritage out of her body.

Hannah’s breath caught as she double-checked the heavy manila envelope. Pictures had also been included, aerial shots of a castle and grounds. Centuries of abuse by the harsh elements of the Highlands had weathered the keep to a charred, somber black. The skirting wall and the corner guardhouse appeared less battered; the huge rough blocks reflected a lighter gray in the lighting of the photo. The castle itself perched atop a remote cliff overlooking an angry sea. From what she could see, a few more centuries of erosion and the forbidding structure would slide into the waves below.

A tangled, evergreen wood covered the surrounding land, running up to a deep ravine and forming a jagged boundary around the castle. One gated bridge crossed the ravine and led to the skirting wall guarding the keep. Even in the twenty-first century, Taroc Na Mor still appeared an impenetrable stronghold.

Hannah shivered as cold fingers of recognition tickled the back of her neck. How could she know this place? She traced the outline of the slate roof of the keep, almost feeling the jagged coldness beneath her fingers. She swore she heard the cry of the gulls overhead, felt the bite of the wind blowing in from sea. Hannah licked her lips and peered closer at the glossy photo. She pressed her hand against her mouth and tasted the tang of the ocean in the air.

“I have lost my mind,” Hannah mumbled, picking up the letter and reading it again. It clearly stated Taroc Na Mor was hers. She was the only living heir.

 



Hannah tossed the papers down on the table in front of him and slid into the chair. “Why are you here, Mr. de ... I mean Taggart? What exactly is it you want from me?”

“Ye’re no’ exactly the trusting sort. Are ye, Ms. MacPherson?” Taggart snorted out a cynical laugh. “Aye, that’s verra wise. Ye’ll live a lot longer that way. But ye need to remember there’s a good bit of difference between caution and bitterness. Ye dinna want to end up a complete solitary, now do ye?”

Hannah tensed, balling her fists at her sides. Who was this guy who’d shown up to complicate her life? Where did he get off lecturing her on her behavior? He had no idea who she was or what the complications in her life were. With gritted teeth, Hannah took a deep breath. She spread her hands on the table and jerked her head toward the photos of Taroc Na Mor. “Just tell me why you’re here exactly. I realize I ignored your precious certified packets. But you’re here now, so what is it you want from me?”

Taggart reached across the table and fingered the corner of one of the pictures. With a heavy sigh, he traced his thumb along the border of the photo as though wishing he could step inside. Homesickness etched across Taggart’s face and longing reflected in his eyes. Hannah read Taggart’s love for Taroc Na Mor before he ever uttered a word.

“When we received no response from ye, it was my duty to find ye and explain to ye all that had come to be yours.”

“So, what you’re telling me is that you’re the executor of the estate?” Hannah folded her hands on the table. What he was telling her couldn’t possibly be true. This had to be some kind of mistake. She had no kin left in Scotland. For heaven’s sake, she didn’t even have any living relatives in this country. Uneasiness swept across her like a damp, fetid wind. Something about this whole story just didn’t sound quite right.

Taggart paused, leaning a bit closer across the table as he turned the photo in his hands. “Actually, I’m a member of a group of individuals who have watched over Taroc Na Mor down through the centuries. I guess ye might say I’m a protector of sorts.”

Wariness swelled in the pit of Hannah’s stomach as if she’d swallowed a lead weight for lunch. “You sound like you’re in some kind of cult or something.” Hannah inched back a bit from the table. This guy didn’t look like a nut, but sometimes appearances could be deceiving.

Taggart eased back to his side of the table and returned the photo to the crinkled manila packet. Fixing Hannah with a brilliant smile, he chuckled and shook his head. “I assure ye, Ms. MacPherson, ’tis nothing quite so sinister. We merely tend to the special needs of the estate and when we can find them, we take care of its heirs. Now tell me, what do ye think? Is it not grand? Do ye not think Taroc Na Mor is the most beautiful piece of land on which ye have ever laid your eyes? Are ye not anxious to visit your new property and claim it as your own?”

Hannah forced a polite smile on her face as she gathered up the remaining photos and stuffed them back in the envelope. She’d be kind and explain things clearly and then maybe he’d go away. She took a deep breath and ignored the incessant churning in the pit of her stomach. With a glance into his intense, waiting gaze, she ignored the disturbing scent of powerful male teasing from the man across the table. The sooner Taggart de Gaelson left Jasper Mills, the better. With those eyes and that body, the man in front of her had to be nothing but trouble. She was alone and intended to stay that way. He needed to get back across that pond to Scotland. “I’ll admit Taroc Na Mor looks beautiful in these pictures, Taggart. But you’ve never seen my mountain. I’m sorry, but I’m afraid you’ve not only wasted your time. You’ve wasted a lot of money flying all this way to see me. I’m just not interested in coming to Scotland. I’m needed here in Jasper Mills. This is my home.”

“What?” Taggart splayed both hands across the table as though ready to lunge across the room.

“My mountain,” Hannah repeated. She slid the packet across the table between Taggart’s outspread hands and lightly tapped on its top. “My home is here, Taggart. This is where my roots are. This is where I buried my husband and this is where I intend to stay.”

“Are ye insane, woman? Ye have to at least go and see the land! Ye canna just toss it aside like scraps of food ye rake from the table after ye’ve finished with your meal.” Taggart slapped his hand on the envelope and shoved it back in front of her.

Okay. So looks could be deceiving. Maybe he didn’t have to look the part to be crazy. Hannah stood and planted her hands on either side of the packet. With narrowed eyes, she leaned forward until her nose almost touched his. “If it is my land, I can do anything I want with it, even if it means continuing to ignore it. I’m surprised Scotland hasn’t taken it away from me since I haven’t paid any taxes on it since you people started sending me all those letters. There’s no telling how much money I owe on that land. I’m probably going to have to sell it to pay all the back taxes anyway.”

“Taroc Na Mor can never be sold! Are ye daft, woman?” With a roar, Taggart stood so fast his chair flew backwards across the floor of the diner. “There are no back taxes due. We pay all the taxes. It is our duty as the Guild of Barac’Nairn!”

“The what?” Hannah repeated as she took a step back to avoid the ranting Scot. She couldn’t help but notice how dark his eyes flashed now that he’d grown so aggravated. If not for the fact that the man was obviously obsessed, she’d fix him up with Millie. Millie had a thing for sexy Highlanders and Taggart definitely had that roll-mein-the-heather kind of look.

“Hannah, is this guy bothering you?” Sheriff Matt appeared at Hannah’s side, his hand resting on the sidearm belted at his hip.

Hannah glanced at Matt; then her gaze swept back over to Taggart. Yep. Matt would definitely have to use his gun. Sheriff Matt stood dwarfed by the angry Scot. Hannah hadn’t missed how Taggart had ducked his head whenever he’d walked through the door. She’d also noted he’d had to turn somewhat sideways because the span of his shoulders nearly filled them as well.

His biceps bulged as big around as her head; the man loomed the size of a mountain. She hadn’t seen men built like him since she’d flipped through the satellite channels the other night and accidently landed on some weight-lifting program.

“It’s all right, Matt.” Hannah shook her head. “We’re just having a little discussion about some land I didn’t know I owned. Taggart is filling me in on Scottish laws of ownership and he’s just a little passionate about some points I don’t understand.”

“Are you sure?” Matt tapped his holster with a tense finger as he fixed Taggart with a warning glare.

“I am absolutely positive.” Hannah smiled and patted Matt’s arm. A twinge of guilt nipped at her conscience for pushing him off on Lily. Lily could be such a whiny little twit when she didn’t get her way. Oh well, Matt was a big boy. Hopefully, he could take care of himself.

Hannah turned back to the table, scooped up the envelope, then beckoned to the glowering Scot with a nod of her head. “Come on. Let’s go for a walk and you can explain to me about this Guild of Barac’Nairn without danger of being shot.”

 



His plan had failed miserably so far. This coming to Jasper Mills to sweep the hardheaded Hannah MacPherson off her feet and cart her back to Scotland was proving more difficult than he’d imagined. And he couldn’t believe the photos hadn’t worked. Taggart worried a hand through his hair. The photos had failed to draw her to Taroc Na Mor. She should’ve been entranced with the very sight of the land. Perhaps the papers had sat too long and the magic inside the images had fallen dormant. He’d performed the incantation himself, double-checked it before he’d sealed the packets. What had gone wrong? The yearning flowed in Hannah MacPherson’s blood; he’d seen it flash in her eyes. Records had verified the Sullivan line on both sides of the threshold. Hannah MacPherson was the last true heir both in this world and in Erastaed.

Gracie Sullivan had been the first of Hannah’s gifted lineage. The Guild had sorely fallen short in their protection of their very first charge of the Sullivan line. They’d also failed when they’d lost the thread of the family’s heritage to Hannah’s grandmother and her mother. Taggart had sorted through centuries of false leads before he’d found Hannah. But he’d finally homed in on her like a bee to nectar. With a sidling glance, he appraised her as she walked along beside him. Such fire! Born to be a guardian, she was. Septamus would dearly love her. All the Draecna of Taroc Na Mor would be thrilled with the lass.

“Taggart!” Hannah whistled and clapped her hands.

“Beg pardon.” Taggart bowed his head. “Forgive me. I became lost in my thoughts. What did ye say?”

“This Guild of Barac’Nairn you spoke of? Would you care to elaborate on this elite group you belong to now that we’re out of earshot of half the population of Jasper Mills?” Hannah led the way toward the acre of neatly mown grass centered in the middle of town. Inviting white benches dotted the circumference of a black, asphalt jogging path, but Hannah headed for a set of abandoned benches shaded by a gnarled old oak off to the side.

“As I told ye.” Taggart cleared his throat. “We have kept up all the taxes on the estate. Ye have no worries when it comes to money and the lands of Taroc Na Mor.” If the money was all that troubled the woman, perhaps he could ease her mind and they’d be on their way to Scotland by tomorrow.

As Hannah settled on the bench, three squirrels circled down the trunk of the sprawling oak and scampered to an adoring heap beside her.

“Friends of yours?” Taggart asked with a nod toward the chittering threesome. Relief washed over his body, loosening the uneasy tightness in his chest. The attentive squirrels affirmed part of Hannah’s heritage. True guardians of Taroc Na Mor shared a special affinity with creatures on every level of the realities.

Hannah smiled and held out her hand to the chubbiest of the group. “I rescued these three out of the storm drain a year ago last spring. They seem to have a penchant for living on the edge. They’ve caused a few minor fender benders when they cross Main Street during the busiest part of the day. There’s an oak tree on the courthouse lawn that’s got acorns they can’t seem to resist. Everyone does their best to dodge them since the whole town watched me raise them until they were old enough to release back into the wild.”

Either the woman deluded herself or feared he’d think her strange if he discovered her special abilities. A nearby movement in the brush caught his eye and Taggart stifled a smile as his heart warmed with satisfaction. Aye. The heritage flowed strong in her veins. All the beasts loved her. “Another of your friends is coming to see ye. Did ye save that one’s life as well?” Taggart pointed toward the edge of the park, where a deer nosed its way out of the dense hedging surrounding the well-clipped lawn.

“Oh, not again.” Hannah groaned and jumped off the table. Waiving her arms, she jogged across the park toward the deer, shooing it back into the safety of the woods.

Taggart chuckled under his breath. Apparently, he needed to convince her it was only natural the animals be drawn to her. She was a guardian; that’s what she did. Hannah must visit Taroc Na Mor. If he could at least get her to the land, get her in the presence of one of the older Draecna, he knew she would change her mind about everything.

“Okay.” Hannah returned to the table. The deer had relented and retreated to the edge of the clearing, nosing its way between a few bowed branches of forsythia bushes until it disappeared into the deeper shelter of the woods.

“Where’s your friend?” Taggart smiled as he spotted the flick of the deer’s white tail between the greens and browns of the sheltering trees.

Hannah stuffed her hands into the back pockets of her jeans, pacing back and forth across the path. She ignored his question and gave a jerking shrug toward the woods, staring at the ground as she spoke. “Look. I know it might seem a little strange. But animals are sort of, I guess you could say ...” Hannah paused, then finally blurted, “They’re just attracted to me sometimes. It’s kind of hard to explain. Now, could we just concentrate on why you’re here please?”

Taggart perched on top of the picnic table, elbows propped on his knees. “I probably understand more about ye than ye think, Ms. MacPherson. Ye have to realize, I know a great deal about your family’s history. I’m somewhat of an expert about your past.”

Hannah’s eyes narrowed as she lifted her head. “I see.” She stopped pacing. “Why don’t you start by telling me about this Guild of Barac’Nairn since I already know my own family’s history.”

“I would like to start by callin’ ye Hannah, if ye dinna mind,” Taggart tersely replied. She’d thrown up her hackles when he’d mentioned her family history. There’d be no telling her the truth about Taroc Na Mor or her destiny until he had her on the blessed soil of the sacred ground. Taggart ground his teeth as his frustration mounted. The woman wasn’t going to make this easy. He’d just have to get her there and let the magic in her blood open up her soul to her calling. The Draecna race needed Hannah MacPherson, and whether she realized it or not, Hannah MacPherson needed them.

Hanna inhaled a deep breath through her nose and huffed it out her mouth as though she were about to vomit. With a shrug, she folded her arms across her chest and cleared her throat. “I don’t care if you call me Hannah.”

Taggart hid his smile behind his hand as he scratched the day’s stubble on his face. God’s teeth, ye’d have thought he’d asked if it was okay if he could beat the woman. The uneasy snarl in her voice sounded like a mistreated animal. So, perhaps Miss Sass was a bit unsure of herself? Good. By far, Hannah McPherson was the most hardheaded woman he’d ever met. And the greatest challenge he’d faced in quite a while. Damn, if he didna love it.

“Then, Hannah—” Taggart eased her name off his tongue like a lover calling to his mate. He wanted her to hear the music of Scotland, the magic of its sound. “Walk with me and I shall tell ye of the Guild of Barac’Nairn and how we have taken care of Taroc Na Mor down through the ages.”

They followed the path winding along the tree line and paused on the tiny bridge spanning a gurgling creek. Rays of sunlight trickled down through the canopy of branches to dance on moss-covered stones below.

“I’m the protector named by the Guild of Barac’Nairn,” Taggart began, leaning against the weathered, split-wood railing running across the bridge. “Our group has watched over Taroc Na Mor for more centuries than have been recorded by mortal man.”

Hannah twitched her fingers along the gray, wooden beam. She picked off bits of wood and tossed them into the water tumbling over the multicolored rocks lining the bed of the creek. “That doesn’t make sense,” she interrupted with a shake of her head.

Taggart froze; his body tensed with every muscle thrumming as he scanned the tree line around them. He sensed a change in the air, a tightening in the energies. Danger neared, and it loomed too close too fast. The wind carried the warning to him more surely then a blaring alarm sounding from the town square. Straightening from the rail to search the area, he laid a hand on Hannah’s arm and edged closer to her side.

“What doesna make sense?” Taggart mumbled, scanning the uppermost branches of the treetops and dropping his gaze to the darkest shadows beneath the bushes. He did his best to keep his voice low. He must keep her calm. Something neared, something meaning them both ill will. Had a minion followed them? Where the hell was it?

Hannah frowned down at Taggart’s hand on her arm, then huffed as she slid out from under his grasp. “If the Guild of Barac’Nairn has watched over Taroc Na Mor for untold centuries and you’ve known all about my family, then why didn’t my grandmother or mother hear anything about this wondrous Scottish Disneyland and inherit Taroc Na Mor before either of them died? That’s the part about your little story that doesn’t make any sense.”

With a warning growl exploding from his chest, Taggart lunged, grabbed Hannah by the shoulders, and dove over the railing of the bridge. He folded Hannah up against his chest and rolled with her underneath the structure. He cradled her head just above the water as she spit and sputtered against his chest.

“What the hell are you doing? Are you out of your fuc—are you insane?” Hannah clawed and kicked against him as the water rushed between their bodies.

“Shut up, woman, so I can hear them!” Taggart jerked her hard against his chest, pressing his back tight against the base of the bridge. He reached out with his senses and listened across the dimensions, strained to hear the slightest sound. They had disappeared into the wind. Attack and leave, like they always did. A quick strike and then fade into the wind or the rain to ensure no one detected the destruction laced with their magic. They couldn’t risk those on this side of the threshold discovering their existence.

Taggart hauled Hannah out from under the bridge and unrolled her from his embrace. He patted her arms, felt the top of her head, then finally tucked a finger under her chin and tilted her face up for a closer look. “Are ye hurt? Did I scrape ye when I yanked ye over the railing?”

Blinking the water out of her eyes, Hannah hissed from between gritted teeth. “Bend down here.”

“What?” Taggart asked, bending closer to peer into her dripping face.

Hannah balled up her fist and punched him right in the mouth, giving a satisfied huff as blood spurted from his lower lip.

With a yelp of surprise, Taggart clapped his thumb to his mouth and backed a few wary steps away. “Now what did I do to deserve that, ye wicked little beast?”

“What did you do to deserve that?” Hannah’s chin dropped to her chest as she paused from wringing out her ponytail. “You drag me off the bridge, yank me into the creek, tell me to shut up, and then you ask me what you did to deserve a punch in the mouth? Are you kidding me? You’re lucky that’s all I did. And then you call me a wicked little beast?”

“Look over there!” Taggart pointed beyond the bridge to the stand of trees just even with the height of her throat. Several good-sized oaks stood twisted off as though they’d been snapped like toothpicks and now their splintered trunks lay scattered across the path like oversized stalks of harvested broccoli.

Hannah stared at the downed trees. Her fingers traveled to the base of her throat as she caught her lower lip between her teeth. She turned and scanned the surrounding area, searching for the source of the destruction. “We just walked down that path.”

Taggart nodded. “Aye. We did. That very same path.”

Hannah looked back at the trees. “Those trees weren’t down then.”

Taggart shook his head. “No. They were not.”

Hannah wrapped her hand in the hem of her wet T-shirt and stretched on tiptoe to blot at Taggart’s bloody lip. “Bend down here. I’m sorry. I guess.”

Taggart bent to accept her reluctant apology. He didn’t have the heart to tell her he’d stopped bleeding within a few seconds. The lass hadn’t hurt him; she’d just surprised him when she’d popped him in the mouth. He came from the other side. He healed at a much faster rate. But he rather enjoyed the sight of her creamy white belly teasing him as she used the hem of her wet shirt to dab the dried blood at his mouth.

“What could cause that kind of damage? Was it some kind of freak windstorm or something? Do you have any idea? How did you know? How did you hear it?” Hannah pressed the cloth to his mouth, her gaze darting from his face back to the line of felled trees.

Taggart covered her hand with his and gently lowered it from his mouth. “Hannah, there are powerful forces loose in this world. And some of them are nay so friendly toward us.”

Hannah’s mouth tightened into a grim, determined line. “I see. Then thank you for saving my life.” Hannah stepped back. Her eyes narrowed as she studied the felled line of trees then turned back to Taggart. “Is this what your Guild does? Protects the owners of Taroc Na Mor from these powerful forces seeking to harm them?”

“Ye might say that.” Taggart nodded. Uneasiness stabbed deep in his gut like a demon whispering, Taggart, ye’re no’ handling this tellin’ well. It didn’t bode well; the tremble in her voice gave away the emotions tainting the color of her aura. Taggart braced himself for the worst. He sensed a storm brewing. Hannah darkened like a lightning cloud about to explode across the horizon.

With a curt nod of her head, Hannah spun on her heel and stomped her way down the bridge. As she left the wood, she shouted back over her shoulder with a single wave of her hand. “Then I suggest you catch the next flight back to Scotland, Taggart. Because first thing tomorrow morning, I’ll be telling my lawyer to put Taroc Na Mor up for sale.”

“Hannah! Come back here!”

Brushing him off by flinging both hands in the air, Hannah walked faster, with a shake of her head.

“Damn the woman and her hardheaded ways!” With a muttered snarl, Taggart cursed as he scanned the felled tree line to his right one last time before taking off to follow her. As he headed up the path, a snorting buck barreled out of the brush, blocking the lane with his massive antlered head lowered.

“Ye canna protect her the way I can. Now, see reason and step aside.” Taggart came up short. He admired the animal’s loyalty, respected the multi-pronged antlers the pawing deer tossed with a threatening jerk of his bulging neck. But the creature needed to understand the adversary they faced couldn’t be defeated with physical forces of this world.

The deer snorted again, glanced at Hannah’s retreating form, then returned a stony glare to Taggart.

“I swear to ye upon my birthing shell, I’m here to keep her safe.” Taggart nodded toward Hannah. “Now, let me go. They’re still near and she doesna need to travel alone.”

The deer eased aside and faded into the trees without another sound.
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