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  Dear Reader,

   

  Ireland holds a special place in my heart. The rolling green fields under heavy skies, the crisscrossing gray of stone fences, the majestic tumble of a ruined castle, most likely sacked by those damned Cromwellians. I love the way the sun can shine gold through the rain, and the flowers bloom wildly in gardens and fields. It’s a land of violent cliffs and dim, smoky pubs. Of magic and legend and heartbreak. There is a beauty even in the air.

   

  And the west of Ireland is the most stunning landscape of a stunning country.

   

  There, the traffic jams are often the cows being led to field by the farmer. There, a winding country road, closed in tight with hedgerows of wild fuchsia, can lead you anywhere. There, the River Shannon gleams like silver and the sea crashes like thunder.

   

  But beyond the countryside, the most magnificent thing in Ireland are the Irish. True, it’s a land of poets and warriors and dreamers, but it is also a land that opens its arms to strangers. Irish hospitality is simple and kind. That is, or should be, the definition of the word welcome.

   

  In writing BORN IN ICE, Brianna Concannon’s story, I hoped to reflect that incomparable generosity of spirit, the simplicity of an open door, and the strength of love. So come and sit for a while in front of the fire, take a drop of whiskey in your tea. Put your feet up and let your worries rest. I’d like to tell you a story.

   

  Nora Roberts

  
   
  To all my ancestors who traveled across the foam

  
  
  I’ve been a wild rover for many the year

  The Wild Rover

  
  
  

   
   
   PROLOGUE
  

  The wild wind raced cursing across the Atlantic and pounded its fists over the fields of the west counties. Hard, needle-point bullets of rain beat on the ground and sliced through a man’s flesh to batter his bones. Flowers that had bloomed brilliantly from spring through autumn blackened under the killing frost.

  In cottages and pubs, people gathered around fires and talked of their farms and their roofs, the loved ones who had emigrated to Germany or the States. It hardly mattered whether they had left the day before, or a generation. Ireland was losing its people, as it had all but lost its language.

  There was occasional talk about The Troubles, that endless war in the north. But Belfast was far from the village of Kilmilhil, in miles, and in emotion. People worried more about their crops, their animals, and the weddings and wakes that would come with winter.

  A few miles out of the village, in a kitchen warmed with the heat and scents of baking, Brianna Concannon looked out of the window as the ice-edged rain attacked her garden.

  “I’ll lose the columbine, I’m thinking. And the foxglove.” It broke her heart to think of it, but she’d dug up what she could and stored the plants in the crowded little cabin out back. The gale had come so quickly.

  “You’ll plant more in spring.” Maggie studied her sister’s profile. Brie worried about her flowers like a mother over her babes. With a sigh, Maggie rubbed her own bulging belly. It still astonished her that it was she who was married and carrying a child, and not her home-loving sister. “You’ll love every minute of it.”

  “I suppose. What I need is a greenhouse. I’ve been looking at pictures. I think it could be done.” And she could probably afford it by spring, if she was careful. Daydreaming a little about the plants that would flourish in their new glass enclosure, she slipped a fresh batch of cranberry muffins from the oven. Maggie had brought her the berries all the way from a Dublin market. “You’ll take this home with you.”

  “I will, yes.” Maggie grinned and snatched one from the basket, tossing it from hand to hand to cool it enough before she bit in. “After I’ve eaten my fill. I swear to you, Rogan all but weighs every morsel I put in my mouth.”

  “He wants you and the baby healthy.”

  “Oh, he does. And I think he’s worrying about how much of me is baby and how much is fat.”

  Brianna eyed her sister. Maggie had grown round and soft, and there was a rosy contentment about her as she approached the last trimester of her pregnancy that was a sharp contrast to the bundle of energy and nerve Brianna was accustomed to.

  She’s happy, Brianna thought, in love. And knows her love is well returned. “You have put on more than a few, Margaret Mary,” Brianna said and watched wicked humor rather than temper light Maggie’s eyes.

  
  
  “I’m having a contest with one of Murphy’s cows, and I’m winning.” She finished off the muffin, reached shamelessly for another. “In a few weeks I’ll not be able to see past my belly to the end of my pipe to blow glass. I’ll have to switch to lamp work.”

  “You could take a vacation from your glass,” Brianna pointed out. “I know Rogan’s told you you’ve enough done already for all of his galleries.”

  “And what would I do, besides die of boredom? I’ve got an idea for a special piece for the new gallery here in Clare.”

  “Which won’t open until spring.”

  “By then Rogan will have made good on his threat to tie me to the bed if I make a move toward my shop.” She sighed, but Brie suspected Maggie didn’t mind the threat so much. Didn’t mind Rogan’s subtle domineering ways. She was afraid she was mellowing. “I want to work while I can,” Maggie added. “And it’s good to be home, even in such weather. I suppose you’ve got no guests coming.”

  “As it happens, I do. A Yank, next week.” Brianna freshened Maggie’s cup of tea, then her own, before sitting down. The dog, who had been waiting patiently beside her chair, laid his big head in her lap.

  “A Yank? Just one? A man?”

  “Mmmm.” Brianna stroked Concobar’s head. “It’s a writer. He’s booked a room, wants board as well, for an indefinite period. He’s paid a month in advance.”

  “A month! At this time of year?” Amused, Maggie looked out as the wind shook the kitchen windows. Welcoming weather it wasn’t. “And they say artists are eccentric. What sort of writer is he, then?”

  “A mystery type. I’ve read a few, and he’s good. He’s won awards and had films made from them.”

  “A successful writer, a Yank, spending the dead of winter at a B and B in Clare County. Well, they’ll have plenty to say about that at the pub.”

  Maggie licked crumbs from her fingers and studied her sister with an artist’s eye. Brianna was a lovely woman, all rose and gold with creamy skin and a fine, trim figure. A classic oval face, a mouth that was soft, unpainted, and often too serious. Pale green eyes that tended to dream, long, fluid limbs, hair that held quiet fire—thick, slippery hair that often escaped its pins.

  And she was soft-hearted, Maggie thought. Entirely too naive, despite her contact with strangers as the owner of a B and B, about what went on out in the world beyond her own garden gate.

  “I don’t know as I like it, Brie, you alone in the house with a man for weeks at a time.”

  “I’m often alone with guests, Maggie. That’s how I make my living.”

  “You rarely have only one, and in the middle of winter. I don’t know when we might have to go back to Dublin, and—”

  “Not be here to look after me?” Brianna smiled, more amused than offended. “Maggie, I’m a grown woman. A grown businesswoman who can look after herself.”

  “You’re always too busy looking after everyone else.”

  “Don’t start on about Mother.” Brianna’s lips tightened. “I do very little now that she’s settled with Lottie in the cottage.”

  “I know exactly what you do,” Maggie tossed back. “Running every time she wags her finger, listening to her complaints, dragging her off to the doctor’s every time she imagines herself with a new fatal disease.” Maggie held up a hand, furious at herself for being sucked, yet again, into the anger and the guilt. “That’s not my concern just now. This man—”

  “Grayson Thane,” Brianna supplied, more than grateful the topic had turned away from their mother. “A respected American author who has designs on a quiet room in a well-run establishment in the west of Ireland. He doesn’t have designs on his landlady.” She picked up her tea, sipped. “And he’s going to pay for my greenhouse.”

  
  
  

   CHAPTER
ONE
  

  It wasn’t unusual for Brianna to have a guest or two at Blackthorn Cottage during the worst of winter’s storms. But January was slow, and more often than not her home was empty. She didn’t mind the solitude, or the hell-hound howl of the wind, or even the leaden sky that spewed rain and ice day after bitter day. It gave her time to plan. She enjoyed travelers, expected or not. From a business standpoint the pounds and pence counted. But beyond that, Brianna liked company, and the opportunity to serve and make a temporary home for those who passed her way.

  She had, in the years since her father died and her mother moved out, turned the house into the home she had longed for as a child, with turf fires and lace curtains and the scents of baking coming from the kitchen. Still, it had been Maggie, and Maggie’s art, that had made it possible for Brianna to expand, bit by bit. It wasn’t something Brianna forgot.

  But the house was hers. Their father had understood her love and her need for it. She tended her legacy as she would a child.

  Perhaps it was the weather that made her think of her father. He had died on a day very much like this. Now and again, at odd moments when she found herself alone, she discovered she still carried little pockets of grief, with memories, good and bad, tucked into them.

  Work was what she needed, she told herself, turning away from the window before she could brood for long.

  With the rain pelting down, she decided to postpone a trip into the village and instead tackle a task she had put off for too long. No one was expected that day, and her single reservation wasn’t due until the end of the week. With her dog trooping behind her, Brianna carted broom, bucket, rags, and an empty carton up to the attic.

  She cleaned up here with regularity. No dust was allowed in Brianna’s house for long. But there were boxes and trunks she had ignored in her day-to-day routine. No more, she told herself and propped open the attic door. This time she would make a clean sweep. And she would not allow sentiment to prevent her from dealing with leftover memories.

  If the room was cleaned out properly once and for all, she thought, she might be able to afford the materials and labor necessary to remodel it. A cozy loft room it could be, she mused, leaning on her broom. With one of those ceiling windows, and perhaps a dormer. Soft yellow paint to bring the sun inside. Polish and one of her hooked rugs on the floor.

  She could already see it, the pretty bed covered by a colorful quilt, a sugan chair, a little writing table. And if she had . . .

  Brianna shook her head and laughed at herself. She was getting ahead of herself.

  “Always dreaming, Con,” she murmured, rubbing the dog’s head. “And what’s needed here is elbow grease and ruthlessness.”

  Boxes first, she decided. It was time to clean out old papers, old clothes.

  Thirty minutes later she had neat piles. One she would take to the church for the poor; another would be rags. The last she would keep.

  “Ah, look at this, Con.” Reverently she took out a small white christening gown, gently shaking out the folds. Faint wisps of lavender haunted the air. Tiny buttons and narrow edges of lace decorated the linen. Her grandmother’s handiwork, Brianna knew, and smiled. “He saved it,” she murmured. Her mother would never had given such sentimental thought to future generations. “Maggie and I would have worn this, you see. And Da packed it away for our children.”

  There was a pang, so familiar she barely felt it. There was no babe sleeping in a cradle for her, no soft bundle waiting to be held and nursed and loved. But Maggie, she thought, would want this. Taking care, she folded the gown again.

  The next box was filled with papers that made her sigh. She would have to read them, scan them at least. Her father had saved every scrap of correspondence. There would be newspaper clippings as well. His ideas, he would have said, for new ventures.

  Always a new venture. She set aside various articles he’d clipped out, on inventions, forestry, carpentry, shopping. None on farming, she noticed with a smile. A farmer he’d never been. She found letters from relatives, from companies he’d written to in America, in Australia, in Canada. And here the proof of purchase for the old truck they’d had when she’d been a child. One document stopped her, made her frown in puzzlement. It looked like some sort of stock certificate. Triquarter Mining, in Wales. From the date it seemed he’d purchased it only a few weeks before he died.

  Triquarter Mining? Another venture, Da, she mused, spending money we barely had. Well, she would have to write to this Triquarter company and see what was to be done. It was unlikely the stock was worth more than the paper it was printed on. Such had always been Tom Concannon’s luck with business deals.

  That bright brass ring he’d forever reached for had never fit the palm of his hand.

  She dug further into the box, amused herself with letters from cousins and uncles and aunts. They had loved him. Everyone had loved him. Almost, she corrected, thinking of her mother.

  Pushing that thought aside, she took out a trio of letters tied with a faded red ribbon. The return address was New York, but that was no surprise. The Concannons had a number of friends and relations in the States. The name, however, was a mystery to her. Amanda Dougherty.

  Brianna unfolded the letter, scanned the neat, convent-school writing. As her breath caught in her throat, she read again, carefully, word for word.

   

  
   My darling Tommy,
  

   

  
   I told you I wouldn’t write. Perhaps I won’t send this letter, but I need to pretend, at least, that I can talk to you. I’ve been back in New York for only a day. Already you seem so far away, and the time we had together all the more precious. I have been to confession and received my penance. Yet in my heart, nothing that passed between us is a sin. Love cannot be a sin. And I will always love you. One day, if God is kind, we will find a way to be together. But if that never happens, I want you to know that I’ll treasure every moment we were given. I know it’s my duty to tell you to honor the sacrament of your marriage, to devote yourself to the two babies you love so much. And I do. But, however selfish it is, I also ask that sometime, when spring comes to Clare, and the Shannon is bright with sunlight, you think of me. And how for those few short weeks, you loved me. And I love you . . .
  

   

  
   Always,
Amanda
  

   

  Love letters, she thought dully. To her father. Written, she saw, staring at the date, when she was an infant.

  Her hands chilled. How was a woman, a grown woman of twenty-eight years, supposed to react when she learned her father had loved a woman other than his wife? Her father, with his quick laugh, his useless schemes. These were words written for no one’s eyes but his. And yet, how could she not read them?

  With her heart pounding thickly in her chest, Brianna unfolded the next.

   

  
   My darling Tommy,
  

   

  
   I have read and read your letter until I can see every word in my head. My heart breaks to think of you so unhappy. I, too, often look out to sea and picture you gazing across the water toward me. There is so much I wish to tell you, but I’m afraid it will only add to your heartache. If there is no love with your wife, there must be duty. There is no need for me to tell you that your children are your first concern. I know, have known all along, that they are first in your heart, and in your thoughts. God bless you, Tommy, for thinking also of me. And for the gift you gave me. I thought my life would be empty, now it will never be anything but full and rich. I love you now even more than I did when we parted. Don’t grieve when you think of me. But think of me.
  

   

  
   Always,
Amanda
  

   

  Love, Brianna thought as her eyes welled with tears. There was such love here, though so little had been said. Who had she been, this Amanda? How had they met? And how often had her father thought of this woman? How often had he wished for her?

  Dashing a tear away, Brianna opened the last letter.

   

  
   My darling,
  

   

  
   I have prayed and prayed before writing this. I’ve asked the Holy Mother to help me know what is right. What is fair to you, I can’t be sure. I can only hope that what I tell you will give you joy, not grief.
  

  
   I remember the hours we spent together in my little room at the inn overlooking the Shannon. How sweet and gentle you were, how blinded we both were by the love that swept through us. I have never known, nor will I know again, that deep, abiding love. So am I grateful that though we can never be together, I will have something precious to remind me that I was loved. I’m carrying your child, Tommy. Please be happy for me. I’m not alone, and I’m not afraid. Perhaps I should be ashamed. Unmarried, pregnant by another woman’s husband. Perhaps the shame will come, but for now, I am only full of joy.
  

  
   I have known for weeks, but could not find the courage to tell you. I find it now, feeling the first quickening of the life we made inside me. Do I have to tell you how much this child will be loved? I have already imagined holding our baby in my arms. Please, my darling, for the sake of our child, let there be no grief or guilt in your heart. And, for the sake of our child, I am going away. Though I will think of you every day, every night, I will not write again. I will love you all of my life, and whenever I look at the life we created in those magic hours near the Shannon, I will love you more.
  

  
   Give whatever you feel for me to your children. And be happy.
  

   

  
   Always,
Amanda
  

   

  A child. As her eyes swam with tears, Brianna covered her mouth with her hand. A sister. A brother. Dear God. Somewhere, there was a man or woman bound to her by blood. They would be close in age. Perhaps share the same coloring, the same features.

  What could she do? What could her father have done, all those years ago? Had he searched for the woman and his baby? Had he tried to forget?

  No. Gently Brianna smoothed the letters. He hadn’t tried to forget. He’d kept her letters always. She closed her eyes, sitting in the dimly lit attic. And, she thought, he had loved his Amanda. Always.

   

  She needed to think before she told Maggie what she’d found. Brianna thought best when she was busy. She could no longer face the attic, but there were other things that could be done. She scrubbed and polished and baked. The simple hominess of chores, the pleasure of the scents they created, lightened her spirits. She added turf to the fires, brewed tea, and settled down to sketch out ideas for her greenhouse.

  The solution would come, in time, she told herself. After more than twenty-five years, a few days of thought would hurt no one. If a part of the delay was cowardice, a weak need to avoid the whip of her sister’s emotions, she recognized it.

  Brianna never claimed to be a brave woman.

  In her practical way, she composed a polite, businesslike letter to Triquarter Mining in Wales and set it aside to be posted the next day.

  She had a list of chores for the morning, rain or shine. By the time she’d banked the fires for the night, she was grateful Maggie had been too busy to drop by. Another day, perhaps two, Brianna told herself, and she would show her sister the letters.

  But tonight she would relax, let her mind empty. An indulgence was what she needed, Brianna decided. In truth her back was aching just a bit from overdoing her scrubbing. A long bath with some of the bubbles Maggie had brought her from Paris, a cup of tea, a book. She would use the big tub upstairs and treat herself like a guest. Rather than her narrow bed in the room off the kitchen, she would sleep in splendor in what she thought of as the bridal suite.

  
  
  “We’re kings tonight, Con,” she told the dog as she poured bubbles lavishly under the stream of water. “A supper tray in bed, a book written by our soon-to-be guest. A very important Yank, remember,” she added as Con thumped his tail on the floor.

  She slipped out of her clothes and into the hot, fragrant water. The sigh rose up from her toes. A love story might be more appropriate to the moment, she thought, than a thriller with the title of The Bloodstone Legacy. But Brianna settled back in the tub and eased into the story of a woman haunted by her past and threatened by her present.

  It caught her. So much so that when her water had chilled, she held the book in one hand, reading, as she dried off with the other. Shivering, she tugged on a long flannel nightgown, unpinned her hair. Only ingrained habit had her setting the book aside long enough to tidy the bath. But she didn’t bother with the supper tray. Instead, she snuggled into bed, pulling the quilt up close.

  She barely heard the wind kick at the windows, the rain slash at them. Courtesy of Grayson Thane’s book, Brianna was in the sultry summer of the southern United States, hunted by a murderer.

  It was past midnight when fatigue defeated her. She fell asleep with the book still in her hands, the dog snoring at the foot of the bed and the wind howling like a frightened woman.

  She dreamed, of course, of terror.

   

  Grayson Thane was a man of impulses. Because he recognized it, he generally took the disasters that grew from them as philosophically as the triumphs. At the moment he was forced to admit that the impulse to drive from Dublin to Clare, in the dead of winter, in the face of one of the most bad-tempered storms he’d ever experienced, had probably been a mistake.

  But it was still an adventure. And he lived his life by them.

  He’d had a flat outside of Limerick. A puncture, Gray corrected. When in Rome, speak the lingo. By the time he’d changed the tire, he’d looked and felt like a drowned rat, despite the macintosh he’d picked up in London the week before.

  He’d gotten lost twice, finding himself creeping down narrow, winding roads that were hardly more than ditches. His research had told him that getting lost in Ireland was part of its charm.

  He was trying hard to remember that.

  He was hungry, soaked to the skin, and afraid he would run out of gas—petrol—before he found anything remotely like an inn or village.

  In his mind he went over the map. Visualizing was a talent he’d been born with, and he could, with little effort, reproduce every line of the careful map his hostess had sent him.

  The trouble was, it was pitch dark, the rain washed over his windshield like a roaring river, and the wind was buffeting his car on this godforsaken excuse for a road as if the Mercedes was a Tinkertoy.

  He wished violently for coffee.

  When the road forked, Gray took his chances and guided the car to the left. If he didn’t find the inn or something like in it another ten miles, he’d sleep in the damn car and try again in the morning.

  It was a pity he couldn’t see any of the countryside. He had a feeling in the dark desolation of the storm it would be exactly what he was looking for. He wanted his book here, among the cliffs and fields of western Ireland, with the fierce Atlantic threatening, and the quiet villages huddled against it. And he might just have his tired, world-weary hero arriving in the teeth of a gale.

  He squinted into the gloom. A light? He hoped to Christ it was. He caught a glimpse of a sign, swinging hard in the wind. Gray reversed, aimed the headlights, and grinned.

  The sign read Blackthorn Cottage. His sense of direction hadn’t failed him after all. He hoped his hostess proved out the legend of Irish hospitality—he was two days early after all. And it was two in the morning.

  Gray looked for a driveway, saw nothing but soaked hedges. With a shrug, he stopped the car in the road, pocketed the keys. He had all he’d need for the night in a knapsack on the seat beside him. Swinging it with him, he left the car where it was and stepped into the storm.

  It slapped him like an angry woman, all teeth and nails. He staggered, almost plowed through the drenched hedges of fuchsia, and through more luck than design all but ran into the garden gate. Gray opened it, then fought it closed again. He wished he could see the house more clearly. There was only an impression of shape and size through the dark, with that single light shining in the window upstairs.

  He used it like a beacon and began to dream of coffee.

  No one answered his knock. With the wind screaming, he doubted anyone would hear a battering ram. It took him less than ten seconds to decide to open the door himself.

  Again, there were only impressions. The storm at his back, the warmth within. There were scents—lemon, polish, lavender, and rosemary. He wondered if the old Irishwoman who ran the inn made her own potpourri. He wondered if she’d wake up and fix him a hot meal.

  Then he heard the growl—deep, feral—and tensed. His head whipped up, his eyes narrowed. Then his mind, for one stunning moment, blanked.

  Later, he would think it was a scene from a book. One of his own perhaps. The beautiful woman, the long white gown billowing, her hair spilling like fired gold down her shoulders. Her face was pale in the swaying light of the candle she held in one hand. Her other hand was clutched at the collar of a dog that looked and snarled like a wolf. A dog whose shoulders reached her waist.

  She stared down at him from the top of the steps, like a vision he had conjured. She might have been carved from marble, or ice. She was so still, so utterly perfect.

  Then the dog strained forward. With a movement that rippled her gown, she checked him.

  “You’re letting the rain in,” she said in a voice that only added to the fantasy. Soft, musical, lilting of the Ireland he’d come to discover.

  “Sorry.” He fumbled behind him for the door, shutting it so that the storm became only a backdrop.

  Her heart was still thudding. The noise and Con’s response had wakened her from a dream of pursuit and terror. Now, Brianna stared down at a man in black, shapeless but for his face, which was shadowed. When he stepped closer, she kept her trembling hand tight on Con’s collar.

  
  
  A long, narrow face, she saw now. A poet’s face with its dark, curious eyes and solemn mouth. A pirate’s face, hardened by those prominent bones and the long sun-streaked hair that curled damp around it.

  Silly to be afraid, she scolded herself. He was just a man, after all.

  “Are you lost, then?” she asked him.

  “No.” He smiled, slow, easy. “I’m found. This is Blackthorn Cottage?”

  “It is, yes.”

  “I’m Grayson Thane. I’m a couple days early, but Miss Concannon’s expecting me.”

  “Oh.” Brianna murmured something to the dog Gray didn’t catch, but it had the effect of relaxing those bunched canine muscles. “I was looking for you on Friday, Mr. Thane. But you’re welcome.” She started down the steps, the dog at her side, the candlelight wavering. “I’m Brianna Concannon.” She offered a hand.

  He stared at it a moment. He’d been expecting a nice, homey woman with graying hair tucked back in a bun. “I woke you,” he said foolishly.

  “We usually sleep here in the middle of the night. Come in by the fire." She walked to the parlor, switching on the lights. After setting the candle aside, blowing it out, she turned to take his wet coat. “It’s a terrible night for traveling.”

  “So I discovered.”

  He wasn’t shapeless under the mac. Though he wasn’t as tall as Brianna’s uneasy imagination had made him, he was lean and wiry. Like a boxer, she thought, then smiled at herself. Poet, pirate, boxer. The man was a writer, and a guest. “Warm yourself, Mr. Thane. I’ll make you some tea, shall I? Or would you rather I . . .” She’d started to offer to show him to his room, and remembered that she was sleeping in it.

  “I’ve been dreaming of coffee for the last hour. If it isn’t too much trouble.”

  “It’s not a problem. No problem at all. Make yourself comfortable.”

  It was too pretty a scene to spend alone, he decided. “I’ll just come in the kitchen with you. I feel bad enough about dragging you out of bed at this hour.” He held out a hand for Con to sniff. “This is some dog. For a minute I took him for a wolf.”

  “A wolfhound, he is.” Her mind was busy figuring details. “You’re welcome to sit in the kitchen. Are you hungry, then?”

  He rubbed Con’s head and grinned down at her. “Miss Concannon, I think I love you.”

  She flushed at his compliment. “Well, you give your heart easily then, if for no more than a bowl of soup.”

  “Not from what I’ve heard of your cooking.”

  “Oh?” She led the way into the kitchen and hung his dripping coat on a hook by the rear door.

  “A friend of a cousin of my editor stayed here a year or so ago. The word was that the hostess of the Blackthorn cooked like an angel.” He hadn’t heard she looked like one as well.

  “That’s a fine compliment.” Brianna put on the kettle, then ladled soup into a pot for heating. “I’m afraid I can only offer you plain fare tonight, Mr. Thane, but you’ll not go to your bed hungry.” She took soda bread from a bin and sliced it generously. “Have you traveled long today?”

  “I started out late from Dublin. I’d planned to stay another day, but I had the itch.” He smiled, taking the bread she set on the table and biting into the first piece before she could offer him butter. “It was time to get on the road. Do you run this place alone?”

  “I do. I’m afraid you’ll have a lack of company this time of year.”

  “I didn’t come for company,” he said, watching as she measured out coffee. The kitchen was beginning to smell like heaven.

  “For work, you said. I think it must be wonderful to be able to tell stories.”

  “It has its moments.”

  “I like yours.” It was simply said as she reached into a cupboard for a stoneware bowl glazed in deep blue.

  He raised a brow. People usually began to ask dozens of questions at this point. How do you write, where do you get your ideas—the most hated of questions—how do you get published? And questions were usually followed up by the deathless information that the inquirer had a story to tell.

  But that was all she said. Gray found himself smiling again. “Thanks. Sometimes I do, too.” He leaned forward, sniffed deeply when she set the bowl of soup in front of him. “It doesn’t smell like plain fare to me.”

  “It’s vegetable, with a bit of beef. I can make you a sandwich if you like.”

  “No, this is great.” He sampled, sighed. “Really great.” He studied her again. Did her skin always look so soft and flushed? he wondered. Or was it sleepiness? “I’m trying to be sorry I woke you,” he said and continued to eat. “This is making it tough.”

  “A good inn’s always open to a traveler, Mr. Thane.” She set his coffee beside him, signaled the dog who immediately stood from his perch beside the kitchen table. “Help yourself to another bowl if you like. I’ll tend to your room.”

  She hurried out, quickening her steps as she came to the stairs. She’d have to change the sheets on the bed, the towels in the bath. It didn’t occur to her to offer him one of the other rooms. As her only guest, he was entitled to the best she had.

  She worked quickly and was just plumping the pillows in their lace-edged cases when she heard the sound at the door.

  Her first reaction was distress to see him standing in the doorway. Her next was resignation. It was her home, after all. She had a right to use any part of it.

  “I was giving myself a bit of a holiday,” she began and tugged at the quilt.

  Odd, he thought, that a woman performing the simple task of tucking in sheets should look so outrageously sexy. He must be more tired than he’d thought.

  “I seemed to have dragged you from your bed in more ways than one. It wasn’t necessary for you to move out.”

  “This is the room you’re paying for. It’s warm. I’ve built the fire up, and you’ve your own bath. If you—”

  She broke off because he’d come up behind her. The prickling down her spine had her stiffening, but he only reached for the book on the night table.

  Brianna cleared her throat and stepped back. “I fell asleep reading it," she began, then went wide-eyed in distress. “I don’t mean to say it put me to sleep. I just—” He was smiling, she noted. No, he was grinning at her. The corners of her mouth tugged in response. “It gave me nightmares.”

  “Thank you.”

  She relaxed again, automatically turning sheets and quilt down in welcome. “And you coming in from the storm had me imagining the worst. I was sure the killer had popped right out of the book, bloody knife in hand.”

  “And who is he?”

  She cocked a brow. “I can’t say, but I’ve my suspicions. You’ve a clever way of twisting the emotions, Mr. Thane.”

  “Gray,” he said, handing her the book. “After all, in a convoluted sort of way, we’re sharing a bed.” He took her hand before she could think of how to respond, then left her unsettled by raising it to his lips. “Thanks for the soup.”

  “You’re welcome. Sleep well.”

  He didn’t doubt he would. Brianna had hardly gone out and closed his door when he stripped off his clothes and tumbled naked into the bed. There was a faint scent of lilacs in the air, lilacs and some summer meadow scent he recognized as Brianna’s hair.

  He fell asleep with a smile on his face.

  
  
  

   CHAPTER
TWO
  

  It was still raining. The first thing Gray noticed when he pried his eyes open in the morning was the gloom. It could have been any time from dawn to dusk. The old clock on the stone mantel said nine-fifteen. He was optimistic enough to bet it was a.m.

  He hadn’t studied the room the night before. Travel fatigue, and the pretty sight of Brianna Concannon making his bed, had fuzzed his brain. He did so now, warm under the pooling quilt. The walls were papered so that tiny sprigs of violets and rosebuds climbed from floor to ceiling. The fire, gone cold now, had been set in a stone hearth, and bricks of turf were set in a painted box beside it.

  There was a desk that looked old and sturdy. Its surface was polished to a high gloss. A brass lamp, an old inkwell, and a glass bowl of potpourri stood on it. A vase of dried flowers was centered on a mirrored dresser. Two chairs, covered in a soft rose, flanked a small occasional table. There was a braided rug on the floor that picked up the muted tones of the room and prints of wildflowers on the wall.

  Gray leaned against the headboard, yawned. He didn’t need ambience when he worked, but he appreciated it. All in all, he thought he’d chosen well.

  He considered rolling over, going back to sleep. He hadn’t yet closed the cage door behind him—an analogy he often used for writing. Chilly, rainy mornings anywhere in the world were meant to be spent in bed. But he thought of his landlady, pretty, rosy-cheeked Brianna. Curiosity about her had him gingerly setting his feet on the chilly floor.

  At least the water ran hot, he thought as he stood groggily under the shower. And the soap smelled lightly, and practically, of a pine forest. Traveling as he did, he’d faced a great many icy showers. The simple hominess of the bath, the white towels with their charming touch of embroidery suited his mood perfectly. Then again, his surroundings usually suited him, from a tent in the Arizona desert to plush hotels on the Riviera. Gray liked to think he twisted his setting to fit his needs—until, of course, his needs changed.

  For the next few months he figured the cozy inn in Ireland would do just fine. Particularly with the added benefit of his lovely landlady. Beauty was always a plus.

  He saw no reason to shave, and pulled on jeans and a tattered sweatshirt. Since the wind had died considerably, he might take a tramp over the fields after breakfast. Soak up a little atmosphere.

  But it was breakfast that sent him downstairs.

  He wasn’t surprised to find her in the kitchen. The room seemed to have been designed for her—the smoky hearth, the bright walls, the neat-as-a-pin counters.

  She’d scooped her hair up this morning, he noted. He imagined she thought the knot on top of her head was practical. And perhaps it was, he mused, but the fact that strands escaped to flutter and curl around her neck and cheeks made the practical alluring.

  It probably was a bad idea all around to be allured by his landlady.

  She was baking something, and the scent of it made his mouth water. Surely it was the scent of food and not the sight of her in her trim white apron that had his juices running.

  She turned then, her arms full of a huge bowl, the contents of which she continued to beat with a wooden spoon. She blinked once in surprise, then smiled in cautious welcome. “Good morning. You’ll want your breakfast.”

  “I’ll have whatever I’m smelling.”

  “No, you won’t.” In a competent manner he had to admire, she poured the contents of a bowl into a pan. “It’s not done yet, and what it is is a cake for tea.”

  “Apple,” he said, sniffing the air. “Cinnamon.”

  “Your nose is right. Can you handle an Irish breakfast, or will you be wanting something lighter?”

  “Light isn’t what I had in mind.”

  “Fine, then, the dining room’s through the door there. I’ll bring you in some coffee and buns to hold you.”

  “Can I eat in here?” He gave her his most charming smile and leaned against the doorjamb. “Or does it bother you to have people watch you cook?” Or just watch her, he thought, do anything at all.

  “Not at all.” Some of her guests preferred it, though most liked to be served. She poured him coffee she already had heating. “You take it black?”

  “That’s right.” He sipped it standing, watching her. “Did you grow up in this house?”

  “I did.” She slid fat sausages in a pan.

  “I thought it seemed more of a home than an inn.”

  “It’s meant to. We had a farm, you see, but sold off most of the land. We kept the house, and the little cottage down the way where my sister and her husband live from time to time.”

  “From time to time?”

  “He has a home in Dublin as well. He owns galleries. She’s an artist.”

  “Oh, what kind?”

  She smiled a little as she went about the cooking. Most people assumed artist meant painter, a fact which irritated Maggie always. “A glass artist. She blows glass.” Brianna gestured to the bowl in the center of the kitchen table. It bled with melting pastels, its rim fluid, like rain-washed petals. “That’s her work.”

  “Impressive.” Curious, he moved closer, ran a finger tip around the wavy rim. “Concannon,” he murmured, then chuckled to himself. “Damn me, M. M. Concannon, the Irish sensation.”

  Brianna’s eyes danced with pleasure. “Do they call her that, really? Oh, she’ll love it.” Pride flashed in. “And you recognized her work.”

  “I ought to, I just bought a—I don’t know what the hell it is. A sculpture. Worldwide Galleries, London, two weeks ago.”

  “Rogan’s gallery. Her husband.”

  “Handy.” He went to the stove to top off his cup himself. The frying sausages smelled almost as good as his hostess. “It’s an amazing piece. Icy white glass with this pulse of fire inside. I thought it looked like the Fortress of Solitude.” At her blank look, he laughed. “You’re not up on your American comic books, I take it. Superman’s private sanctum, in the Arctic, I think.”

  “She’ll like that, she will. Maggie’s big on private sanctums.” In an unconscious habit she tucked loose hair back into pins. Her nerves were humming a little. She supposed it was due to the way he stared at her, that frank and unapologetic appraisal that was uncomfortably intimate. It was the writer in him, she told herself and dropped potatoes into the spitting grease.

  “They’re building a gallery here in Clare,” she continued. “It’ll be open in the spring. Here’s porridge to start you off while the rest is cooking.”

  Porridge. It was perfect. A rainy morning in an Irish cottage and porridge in a thick brown bowl. Grinning, he sat down and began to eat.

  “Are you setting a book here, in Ireland?” She glanced over her shoulder. “Is it all right to ask?”

  “Sure. That’s the plan. Lonely countryside, rainy fields, towering cliffs.” He shrugged. “Tidy little villages. Postcards. But what passions and ambitions lie beneath.”

  Now she laughed, turning bacon. “I don’t know if you’ll find our village passions and ambitions up to your scope, Mr. Thane.”

  “Gray.”

  “Yes, Gray.” She took an egg, broke it one-handed into the sizzling skillet. “Now, mine ran pretty high when one of Murphy’s cows broke through the fence and trampled my roses last summer. And as I recall, Tommy Duggin and Joe Ryan had a bloody fistfight outside O’Malley’s pub not long back.”

  “Over a woman?”

  “No, over a soccer game on the television. But then, they were a wee bit drunk at the time, I’m told, and made it up well enough once their heads stopped ringing.”

  “Well, fiction’s nothing but a lie anyway.”

  “But it’s not.” Her eyes, softly green and serious, met his as she set a plate in front of him. “It’s a different kind of truth. It would be your truth at the time of the writing, wouldn’t it?”

  Her perception surprised and almost embarrassed him. “Yes. Yes, it would.”

  Satisfied, she turned back to the stove to heap sausage, a rasher of bacon, eggs, potato pancakes onto a platter. “You’ll be a sensation in the village. We Irish are wild for writers, you know.”

  “I’m no Yeats.”

  She smiled, pleased when he transferred healthy portions of food onto his plate. “But you don’t want to be, do you?”

  He looked up, crunching into his first slice of bacon. Had she pegged him so accurately so quickly? he wondered. He, who prided himself on his own aura of mystery—no past, no future.

  Before he could think of a response, the kitchen door crashed open and a whirlwind of rain and woman came in. “Some knothead left his car smack in the middle of the road outside the house, Brie.” Maggie stopped, dragged off a dripping cap, and eyed Gray.

  “Guilty,” he said, lifting a hand. “I forgot. I’ll move it.”

  “No rush now.” She waved him back into his seat and dragged off her coat. “Finish your breakfast, I’ve time. You’d be the Yank writer, would you?”

  
  
  “Twice guilty. And you’d be M. M. Concannon.”

  “I would.”

  “My sister, Maggie,” Brianna said as she poured tea. “Grayson Thane.”

  Maggie sat with a little sigh of relief. The baby was kicking up a storm of its own. “A bit early, are you?”

  “Change of plans.” She was a sharper version of Brianna, Gray thought. Redder hair, greener eyes—edgier eyes. “Your sister was kind enough not to make me sleep in the yard.”

  “Oh, she’s a kind one, Brie is.” Maggie helped herself to a piece of the bacon on the platter. “Apple cake?” Maggie asked, sniffing the air.

  “For tea.” Brianna took one pan out of the oven, slipped another in.

  “You and Rogan are welcome to some.”

  “Maybe we’ll come by.” She took a bun from the basket on the table and began to nibble. “Plan to stay awhile, do you?”

  “Maggie, don’t harass my guest. I’ve some extra buns if you want to take some home.”

  “I’m not leaving yet. Rogan’s on the phone, will be as far as I can tell until doomsday’s come and gone. I was heading to the village for some bread.”

  “I’ve plenty to spare.”

  Maggie smiled, bit into the bun again. “I thought you might.” She turned those sharp green eyes on Gray. “She bakes enough for the whole village.”

  “Artistic talent runs in the family,” Gray said easily. After heaping strawberry jam on a piece of bread, he passed the jar companionably to Maggie. “You with glass, Brianna with cooking.” Without shame, he eyed the cake cooling on top of the stove. “How long until tea?”

  Maggie grinned at him. “I may like you.”

  “I may like you back.” He rose. “I’ll move the car.”

  “If you’d just pull it into the street.”

  He gave Brianna a blank look. “What street?”

  “Beside the house—the driveway you’d call it. Will you need help with your luggage?”

  “No, I can handle it. Nice to have met you, Maggie.”

  “And you.” Maggie licked her fingers, waited until she heard the door shut. “Better to look at than his picture in back of his books.”

  “He is.”

  “You wouldn’t think a writer would have a build like that—all tough and muscled.”

  Well aware Maggie was looking for a reaction, Brianna kept her back turned. “I suppose he’s nicely put together. I wouldn’t think a married woman going into her sixth month of pregnancy would pay his build much mind.”

  Maggie snorted. “I’ve a notion every woman would pay him mind. And if you haven’t, we’d best be having more than your eyes checked.”

  “My eyes are fine, thank you. And aren’t you the one who was worried about me being alone with him?”

  “That was before I decided to like him.”

  With a little sigh Brianna glanced toward the kitchen doorway. She doubted she had much time. Brianna moistened her lips, kept her hands busy with tidying the breakfast dishes. “Maggie, I’d be glad if you could find time to come by later. I need to talk to you about something.”

  “Talk now.”

  “No, I can’t.” She glanced at the kitchen doorway. “We need to be private. It’s important.”

  “You’re upset.”

  “I don’t know if I’m upset or not.”

  “Did he do something? The Yank?” Despite her bulk, Maggie was out of her chair and ready to fight.

  “No, no. It’s nothing to do with him.” Exasperated, Brianna set her hands on her hips. “You just said you liked him.”

  “Not if he’s upsetting you.”

  “Well, he’s not. Don’t press me about it now. Will you come by later, once I’m sure he’s settled?”

  “Of course I will.” Concerned, Maggie brushed a hand over Brianna’s shoulder. “Do you want Rogan to come?”

  “If he can. Yes,” Brianna decided, thinking of Maggie’s condition.

  “Yes, please ask him to come with you.”

  “Before tea, then—two, three o’clock?”

  “That would be good. Take the buns, Maggie, and the bread. I want to help Mr. Thane settle in.”

   

  There was nothing Brianna dreaded more than confrontations, angry words, bitter emotions. She had grown up in a house where the air had always simmered with them. Resentments boiling into blowups. Disappointments flashing into shouts. In defense she had always tried to keep her own feelings controlled, steering as far to the opposite pole as possible from the storms and rages that had served as her sister’s shield to their parents’ misery.

  She could admit, to herself, that she had often wished to wake one morning and discover her parents had decided to ignore church and tradition and go their separate ways. But more often, too often, she had prayed for a miracle. The miracle of having her parents discover each other again, and reigniting the spark that had drawn them together so many years before.

  Now, she understood, at least in part, why that miracle could never have happened. Amanda. The woman’s name had been Amanda.

  Had her mother known? Brianna wondered. Had she known that the husband she’d come to detest had loved another? Did she know there was a child, grown now, who was a result of that reckless, forbidden love?

  She could never ask. Would never ask, Brianna promised herself. The horrible scene it would cause would be more than she could bear.

  Already she had spent most of the day dreading sharing what she’d discovered with her sister. Knowing, for she knew Maggie well, that there would be hurt and anger and soul-deep disillusionment.

  She’d put it off for hours. The coward’s way, she knew, and it shamed her. But she told herself she needed time to settle her own heart before she could take on the burden of Maggie’s.

  Gray was the perfect distraction. Helping him settle into his room, answering his questions about the nearby villages and the countryside. And questions he had, by the dozen. By the time she pointed him off toward Ennis, she was exhausted. His mental energy was amazing, reminding her of a contortionist she’d once seen at a fair, twisting and turning himself into outrageous shapes, then popping out only to twist and turn again.

  To relax, she got down on hands and knees and scrubbed the kitchen floor.

  It was barely two when she heard Con’s welcoming barks. The tea was steeping, her cakes frosted, and the little sandwiches she’d made cut into neat triangles. Brianna wrung her hands once, then opened the kitchen door to her sister and brother-in-law.

  “Did you walk over, then?”

  “Sweeney claims I need exercise.” Maggie’s face was rosy, her eyes dancing. She took one long, deep sniff of the air. “And I will, after tea.”

  “She’s greedy these days.” Rogan hung his coat and Maggie’s on hooks by the door. He might have worn old trousers and sturdy walking shoes, but nothing could disguise what his wife would have termed the Dublin in him. Tall, dark, elegant, he would be in black tie or rags. “It’s lucky you asked us for tea, Brianna. She’s cleaned out our pantry.”

  “Well, we’ve plenty here. Go sit by the fire and I’ll bring it out.”

  “We’re not guests,” Maggie objected. “The kitchen’ll do for us.”

  “I’ve been in it all day.” It was a lame excuse. There was no more appealing room in the house for her. But she wanted, needed, the formality of the parlor for what needed to be done. “And there’s a nice fire laid.”

  “I’ll take the tray,” Rogan offered.

  The minute they were settled in the parlor, Maggie reached for a cake.

  “Take a sandwich,” Rogan told her.

  “He treats me more like a child than a woman who’s carrying one.” But she took the sandwich first. “I’ve been telling Rogan about your very attractive Yank. Long gold-tipped hair, sturdy muscles, and big brown eyes. Isn’t he joining us for tea?”

  “We’re early for tea,” Rogan pointed out. “I’ve read his books,” he said to Brianna. “He has a clever way of plunging the reader into the turmoil.”

  “I know.” She smiled a little. “I fell asleep last night with the light on. He’s gone out for a drive, to Ennis and about. He was kind enough to post a letter for me.” The easiest way, Brianna thought, was often through the back door. “I found some papers when I was up in the attic yesterday.”

  “Haven’t we been through that business before?” Maggie asked.

  “We left a lot of Da’s boxes untouched. When Mother was here, it seemed best not to bring it up.”

  “She’d have done nothing but rant and rave.” Maggie scowled into her tea. “You shouldn’t have to go through his papers on your own, Brie.”

  “I don’t mind. I’ve been thinking I might turn the attic into a loft room, for guests.”

  “More guests.” Maggie rolled her eyes. “You’re overrun with them now, spring and summer.”

  “I like having people in the house.” It was an old argument, one they would never see through the same eyes. “At any rate, it was past time to go through things. There were some clothes as well, some no more than rags now. But I found this.” She rose and went to a small box. She took out the lacy white gown. “It’s Granny’s work, I’m sure. Da would have saved it for his grandchildren.”

  “Oh.” Everything about Maggie softened. Her eyes, her mouth, her voice. She held out her hands, took the gown into them. “So tiny,” she murmured. Even as she stroked the linen, the baby inside her stirred.

  “I thought your family might have one put aside as well, Rogan, but—”

  “We’ll use this. Thank you, Brie.” One look at his wife’s face had decided him. “Here, Margaret Mary.”

  Maggie took the handkerchief he offered and wiped her eyes. “The books say it’s hormones. I always seem to be spilling over.”

  “I’ll put it back for you.” After replacing the gown, Brianna took the next step and offered the stock certificate. “I found this as well. Da must have bought it, or invested, whatever it is, shortly before he died.”

  A glance at the paper had Maggie sighing. “Another of his moneymaking schemes.” She was nearly as sentimental over the stock certificate as she’d been over the baby gown. “How like him. So he thought he’d go into mining, did he?”

  “Well, he’d tried everything else.”

  Rogan frowned over the certificate. “Would you like me to look into this company, see what’s what?”

  “I’ve written to them. Mr. Thane’s posting the letter for me. It’ll come to nothing, I imagine.” None of Tom Concannon’s schemes ever had. “But you might keep the paper for me until I hear back.”

  “It’s ten thousand shares,” Rogan pointed out.

  Maggie and Brianna smiled at each other. “And if it’s worth more than the paper it’s printed on, he’ll have broken his record.” Maggie shrugged and treated herself to a cake. “He was always after investing in something, or starting a new business. It was his dreams that were big, Rogan, and his heart.”

  Brianna’s smile dimmed. “I found something else. Something I need to show you. Letters.”

  “He was famous for writing them.”

  “No,” Brianna interrupted before Maggie could launch into one of her stories. Do it now, she ordered herself when her heart shied back. Do it quickly. “These were written to him. There are three of them, and I think it’s best if you read them for yourself.”

  Maggie could see Brianna’s eyes had gone cool and remote. A defense, she knew, against anything from temper to heartache. “All right, Brie.”

  Saying nothing, Brianna picked up the letters, put them in Maggie’s hand.

  Maggie had only to look at the return address on the first envelope for her heartbeat to thicken. She opened the letter.

  Brianna heard the quick sound of distress. The fingers she’d locked together twisted. She saw Maggie reach out, grip Rogan’s hand. A change, Brianna thought with a little sigh. Even a year before Maggie would have slapped any comforting hand aside.

  “Amanda.” There were tears in Maggie’s voice. “It was Amanda he said before he died. Standing there at the cliffs at Loop Head, at that spot he loved so much. We would go there and he would joke about how we’d hop in a boat and our next stop would be a pub in New York.” Now the tears spilled over. “In New York. Amanda was in New York.”

  “He said her name.” Brianna’s fingers went to her mouth. She stopped herself, barely, before she gave into her childhood habit of gnawing her nails. “I remember now that you said something about that at his wake. Did he say anything more, tell you anything about her?”

  “He said nothing but her name.” Maggie dashed at tears with a furious hand. “He said nothing then, nothing ever. He loved her, but he did nothing about it.”

  “What could he do?” Brianna asked. “Maggie—”

  “Something.” There were more tears and more fury when Maggie lifted her head. “Anything. Sweet Jesus, he spent his life in hell. Why? Because the Church says it’s a sin to do otherwise. Well, he’d sinned already, hadn’t he? He’d committed adultery. Do I blame him for that? I don’t know that I can, remembering what he faced in this house. But by God, couldn’t he have followed through on it? Couldn’t he have finally followed through?”

  “He stayed for us.” Brianna’s voice was tight and cold. “You know he stayed for us.”

  “Is that supposed to make me grateful?”

  “Will you blame him for loving you?” Rogan asked quietly. “Or condemn him for loving someone else?”

  Her eyes flashed. But the bitterness that rose up in her throat died into grief. “No, I’ll do neither. But he should have had more than memories.”

  “Read the others, Maggie.”

  “I will. You were barely born when these were written,” she said as she opened the second letter.

  “I know,” Brianna said dully.

  “I think she loved him very much. There’s a kindness here. It isn’t so much to ask, love, kindness.” Maggie looked at Brianna then, for some sign. She saw nothing but that same cool detachment. With a sigh, she opened the final letter while Brianna sat stiff and cold. “I only wish he . . .” Her words faltered. “Oh, my God. A baby.” Instinctively her hand went to cover her own. “She was pregnant.”

  “We have a brother or sister somewhere. I don’t know what to do.”

  Shock and fury had Maggie lurching to her feet. Teacups rattled as she pushed back to stalk around the room. “What to do? It’s been done, hasn’t it? Twenty-eight years ago to be exact.”

  Distressed, Brianna started to rise, but Rogan covered her hand. “Let her go,” he murmured. “She’ll be better for it after.”

  “What right did she have to tell him this and then go away?” Maggie demanded. “What right did he have to let her? And now, are you thinking it falls to us? To us to follow it through? This isn’t some abandoned fatherless child we’re speaking of now, Brianna, but a person grown. What have they to do with us?”

  “Our father, Maggie. Our family.”

  “Oh, aye, the Concannon family. God help us.” Overwhelmed, she leaned against the mantel, staring blindly into the fire. “Was he so weak, then?”

  “We don’t know what he did, or could have done. We may never know." Brianna took a careful breath. “If Mother had known—”

  Maggie interrupted with a short, bitter laugh. “She didn’t. Do you think she wouldn’t have used a weapon like this to beat him into the ground? God knows she used everything else.”

  “Then there’s no point in telling her now, is there?”

  Slowly Maggie turned. “You want to say nothing?”

  “To her. What purpose would it serve to hurt her?”

  Maggie’s mouth thinned. “You think it would?”

  “Are you so sure it wouldn’t?”

  The fire went out in Maggie as quickly as it had flared. “I don’t know. How can I know? I feel as if they’re both strangers now.”

  “He loved you, Maggie.” Rogan rose now to go to her. “You know that.”

  “I know that.” She let herself lean. “But I don’t know what I feel.”

  “I think we should try to find Amanda Dougherty,” Brianna began, “and—”

  “I can’t think.” Maggie closed her eyes. There were too many emotions battering inside her to allow her to see, as she wanted, the right direction to take. “I need to think about this, Brie. It’s rested this long. It can rest awhile longer.”

  “I’m sorry, Maggie.”

  “Don’t take this on your shoulders as well.” A bit of the bite and briskness came back into Maggie’s voice. “They’re burdened enough. Give me a few days, Brie, then we’ll decide together what’s to be done.”

  “All right.”

  “I’d like to keep the letters, for now.”

  “Of course.”

  Maggie crossed over, laid a hand on Brianna’s pale cheek. “He loved you, too, Brie.”

  “In his way.”

  “In every way. You were his angel, his cool rose. Don’t worry. We’ll find a way to do what’s best.”

   

  Gray didn’t mind when the leaden sky began to spit rain again. He stood on a parapet of a ruined castle looking out on a sluggish river. Wind whistled and moaned through chinks in the stone. He might have been alone, not simply in this spot, but in this country, in the world.

  It was, he decided, the perfect place for murder.

  The victim could be lured here, could be pursued up ancient winding stone steps, could flee helplessly up, until any crumb of hope would dissolve. There would be no escape.

  Here, where old blood had been spilled, where it seeped into stone and earth so deep, yet not so deep, fresh murder would be done. Not for God, not for country. But for pleasure.

  Gray already knew his villain, could picture him there, slicing down so that the edge of his knife glinted silver in the dull light. He knew his victim, the terror and the pain. The hero, and the woman he would love, were as clear to Gray as the slow run of the river below.

  And he knew he would have to begin soon to create them with words. There was nothing he enjoyed in writing more than making his people breathe, giving them flesh and blood. Discovering their backgrounds, their hidden fears, every twist and turn of their pasts.

  It was, perhaps, because he had no past of his own. He had made himself, layer by layer, as skillfully and as meticulously as he crafted his characters. Grayson Thane was who he had decided to be, and his skill in storytelling had provided a means to become who and what he wanted, in some style.

  He would never consider himself a modest man, but considered himself no more than a competent writer, a spinner of tales. He wrote to entertain himself first, and acknowledged his luck in hitting some chord in the public.

  Brianna had been right. He had no desire to be a Yeats. Being a good writer meant he could make a living and do as he chose. Being a great one would bring responsibilities and expectations he had no desire to face. What Gray didn’t choose to face, he simply turned his back on.

  But there were times, such as this, when he wondered what it might be like to have roots, ancestry, a full-blooded devotion to family or country. The people who had built this castle that still stood, those who had fought there, died there. What had they felt? What had they wished for? And how could battles fought so long ago still ring, as clear as the fatal music of sword against sword, in the air?

  He’d chosen Ireland for this, for the history, for the people whose memories were long and roots were deep. For people, he admitted, like Brianna Concannon.

  It was an odd and interesting bonus that she should be so much what he was looking for in his heroine.

  Physically she was perfect. That soft, luminous beauty, the simple grace and quiet manner. But beneath the shell, in contrast to that open-handed hospitality, was a remoteness, and a sadness. Complexities, he thought, letting the rain slap his cheeks. He enjoyed nothing better than contrasts and complexities—puzzles to be solved. What had put that haunted look in her eyes, that defensive coolness in her manner?

  It would be interesting to find out.

  
  
  

   CHAPTER
THREE
  

  He thought she was out when he came back. As focused as a hound on a scent, Gray headed to the kitchen. It was her voice that stopped him—soft, quiet, and icy. Without giving a thought to the ethics of eavesdropping, he shifted and moved to the doorway of the parlor.

  He could see her on the phone. Her hand twisted in the cord, a gesture of anger or nerves. He couldn’t see her face, but the stiff set of her back and shoulders was indication enough of her mood.

  “I’ve just come in, Mother. I had to pick up a few things in the village. I’ve a guest.”

  There was a pause, Gray watched as Brianna lifted a hand, rubbed it hard at her temple.

  “Yes, I know. I’m sorry it upsets you. I’ll come around tomorrow. I can—”

  She broke off, obviously interrupted by some sharp comment on the other end of the phone. Gray pushed back an urge to move into the room and soothe those tensed shoulders.

  “I’ll take you wherever you want to go tomorrow. I never said I was too busy, and I’m sorry you’re not feeling well. I’ll do the marketing, yes, it’s no problem. Before noon, I promise. I have to go now. I have cakes in the oven. I’ll bring you some, shall I? Tomorrow, Mother, I promise.” She muttered a goodbye and turned. The weary distress on her face turned to shock when she saw Gray, then a flush crept into her cheeks. “You move quietly,” she said with the faintest trace of annoyance in the tone. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

  “I didn’t want to interrupt.” He had no shame about listening to her conversation, nor about watching her varying reactions flicker over her face. “Your mother lives nearby?”

  “Not far.” Her voice was clipped now, edged with the anger that stirred inside her. He’d listened to her personal misery and didn’t think it important enough to apologize for. “I’ll get your tea now.”

  “No hurry. You’ve got cakes in the oven.”

  She leveled her eyes at his. “I lied. I should tell you that I open my home to you, but not my private life.”

  He acknowledged this with a nod. “I should tell you, I always pry. You’re upset, Brianna. Maybe you should have some tea.”

  “I’ve had mine, thank you.” Her shoulders remained stiff as she crossed the room and started to move past him. He stopped her with the faintest of brushes of his hand on her arm. There was curiosity in his eyes—and she resented it. There was sympathy—she didn’t want it.

  “Most writers have as open an ear as a good bartender.”

  She shifted. It was only the slightest movement, but it put distance between them, and made her point. “I’ve always wondered about people who find it necessary to tell their personal problems to the man who serves them ale. I’ll bring your tea into the parlor. I’ve too much to do in the kitchen for company.”

  
  
  Gray ran his tongue around his teeth as she walked away. He had, he knew, been put ever so completely in his place.

   

  Brianna couldn’t fault the American for curiosity. She had plenty of her own. She enjoyed finding out about the people who passed through her home, hearing them talk about their lives and their families. It might have been unfair, but she preferred not to discuss hers. Much more comfortable was the role of onlooker. It was safer that way.

  But she wasn’t angry with him. Experience had taught her that temper solved nothing. Patience, manners, and a quiet tone were more effective shields, and weapons against most confrontations. They had served her well through the evening meal, and by the end of it, it seemed to her that she and Gray had resumed their proper positions of landlady and guest. His casual invitation to join him at the village pub had been just as casually refused. Brianna had spent a pleasant hour finishing his book.

  Now, with breakfast served and the dishes done, she prepared to drive to her mother’s and devote the rest of the morning to Maeve. Maggie would be annoyed to hear it, Brianna thought. But her sister didn’t understand that it was easier, certainly less stressful to simply meet their mother’s need for time and attention. Inconvenience aside, it was only a few hours out of her life.

  Hardly a year earlier, before Maggie’s success had made it possible to set Maeve up with a companion in her own home, Brianna had been at her beck and call twenty-four hours a day, tending to imaginary illnesses, listening to complaints on her own shortcomings.

  And being reminded, time after time, that Maeve had done her duty by giving Brianna life.

  What Maggie couldn’t understand, and what Brianna continued to be guilty about, was that she was willing to pay any price for the serenity of being the sole mistress of Blackthorn Cottage.

  And today the sun was shining. There was a teasing hint of far-off spring in the mild breeze. It wouldn’t last, Brianna knew. That made the luminous light and soft air all the more precious. To enjoy it more fully, she rolled down the windows of her ancient Fiat. She would have to roll them up again and turn on the sluggish heater when her mother joined her.

  She glanced over at the pretty little Mercedes Gray had leased—not in envy. Or perhaps with just the slightest twinge of envy. It was so efficiently flashy and sleek. And suited its driver, she mused, perfectly. She wondered what it would be like to sit behind the wheel, just for a moment or two.

  Almost in apology she patted the steering wheel of her Fiat before turning the key. The engine strained, grumbled, and coughed.

  “Ah, now, I didn’t mean it,” she murmured and tried the key again. “Come on, sweetheart, catch hold, will you? She hates it when I’m late.”

  But the engine merely stuttered, then died off with a moan. Resigned, Brianna got out and lifted the hood. She knew the Fiat often displayed the temperament of a cranky old woman. Most usually she could coax it along with a few strokes or taps with the tools she carried in the trunk.

  She was hauling out a dented toolbox when Gray strolled out the front door.

  “Car trouble?” he called.

  
  
  “She’s temperamental.” Brianna tossed back her hair and pushed up the sleeves of her sweater. “Just needs a bit of attention.”

  Thumbs tucked in the front pocket of his jeans, he crossed over, glanced under the hood. It wasn’t a swagger—but it was close. “Want me to take a look?”

  She eyed him. He still hadn’t shaved. The stubble should have made him look unkempt and sloppy. Instead, the combination of it and the gold-tipped hair pulled back in a stubby ponytail fit Brianna’s image of an American rock star. The idea made her smile.

  “Do you know about cars then, or are you offering because you think you should—being male, that is.”

  His brow shot up, and his lips quirked as he took the toolbox from her. He had to admit he was relieved she wasn’t angry with him any longer.

  “Step back, little lady,” he drawled in a voice thick with the rural South. “And don’t worry that pretty head of yours. Let a man handle this.”

  Impressed, she tilted her head. “You sounded just as I imagined Buck sounded in your book.”

  “You’ve a good ear.” He flashed her a grin before he ducked under the hood. “He was a pompous red-necked ass, wasn’t he?”

  “Mmm.” She wasn’t sure, even though they were discussing a fictional character, if it was polite to agree. “Usually it’s the carburetor,” she began. “Murphy promised to rebuild it when he has a few hours to spare.”

  Already head and shoulders under the hood, Gray simply turned his head and gave her a dry look. “Well, Murphy’s not here, is he?”

  She had to admit he was not. Brianna bit her lip as she watched Gray work. She appreciated the offer, truly she did. But the man was a writer, not a mechanic. She couldn’t afford to have him, with all good intentions, damage something.

  “Usually if I just prop open that hinge thing there with a stick”—to show him, she leaned in alongside Gray and pointed—“then I get in and start it.”

  He turned his head again, was eye to eye and mouth to mouth with her. She smelled glorious, as fresh and clean as the morning. As he stared, color flushed into her cheeks, her eyes widened fractionally. Her quick and obviously unplanned reaction to him might have made him smile, if his system hadn’t been so busy going haywire.

  “It’s not the carburetor this time,” he said and wondered what she would do if he pressed his lips just where the pulse in her throat was jumping.

  “No?” She couldn’t have moved if her life had been threatened. His eyes had gold in them, she thought foolishly, gold streaks along the brown, just as he had in his hair. She fought to get a breath in and out. “Usually it is.”

  He shifted, a test for both of them, until their shoulders brushed. Those lovely eyes of hers clouded with confusion, like a sea under uncertain skies. “This time it’s the battery cables. They’re corroded.”

  “It’s . . . been a damp winter.”

  If he leaned just the slightest bit toward her now, his mouth would be on hers. The thought of it shot straight to her stomach, flipped over. It would be rough—he would be rough, she was certain. Would he kiss like the hero in the book she had finished the night before? With teeth nipping, tongue thrusting? All fierce demand and wild urgency while his hands . . .

  Oh, God. She’d been wrong, Brianna discovered, she could move if her life was threatened. If felt as if it had been, though he hadn’t moved, hadn’t so much as blinked. Giddy from her own imagination, she jerked back, only to make a small, distressed sound in her throat when he moved with her.

  They stood, almost embracing, in the sunlight.

  What would he do? she wondered. What would she do?

  He wasn’t sure why he resisted. Perhaps it was the subtle waves of fear vibrating from her. It might have been the shock of discovering he had his own fear, compressed in a small tight ball in the pit of his stomach.

  It was he who took a step back, a very vital step back.

  “I’ll clean them off for you,” he said. “And we’ll try her again.”

  Her hands reached for each other until her fingers were linked. “Thank you. I should go in and call my mother, let her know I’ll be a little late.”

  “Brianna.” He waited until she stopped retreating, until her eyes lifted to his again. “You have an incredibly appealing face.”

  As compliments went, she wasn’t sure how this one fit. She nodded. “Thank you. I like yours.”

  He cocked his head. “Just how careful do you want to be about this?" It took her a moment to understand, and another to find her voice. “Very,” she managed. “I think very.”

  Gray watched her disappear into the house before he turned back to the job at hand. “I was afraid of that,” he muttered.

   

  Once she was on her way—the Fiat’s engine definitely needed an overhaul—Gray took a long walk over the fields. He told himself he was absorbing atmosphere, researching, priming himself to work. It was a pity he knew himself well enough to understand he was working off his response to Brianna.

  A normal response, he assured himself. She was, after all, a beautiful woman. And he hadn’t been with a woman at all for some time. If his libido was revving, it was only to be expected.

  There had been a woman, an associate with his publishing house in England, whom he might have tumbled for. Briefly. But he’d suspected that she’d been much more interested in how their relationship might have advanced her career than in enjoying the moment. It had been distressingly easy for him to keep their relationship from becoming intimate.

  He was becoming jaded, he supposed. Success could do that to you. Whatever pleasure and pride it brought carried a price. A growing lack of trust, a more jaundiced eye. It rarely bothered him. How could it when trust had never been his strong point in any case? Better, he thought, to see things as they were rather than as you wanted them to be. Save the I wants for fiction.

  He could turn his reaction to Brianna around just that way. She would be his prototype for his heroine. The lovely, serene, and composed woman, with secrets in her eyes and ice floes, banked fires, and conflicts stirring beneath the shell.

  What made her tick? What did she dream of, what did she fear? Those were questions he would answer as he built a woman out of words and imagination.

  Was she jealous of her stunningly successful sister? Did she resent her demanding mother? Was there a man she wanted and who wanted her?

  Those were questions he needed to answer as he discovered Brianna Concannon.

  Gray began to think he would need to combine them all before he could tell his tale.

  He smiled to himself as he walked. He would tell himself that, he thought, because he wanted to know. And he had no qualms whatsoever about prying into someone’s private thoughts and experiences. And no guilt about hoarding his own.

  He stopped, turned a slow circle as he looked around him. Now this, he decided, was a place a person could lose himself in. Roll after roll of glistening green fields bisected with gray stone walls, dotted with fat cows. The morning was so clear, so shining, that he could see the glint of window glass in cottages in the distance, the flap of clothes hung out on lines to dry in the breeze.

  Overhead the sky was a bowl of swimming blue—postcard perfect. Yet already, at the west rim of that bowl, clouds were swarming together; their purple-edged tips threatened storm.

  Here, in what seemed to be the center of a crystallized world, he could smell grass and cow, hints of the sea carried on the air, and the faint, faint scent of smoke from a cottage chimney. There was the sound of wind in the grass, the swish of cows’ tails, and the steady trumpet of a bird who celebrated the day.

  He almost felt guilty about bringing even fictional murder and mayhem to such a place. Almost.

  He had six months, Gray thought. Six months before his next book hit the stands and he flung himself, as cheerfully as possible, into the fun house ride of book tours and press. Six months to create the story that was already growing inside his head. Six months to enjoy this little spot in the world, and the people in it.

  Then he would leave it, as he had left dozens of other spots, hundreds of other people, and go on to the next. Going on was something he excelled at.

  Gray swung over a wall and crossed the next field.

  The circle of stones caught his eye and his imagination immediately. He had seen greater monuments, had stood in the shadow of Stonehenge and felt the power. This dance was hardly more than eight feet, the king stone no taller than a man. But finding it here, standing silent among grazing, disinterested cows, seemed wonderful to him.

  Who had built it, and why? Fascinated, Gray rounded the outside circumference first. Only two of the lintels remained in place, the others having fallen off in some long-ago night. At least he hoped it had been at night, during a storm, and the sound of them crashing to earth would have vibrated like a roar of a god.

  He laid a hand on the king stone. It was warm from the sun, but carried an underlying iciness that thrilled. Could he use this, he wondered? Somehow weave this place and the echoes of ancient magic into his book?

  Would there be murder done here? He stepped into the circle, into the center. A sacrifice of sorts, he mused. A self-serving ritual where blood would splash the thriving green grass, stain the base of the stones.

  Or perhaps it would be love done here. A desperate and greedy tangle of limbs—the grass cool and damp beneath, the full white moon swimming overhead. The stones standing guard as the man and woman lost themselves in need.

  He could imagine both with equal clarity. But the second appealed more, so much more, he could all but see Brianna lying on the grass, her hair fanned out, her arms lifted up. Her skin would be pale as milk, soft as water.

  Her slim hips would arch, her slender back bow. And when he drove himself into her, she would cry out. Those neat, rounded nails would score his back. Her body would plunge like a mustang under his, faster, deeper, stronger, until . . .

  “Good morning to you.”

  “Jesus.” Gray jolted back. His breathing was unsteady, his mouth dust dry. Later, he promised himself, later it would be amusing, but for now he fought to rip himself out of erotic fantasy and focus on the man approaching the circle of stones.

  He was dark, strikingly handsome, dressed in the rough, sturdy clothes of a farmer. Perhaps thirty, Gray judged, one of the stunning Black Irish who claimed jet hair and cobalt eyes. The eyes seemed friendly enough, a little amused.

  Brianna’s dog was prancing happily at his heels. Recognizing Gray, Con galloped into the circle to greet him.

  “An interesting spot,” the man said in a musical west county brogue.

  “I didn’t expect to find it here.” Rubbing Con’s head, Gray came through a space between stones. “It isn’t listed on any of the tourist maps I have.”

  “It isn’t, no. It’s our dance, you see, but we don’t mind sharing it occasionally. You’d be Brie’s Yank.” He offered a big, work-roughened hand. “I’m Murphy Muldoon.”

  “Of the rose-trampling cows.”

  Murphy winced. “Christ, she’ll never forget it. And didn’t I replace every last bush? You’d think the cows had stepped on her firstborn.” He looked down at Con for support. The dog sat, tilted his head, and kept his own counsel. “You’ve settled into Blackthorn, then?”

  “Yes. I’m trying to get a feel for the area.” Gray glanced around again. “I guess I crossed over onto your land.”

  “We don’t shoot trespassers often these days,” Murphy said easily.

  “Glad to hear it.” Gray studied his companion again. There was something solid here, he thought, and easily approachable. “I was in the village pub last night, O’Malley’s, had a beer with a man named Rooney.”

  “You mean you bought him a pint.” Murphy grinned.

  “Two.” Gray grinned back. “He earned them, with the payment of village gossip.”

  “Some of which was probably truth.” Murphy took out a cigarette, offered one.

  After shaking his head, Gray tucked his hands in his pockets. He only smoked when he was writing. “I believe your name was mentioned.”

  “I won’t doubt you.”

  “What young Murphy is missing,” Gray began in such a deadly mimic of Rooney that Murphy snorted with laughter, “is a good wife and strong sons to be working the land with him. He’s after perfection, is Murphy, so he’s spending his nights alone in a cold bed.”

  “This from Rooney who spends most of his nights in the pub complaining that his wife drives him to drink.”

  “He did mention that.” Gray eased into the question he was most interested in. “And that since the jackeen had snapped Maggie out from under your nose, you’d be courting her younger sister before long.”

  “Brie?” Murphy shook his head as he expelled smoke. “It’d be like cuddling my baby sister.” He smiled still, but his eyes were sharp on Gray’s. “Is that what you wanted to know, Mr. Thane?”

  “Gray. Yes, that’s what I wanted to know.”

  “Then I’ll tell you the way’s clear there. But mind your step. I’m protective of my sisters.” Satisfied his point was made, Murphy took another comfortable drag. “You’re welcome to come back to the house for a cup of tea.”

  “I appreciate the offer, but I’ll take a raincheck. There are things I need to get done today.”

  “Well, then, I’ll let you get to them. I enjoy your books,” he said in such an offhand way that Gray was doubly complimented. “There’s a bookstore in Galway you may like to visit if you travel that way.”

  “I intend to.”

  “You’ll find it then. Give my best to Brianna, will you? And you might mention that I’ve not a scone left in my pantry.” His grin flashed. ” ’Twill make her feel sorry for me.”

  After whistling for the dog who fell into place beside him, he walked away with the easy grace of a man crossing his own land.

   

  It was mid-afternoon when Brianna returned home, frazzled, drained, and tense. She was grateful to find no trace of Gray but for a note hastily scrawled and left on her kitchen table.

  Maggie called. Murphy’s out of scones.

  An odd message, she thought. Why would Maggie call to tell her Murphy wanted scones? With a sigh Brianna set the note aside. Automatically she put on the kettle for tea before setting out the ingredients she needed to go with the free-range chicken she’d found—like a prize—at the market.

  Then she sighed, gave in. Sitting down again, she folded her arms on the table, laid her head on them. She didn’t weep. Tears wouldn’t help, wouldn’t change anything. It had been one of Maeve’s bad days, full of snipes and complaints and accusations. Maybe the bad days were harder now, because over the last year or so there had been nearly as many good ones.

  Maeve loved her little house, whether or not she ever admitted to it. She was fond of Lottie Sullivan, the retired nurse Brianna and Maggie had hired as her companion. Though the devil would never be able to drag that simple truth from Maeve’s lips. She had found as much contentment as Brianna imagined she was capable of.

  But Maeve never forgot, never, that Brianna was responsible for nearly every bite of bread their mother enjoyed. And Maeve could never seem to stop resenting that.

  This had been one of the days when Maeve had paid her younger daughter back by finding fault with everything. With the added strain of the letters Brianna had found, she was simply exhausted.

  She closed her eyes and indulged herself for a moment by wishing. She wished her mother could be happy. She wished Maeve could recapture whatever joy and pleasure she’d had in her youth. She wished, oh, she wished most of all that she could love her mother with an open and generous heart instead of with cold duty and dragging despair.

  And she wished for family, for her home to be filled with love and voices and laughter. Not simply for the transient guests who came and went, but for permanence.

  And, Brianna thought, if wishes were pennies, we’d all be as rich as Midas. She pushed back from the table, knowing the fatigue and depression would fade once she began to work.

  Gray would have a fine roast chicken for dinner, stuffed with herbed bread and ladled with rich gravy.

  And Murphy, bless him, would have his scones.

  
  
  

   CHAPTER
FOUR
  

  In a matter of days Brianna had grown accustomed to Gray’s routine and adjusted her schedule accordingly. He liked to eat, rarely missing a meal—though she soon discovered he had little respect for timetables. She understood he was hungry when he began to haunt her kitchen. Whatever the time, she fixed him a plate. And had to admit she appreciated watching him enjoy her cooking.

  Most days he went out on what she thought of as his rambles. If he asked, she gave him directions, or made suggestions on some sight he might like to see. But usually he set out with a map, a notebook, and a camera.

  She saw to his rooms when he was out. Anyone who tidies up after another begins to learn things. Brianna discovered Grayson Thane was neat enough when it came to what belonged to her. Her good guest towels were never tossed on the floor in a damp heap; there were never any wet rings on her furniture from a forgotten glass or cup. But he had a careless disregard for what he owned. He might scrape off his boots before he came in out of the mud and onto her floors. Yet he never cleaned the expensive leather or bothered to polish them.

  So she did it herself.

  His clothes carried labels from fine shops around the world. But they were never pressed and were often tossed negligently over a chair or hung crookedly in the wardrobe.

  She began to add his laundry to her own, and had to admit it was pleasant to hang his shirts on the line when the day was sunny.

  He kept no mementos of friends or family, made no attempt to personalize the room he now lived in. There were books, boxes of them—mysteries, horror novels, spy thrillers, romances, classics, nonfiction books on police procedures, weapons and murder, psychology, mythology, witchcraft, auto mechanics—that made her smile—and subjects as varied as architecture and zoology.

  There seemed to be nothing that didn’t interest him.

  She knew he preferred coffee but would drink tea in a pinch if it was strong enough. He had the sweet tooth of a ten-year-old boy—and the energy of one.

  He was nosy—there was to be no question he wouldn’t ask. But there was an innate kindness in him that made him hard to rebuff. He never failed to offer to do some chore or errand for her—and she’d seen him sneaking tidbits of food to Con when he thought she wasn’t looking.

  All in all, it was an excellent arrangement—he provided her company, income, and the work she loved. She gave him a smoothly running base. Yet she could never quite relax around him. He had never referred to that one moment of mind-numbing attraction between them. But it was there—in the way her pulse jumped if she walked into a room and found him there unexpectedly. In the way her body heated when he turned those gilded eyes in her direction and simply looked at her.

  Brianna blamed herself for it. It had been a long, long time since she had been deeply attracted to a man. Not since Rory McAvery had left her with a scar on her heart and a hole in her life had she felt such a wicked stirring for any man.

  Since she was feeling it for a guest, Brianna had decided it was her responsibility to still it.

  But as she smoothed the quilt on his bed, fluffed his pillows, she wondered where his ramblings were taking him today.

   

  He hadn’t gone far. Gray had decided to travel on foot that morning and wandered down the narrow road under gloomy, threatening skies. He passed a couple of outbuildings, saw a tractor shelter, hay bales stacked out of the weather. Murphy’s, he imagined and began to wonder what it would be like to be a farmer.

  Owning land, he mused, being responsible for it. Plowing, planting, tending, watching things grow. Keeping an eye on the sky, sniffing the air for a turn in the weather.

  Not a life for Grayson Thane, he thought, but imagined some would find it rewarding. There’d been that simple pride of ownership in Murphy Muldoon’s walk—a man who knew his feet were planted on his own.

  But owning land—or anything—meant being tied to it. He’d have to ask Murphy how he felt about that.

  Gray could see the valley from this spot, and the rise of hills. From the distance came the quick, happy bark of a dog. Con, perhaps, out looking for adventure before heading home to lay his head in Brianna’s lap.

  Gray had to envy the dog the privilege. Grimacing, Gray tucked his hands in his pockets. He’d been working hard to keep those hands off his subtly sexy landlady.

  He told himself she didn’t wear those prim aprons or pin her hair up in those fall-away knots to charm him. But it worked. It was unlikely she fussed around the house smelling of wildflowers and cloves to drive him crazy. But he was suffering.

  Beyond the physical—which was difficult enough—there was that air of secrets and sadness. He’d yet to slip through that thin wall of reserve and discover what was troubling her. Whatever it was haunted her eyes.

  Not that he intended to get involved, Gray assured himself. He was just curious. Making friends was something he did easily by way of sincere interest and a sympathetic nature. But close friends, the kind a man kept in touch with through the years, worried over, missed when he was away, weren’t in the master plan.

  Grayson Thane traveled light, and he traveled frequently.

  The little cottage with the boldly painted front door had Gray pausing. An addition had been framed in on the south side that was as big as the original house. The earth that had been displaced was now a hill of mud that would have delighted any five-year-old.

  The little place down the road? he wondered. Where Brianna’s sister and brother-in-law lived from time to time? He decided the magenta door was Maggie’s doing and went through the gate for a closer look.

  For the next few minutes he pleased himself poking through the new construction. Someone knew what they were doing here, he thought. The frame was sturdy, the materials top of the line. Adding on for the baby, he assumed, working his way to the rear. It was then he spotted the building out in the back.

  Her glass shop. Pleased with his new discovery, he stepped off the planking and crossed the dew-dampened lawn. Once he reached it, Gray cupped his hands against the window and peered in. He could see furnaces, benches, tools that whetted his curiosity and imagination. Shelves were loaded with works in progress. Without a qualm he stepped back and reached for the door. “Are you wanting your fingers broken?”

  He turned. Maggie stood in the rear doorway of the cottage, a steaming cup in one hand. She wore a bagging sweater, worn cords, and a scowl. Gray grinned at her.

  “Not especially. Is this where you work?”

  “It is. How do you treat people who pop uninvited into your studio?”

  “I haven’t got a studio. How about a tour?”

  She didn’t bother to muffle the oath, or the sigh. “You’re a bold one, aren’t you? All right, then, since I don’t seem to be doing anything else. The man goes off,” she complained as she crossed the grass. “Doesn’t even wake me. Leaves me a note is all he does, telling me to eat a decent breakfast and keep my feet up.”

  “And did you?”

  “I might have if I hadn’t heard somebody tramping around my property.”

  “Sorry.” But still he grinned at her. “When’s the baby due?”

  “In the spring.” Despite herself she softened. It took only the mention of the baby. “I’ve weeks yet, and if the man keeps trying to pamper me, I’ll have to murder him. Well, come in, then, since you’re here.”

  “I see that gracious hospitality runs in the family.”

  “It doesn’t.” Now a smile tugged at her lips. “Brianna got all the niceness. Look,” she said as she opened the door. “Don’t touch, or I will break those fingers.”

  “Yes, ma’am. This is great.” He started to explore the minute he stepped in, moving to the benches, bending down to check out the furnace. “You studied in Venice, didn’t you?”

  “I did, yes.”

  “What started you off? God, I hate when people ask me that. Never mind." He laughed at himself and strolled toward her pipes. His fingers itched to touch. Cautious, he looked back at her, measured. “I’m bigger than you.”

  She nodded. “I’m meaner.” But she relented enough to take up a pontil herself and hand it to him.

  He hefted it, twirled it. “Great murder weapon.”

  “I’ll keep that in mind the next time someone interrupts my work.”

  “So what’s the process?” He glanced toward drawings spread out on a bench. “You sketch out ideas?”

  “Often.” She sipped at her tea, eyeing him. In truth, there was something about the way he moved, light and fluid without any fuss, that made her yearn for her sketchpad. “After a quick lesson?”

  “Always. It must get pretty hot in here when the furnaces are fired. You melt the stuff in there, and then what?”

  “I make a gather,” she began. For the next thirty minutes she took him step by step through the process of hand-blowing a vessel.

  The man was full of questions, she thought. Intriguing questions, she admitted, the kind that made you go beyond the technical processes and into the creative purpose behind them. She might have been able to resist that, but his enthusiasm was more difficult. Instead of hurrying him along, she found herself answering those questions, demonstrating, and laughing with him.

  “Keep this up and I’ll draft you as pontil boy.” Amused, she rubbed a hand over her belly. “Well, come in and have some tea.”

  “You wouldn’t have any of Brianna’s cookies—biscuits.”

  Maggie’s brow arched. “I do.”

  A few moments later Gray was settled at Maggie’s kitchen table with a plate of gingersnaps. “I swear she could market these,” he said with his mouth full. “Make a fortune.”

  “She’d rather give them to the village children.”

  “I’m surprised she doesn’t have a brood of her own.” He waited a beat.

  “I haven’t noticed any man coming around.”

  “And you’re the noticing sort, aren’t you, Grayson Thane?”

  “Goes with the territory. She’s a beautiful woman.”

  “I won’t disagree.” Maggie poured boiling water into a warmed teapot.

  “You’re going to make me yank it out,” he muttered. “Is there someone or not?”

  “You could ask her yourself.” Miffed, Maggie set the pot on the table, frowned at him. Oh, he had a talent, she thought, for making you want to tell him what he wanted to know. “No,” she snapped out and slapped a mug on the table in front of him. “There’s no one. She brushes them off, freezes them out. She’d rather spend all her time tending to her guests or running out to Ennis every time our mother sniffles. Self-sacrificing is what our Saint Brianna does best.”

  “You’re worried about her,” Gray murmured. “What’s troubling her, Maggie?”

  “ ’Tis family business. Let it alone.” Belatedly she poured his cup, then her own. She sighed then, and sat. “How do you know she’s troubled?”

  “It shows. In her eyes. Just like it’s showing in yours now.”

  “It’ll be settled soon enough.” Maggie made a determined effort to push it aside. “Do you always dig into people?”

  “Sure.” He tried the tea. It was strong enough to stand up and dance. Perfect. “Being a writer’s a great cover for just being nosy.” Then his eyes changed, sobered. “I like her. It’s impossible not to. It bothers me to see her sad.”

  “She can use a friend. You’ve a talent for getting people to talk. Use it on her. But mind,” she added before Gray could speak, “she’s soft feelings underneath. Bruise them, and I’ll bruise you.”

  “Point taken.” And time, he thought, to change the subject. He kicked back, propping a booted foot on his knee. “So, what’s the story with our pal Murphy? Did the guy from Dublin really steal you out from under his nose?”

  It was fortunate that she’d swallowed her tea or she might have choked.

  Her laugh started deep and grew into guffaws that had her eyes watering.

  “I missed a joke,” Rogan said from the doorway. “Take a breath, Maggie, you’re turning red.”

  “Sweeney.” She sucked in a giggling breath and reached for his hand. “This is Grayson Thane. He was wondering if you stepped over Murphy’s back to woo me.”

  “Not Murphy’s,” he said pleasantly, “but I had to step all over Maggie’s—ending with her head, which needed some sense knocked into it.

  It’s nice meeting you,” he added, offering Gray his free hand. “I’ve spent many entertaining hours in your stories.”

  “Thanks.”

  “Gray’s been keeping me company,” Maggie told him. “And now I’m in too fine a mood to yell at you for not waking me this morning.”

  “You needed sleep.” He poured tea, winced after the first sip. “Christ, Maggie, must you always brew it to death?”

  “Yes.” She leaned forward, propped her chin on her hand. “What part of America are you from, Gray?”

  “No part in particular. I move around.”

  “But your home?”

  “I don’t have one.” He bit into another cookie. “I don’t need one with the way I travel.”

  The idea was fascinating. Maggie tilted her head and studied him. “You just go from place to place, with what—the clothes on your back?”

  “A little more than that, but basically. Sometimes I end up picking up something I can’t resist—like that sculpture of yours in Dublin. I rent a place in New York, kind of a catchall for stuff. That’s where my publisher and agent are based, so I go back about once, maybe twice a year. I can write anywhere,” he said with a shrug. “So I do.”

  “And your family?”

  “You’re prying, Margaret Mary.”

  “He did it first,” she shot back to Rogan.

  “I don’t have any family. Do you have names picked out for the baby?" Gray asked, neatly turning the subject.

  Recognizing the tactic, Maggie frowned at him. Rogan gave her knee a squeeze under the table before she could speak. “None that we can agree on. We hope to settle on one before the child’s ready to go to university.”

  Smoothly Rogan steered the conversation into polite, impersonal topics until Gray rose to leave. Once she was alone with her husband, Maggie drummed her fingers on the table.

  “I’d have found out more about him if you hadn’t interfered.”

  “It’s none of your business.” He leaned over and kissed her mouth.

  “Maybe it is. I like him well enough. But he gets a look in his eyes when he speaks of Brianna. I’m not sure I like that.”

  “That’s none of your business, either.”

  “She’s my sister.”

  “And well able to take care of herself.”

  “A lot you’d know about it,” Maggie grumbled. “Men always think they know women, when what they know is a pitiful nothing.”

  “I know you, Margaret Mary.” In a neat move he scooped her out of the chair and into his arms.

  “What are you about?”

  “I’m about to take you to bed, strip you naked, and make incredibly thorough love with you.”

  “Oh, are you?” She tossed back her hair. “You’re just trying to distract me from the subject at hand.”

  “Let’s see how well I can do.”

  She smiled, wound her arms around his neck. “I suppose I should at least give you the chance.”

   

  When Gray strolled back into Blackthorn Cottage, he found Brianna on her hands and knees rubbing paste wax into the parlor floor in slow, almost loving circles. The little gold cross she sometimes wore swung like a pendulum from its thin chain and caught quick glints of light. She had music on, some lilting tune she was singing along with in Irish. Charmed, he crossed over and squatted down beside her.

  “What do the words mean?”

  She jolted first. He had a way of moving that no more than stirred the air. She blew loose hair out of her eyes and continued to polish. “It’s about going off to war.”

  “It sounds too happy to be about war.”

  “Oh, we’re happy enough to fight. You’re back earlier than usual. Are you wanting tea?”

  “No, thanks. I just had some at Maggie’s.”

  She looked up then. “You were visiting Maggie?”

  “I thought I’d take a walk and ended up at her place. She gave me a tour of her glass house.”

  Brianna laughed, then seeing he was serious, sat back on her haunches. “And how in sweet heaven did you manage such a feat as that?”

  “I asked.” And grinned. “She was a little cranky about it at first, but she fell in.” He leaned toward Brianna, sniffed. “You smell of lemon and beeswax.”

  “That’s not surprising.” She had to clear her throat. “It’s what I’m polishing the floor with.” She made a small, strangled sound when he took her hand.

  “You ought to wear gloves when you do heavy work.”

  “They get in my way.” She shook her hand, but he held on. Though she tried to look firm, she only managed to look distressed. “You’re in my way.”

  “I’ll get out of it in a minute.” She looked so damned pretty, he thought, kneeling on the floor with her polishing rag and her flushed cheeks. “Come out with me tonight, Brie. Let me take you to dinner.”

  “I’ve a—I’ve mutton,” she said, fumbling, “for making Dingle Pies.”

  “It’ll keep, won’t it?”

  “It will, yes, but . . . If you’re tired of my cooking—”

  “Brianna.” His voice was soft, persuasive. “I want to take you out.”

  “Why?”

  “Because you’ve got a pretty face.” He skimmed his lips over her knuckles and made her heart stick in her throat. “Because I think it might be nice for you to have someone else do the cooking and the washing up for one night.”

  “I like to cook.”

  “I like to write, but it’s always a kick to read something someone else has sweated over.”

  “It’s not the same.”

  “Sure it is.” Head tilted, he aimed that sudden razor-sharp gaze at her. “You’re not afraid to be alone with me in a public restaurant, are you?”

  “What a foolish thing to say.” What a foolish thing, she realized, for her to feel.

  “Fine then, it’s a date. Seven o’clock.” Wise enough to know when to retreat, Gray straightened and strolled out. She told herself not to worry over her dress, then fretted about it just the same. In the end she chose the simple hunter green wool that Maggie had brought her back from Milan. With its long sleeves and high neck, it looked plain, even serviceable, until it was on. Cannily cut, the thin, soft wool had a way of draping over curves and revealing every bit as much as it concealed.

  Still, Brianna told herself, it suited a dinner out, and that it was a sin she’d yet to wear it when Maggie had gone to the trouble and expense. And it felt so lovely against her skin.

  Annoyed at the continued flutter of nerves, she picked up her coat, a plain black with a mended lining, and draped it over her arm. It was simply the offer of a meal, she reminded herself. A nice gesture from a man she’d been feeding for more than a week.

  Taking one last steadying breath, she stepped out of her room into the kitchen, then started down the hall. He’d just come down the stairs. Self-conscious, she paused.

  He stopped where he was, one foot still on the bottom step, his hand on the newel post. For a moment they only stared at each other in one of those odd, sliding instants of awareness. Then he stepped forward and the sensation rippled away.

  “Well, well.” His lips curved into a slow, satisfied smile. “You make a picture, Brianna.”

  “You’re wearing a suit.” And looked gorgeous in it.

  “I drag one on now and again.” He took her coat, slipped it over her shoulders.

  “You never said where we were going.”

  “To eat.” He put an arm around her waist and swept her out of the house.

  The interior of the car made her sigh. It smelled of leather, and the leather was soft as butter. She skimmed her fingers over the seat as he drove.

  “It was kind of you to do this, Gray.”

  “Kindness had nothing to do with it. I had an urge to go out, and I wanted you with me. You never come into the pub at night.”

  She relaxed a little. So that’s where they were going. “I haven’t lately. I do like stopping in now and then, seeing everyone. The O’Malleys had another grandchild this week.”

  “I know. I was treated to a pint to celebrate.”

  “I just finished a bunting for the baby. I should have brought it with me.”

  “We’re not going to the pub. What’s a bunting?”

  “It’s a kind of sacque; you button the baby into it.” As they passed through the village she smiled. “Look, there’s Mr. and Mrs. Conroy. More than fifty years married, and they still hold hands. You should see them dance.”

  “That’s what I was told about you.” He glanced at her. “You won contests.”

  “When I was a girl.” She shrugged it off. Regrets were a foolish indulgence. “I was never serious about it. It was just for fun.”

  “What do you do for fun now?”

  “Oh, this and that. You drive well for a Yank.” At his bland look, she chuckled. “What I mean is that a lot of your people have some trouble adjusting to our roads and driving on the proper side.”

  “We won’t debate which is the proper side, but I’ve spent a lot of time in Europe.”

  “You don’t have an accent I can place—I mean other than American. I’ve made kind of a game out of it, you see, from guessing with my guests.”

  “It might be because I’m not from anywhere.”

  “Everyone’s from somewhere.”

  “No, they’re not. There are more nomads in the world than you might think.”

  “So, you’re claiming to be a gypsy.” She pushed her hair back and studied his profile. “Well, that’s one I didn’t think of.”

  “Meaning?”

  “The night you came. I thought you looked a bit like a pirate—then a poet, even a boxer, but not a gypsy. But that suits, too.”

  “And you looked like a vision—billowing white gown, tumbled hair, courage and fear warring in your eyes.”

  “I wasn’t afraid.” She glimpsed the sign just before he turned off the road. “Here? Drumoland Castle? But we can’t.”

  “Why not? I’m told the cuisine’s exquisite.”

  “Sure and it is, and very dear.”

  He laughed, slowing to enjoy the view of the castle, gray and glorious on the slope of the hill, glinting under lights. “Brianna, I’m a very well paid gypsy. Stunning, isn’t it?”

  “Yes. And the gardens . . . you can’t see them well now, and the winter’s been so harsh, but they’ve the most beautiful gardens.” She looked over the slope of lawn to a bed of dormant rosebushes. “In the back is a walled garden. It’s so lovely it doesn’t seem real. Why didn’t you stay at a place like this?”

  He parked the car, shut it off. “I nearly did, then I heard about your inn. Call it impulse.” He flashed a grin at her. “I like impulses.”

  He climbed out of the car, took her hand to lead her up the stone steps into the great hall.

  It was spacious and lush, as castles should be, with dark wood and deep red carpets. There was the smell of wood smoke from the fire, the glint of crystal, the lonely sound of harp music.

  “I stayed in a castle in Scotland,” he began, moving toward the dining room with his fingers twined with hers. “And one in Cornwall. Fascinating places, full of shades and shadows.”

  “You believe in ghosts?”

  “Of course.” His eyes met hers as he reached out to take her coat. “Don’t you?”

  “I do, yes. We have some, you know, at home.”

  “The stone circle.”

  Even as she felt surprise, she realized she shouldn’t. He would have been there, and he would have felt it. “There, yes, and other places.”

  Gray turned to the maître d’. “Thane,” he said simply.

  They were welcomed, shown to their table. As Gray accepted the wine list, he glanced at Brianna. “Would you like wine?”

  “That would be nice.”

  He took a brief glance, smiled up at the sommelier. “The Chassagne-Montrachet.”

  
  
  “Yes, sir.”

  “Hungry?” he asked Brianna, who was all but devouring the menu.

  “I’m trying to memorize it,” she murmured. “I dined here once with Maggie and Rogan, and I’ve come close to duplicating this chicken in honey and wine.”

  “Read it for pleasure,” he suggested. “We’ll get a copy of the menu for you.”

  She eyed him over the top. “They won’t give one to you.”

  “Sure they will.”

  She gave a short laugh and chose her meal at random. Once they’d placed their orders and sampled the wine, Gray leaned forward. “Now, tell me.”

  She blinked. “Tell you what?”

  “About the ghosts.”

  “Oh.” She smiled a little, running a finger down her wineglass. “Well, years ago, as it happened, there were lovers. She was betrothed to another, so they met in secret. He was a poor man, a simple farmer so they say, and she the daughter of the English landlord. But they loved, and made desperate plans to run off and be together. This night, they met at the stone circle. There, they thought, at that holy place, that magic place, they would ask the gods to bless them. She carried his child now, you see, and they had no time to lose. They knelt there, at the center, and she told him she was with child. It’s said they wept together, with joy and with fear as the wind whispered cold and the old stones sheltered them. And there they loved each other a last time. He would go, he told her, and take his horse from his plow, gather whatever he could, and come back for her. They would leave that very night.”

  Brianna sighed a little, her eyes dreamy. “So he left her there, in the center of the circle of stones. But when he reached his farm, they were waiting for him. The men of the English landlord. They cut him down so that his blood stained the land, and they burned his house, his crops. His only thought as he lay dying was of his love.”

  She paused, with the innate timing of one who knows and spins tales. The harpist in the far corner plucked softly at a ballad of ill-fated love. “And she waited there, in the center of the circle of stones. While she waited, she grew cold, so cold she began to tremble. Her lover’s voice came across the fields to her, like tears in the air. She knew he was dead. And knowing, she laid down, closed her eyes, and sent herself to him. When they found her the next morning, she was smiling. But she was cold, very cold, and her heart was not beating. There are nights, if you stand in the center of the circle of stones, you can hear them whisper their promises to each other and the grass grows damp with their tears.”

  Letting out a long breath, Gray sat back and sipped at his wine. “You have talent, Brianna, for storytelling.”

  “I tell you only as it was told to me. Love survives, you see. Through fear, through heartache, even through death.”

  “Have you heard them whispering?”

  “I have. And I’ve wept for them. And I’ve envied them.” She sat back, shook off the mood. “And what ghosts do you know?”

  “Well, I’ll tell you a story. In the hills not far from the field of Cullodon a one-armed Highlander roams.”

  Her lips curved. “Is this truth, Grayson, or made up?”

  He took her hand, kissed it. “You tell me.”
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