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Dear Reader,







Lore and legend play a vital part in the history of Ireland. Song and story have been written of the faerie rafts and the Good People who live in those silver castles under the green hills. So it is those stories and those songs that make up a charming portion of Irish culture.



Trevor Magee’s people sprang from this, though they traveled across the sea to settle in America. And made their fortune. But like many whose roots are in those hills, Trevor is drawn back to the land of his ancestors. He will come to Ardmore to build his dream, a theater to showcase the art of his heritage.



To do so he’ll work with the Gallaghers, and use their traditional pub in his plans. In 
Heart of the Sea, 
he will live in a cottage where a ghost walks and waits for her true love. He will cross wits with a faerie prince who is determined to have his way at last.



And he will meet, deal with, and desire the intriguing and frustrating Darcy Gallagher.



All of her life she’s wanted more, and made no secret of her hope to find a rich man to give her a lush and exciting life. Now that she’s met him, it’s a matter of hearts that must be won. His as well as hers. Until they are, the spell that separates lovers holds fast.



Take a walk with me in the shadow of an ancient round tower. I’ll tell you what happened.

 




Nora Roberts
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 To Pat Gaffney 
 All references to Irish music are just for you 














Her eyes they shone like diamonds, you’d
think she was queen of the land.






 —THE BLACK VELVET BAND











ONE





THE VILLAGE OF 
Ardmore sat snug on the south coast of Ireland, in the county of Waterford, with the Celtic Sea spread out at its feet. The stone seawall curved around, following the skirt of the golden-sand beach. 


 It boasted in its vicinity a pretty jut of cliffs upholstered with wild grass, and a hotel that clung to them. If one had a mind to, it was a pleasant if hearty walk on a narrow path around the headland, and at the top of the first hill were the ruins of the oratory and well of Saint Declan.



 The view was worth the climb, with sky and sea and village spread out below. This was holy ground, and though dead were buried there, only one grave had its stone marked.



 The village itself claimed neat streets and painted cottages, some with the traditional thatched roofs, and a number of steep hills as well. Flowers grew in abundance, spilling out of window boxes, baskets, and pots, and dooryards. It made a charming picture from above or below, and the villagers were proud to have won the Tidy Town award two years running.



 Atop Tower Hill was a fine example of a round tower, with its conical top still in place, and the ruins of the twelfth-century cathedral built in honor of Saint Declan. Folks would tell you, in case you wondered, that Declan arrived thirty years before good Saint Patrick.



 Not that they were bragging, they were just letting you know how things stood.



 Those interested in such matters would find examples of ogham carving on the stones put for safekeeping inside the roofless cathedral, and Roman arcading faded with time and wind but still worth the study.



 But the village itself made no attempt at such grandeur. It was merely a pleasant place with a shop or two and a scatter of cottages built back away from lovely sand beaches.



 The sign for Ardmore said
 FAILTE,
 and that was “ welcome.”



 It was that very combination of ancient history and simple character and hospitality that interested Trevor Magee.



 His people had come from Ardmore and Old Parish. Indeed, his grandfather had been born here, in a small house very near Ardmore Bay, had lived the first years of his life breathing that moist sea air, had perhaps held his mother’s hand as she’d walked to the shops or along the surf.



 His grandfather had left his village and his country, taking his wife and young son with him to America. He had never been back, and so far as Trevor knew, had never looked back either. There had been a distance and a bitter one, between the old man and the country of his birth. Ireland and Ardmore and the family Dennis Magee had left behind had rarely been spoken of.



 So Trevor’s image of Ardmore had a ripple of sentiment and curiosity through it, and his reasons for choosing it had a personal bent.



 But he could afford personal bents.



 He was a man who built, and who, as his grandfather and father before him, built cleverly and well.



 His grandfather had made his living laying brick, and made his fortune speculating on properties during and after World War II, until the buying and selling of them was his business, and the building done by those he hired.



 Old Magee had been no more sentimental about his laborer’s beginnings than he had been about his homeland. To Trevor’s recollection, the man had shown no sentiment about anything.



 But Trevor had inherited the heart and hands of the builder as much as the cool, hard sense of the businessman, and he had learned to use both.



 He would use them both here, and a dash of sentiment as well, to build his theater, a traditional structure for traditional music, with its entrance the already established pub known as Gallagher’s.



 The deal with the Gallaghers had been set, the ground broken for the project before he’d been able to hack through his schedule for the time he wanted to spend here. But he was here now, and he intended to do more than sign checks and watch.



 He wanted his hands in it.



 A man could work up a good sweat even in May in such a temperate climate when he spent a morning hauling concrete. That morning Trevor left the cottage he’d decided to rent for the duration of his stay wearing a denim jacket and carrying a steaming mug of coffee. Now, a handful of hours later, the jacket had been tossed aside, and a thin line of damp ran front and back down his shirt.



 He’d have paid a hundred pounds for one cold beer.



 The pub was only a short walk through the construction rubble. He knew from stopping in the day before that it did a brisk business midday. But a man could hardly quench his thirst with a chilly Harp when he forbade his employees to drink on the job.



 He rolled his shoulders, circled his neck as he scanned the site. The concrete truck let out its continuous rumble, men shouted, relaying orders or acknowledging them. Job music, Trevor thought. He never tired of it.



 That was a gift from his father. Learn from the ground up had been Dennis Junior’s credo, and the thirdgeneration Magee had done just that. For more than ten years—fifteen if he counted the summers he’d sweated on construction sites—he’d learned just what went into the business of building.



 The backaches and blood and aching muscles.



 At thirty-two, he spent more time in boardrooms and meetings than on a scaffold, but he’d never lost the appreciation, or the satisfaction of swinging his own hammer.



 He intended to indulge himself doing just that in Ardmore, in his theater.



 He watched the small woman in a faded cap and battered boots circle around, gesture as the wet concrete slid down the chute. She scrambled over sand and stone, used her shovel to rap the chute and alert the operator to stop, then waded into the muck with the other laborers to shovel and smooth.



 Brenna O’Toole, Trevor thought, and was glad he’d followed his instincts there. Hiring her and her father as foremen on the project had been the right course of action. Not just for their building skills, he decided— though they were impressive—but because they knew the village and the people in it, kept the job running smoothly and the men happy and productive.



 Public relations on this sort of project were just as vital as a sturdy foundation.



 Yes, indeed, they were working out well. His three days in Ardmore had shown him he’d made the right choice with O’Toole and O’Toole.



 When Brenna climbed out again, Trevor stepped over, extended a hand to give her a final boost.



 “Thanks.” She sliced her shovel into the ground, leaned on it, and despite her filthy boots and faded cap, looked like a pixie. Her skin was pure Irish cream, and a few curls of wild red escaped the cap.



 “Tim Riley says we won’t have rain for another day or two, and he has a way of being right about such things more than he’s wrong. I think we’ll have the slab set up for you before you have to worry about weather.”



 “You made considerable progress before I got here.”



 “Sure, and once you gave us the high sign there was no reason to wait. We’ll have you a good, solid foundation, Mr. Magee, and on schedule.”



 “Trev.”



 “Aye, Trev.” She tipped back her cap, then her head so she could meet his eyes. She figured him a good foot higher than her five-two, even wearing her boots. “The men you sent along from America, they’re a fine team.”



 “As I handpicked them, I agree.”



 She thought his voice faintly aloof, but not unfriendly. “And do you never pick females then?”



 He smiled slowly so it seemed that humor just moseyed over his face until it reached eyes the color of turf smoke. “I do indeed and as often as possible. Both on and off the job. I’ve put one of my best carpenters on this project. She’ll be here next week.”



 “It’s good to know my cousin Brian wasn’t wrong in that area. He said you hired by skill and not gender. It’s a good morning’s work here,” she added, nodding to the site. “That noisy bastard of a truck will be our constant companion for a while yet. Darcy’ll be back from her holiday tomorrow, and I can tell you she’ll bitch our ears off about the din.”



 “It’s a good noise. Building.”



 “I’ve always thought the same.”



 They stood a moment in perfect accord while the truck vomited out the last yard of concrete.



 “I’ll buy you lunch,” Trevor said.



 “I’ll let you.” Brenna gave a whistle to catch her father’s attention, then mimed spooning up food. Mick responded with a grin and a wave, then went back to work.



 “He’s in his heaven,” Brenna commented as they walked over to rinse off their boots. “Nothing makes Mick O’Toole happier than finding himself in the middle of a job site, the muckier the better.”



 Satisfied, Brenna gave her feet a couple of stomps, then headed around to the kitchen door. “I hope you’ll take some time to see the area while you’re here, instead of locking yourself into the job at hand.”



 “I plan to see what’s around.” He had reports, of course—detailed reports on tourist draws, road conditions, routes to and from major cities. But he intended to see for himself.



 Needed to see it, Trevor admitted to himself. Something had been pulling him toward Ireland, toward Ardmore, for more than a year. In dreams.



 “Ah, now there’s a fine-looking man doing what he does best,” Brenna said when she pushed open the kitchen door. “What have you for us today, Shawn?”



 He turned from the enormous old stove, a rangy man with shaggy black hair and eyes of misty blue. “For the special we’ve sea spinach soup and the beef sandwich. Good day to you, Trevor. Is this one working you harder than she should?”



 “She keeps things moving.”



 “And so I must, for the man in my life is slow. I wonder, Shawn, if you’ve selected another tune or two for Trevor’s consideration.”



 “I’ve been busy catering to my new wife. She’s a demanding creature.” So saying, he reached out to cradle Brenna’s face and kiss her. “Get out of my kitchen. It’s confusing enough around here without Darcy.”



 “She’ll be back tomorrow, and by this time of the day you’ll have cursed her a dozen times.”



 “Why do you think I miss her? Give your order to Sinead,” he told Trevor. “She’s a good girl, and our Jude’s been working with her. She just needs a bit more practice.”



 “A friend of my sister Mary Kate is Sinead,” Brenna told Trevor as she pushed open the door that swung between kitchen and pub. “A good-natured girl, if a bit scattered in the brain. She wants to marry Billy O’Hara, and that is the sum total of her ambitions at this time.”



 “And what does Billy O’Hara have to say?”



 “Being not quite so ambitious as Sinead, Billy keeps his mouth shut. Good day to you, Aidan.”



 “And to you.” The oldest of the Gallaghers worked the bar and had his hands on the taps as he looked over. “Will you be joining us for lunch, then?”



 “That we will. We’ve caught you busy.”



 “God bless the tour buses.” With a wink, Aidan slid two pints down the bar to waiting hands.



 “Do you want us to take it in the kitchen?”



 “No need for that unless you’re in a great hurry.” His eyes, a deeper blue than his brother’s, scanned the pub. “Service is a mite slower than our usual. But there’s a table or two left.”



 “We’ll leave it to the boss.” Brenna turned to Trevor. “How will you have it?”



 “Let’s get a table.” The better to watch how the business ran.



 He followed her out and sat with her at one of the mushroom-shaped tables. There was a buzz of conversation, a haze of smoke, and the yeasty scent of beer.



 “Will you have a pint?” Brenna asked him.



 “Not until after the workday.”



 Her lips twitched as she kicked back in her chair. “So I’ve heard from some of the men. Word is you’re a tyrant on this particular matter.”



 He didn’t mind the term “tyrant.” It meant he was in control. “Word would be correct.”



 “I’ll tell you this, you may have a bit of a problem enforcing such a rule around here. Many who’ll labor for you were nursed on Guinness and it’s as natural to them as mother’s milk.”



 “I’m fond of it myself, but when a man or woman is on my clock, they stick with mother’s milk.”



 “Ah, you’re a hard man, Trevor Magee.” But she said it with a laugh. “So tell me, how are you liking Faerie Hill Cottage?”



 “Very much. It’s comfortable, efficient, quiet, and has a view that rips your heart into your throat. It’s just what I was looking for, so I’m grateful you put me on to it.”



 “That’s not a problem, not a problem at all. It’s in the family. I think Shawn misses the little kitchen there, as the house we’re building’s far from finished. More than livable,” she added, as it was one of their current sore points, “but I figure to concentrate on the kitchen there on my off days so he’ll be happier.”



 “I’d like to see it.”



 “Would you?” Surprised, she angled her head. “Well, you’re welcome any time. I’ll give you the direction. Do you mind me saying I didn’t expect you to be as friendly a sort of man as you seem to be?”



 “What did you expect?”



 “More of a shark, and I hope that doesn’t offend you.”



 “It doesn’t. And it depends on the waters where I’m swimming.” He glanced over, and his face warmed as Aidan’s wife came up to the table. But when he started to rise, Jude waved him down again.



 “No, I’m not joining you, but thanks.” She rested a hand on her very pregnant belly. “Hello, I’m Jude Frances and I’ll be your server today.”



 “You shouldn’t be on your feet like this, carrying trays.”



 Jude sighed as she took out her order pad. “He sounds like Aidan. I put my feet up when I need to, and I don’t carry anything heavy. Sinead can’t handle things on her own.”



 “Not to worry, Trevor. Why me own blessed mother dug potatoes on the day I was born, then went back to roast them after the delivery.” At Trevor’s narrowed glance, Brenna chuckled. “Well, maybe not, but I’ll wager she could have. I’ll have today’s soup, if you don’t mind, Jude, and a glass of milk,” she added with a wicked smile for Trevor.



 “The same,” he said, “plus the sandwich.”



 “A fine choice. I’ll be right back with it.” 



 “She’s stronger than she looks,” Brenna told him when Jude moved to another table. “And more stubborn. Now that she’s found her direction, so to speak, she’ll only work harder to prove she can do what you tell her she shouldn’t. Aidan won’t let her overdo, I promise you. The man adores her.”



 “Yes, I’ve noticed. The Gallagher men seem to be devoted to their women.”



 “So they’d better be, or their women will know why.” Relaxed, she kicked back, pulled off her cap. Those red curls tumbled down. “So you aren’t finding it, I guess we’d say ‘too rustic’ for you—out in the countryside here after being used to New York City?”



 He thought of the job sites he’d experienced: mud slides, floods, blistering heat, petty vandalism, and sabotage. “Not at all. The village is exactly what I expected after Finkle’s reports.”



 “Ah, yes, Finkle.” She remembered Trevor’s scout very well. “Now there’s a man I believe prefers urban conveniences. But you’re not so . . . particular, then.”



 “I’m very particular, depending. That’s why I incorporated most of your design into the theater project.”



 “Now that’s a fine and sneaky compliment.” And nothing could have pleased her more. “I suppose I was angling more toward the personal. I have a special fondness for the cottage on Faerie Hill, and I wasn’t sure you’d find the place to your liking. Thinking, I suppose, a man with your background and wherewithal would be more inclined to settle at the cliff hotel with maid service and the restaurant and so forth.”



 “Hotel rooms become confining. And I find it interesting to stay in the house where the woman who was engaged to one of my ancestors was born, and lived, and died.”



 “She was a fine woman, Old Maude. A wise woman.” Brenna kept her eyes on Trevor’s face as she spoke. “Her grave’s up near the well of Saint Declan, and it’s there you can feel her. She’s not the one in the cottage now.”



 “Who is?”



 Brenna lifted her eyebrows. “You don’t know the legend, then? Your grandfather was born here, and your father as well, though he was a babe when they sailed to America. Still, he visited many years back. Did neither of them tell you the story of Lady Gwen and Prince Carrick?”



 “No. So it would be Lady Gwen who haunts the cottage?”



 “Have you seen her?”



 “No.” Trevor hadn’t been raised on legends and myths, but there was more than enough Irish in his blood to cause him to wonder about them. “But there’s a feminine feel to the place, almost a fragrance, so odds are for the lady.”



 “You’d be right about that.”



 “Who was she? I figure if I’m sharing quarters with a ghost, I should know something about her.”



 No careless dismissal of the subject, no amused indulgence of the Irish and their legends, Brenna noted. Just cool interest. “You surprise me again. Let me see to something first. I’ll be right back.” 



 Fascinating, Trevor mused. He had himself a ghost.



 He’d felt things before. In old buildings, empty lots, deserted fields. It wasn’t the kind of thing a man generally talked about at a board meeting or over a cold one with the crew after a sweaty day’s work. Not usually. But this was a different place, with a different tone. More, he wanted to know.



 Everything to do with Ardmore and the area was of interest to him now. A good ghost story could draw people in just as successfully as a well-run pub. It was all atmosphere.



 Gallagher’s was exactly the kind of atmosphere he’d been looking for as a segue into his theater. The old wood, blackened by time and smoke and grease, mated comfortably with the cream-colored walls, the stone hearth, the low tables and benches.



 The bar itself was a beauty, an aged chestnut that he’d already noted the Gallaghers kept wiped and polished. The age of customers ranged from a baby in arms to the oldest man Trevor believed he’d ever seen, who was balanced on a stool at the far end of the bar.



 There were several others he took as locals just from the way they sat or smoked or sipped, and three times that many who could be nothing other than tourists with their camera bags under their tables and their maps and guidebooks out.



 The conversations were a mix of accents, but predominant was that lovely lilt he’d heard in his grandparents’ voices until the day they died.



 He wondered if they hadn’t missed hearing it themselves, and why they’d never had a driving urge to come to Ireland again. What were the bitter memories that had kept them away? Whatever, curiosity about them had skipped over a generation and now had caused him to come back and see for himself.



 More, he wondered why he should have
  recognized 
 Ardmore and the view from the cottage and even now know what he would see when he climbed the cliffs. It was as if he carried a picture in his mind of this place, one someone else had taken and tucked away for him.



 They’d had no pictures to show him. His father had visited once, when he’d been younger than Trevor was now, but his descriptions had been sketchy at best.



 The reports, of course. There had been detailed photographs and descriptions in the reports Finkle had brought back to New York. But he’d known—before he’d opened the first file, he’d already known.



 Inherited memory? he mused, though he didn’t put much stock in that sort of thing. Inheriting his father’s eyes, the clear gray color, the long-lidded shape of them, was one matter. And he was told he had his grandfather’s hands, and his mind for business. But how did a memory pass down through the blood?



 He toyed with the idea as he continued to scan the room. It didn’t occur to him that he looked more the local than the tourist as he sat there in his work clothes, his dark blond hair tousled from the morning’s labor. He had a narrow, rawboned face that would put most in mind of a warrior, or perhaps a scholar, rather than a businessman. The woman he’d nearly married had said it looked to be honed and sculpted by some wild genius. The faintest of scars marred his chin, a result of a storm of flying glass during a tornado in Houston, and added to the overall impression of toughness.



 It was a face that rarely gave anything away. Unless it was to Trevor Magee’s advantage.



 At the moment it held a cool and remote expression, but it shifted into easy friendliness when Brenna came back toward the table with Jude. Brenna, he noted, carried the tray.



 “I’ve asked Jude to take a few moments to sit and tell you about Lady Gwen,” Brenna began and was already unloading the order. “She’s a 
 seanachais
 .”



 At Trevor’s raised eyebrow, Jude shook her head. “It’s Gaelic for storyteller. I’m not really, I’m just—”



 “And who has a book being published, and another she’s writing. Jude’s book’ll be out at the end of this very summer,” Brenna went on. “It’ll make a lovely gift, so I’d keep it in mind when you’re out shopping.”



 “Brenna.” Jude rolled her eyes.



 “I’ll look for it. Some of Shawn’s song lyrics are stories. It’s an old and honored tradition.”



 “Oh, he’ll like that one.” Beaming now, Brenna scooped up the tray. “I’ll deal with this, Jude, and give Sinead a bit of a goose for you. Go ahead and get started. I’ve heard it often enough before.”



 “She has enough energy for twenty people.” A little tired now, Jude picked up her cup of tea.



 “I’m glad I found her for this project. Or that she found me.”



 “I’d say it was a bit of both, since you’re both operators.” She caught herself, winced. “I didn’t mean that in a negative way.”



 “Wasn’t taken in one. Baby kicking? It puts a look in your eye,” Trevor explained. “My sister just had her third.”



 “Third?” Jude blew out a breath. “There are moments I wonder how I’m going to manage the one. He’s active. But he’s just going to have to wait another couple of months.” She ran a hand in slow circles over the mound of her belly, soothing as she sipped. “You may not know it, but I lived in Chicago until just over a year ago.”



 He made a noncommittal sound. Of course he knew, he had extensive reports.



 “My plan was to come here for six months, to live in the cottage where my grandmother lived after she lost her parents. She’d inherited it from her cousin Maude, who’d died shortly before I came here.”



 “The woman my great-uncle was engaged to.”



 “Yes. The day I arrived, it was raining. I thought I was lost. I had been lost, and not just geographically. Everything unnerved me.”



 “You came alone, to another country?” Trevor cocked his head. “That doesn’t sound like a woman easily unnerved.”



 “That’s something Aidan would say.” And because it was, she found herself very comfortable. “I suppose it’s more that I didn’t know my own nerve at that point. In any case, I pulled into the street, the driveway actually, of this little thatched-roof cottage. And in the upstairs window I saw a woman. She had a lovely, sad face and pale blond hair that fell around her shoulders. She looked at me, our eyes connected. Then Brenna drove up. It seemed I’d stumbled across my own cottage, and the woman I’d seen in the window was Lady Gwen.”



 “The ghost?”



 “That’s right, yes. It sounds impossible, doesn’t it? Or certainly unreasonable. But I can tell you exactly what she looked like. I’ve sketched her. And I knew no more of the legend when I came here than you appear to know now.”



 “I’d like to hear it.”



 “Then I’ll tell you.” Jude paused as Brenna came back, sat, and tucked into her meal.



 She had an easy way with a story, Trevor noted. A smooth and natural rhythm that put the listener into the tale. She told him of a young maid who’d lived in the cottage on the faerie hill. A woman who cared for her father, as her mother had been lost in childbirth, who tended the cottage and its gardens and who carried herself with pride.



 Beneath the green slope of the hill was the silver glory of the faerie raft, the palace where Carrick ruled as prince. He was also proud, and he was handsome, with a flowing mane of raven-black hair and eyes of burning blue. Those eyes fell upon the maid Gwen, and hers upon him.



 They plunged into love, faerie and mortal, and at night when others slept, he would take her flying on his great winged horse. Never did they speak of that love, for pride blocked the words. One night Gwen’s father woke to see her with Carrick as they dismounted from his horse. And in fear for her, he betrothed her to another and ordered her to marry without delay.



 Carrick flew on his horse to the sun, and gathered its burning sparks in his silver pouch. When Gwen came out of the cottage to meet him before her wedding, he opened the bag and poured diamonds, jewels of the sun, at her feet. “Take them and me,” he said, “for they are my passion for you.” He promised her immortality, and a life of riches and glory. But never once did he speak, even then, of love.



 So she refused him, and turned from him. The diamonds that lay on the grass became flowers.



 Twice more he came to her, the next time when she carried her first child in her womb. From his silver pouch he poured pearls, tears of the moon that he’d gathered for her. And these, he told her, were his longing for her. But longing is not love, and she had pledged herself to another.



 When she turned away, the pearls became flowers.



 Many years passed before he came the last time, years during which Gwen raised her children, nursed her husband through his illness, and buried him when she was an old woman. Years during which Carrick brooded in his palace and swept through the sky on his horse.



 He dived into the sea to wring from its heart the last of his gifts to her. These he poured at her feet, shimmering sapphires that blazed in the grass. His constancy for her. When now, finally, he spoke of love, she could only weep bitter tears, for her life was over. She told him it was too late, that she had never needed riches or promises of glory, but only to know that he loved her, loved her enough that she could have set aside her fear of giving up her world for his. And as she turned to leave him this time, as the sapphires bloomed into flowers in the grass, his hurt and his temper lashed out in the spell he cast. She would find no peace without him, nor would they see each other again until three times lovers met and, accepting each other, risking hearts, dared to choose love over all else.

  



Three hundred years, Trevor thought later as he let himself into the house where Gwen had lived and died. A long time to wait. He’d listened to Jude tell the tale in her quiet, storyteller’s voice, without interrupting. Not even to tell her that he knew parts of the story. Somehow he knew. 

 He’d dreamed them.



 He hadn’t told her that he, too, could have described Gwen, down to the sea green of her eyes and the curve of her cheek. He’d dreamed her as well.



 And had, he realized, nearly married Sylvia because she’d reminded him of that dream image. A soft woman with simple ways. It should have been right between them, he thought as he headed upstairs to shower off the day’s dirt. It still irritated him that it hadn’t been. In the end, it just hadn’t been right.



 She’d known it first, and had gently let him go before he’d admitted he already had his eye on the door. Maybe that was what bothered him most of all. He hadn’t had the courtesy to do the ending. Though she’d forgiven him for it, he’d yet to forgive himself.



 He caught the scent the minute he stepped into the bedroom. Delicate, female, like rose petals freshly fallen onto dewy grass.



 “A ghost who wears perfume,” he murmured, oddly amused. “Well, if you’re modest turn your back.” So saying, he stripped where he stood, then walked into the bath.



 He spent the rest of his evening alone, catching up on paperwork, scanning the faxes that had come in on the machine he’d brought with him, shooting off replies. He treated himself to a beer and stood outside with it in the last of the dying light listening to the aching silence and watching stars pulse to life.



 Tim Riley, whoever the hell he was, looked to be right. There was no rain coming yet. The foundation he was building would set clean.



 As he turned to go back in, a streak of movement overhead caught his eye. A blur of white and silver across the darkening sky. But when he looked back for it, narrowing his eyes to scan, he saw nothing but stars and the rise of the quarter moon.



 A falling star, he decided. A ghost was one thing, but a flying horse ridden by the prince of the faeries was another entirely.



 But he thought he heard the cheerful lilt of pipes and flutes dance across the silence as he shut the door of the cottage for the night.











TWO





DARCY GALLAGHER DREAMED of Paris. Strolling along the Left Bank on a perfect spring afternoon with the scent of flowers ripe in the air and the cloudless blue sky soaring overhead.

  

And perhaps best of all, the weight of shopping bags heavy in her hands.



In her dreams she 
owned 
Paris, not for a brief week’s holiday, but for as long as it contented her. She could stop to while away an hour or two at a sidewalk cafeÉ, sipping lovely wine and watching the world—for it seemed the whole of the world—wander by.



Long-legged women in smart dresses, and the darkeyed men who watched them. The old woman on her red bicycle with her baguettes spearing up out of her bakery sack, and the tidy children in their straight rows marching along in their prim school uniforms.



They belonged to her, just as the wild and noisy traffic was hers, and the cart on the corner bursting with flowers. She didn’t need to ride to the top of the Eiffel Tower to have Paris at her feet.



As she sat sampling wine and cheese that had been aged to perfection, she listened to the city that was hers for the taking. There was music all around her, in the cooing of the ubiquitous pigeons and the swirling 
whoosh 
when they took wing, in the steady beep of horns, the click of high, thin heels on sidewalks, the laughter of lovers.



Even as she sighed, blissfully happy, the thunder rolled in. At the rumble of it, she glanced skyward. Clouds spewed in from the west, dark and thick. The brilliant sunlight fell into that false twilight that precedes a storm. The rumble became a roar that had her leaping to her feet even while those around her continued to sit, to chat, to stroll as if they heard or saw nothing amiss.



Snatching up her bags, she started to dash away, to safety, to shelter. And a bolt of lightning, sizzling blue at the edges, lanced into the ground at her feet.



She woke with a start, the blood pounding in her ears and her own gasp echoing.



She was in her own rooms over the pub, not in some freakish thunderstorm in Paris. She found some comfort in that, in the familiar walls and quiet light. Found more comfort when she sat up and saw the clothes and trinkets she’d treated herself to in Paris strewn around the room.



Well, she was back to reality, she thought, but at least she’d bagged a few trophies to bring home with her.



It had been a lovely week, the perfect birthday present to give herself. Indulgent, she admitted, taking such a big chunk of her savings that way. But what were savings for if a woman couldn’t use them to celebrate in a spectacular way her first quarter century of living.



She would earn it back. Now that she’d had her first good taste of real travel, she intended to experience it on a more regular basis. Next year, Rome, or Florence. Or perhaps New York City. Wherever it was, it would be someplace wonderful. She would start her Darcy Gallagher holiday fund this very day.



She’d been desperate to get away. To 
see 
something, almost anything that wasn’t what she saw every day of her life. Restlessness was a sensation she was accustomed to, even appreciated about herself. But this had been like a panther inside her, pacing and snarling and ready to claw its way out of her and leap on the people she loved best.



Going away had been the best thing she could have done for herself and, she was sure, for those closest to her. The restlessness was still there, would always stir a bit inside her. But that pacing and snarling had stopped.



The fact was, she was glad to be home, and looking forward to seeing her family, her friends, and all that was dear. And she looked forward to telling them all she’d seen and done during that glorious seven days to herself.



But now she’d best get up and put things back in order. She’d gotten in too late the night before to do more than throw open her bags and admire her new things. She needed to put them away proper, and stack up the gifts she’d bought, for she was a woman who couldn’t abide untidiness for long.



She’d missed her family. Even through the giddy rush of seeing, doing, just 
being 
in Paris, she’d missed having them around. She wondered if it was shameful of her not to have expected to.



She couldn’t say she missed the work, the hefting of trays and serving yet another pint. It had been gloriousto 
be 
served for a change. But she was eager to go down and see how the pub had fared without her. Even if it did mean spending the rest of the day on her feet.



She stretched, lifting her arms high, letting her head roll back, focusing on the pleasure the movement gave her body. She was a woman who didn’t believe in wasting her senses any more than she would waste her pounds.



It wasn’t until she’d climbed out of bed that she realized the constant rumble outside wasn’t thunder.



The construction, she remembered. Now wasn’t it going to be lovely hearing that din every blessed morning? Gathering up a robe, she walked to the window to see what progress had been made in her absence.



She didn’t know anything about the business of building, but what she saw out her window looked to be a terrible mess created by a team of half-wit pranksters. Piles of rubble, scars in the soil, a large concrete floor bottoming out a hole in the ground. Squat towers of cinder block were being erected at the corners with spears of metal poking out of the tops, and a great ugly truck was grinding away with an awful noise.



Most of the workmen, in their rough clothes and filthy boots, were going about the business of making a bigger mess altogether.



She spotted Brenna, her cap perched on her head, her boots mucked nearly to the knee. Seeing her, this forever friend who was now her sister, brought Darcy a warm flood of pure pleasure.



It had shamed her, and did still, to know that part of the reason she’d been wild to get away had been Brenna and Shawn’s wedding, as well as her older brother Aidan and his wife Jude’s happy planning for the baby they’d have by end of summer. Oh, she was thrilled for them all, couldn’t be more delighted with what they’d foundtogether. But the more content and settled they were, the more discontent and unsettled she found herself.



She’d wanted to ball her fists, shake them in the air, and demand, Where’s mine? When will I have mine?



It was selfish, she thought, and it was sinful, but she couldn’t help it.



Well, now she was back and, she hoped, better.



Darcy watched her friend stride around and give one of the laborers a hand with the blocks. She’s in her element here, Darcy mused. Pleased as a puppy with a teat all to herself. She considered opening the window, leaning out to call a hello, and further considered just what having a woman leaning out a window in her robe would do to the rhythm of the work crew.



Because the thought of causing a stir amused her, Darcy reached down. She had the window open the first inch when she spotted the man watching her watching.



He was a tall one, she noted. She’d always had a particular fondness for tall men. He was hatless, and his burnt-honey hair was tousled by the breeze. He wore the rough clothes of a laborer and in her opinion wore them better than most. The long, lanky build had something to do with that, but she thought it was also a matter of confidence. Or arrogance, she mused as he coolly kept his eyes on her face.



She didn’t have a problem with arrogance, as she had plenty of her own.



Well, now, you might be an interesting diversion, she thought. A handsome face, a bold eye. If you can string words into a decent conversation, you might be worth a bit of my time. Providing you’re not married, of course.



Married or not, she decided, there was no harm in a bit of a flirt, since she intended to have no more than that with a man who likely lived from one payday to the next.



So she smiled at him. Slowly, warmly, deliberately. Then, touching a finger to her lips, she blew him a saucy kiss. She watched his teeth flash in appreciation, then eased out of sight.



It was always best, in Darcy’s opinion, to leave a man not only wanting more, but wondering.






Now there was a woman who packed a punch, Trevor thought. And he still felt the impact. If that was Darcy Gallagher, and he assumed it was, he had a good idea why the characteristically dour Finkle had become tongue-tied and bright-eyed whenever her name had come up. 

She was a stunner, all right, and he was going to appreciate a closer look. What she’d left him with now was the impression of sleepy beauty, of dark and tumbled hair, white skin, and delicate features. No false modesty there, he decided. She’d met his open stare equally, had taken his measure even as he took hers. The carelessly blown kiss had definitely scored a point.



He thought Darcy Gallagher would be a very interesting pastime while he was in Ardmore.



Casually he hefted some blocks, transferring them to Brenna’s work area. “The mix suit you?” he asked, nodding toward the trough that held fresh mortar.



“It does, yes. Good consistency. We’re going through it fairly quickly, but I think we’ve enough to do us.”



“If you see us running low, order what you think we need. I think your friend’s back from her vacation.”



“Hmm.” Distracted, she knocked loose mortar from her trowel, glanced up. “Darcy?” Pleased, Brenna looked toward the window.



“Lots of black hair, wicked smile. Gorgeous.”



“That would be Darcy.”



“I . . . caught a glimpse of her in the window there. If you want to go in and see her, you can take a break.”



“Well, I would.” But she scooped up more mortar. “Except that she’d take one look at me as I am at the moment and bolt the door. Darcy’s very particular about her living quarters. She wouldn’t appreciate me trailing in dirt. I’ll see her midday.”



Brenna spread her mortar with the quick efficiency of the experienced and hauled up the next block. “I can tell you this, Trevor, your men are about to have their hearts broken. It’s a rare one who brushes up near our Darcy and walks away unaffected.”



“As long as we stay on schedule, the crew’s hearts are their own concern.”



“Oh, I’ll keep them on schedule for you, and Darcy will give them happy, if impossible, dreams. Speaking of schedules, I’m thinking we could have the plumbing roughed in on this section by end of week. The pipe didn’t arrive this morning as expected. Do you want me or Dad to check on it when we’re done here?”



“No, I’ll deal with it now.”



“Then I hope you give them a good boot in the ass. You can use the phone in the pub’s kitchen. I unlocked the back when I got here this morning. I’ve the number in my book.”



“No, I have it. You’ll have the pipe today.”



“I’ve no doubt of that,” Brenna murmured as he strode toward the kitchen door.



The kitchen was spotless. It was one of the things Trevor noticed, and demanded, when it came to any business he had a part in. He imagined the Gallaghers wouldn’t think of him as having a part in their pub, but from his viewpoint their business was now very much his concern.



He dug his book out of his pocket. In New York his assistant would have located the number, made the call. She would have worked her way through the various steps until she’d reached the person in charge. Only then, if it was necessary, would the matter have passed into Trevor’s hands.



He had to admit, though that saved time and frustration, he rather enjoyed wading in at the bottom and administering that good boot in the ass.



In the five minutes it took him to reach the top level, he spied the biscuit tin. In the few days he’d been in and around Gallagher’s he’d come to know that when there were cookies, they were homemade. And they were spectacular.



He helped himself to a honey and oatmeal cookie as big as his fist as he annihilated the supply supervisor without ever raising his voice. He jotted down the name, in case retribution should become necessary, and was given a personal guarantee that the pipe in question would be delivered to the site by noon.



Satisfied with that, he broke the connection and was considering a second cookie when he heard the footsteps on the stairs. Selecting peanut butter this time, Trevor leaned back against the counter and prepared for his first real eyeful of Darcy Gallagher.



Like Shawn’s cookies, she was spectacular.



She stopped at the base of the stairs, lifted one slim eyebrow. Her eyes were blue, like her brothers’, a brilliant color against flawlessly white skin. She left her hair loose so that it waved beguilingly over her shoulders.



She was dressed with a tailored smartness that seemed more suited to Madison Avenue than Ardmore.



“Good morning to you. Having a tea break?”



“Phone call.” He took a bite of the cookie as he watched her. The voice, Irish and smoky as a turf fire, was as straight-out sexy as the rest of her.



“Well I’m making some tea here, as I’ve run out upstairs and don’t like to start my day without. Makes me cross.” She skimmed her gaze over him as she moved to the stove. “Will you have a cup to wash down the biscuit? Or must you go straight back to work?”



“I can take a minute.”



“You’re fortunate your employer’s not so strict. I’ve heard that Magee runs a very tight ship.”



“So he does.”



While the kettle heated, Darcy dealt with the pot. The man was better up close. She liked the sharp angles of his face, the little scar on his chin. It gave him a dangerous look, and she was so bloody weary of safe men. No wedding ring, she noted, though that didn’t always tell the tale.



“You’ve come all the way from America,” she continued, “to work on his theater?”



“That’s right.”



“A long way from home. I hope you were able to bring your family with you.”



“If you mean wife, I’m not married.” He broke the cookie in half, offered her a share.



Amused, she took it. “That leaves you free to travel for your work, doesn’t it? And what is it you do?”



“Whatever’s necessary.”



Oh, yes, she thought and nibbled on the cookie. Just dangerous enough. “I’d say that makes you a handy man to have around and about.”



“I’m going to be around and about here for some time yet.” He waited while she lifted the sputtering kettle, poured the boiling water into the pot. “Would you like to have dinner?”



She sent him a long sidelong glance, added a hint of a smile. “Sure I like a good meal now and then, and interesting company with it. But I’m just back from my holiday and won’t have time off for a bit. My brother Aidan’s a hard man with a schedule.”



“How about breakfast?”



She set the kettle down. “I might enjoy that. Perhaps you’ll ask me again in a day or two, once I’ve settled back in.”



“Perhaps I will.” 



She was vaguely surprised, and a little disappointed that he hadn’t pursued the invitation then and there. She was used to men pleading a bit. But she turned, took out a thick mug for his tea. “What part of America are you from, then?”



“New York.”



“New York City?” Her eyes sparkled as she turned back. “Oh, is it wonderful?”



“A lot of it is.”



“It has to be the most exciting city in the world.” She cupped the mug in both hands as she imagined it, as she’d imagined it countless times before. “Maybe not the most beautiful. I thought Paris so beautiful—female and sly and sexual. I think of New York as a man— demanding and reckless and so full of energy you have to run to keep up.”



Amused at herself, she set down his mug. “It probably doesn’t strike you that way since you’re used to being there your whole life.”



“I doubt you think of Ardmore, or this area, as magic.” He saw her eyebrow arch up again at his words. “As a small and nearly perfect corner of the world where you can reach back or forward in time as suits you. And while there’s energy here, it comes with patience so you don’t have to run to keep up.”



“It’s interesting, isn’t it, how people see what’s the everyday to someone else?” She poured out his tea. “I’d think a man who can philosophize so easily over tea and biscuits might be wasting his talents hauling bricks.”



“I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks for the tea.” He moved toward the door, passing close enough to appreciate that she smelled every bit as good as she looked. “I’ll bring back the mug.” 



“Mind you do. Shawn knows his kitchen supplies down to the last spoon.”



“Come to the window again sometime,” he added as he opened the door. “I liked looking at you.”



She smiled to herself when he left. “Well, now, that goes both ways, New York City.”



Debating how she would answer him the next time he asked her out, she picked up the pot of tea to carry it upstairs. The back door flew open.



“You’re back.”



Brenna took one leap inside. Little pellets of drying cement flew.



“Keep your distance.” Darcy held up the pot like a shield. “Christ Jesus, Brenna, you have as much of that muck on your person as you do on the brick.”



“Block, and not by any means. Don’t worry, I won’t hug you.”



“Damn right you won’t.”



“But I missed you.”



Though she was touched, Darcy let out a snort. “You’re too busy being a newlywed to have missed me.”



“I can do both. Can you spare a cup of that? I’ve ten minutes coming.”



“All right, then, but get some old newspaper to put on the chair before you sit down. I missed you too,” Darcy admitted as she took out another mug.



“I knew you would. I still say it was adventurous of you to go off to Paris like that by yourself. Did you love it?” Brenna asked as she dutifully laid out newspaper. “Was it everything you wanted it to be?”



“It was, yes. Everything about it: the sounds and the scents, the buildings, the shops and cafe¥s. I could’ve spent a month just looking. Now if they’d just learn to make a decent cup of tea.” She sipped at her own. “But I made out fine with wine. Everyone dresses so smart, even when they aren’t trying to. I got some marvelous clothes. The shopkeepers are very aloof and act as if they’re doing you a great favor in taking your money. I found it added to the overall experience.”



“I’m glad you had a good holiday. You look rested.”



“Rested? I barely slept the whole week. I’m . . . energized,” Darcy decided. “Of course, I’d planned to lay like a slug until I had to get up for work this morning, but that noise outside’s enough to keep the dead alert.”



“You’ll have to get used to that. We’re making fine progress.”



“Not from my window. It looks like a rubble heap, with ditches.”



“We’ll have the foundation finished and the plumbing roughed in by the end of the week. It’s a good crew, the ones from New York are well trained, and the ones from here Dad and I picked ourselves. Magee doesn’t tolerate slackers. And he knows every step of putting a building up, so you’d better be on your toes.”



“Which tells me you’re enjoying yourself.”



“Tremendously. And I’d best get back to it.”



“Wait. I got you a present.”



“I was counting on it.”



“I’ll go up and get it. I don’t want you tracking through my rooms.”



“I was counting on that, too,” Brenna commented as Darcy hurried up the stairs.



“It’s not boxed,” Darcy called down. “It was easier to pack just keeping it in a bag. Jude was wise in telling me to take an extra suitcase as it was. But yours didn’t take up much room.”



She came back with a small shopping bag, then narrowed her eyes at Brenna’s hand. “I’ll take it out for you.” She slid out a thin bundle wrapped in tissue, carefully uncovered it, then held it up.



Brenna’s mouth fell open.



“Shawn’s going to love it,” Darcy decided.



It was a short, narrow-strapped nightgown in a shimmering green that was nearly transparent. “He’d have to be a complete dunderhead not to,” Brenna agreed once she had her voice back. “I’m trying to imagine wearing that.” Slowly wicked amusement brightened her eyes. “I think I’ll love it, too. It’s beautiful, Darcy.”



“I’ll keep it for you until you’re cleaned up and ready to go home.”



“Thanks.” Brenna kissed Darcy on the cheek, mindful not to transfer any dirt. “I won’t say I’ll think of you when I’m wearing it, nor do I think you’d want me to.”



“That I don’t.”



“Don’t let Shawn see it,” Brenna added as she started out. “I’ve a mind to surprise him.”

 



It was almost too easy to fall back into routine. Though Shawn refused to bicker with her because she’d bought him a fancy French cookbook in Paris, everything else just slipped right into place. As if, she thought, she’d never been away. 

For the life of her, Darcy wasn’t sure if that pleased or annoyed her.



The lunch shift kept her busy. Added to the regulars were the tourists who were beginning to come in packs for the season, and added to them were the men hired to work on the theater.



Only half-twelve, Darcy thought, and not a single empty table in the place. She was grateful Aidan had hired Sinead on for an extra pair of hands. But Mother of God, the girl was slower than a snail with a limp.



“Miss! We’re still waiting to order.”



Darcy caught the tone, British, public school, annoyed, and put her best smile on her face. It was Sinead’s station, but the girl was off God knew where. “I’m so sorry. What would you like to have today?”



“We’ll both have today’s special, and a glass of Smithwick’s.”



“I’ll have your drinks right back to you.” She wove her way to the bar, taking three more orders as she went. Moving fast, she scooted under the pass-through, called out the drinks to Aidan, and swung straight into the kitchen.



Grace under pressure, Trevor noted. He’d slipped in and joined some of his crew at a back table. The perfect vantage point, he decided, to watch the very attractive Miss Gallagher at work.



There was a light of battle in her eye when she came back out of the kitchen, and there it remained no matter how brightly she chatted up the customers. She served drinks and food, showering goodwill over the patrons. But Trevor noted that those sharp blue eyes were scanning. And when they lit on Sinead as the girl wandered back in from the direction of the rest rooms, they fired.



Oh, honey, Trevor thought, you are meat. She’s going to chew you up and spit you out.



Which, he thought, was precisely how he would have dealt with a lazy employee.



He gave Darcy full marks for holding her temper and doing no more than giving the new waitress a fulminating look and a quick order to tend to her stations. A busy lunch hour wasn’t the time for a dressing-down. He imagined Sinead’s ears would be burned off after shift.



And he figured it was his lucky day, as Darcy was even now working her way back to his table.



“And what can I get you fine, handsome men this afternoon?” She got out her pad, then focused those glorious eyes on Trevor. “You look hungry.”



“You can’t go wrong with the special at Gallagher’s,” Trevor said.



“That you can’t. Will you have a pint to go with it?”



“Tea. Iced.”



Now she rolled her eyes. “That’s a Yank’s way of ruining a perfectly good pot of tea. But we’ll accommodate you. And for you gentlemen?”



“I sure like the way y’all do fish and chips.”



Darcy smiled at the scrawny man with a pleasantly homely face. “My brother will appreciate that. And where are you from, if you don’t mind my asking, for that’s a lovely accent.”



“Georgia, ma’am. Donny Brime from Macon, Georgia. But I’ve never heard anyone talk prettier than you. And I’d love some of that iced tea like the boss here.”



“And just when I was thinking you must have some Irish in you. And for you, sir?”



“I’ll have the meat pie, fries—I mean chips—on the side, and . . .” The burly man with a scraggly dark beard slid a sorrowful glance at Trevor. “Make it iced tea all around.”



“I’ll be back with your drinks quick as I can.”



“Now, that,” Donny said with a long sigh as Darcy walked away, “is the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in my entire life. Makes you glad to be a man, doesn’t it, Lou?”



Lou stroked his beard. “I’ve got a fifteen-year-old daughter, and if I caught a man looking at her the way I figure I just looked at that tasty little dish there, I’d have to kill him.”



“Your wife and daughter still planning on coming over?” Trevor asked him.



“As soon as Josie’s out of school. ’Nother couple of weeks.”



Trevor settled back while his two men talked of family. There was no one waiting for him at home, or looking forward to the day she could fly over and join him. It wasn’t something that troubled him. It was better to live alone than to make a mistake, as he’d nearly done.



Living alone meant he could come and go as he needed to, as his business demanded. And without the guilt or tension that regular travel could add to a relationship. No matter how much his mother might pine for him to settle down and give her grandchildren, the simple fact was that his life ran more efficiently solo.



He glanced at a nearby table where a young family was crowded together. The woman was doing her best to distract a fussy infant while the man frantically mopped up the soft drink their whining toddler had just managed to spill all over everything.



Nothing efficient about it, Trevor mused.



Darcy delivered their tea, apparently unaffected by the fact that the toddler had gone from whine to wail. “Your meals will be out directly, and if you’ve a need for more tea, just give me a sign.” Still smiling, she turned to the next table and handed the young father a stack of napkins, all the while waving away his apologies.



“Oh, it’s not so much of a thing, is it, little man?” She crouched down to the little boy’s level. “Wipes up, doesn’t it, but such things scare off the faeries. You might lure them back if they weren’t afraid your tears would flood them out again.”



“Where are the faeries?” he demanded in the testy voice of a child who desperately needs a nap.



“Oh, they’re hiding now, but they’ll come back when they’re sure you mean them no harm. Could be they’ll be dancing around your bed next time you lay your head on your pillow. I bet your sister’s seeing them now.” Darcy nodded toward the baby, who had drifted off to sleep. “That’s why she’s smiling.”



The boy subsided into sniffles and watched his sister sleep with both suspicion and interest.



That, Trevor thought as she moved on to the next table, was efficient.


  

  






THREE





“NOW, SINEAD, CAN 
we go over the things we talked about when I hired you?” 


With the pub cleared between shifts, and her brothers ordered out, Darcy sat across from her new waitress. Aidan ran the pub, it was true, and Shawn ruled the kitchen, but it was understood that when it came to the serving, Darcy held the controls.



Sinead shifted her skinny butt on the stool and tried to concentrate. “Well, you said as to how I was to take the orders in a friendly manner.”



“Aye, that’s true.” Darcy sipped her soft drink and waited. “And what else do you remember?”



“Ah . . .”



Jesus God, Darcy thought, can the girl do anything faster than the pace of a turtle?



“Well.” Sinead chewed her lip and drew little patterns on the table with her fingertips. “That I was to make certain that the right food and drink was served, again in a friendly manner, to the proper customers.”



“And do you remember, Sinead, anything about the taking and serving of those orders in an efficient and timely manner as well?”



“I do, yes.” Sinead dropped her gaze to her own glass, all but pinned her eyes to it. “It’s all so confusing, Darcy, with everyone wanting something, and at the same time.”



“That may be, but you see, the thing with a pub is people tend to come in wanting something, and our job is to see they get it. You can’t do your job if you hide in the loo half your shift.”



“Jude said I was coming along.” Sinead raised her eyes now, and they brimmed with tears.



“That won’t work with me.” Darcy leaned forward. “Filling your eyes up and letting tears shimmer only works on men and soft hearts, and that’s not what you’re dealing with here. So sniff them back, girl, and listen.”



The sniff was more of a wet snuffle, but Darcy nodded. “You came to me asking for work and promising that you’d work hard. Now, it’s barely three weeks since that day, and you’re already slacking. I’m asking you straight out, and you answer in the same manner. Do you want this job?”



Sinead dabbed at her eyes. The new mascara she’d purchased out of her first week’s pay smeared. Some might have found the look pitiful and softened. Darcy only thought the girl needed to practice shedding tears with more grace.



“I do. I need the work.”



“Needing work and doing work are two different matters.” As you’re about to discover, Darcy decided. “I want you back here in two hours for the evening shift.”



Tears dried up quickly with sheer shock. “But I’ve the night off.”



“Not anymore, you don’t. You’ll come back prepared to do the job you’re paid to do if you want to keep it. I want you moving smartly from table to table, from table to kitchen and back again. If something confuses you or there’s something you don’t remember or understand, you can come to me and I’ll help you out. But . . .”



She paused, waiting until Sinead met her eyes again. “I won’t tolerate you leaving your stations. You’ve got to pee, that’s fine, but each time I note you sliding into the back and staying over five minutes at it, I’m docking you a pound.”



“I’ve . . . got a bladder problem.”



Darcy would have laughed if it hadn’t been so pathetic. “Now that’s bullshit and the both of us know it. If you had any problems with your plumbing I’d’ve heard, as your mother would have told Brenna’s mother and so it would have come to my ears.”



Trapped, Sinead shifted from apologetic to pout. “But a pound, Darcy!”



“Aye, a pound, so consider before you nip off what it’s costing you.” Which, she already decided, would go into her own wish jar, as she’d be the one taking up the slack.



“We’ve a reputation here at Gallagher’s that’s generations in the making,” she continued. “You work for us, you meet the standards we set. If you can’t or won’t, you get the boot. This is your second chance, Sinead. You won’t get a third.”



“Aidan’s not so hard as you.”



Darcy lifted a brow as Sinead’s bottom lip trembled.



“Well, now, you’re not dealing with Aidan, are you? You’ve two hours. Be on time, or I’ll assume you’ve decided this isn’t the job for you.”



“I’ll be here.” Obviously irked, Sinead got to her feet. “I can handle the work. It’s nothing but hauling trays about. Doesn’t take any brains.”



Darcy sent her the most pleasant of smiles. “There you are, then.”



“When I save enough money so I can marry Billy, I’m leaving all of this behind me.”



“That’s a fine ambition. But this is today. Go on now and walk off your temper before you say something you’ll be sorry for later.”



Darcy sat where she was as Sinead strode across the room. Since she’d expected the girl to slam the door, she only rolled her eyes at the bullet crack of it. “If she used half that energy for the job, we wouldn’t have had this pleasant little chat.”



She shrugged her shoulders to relieve some of the tension, curled her toes in her shoes to work out some of the ache, then got to her feet. Gathering the glasses, she turned to carry them to the bar. And Trevor came through the kitchen door.



That, she thought, was a fine example of what God had intended when he’d designed man. He might look a tad rough and dirty from the day’s work, but it didn’t mar the appeal.



“We’re closed at the moment,” she told him.



“The back door was unlocked.”



“We’re a friendly sort of place.” She carried the glasses to the bar. “But I’m afraid I can’t sell you a pint right now.”



“I didn’t come in for a pint.”



“Didn’t you now?” She knew what a man was after when he had his eyes on her that way, but the game required playing. “What are you looking for, then?”



“I wasn’t looking for anything when I got up this morning.” He leaned on the bar. They both knew what they were about, he thought. It made the dance simpler when both people knew the steps. “Then I saw you.”



“You’re a smooth one, aren’t you, Mr. New York City?”



“Trev. Since you’ve got a couple hours free, why don’t you spend them with me?”



“And how would you know I have free time?”



“I came in on the end of your employer directive. She’s wrong, you know.”



“About what?”



“It does take brains, and knowing how to use them. You do.”



It surprised her. It was a rare man who noticed she had a mind, and a rarer one who commented on it. “So you’re attracted to my brain, are you?”



“No.” At the quick humor in his eyes and a flash of grin a nice little ripple moved up her spine. “I’m attracted to the package, but I’m interested in your brain.”



“I like an honest man under most circumstances.” She considered him another moment. He wouldn’t do, of course, for more than a pleasant flirtation. No, wouldn’t do, she thought and was surprised by a very real tug of regret.



But he was right about one thing. Time she had. “I wouldn’t mind a walk on the beach. But aren’t you supposed to be working?”



“My hours are flexible.”



“Lucky for you.” She moved down the bar, lifted the pass-through. “And maybe for me as well.”



He came through the opening, then stopped so they stood close and face-to-face. “One question.”



“I’ll try to give you one answer.”



“Why isn’t there someone I have to kill before I do this?” He leaned down and brushed his lips very lightly over hers.



She dropped the pass-through back in place. “I’m choosy,” she said. She walked to the door, then sent him a level and amused look over her shoulder. “And I’ll let you know if I choose to have you try that again, Trev of New York. With a bit more enthusiasm.”



“Fair enough.” He stepped outside with her, waiting while she locked the front door.



The air smelled of sea and flowers. It was something she loved about Ardmore. The scents and sounds, and the wonderful spread of the water. There were such possibilities in that vast sea. Sooner or later it would bump into land again, another place with new people, different things. There was wonder in that.



And comfort here, she supposed, raising a hand in greeting as Kathy Duffy called out to her from her dooryard.



“Is this your first time in Ireland?” Darcy asked him as they walked toward the beach.



“No, I’ve been to Dublin several times.”



“One of my favorite cities.” She scanned the beach, noting the pockets of tourists. Automatically she angled away and toward the cliffs. “The shops and restaurants are wonderful. You can’t find that in Ardmore.”



“Why aren’t you in Dublin?”



“My family’s here—well, part of them. Our parents are settled in Boston now. And I don’t have a burning desire to live in Dublin when there are so many places in the world and I haven’t seen nearly enough of them yet.”



“What have you seen?”



She looked up at him. A rare one indeed, she thought. Most of the men of her acquaintance wanted to talk about themselves. But they’d play it his way for now. “Paris, just recently. Dublin, of course, and a great deal of my own country. But the pub hampers traveling.”



She turned, walking backward for a bit with her hand up to shield her eyes. “I wonder what it’ll look like when he’s done with it.”



Trevor stopped, studied the pub as she was. “The theater?”



“Yes. I’ve looked at the drawings, but I don’t have an eye for such things.” She lifted her face to the breeze of salt and sea. “The family’s pleased with it, and they’re very particular.”



“So is Magee Enterprise.”



“I imagine so, though it’s difficult to understand why the man would pick a small village in the south of Ireland for his project. Jude, she says part of it’s sentiment.”



It surprised and nearly disconcerted him to have the truth spoken so casually. “Does she?”



“Do you know the story of Johnnie Magee and Maude Fitzgerald?”



“I’ve heard it. They were engaged to be married, and he went off to war and was killed in France.”



“And she never married, but lived alone in her cottage on Faerie Hill all her days. Long days, as Old Maude was one hundred and one years when she passed. The boy’s mother, Johnnie Magee’s mother, grieved herself to death within a few years. They said she favored him and could find no comfort in her husband, her other children, or her faith.”



It was odd to walk here and discuss these pieces of his family, pieces he had never met, with a woman he barely knew. Odder still that he was learning more of them from her than he’d learned from anyone else.



“I’d think losing a child has to be the biggest grief.”



“I’m sure it is, but what of those who were alive yet and needed her? When you forget what you have for what you’ve lost, grieving’s an indulgence.”



“You’re right. What happened to them?”



“The story is that her husband finally took to the drink, excessively. Wallowing in whiskey’s no better or worse than wallowing in grief, I suppose. And her daughters, I think there were three, married as soon as they could and scattered. Her other son, he who was more than ten years younger than Johnnie, eventually took his wife and his little boy away from Ireland to America, where he made his fortune. Never did he come back nor, they say, contact those left here of family and friends.” 



She turned and looked back at the pub again. “It takes a hard heart never to look back, even once.”



“Yeah,” Trevor murmured. “It does.”



“But so the seeds of Magee Enterprise were sowed first in Ardmore. It seems the Magee running matters now is willing to put his time and money into seeing those seeds grow here.”



“Do you have a problem with that?”



“No, indeed. It’ll be good for us, and for him as well most likely. Business is business, but there’s room for a bit of sentiment as long as it doesn’t cloud the bottom line.”



“Which is?”



“Profit.”



“Just profit?”



She angled back, gestured out to the bay. “There’s Tim Riley’s boat coming in for the day. He’s been out with his crew since before first light. It’s a hard life, that of a fisherman. Tim and those like him go out day after day, casting their nets, fighting weather, and breaking their backs. Why do you suppose they do it?”



“Why don’t you tell me?”



“They love it.” She tossed her hair back, watching the boat ride a crest. “No matter how they bitch and complain, they love the life. And Tim, he cares for his boat like a mother her firstborn. He sells his catch fair so there’s no one would say Riley, he’s not to be trusted. So there’s love of the work, tradition, reputation, but at the bottom of it all is profit. Without an eye on making a living, it’s only a hobby, isn’t it?”



He caught a curl of her hair as it flew in the wind. “Maybe I’m attracted to your mind after all.”



She laughed at that and began walking again. “Do you love what you do?”



“Yes. Yes, I do.”



“What is it appeals to you most?”



“What did you see when you looked out your window this morning?”



“Well, I saw you, didn’t I?” She was rewarded by the humor that moved warmly over his face. “And other than that, I saw a mess.”



“Exactly. I enjoy most an empty lot, or an old building in disrepair. The possibilities of what can be done about them.”



“Possibilities,” she murmured, looking out to sea again. “I understand about that. So you enjoy building something out of nothing, or out of what’s been neglected.”



“Yes. Changing it without damaging it. If you cut down a tree, is what you’re putting in its place worth the sacrifice? Does it matter in the long run, or it is only short-term ego?”



“Again the philosopher.” His face suited that, even while the windblown hair and little scar spoke another, less quiet side. “Are you the conscience of Magee, then?”



“I like to think so.”



An odd sentiment for a laborer, she thought, but it appealed to her. The fact was, she couldn’t at the moment find one thing about him that didn’t appeal. “Up on the cliffs there, beyond the big hotel, men once built grandly. The structures are ruins now, but the heart remains and many who go there feel that. The Irish understand sacrifice, and why and when it matters. You’ll have to find time to walk there.”



“I’ll plan on it. I’d like it better if you found time to show me the way.”



“That’s another possibility.” Judging the hour, she turned to walk back.



“Let’s build on it.” He took her hand to stop her, enjoyed the faint hint of irritation that came into her eyes. “I want to see you.”



“I know.” Because it was the simplest angle, and never failed her, she tilted her head and allowed a teasing smile to play on her lips. “I haven’t made up my mind about you as yet. A woman has to be careful when dealing with strange and handsome men.”



“Sweetheart, a woman with your arsenal uses men for target practice.”



Irritated, she tugged her hand free. “Only if they ask for it. Having a pleasing face doesn’t make me heartless.”



“No, but having a pleasing face and a sharp mind is a potent combination, and it’d be a waste if you didn’t know how to use both.”



She considered flicking him off and walking away, but damned if he didn’t intrigue her. “Sure and this is the strangest of conversations. I don’t know if I like you or not, but maybe I’m interested enough to take some time to find out. But at the moment, I have to head back into work. It wouldn’t do for me to be late after I’ve lectured Sinead.”



“She underestimates you.”



“I beg your pardon?”



“She underestimates you,” Trevor repeated as they walked back across the sand. “She sees the surface—a beautiful woman with a keen sense of fashion who’s passing the time working in her family business. One her brothers run. A woman who in her mind holds the lowest position on the ladder and doesn’t do much more than take orders.”



Darcy’s eyes narrowed now, but not against the sun. “Oh, is that how you see it?”



“No, that’s how your Sinead sees it. But she’s young, inexperienced. So she doesn’t see that you have as much to do with the running of Gallagher’s as your brothers. The way you look doesn’t hurt a thing when it comes to setting the atmosphere, but I watched you today.” He glanced down at her. “You never missed a step, even when you were pissed off you never broke rhythm.”



“If you’re trying to get ’round me with compliments . . . it’s in the way of working. Though I have to say I can’t remember having any like these from a man before.”



“No, they all tell you you’re the most beautiful woman they’ve ever seen. It’s a waste of time to state the obvious, and it must get tedious for you.”



She stopped as they reached the street, stared at him a moment, then laughed. “You’re a rare one, Trev from New York. I think I like you, and wouldn’t mind spending a bit of time here and there in your company. Now if you were just rich, I’d marry you on the spot so you could keep me entertained and indulged all my days.”



“Is that what you’re looking for, Darcy? Indulgence?”



“And why not? I’ve expensive tastes that I want to feed. Until I meet a man who’s willing and able to fill my plate, I’ll go on filling my own.” She reached up to touch his cheek. “Doesn’t mean I can’t have a meal or two with another along the way.”



“Honesty, too.”



“When it suits me. And since I have a feeling you’d cut through even a well-crafted lie quick enough, why waste the effort?”



“There it is again.”



She sent him a puzzled look as they crossed the street. “What?”



“Efficiency. I find that very arousing in a woman.”



“Christ, you’re the oddest of ducks. Since I find it amusing to arouse you so easily, I’ll take you up on that breakfast offer.”



“Tomorrow?”



She jingled her keys in her pocket and wondered why the idea was so appealing. “Eight o’clock. I’ll meet you in the restaurant at the hotel.”



“I’m not staying at the hotel.”



“Oh, well, if you’re at the B and B, we can—”



“There you are, Darcy.” Aidan came up behind, his keys already in his hand. “Jude thought you were coming down the house to visit.”



“I was distracted.”



“I see you met my sister,” he said to Trevor. “Why don’t you come in for a pint on the house?”



“Actually, I have some work. I was also distracted,” Trevor said with a glance at Darcy. “But I’ll take you up on the offer later.”



“Always welcome. Your men are keeping us busy. Now with Darcy back, I’m wagering they’ll keep us busier yet.” He winked and shot the key into the lock. “Likely we’ll have a 
seinsiun 
going later tonight. Come in if you’ve the chance and you’ll get a small idea of what we’ll be offering those who come through on the way to your theater.”



“I’ll look forward to it.”



“Darcy, did you have that chat with Sinead?” She kept her eyes on Trevor’s. “It’s dealt with. I’ll be coming in to tell you about it in just a minute.”



“That’s fine, then. Good evening to you, Trevor.”



“I’ll see you later.”



“Your men,” Darcy said when the door closed. “Your theater.”



“That’s right.”



“And that would make you Magee.” She took a careful breath, knowing it would only keep her calm for the short term. “Why didn’t you tell me?”



“You didn’t ask. What difference does it make?”



“I think it makes a difference in how you presented yourself to me. I don’t care to be deceived and toyed with.”



He slapped a hand on the door before she could wrench it open. “We’ve had a couple of conversations,” he said evenly. “There was nothing deceptive about them.”



“Then we have different standards in that area.” 



“Maybe you’re just ticked off that I’m rich after all, and now you’ll have to marry me.”



He sent her a smile designed to charm, and got nothing but a withering stare in return. “I don’t find your humor appropriate. Now step back from the door. We’re not yet open to the public.”



“Is this our first fight?”



“No.” She did manage to yank open the door now, nearly bashing his face with it. “It’s our last.” She didn’t slam it, but he clearly heard the click of the lock through the thick wood.



“I don’t think so,” he said with a great deal more cheer than another man might have felt under the circumstances. “Nope, I don’t think so.” He strolled down to his car and thought it might be a good opportunity to wander up to the cliffs and take a look at the ruins everyone had told him about.



•    •    •


This was the Ireland he’d come to see. The ancient and the sacred, the wild and the mystic. He was surprised to find himself alone, as it seemed to him that any who were drawn to this area would be compelled to come here, high on the cliffs where the ruins brooded. 

He circled the steep stone gables of the oratory that had been built in the saint’s name. It stood on the rough and uneven ground and was guarded, he supposed, by the souls who rested there. Three stone crosses stood guard as well, with the fresh water quiet in the well beneath them.



He’d been told it was a lovely walk from here around the headland, but he found himself more inclined to linger where he was.



Darcy was right, he decided, the structure might have tumbled, but the heart of it lived.



He stepped back, respectful enough, or just superstitious enough, not to step on graves. He assumed the small, pitted stones were graves.



And glancing down, he saw the marker for Maude Fitzgerald.







Wise Woman





“So here you are,” he murmured. “There’s a picture of you with my great-uncle in one of the old albums my mother salvaged when my grandfather died. He didn’t keep many pictures from here. Isn’t it odd that he had one of you?”



He hunkered down, touched and gently amused to see that flowers had been planted over her in a soft blanket of color. “You must have had a fondness for flowers. Your garden at the cottage is lovely.”



“Had a way with growing things, did Maude.”



At the comment, Trevor looked back toward the well, then rose. The man who stood there was oddly dressed, all in silver that sparkled in the sun. A costume, Trevor assumed, for some event at the hotel. He was certainly the theatrical sort, with his long flow of black hair, wicked smile, and lightning-blue eyes.



“Don’t startle easily, do you? Well, that’s to your favor.”



“A man who startles easily shouldn’t pass the time here. Great spot,” Trevor added, glancing around again.



“I favor it. You’d be the Magee come from America to build dreams and find answers.”



“More or less. And you’d be?”



“Carrick, prince of the faeries. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”



“Uh-huh.”



The bland amusement in Trevor’s tone had Carrick’s brows beetling. “You’d have heard of me, even over in your America.”



“Sure.” Either the man was a lunatic or he wasn’t willing to step out of character. Probably both, Trevor decided. “It so happens I’m staying in the cottage over the hill.”



“I know where the devil you’re staying, and I don’t care for that indulgent tone you’re using. I didn’t bring you here to have you make sport of me.”



“
You 
brought me here?”



“Mortals,” Carrick grumbled. “They like to think everything’s their own doing. Your destiny’s here, tied with mine. If I planted a few seeds to get you moving on it, who has a better right?”



“Pal, if you’re going to drink this early in the day, you ought to stay out of the sun. Why don’t I give you a hand back down to the hotel?”



“Drunk? You’re thinking I’m drunk?” Carrick threw back his head and laughed until he was forced to hold his sides. “Bloody bonehead. Drunk. We’ll show you drunk. Just give me a moment here to recover myself.”



After several long breaths, Carrick continued. “Let’s see here, something not so subtle. I’m thinking, for I see already you’re the cynical sort. Ah, I’ve got it!”



His eyes went dark as cobalt, and Trevor would have sworn the tips of the man’s fingers began to glow gold, then in his hands was a sphere, clear as water. Swimming in it was the image of Trevor himself and Darcy, standing together on the beach while the Celtic Sea charged the shore beside them.



“Have a look at your destiny. She’s fair of face and strong of will and hungry of heart. Are you clever enough to win what the fates offer you?”



He flicked his wrist, sent the globe flying toward Trevor. Instinctively he reached out, felt his fingers pass through something cool and soft. Then the globe burst like a bubble.



“Hell of a trick,” Trevor managed, then looked over at the well. He was alone again, with just the stir of the grass in the wind for company. “Hell of a trick,” he repeated, and more shaken than he cared to admit, he stared down at his empty hands.


  
  







FOUR





DREAMS HAUNTED HIM 
through the night. Trevor had always dreamed in broad and vivid strokes, but since coming to Faerie Hill Cottage his dreams had taken on a finite, crystalline quality. As if someone had sharpened a lens on a camera. 


The odd man from the cemetery rode a white, winged horse over a wide blue sea. And Trevor felt the broad back and bunching muscles of the mythic steed beneath him. In the distance, the sky and water were separated clearly, like a thin pencil stroke drawn with a ruler.



The water was sapphire, the sky gray as smoke.



The horse plunged, its powerful forelegs cutting through the surface, spewing up water that Trevor could see, could 
feel 
in individual drops. He could taste the salt of it on his lips.



Then they were in that swirling underworld. Cold, so cold, with the dark underlit with some eerie glow. There were flickers of iridescent light, like faerie wings fluttering, and the music playing through the pulse beat of water was pipes.



Deeper, still deeper, flying down in this element as smoothly as they had flown in the air. The thrill of it coursed through him like blood.



There, on the soft floor of the seabed a hillock of darker, wilder blue throbbed, like a waiting heart. Into this, the man who called himself a prince thrust his arm to the shoulder. And Trevor felt the slick texture of the mass on his own flesh, the vibration ripple up his own arm. His hand flexed, closed, twisted, and he wrenched free the heart of the sea.



For her, he thought, clutching it tight. This is my constancy. Only for her.



When he woke, his hand was still fisted, but the only heart that pounded was his own.



As baffled as he was shaken, Trevor opened his hand. It was empty, of course it was empty, but he felt the charge of power fading from his palm.



The heart of the sea.



It was ridiculous. He didn’t have to be a marine biologist to know there was no shimmering blue mass, no organic life beating away on the floor of the Celtic Sea. It was all nothing more than an entertaining scene played by the subconscious, he told himself. Full of symbolism, he was sure, that he could analyze to death if he were so inclined.



Which he wasn’t.



He got out of bed, heading for the bath. Absently he pushed a hand through his hair. And found it damp.



He stopped short, lowering his hand slowly, staring at it. Cautious, he brought his hand to his face, sniffed. Sea water?



Naked, he lowered himself to the side of the bed again. He’d never considered himself a particularly fanciful man. In fact, he liked to think he was more grounded in reality than most. But there was no denying that he’d dreamed of flying through the sea on a winged horse and had awakened with his hair damp from sea water.



How did a rational man explain that?



Explanations required information. It was time he started gathering it.



It was too early to call New York, but it was never too early to fax. After he’d dressed for the day, Trevor settled into the little office across from his bedroom and composed the first message to his parents.





Mom and Dad:





Hope you’re both well. The project’s on schedule and remains on budget as well. Though after a couple of days’ observation, I’ve concluded the O’Tooles could handle the job without me, I prefer staying, at least for the present, to supervise. There’s also the matter of community relations. Most of the village and the surrounding parish seem to be in favor of the theater. But the construction disturbs the general tranquility of the area. I think it’s wise for me to remain visible and involved.





I also intend to continue the preliminary publicity from here.





Meanwhile, I’m enjoying the area. It’s as beautiful as you told me, Dad. And you’re remembered fondly here. The two of you should take some time and come over.





Gallagher’s is as you remembered and Finkle reported, a well-run, friendly, and popular business. Connecting the theater to it was a brilliant concept, Dad. I’m going to spend more time there, getting a clearer feel for just how it all runs and what changes or improvements we might want to implement to benefit the theater.





Mom, you’d particularly like the cottage where I’m staying. It’s a postcard—and better yet is reputed to have its own ghost. You and Aunt Maggie would get a kick out of it. No unearthly visitation to report, I’m afraid, but since I’m trying to drench myself in local color, I wonder if the two of you can pass on any information you might have on the legend based here. It’s something about star-crossed lovers, of course. A maid and a faerie prince.






I’ll call when I get a chance.


Love, Trev





He read it over to be sure he’d kept his request casual, then shot it off to his parents’ private line.



The next fax was to his assistant and was much more to the point.







Angela, I need you to research and relay any and all information available on a legend local to Ardmore. References: Carrick, prince of faeries, Gwen Fitzgerald, Faerie Hill Cottage, Old Parish, Waterford. Sixteenth century.





Trevor Magee







Once he’d transmitted, he checked his watch. Though it was just past eight, it was too early to tap his other source. He’d wait an hour before he paid a visit to Jude Gallagher.



With the business completed, the sudden and desperate urge for coffee broke through. It was strong enough to have him abandoning everything else. The one thing he missed was his automatic coffeemaker and its timer. It was something he intended to purchase at the first opportunity.



There was, in Trevor’s mind, little more civilized in this world than waking up to the scent of coffee just brewed.



As he came to the base of the steps, a knock sounded on the door. With his mind already in the kitchen, his system already focused on that first jolting sip, he opened the door.



And concluded there was perhaps one thing more civilized than waking up to coffee. She was standing on his little stoop.



A smart man, a wise man, would forgo a lifetime of coffee for a beautiful blue-eyed woman wearing a snug scoop-necked sweater and a come-get-me smile. And he was a very smart man.



“Good morning. Do you wake up looking like that?”



“You’ll have to do more than offer me breakfast before you get the chance to find out for yourself.”



“Breakfast?”



“I believe that was the nature of the invitation.”



“Right.” His mind wasn’t clicking rapidly along without its daily dose of caffeine. “You surprise me, Darcy.”



She’d intended to. “Are you feeding me or aren’t you?”



“Come in.” He opened the door wider. “We’ll see what we can do.” She stepped inside with a light brush of her body against his. She smelled like candy-coated sin.



She wandered by to glance in the front parlor. It was very much as Maude had left it, with its pretty fancies set out here and there, the shelf thick with books, and the soft old throw tossed over the faded fabric of the sofa.



“You’re a tidy one, aren’t you?” She turned back. “I approve of a tidy man. Or perhaps you consider it efficiency.”



“Efficiency is tidy—and it’s my life.” With his eyes on hers he laid a hand on her shoulder, pleased when she simply stared back at him with that same mild amusement on her face. “I was just wondering why it’s not cold.”



“Cold shoulders are a predictable reaction, and predictability is tedious.”



“I bet you’re never tedious.”



“Perhaps on the rare occasion. I’m annoyed with you, but I still want my breakfast.” She skirted around him, then glanced over her shoulder. “Are you cooking, or are we going out?”



“Cooking.”



“Now I’m surprised. Intrigued. A man in your position knowing his way around a kitchen.”



“I make a world-famous cheddar-and-mushroom omelette.”



“I’ll be the judge of that—and I’m very . . . particular about my tastes.” She walked back toward the kitchen and left him blowing out one long, appreciative breath before he followed.



She sat at the little table in the center of the room, draping her arm over the back of her chair and looking very much like a woman accustomed to being served. Though his system no longer needed a jump-start, Trevor made coffee first.



“While I’m sitting here watching you deal with some homey chores,” Darcy began, “why don’t you tell me why you let me babble on yesterday about your family and ancestors and seemed so interested in information that would be already familiar to you.”



“Because it wasn’t familiar to me.”



She’d suspected that, after she’d calmed down. He didn’t strike her as a man who’d waste time asking questions when he already had the answers. “Why is that, if you don’t mind me asking?”



He would mind. Usually. But he felt he owed her an explanation. “My grandfather had very little to say about his family here, or Ardmore. Or Ireland, for that matter.”



While he waited for the coffee to brew—please, God, soon—he got out what he needed for the omelette. “He was a difficult man, with a very hard shell. My impression was that whatever he’d left here made him bitter. So it wasn’t discussed.”



“I see.” Not clearly, Darcy mused, as it was hard to understand a family that didn’t discuss everything. At the top of their lungs as often as not. “Your grandmother also came from here.”



“Yes. And my grandmother abided by his wishes.” He glanced at Darcy, his eyes cool and remote. “In everything.”



“I imagine he was a powerful man, and powerful men are often difficult and intimidating.”



“My father would be viewed as a powerful man. I wouldn’t consider him difficult or intimidating.”



“So you’ve come back in part, have you, to see for yourself where those Magee seeds were first sown?”



“In part.”



She did not fail to notice the dismissive tone. A sore spot here, she decided, and though she’d have dearly loved to poke a bit, she left it alone. For now. “Well, then, since here’s where you are, why don’t you tell me what you think of the cottage?”



Tension, tension that irritated him, eased a bit. He poured his first cup of coffee as he dealt with the eggs. “I just sent my mother a fax telling her it was a postcard.”



“A fax? Is that the way mother and son communicate?”



“Mother and son use technology where it’s useful.” Remembering manners, he poured her a cup, brought it to the table. “Best of all worlds, isn’t it? A thatchedroof cottage in the Irish countryside and the conveniences of modern times.”



“You left out your ghost.”



He had a steady hand, but nearly bobbled the skillet. “I wouldn’t say she’s mine.”



“While you’re living here she is. A tragic figure is Lady Gwen, and while I sympathize and appreciate the romance of it all, I find it hard to understand anyone who would pine, even for love, over the centuries, beyond death. Life’s the point, isn’t it, and making it work for you.”



“How much more do you know about her?”



“As much as any in these parts, I suppose.” She enjoyed watching his long fingers and competent hands do their work. “Though Jude’s done more of a study on the matter for her book. Several I know have seen her.”



He glanced back. It wasn’t surprise in his eyes, but caution. “Have you?”



“I don’t think I’m the type a ghost spends time with. Perhaps you will, as she walks here.”



“You’re vision enough for me. What about the second half of the legend? This Carrick.”



“Oh, he’s a clever one, and tricky with it. Stubborn pride and poor temper put him in the fix he’s in and he’s not above using his wiles to repair it now that the time’s up. You may not have noticed, but Brenna wears her rings, her engagement and wedding rings, on a chain around her neck when she’s working.”



“I saw a man come close to losing his finger on a job once when his wedding ring caught in a skill saw. She’s smart to avoid that.” He took out plates, divvied up the egg dish, all with a smooth efficiency that she appreciated. “What do Brenna’s rings have to do with the legend?”



“Her engagement ring is a pearl, the second of the jewels Carrick offered Gwen. Those tears of the moon he gathered into his magic bag. Carrick gave the pearl to Shawn.”



Trevor’s eyebrows lifted, but he turned back for flatware. “A generous sort.”



“I don’t know about that, but the pearl was given to him by Carrick at Old Maude’s grave, and now it’s Brenna’s. The first offered was diamonds. Jewels of the sun. Ask Jude about that if you have an interest. The third and last he offered were sapphires. From the heart of the sea.”



“The heart of the sea.” His dream came back to him, fast and clear so that he once again stared down at his own hand.



“A pretty story, you’re thinking, and so I would myself if those I know hadn’t become part of it. There’s one more step that has to be taken, one more pair of hearts that have to meet and promise to each other.” She sipped her coffee, watching him over the rim. “The others who lived here in this cottage since Old Maude passed were step one and step two.”



He said nothing for a moment, just retrieved the toast that had popped up. “Are you warning me that I’ve been selected as step three?”



“It follows smoothly, doesn’t it? Now, however practical-minded a man you might be, Magee, you’ve Irish blood in your veins, and you share that blood with a man who once loved the woman who lived in the place. As candidates go for the breaking of spells, you’d be my pick.”



Considering, he took out the butter and jam. “And a practical-minded woman like you believes in spells.”



“Believe in them?” She leaned toward him as he sat. “Darling, I cast them.”



The way she looked at the moment, her eyes hot and bright, her smile just the other side of wicked, he’d have believed her a witch without hesitation. “Setting aside your considerable powers, are you going to tell me you believe this story, and all its parts, as reality?”



“I do, yes.” She picked up her fork. “And if I were you, and living here, I’d take great care with my heart.” She lifted a forkful of creamy egg and cheese, slid it between her lips. “There are those who also believe if one loses that heart here, it’s forever pledged.”



“Like Maude’s.” The idea of it worried him more than he wanted to admit. “Why are you telling me this?”



“Well, I wondered if you’d ask. You’re an attractive man, and I like the look of you. Added to that—and I’m not ashamed to say it’s a big ‘added to that’ to me— you’re rich. I think there’s a good possibility I might enjoy your company as well.”



“Are you proposing?”



She shot a grin at him, wide and gorgeous. “Not quite yet. I’m telling you this because I’ve the impression you’re a man who sees through pretenses as easy as a knife slides through butter.”



She picked up her own knife and demonstrated on the stick he’d taken from the refrigerator. “I’m not a woman who falls in love. I’ve tried,” she said, and for a moment the light in her eyes clouded. Then she shrugged and spread the butter on a slice of toast. “It’s just not in me. And it may be that we’re not what destiny has in store for each other, but if we are, I think we might come to an arrangement that pleases both of us.”



Under the circumstances, he decided, another refill of coffee couldn’t hurt. He got up to top off the cups. “I’ve met a lot of people in my business, sampled a lot of cultures, and I have to say this is the strangest breakfast conversation I’ve ever had.”



“I believe in fate, Trevor, in the meeting of like minds, in comfort and in honesty when it serves its purpose.” She took another bite of omelette. “Do you?”



“I believe in like minds, comfort and honesty when it serves its purpose. As to fate, that’s a different matter.”



“There’s too much Irish in your blood for you not to be a fatalist,” she told him.



“Is that the nature of the beast?”



“Of course. And at the same time, we manage to be optimistically sentimental and full of dark and exciting superstition. As for honesty.” Her eyes twinkled at him. “Now that’s a matter of degrees and viewpoints, for what’s better, all in all, than a well-told tale embroidered with colorful exaggerations? However, honesty is something I think you appreciate, so what’s wrong with letting you know that if you fall in love with me, I’ll likely let you?”



He enjoyed the rest of his coffee. And her. “I’ve tried to fall in love. It didn’t take for me, either.”



For the first time sympathy moved over her face, and she reached out to touch his hand. “It’s as painful not being able to stumble, I think, as the fall would be.”



He looked down at their joined hands. “What a sad pair we are, Darcy.”



“Best, isn’t it, to know yourself, and your limitations? It could be that some pretty young woman will catch your eye and your heart will pop right out of your chest and plop at her feet.” She shrugged her shoulders. “But meanwhile, I wouldn’t mind having you spend some of your time, and your not inconsiderable funds, on me.”



“Mercenary, are we?”



“Yes, I am.” She gave his hand a friendly pat, then went back to her breakfast. “You’ve never had to count your pennies, have you?”



“Got me there.”



“But if you ever have to earn a few extra, you make a very fine omelette.” She rose, taking both of the plates to the sink. “I appreciate a decent cook, as it’s not a skill I have, nor one I care to develop.”



He came up behind her, ran his hands over her shoulders, down her arms and back again in one long stroke. “Going to wash my dishes?”



“No.” She wanted to stretch like a satisfied cat, but thought it wiser not to. “But I might be persuaded to dry them for you.”



She let him turn her around, kept her eyes on his as he lowered his head. Then, with not a little regret, placed her fingers on his lips before they touched hers. “Here’s what I’m thinking. Either of us could seduce the other with considerable style if not much effort.”



“Okay. Let me go first.” 


 Her laugh was low and smooth. “And however satisfied we might be after, it’s early days yet. Let’s keep that adventure for another time.”



 He gathered her a little closer. “Why wait? You’re the fatalist.”



 “Clever. But we’ll wait because I’ve a mind to. I’ve a very strong mind.” She tapped his lips with her finger once, then drew back.



 “Me, too.” Deliberately, he lifted her hand to his lips again, brushed them over her palm, then her knuckles.



 “I like that. I might just come back for more, another time. And as things are, I believe I’ll leave the dishes to you after all. Now, will you walk me out like a proper gentleman?”



 “Tell me,” he said as they started out of the kitchen, “how many men have you wrapped around your finger to date?”



 “Oh, I’ve lost count. But none of them seemed to mind it.” She glanced back as the phone began to ring. “Do you need to answer?”



 “The machine’ll get it.”



 “Answering machines and faxes. I wonder what Old Maude would think.” She stepped outside and off the stoop to where the flowers were dancing in the breeze. “You look suited to this place,” she said after a moment’s study of him. “And I imagine you look just as suited to some lofty boardroom.”



 He reached down to snap off a spray of verbena and handed it to her. “Come back.”



 “Oh, I imagine I’ll wander your way again.” She tucked the flower into her hair as she turned to the
garden gate.



 He saw then why he hadn’t heard her drive up. She’d ridden a bike. “Darcy, if you’ll wait a minute, I’ll drive you back down.”



 “No need. Good day to you, Trevor Magee.”



 She straddled the bike and steered down the narrow drive and into the bumps and ditches the locals claimed was a road. And managed, Trevor noted, to look outrageously sexy doing it.






Since he stopped by the site after going into the village, it was after noon when he walked to the Gallagher house. His knock was answered by the barking of a dog, a throaty, excitable sound that made him take a cautious step in reverse. He was an urbanite and had a healthy respect for anything capable of making that kind of noise. 

 The barking stopped seconds before the door opened, but the dog itself sat beside Jude, madly thumping its tail. Trevor had seen the dog a time or two, but at a distance. He hadn’t realized the thing was quite so large.



 “Hello, Trevor. How nice. Come in.”



 “Ah . . .” He glanced meaningfully at the dog, and Jude laughed.



 “Finn’s harmless. I promise. He just likes to make a racket so I’ll think he’s protecting me. Say good day to Mr. Magee,” Jude ordered, and Finn obediently lifted a huge paw.



 “I’d like to stay on his good side.” Hoping the dog would let him keep all his fingers, Trevor shook, hand to paw.



 “I can put him out back if he worries you.”



 “No, no, it’s fine.” He hoped. “I’m sorry to interrupt your day. I was hoping you had a minute.”



 “I’ve several minutes. Come in and sit down. Can I get you some tea? Have you had lunch? Shawn sent down a lovely casserole.”



 “No, nothing, thanks, I’m fine. Don’t go to any trouble.”



 “It’s not a bit of trouble,” she began, but she pressed one hand to the small of her back and the other to her belly as she stepped back.



 “You sit down.” Trevor took her arm and steered her textStyle2">to the living room. “I’ll confess, large dogs and pregnant women unnerve me.”



 It wasn’t true. Large dogs might have unnerved him, but pregnant women melted him. But the statement got her to a chair.



 “I promise neither of us will bite.” But she sat, gratefully. “I swore I was going to stay calm and graceful through this experience. I’m pretty calm yet, but I said good-bye to grace at the six-month point.”



 “You look like you’re handling it well. Do you know if you’re having a boy or a girl?”



 “No, we want to be surprised.” She laid a hand on Finn’s head when he came to sit by her chair. Trevor noted she didn’t have to reach far. “I took a walk last evening and looked at your site. You’re making progress.”



 “Steady. This time next year you’ll be able to walk down and take in a show.”



 “I’m looking forward to it, very much. It must be satisfying to turn your visions into reality.”



 “Isn’t that what you’re doing? With your books, with your baby?”



 “I like you. Are you comfortable enough to tell me what’s on your mind?”



 He waited a beat. “I forgot you’re a psychologist.” 

 
  “I 
  taught 
  psychology.” In a gesture of apology, she lifted her hands, let them fall again. “In the last year or so I’ve cured myself of being too shy to say what I’m thinking. The result has pros and cons. I don’t mean to be pushy.”
 

 
  “I came here to ask you something, talk to you about something. You figured it out. That’s not pushy, that’s . . . efficient,” he said after a moment. “One of my favorite words lately. Carrick and Gwen.”
 

 
  “Yes?” Now she folded her hands, looking serene and easy. “What about them?”
 

 
  “You believe they exist? Existed?” he corrected.
 

 
  “I know they exist.” She saw the doubt in his eyes and took a moment to gather her thoughts. “We’re from a different place, you and I. New York, Chicago. Urban, sophisticated, our lives based on facts and the tangible of the everyday.”
 

 
  He saw where she was going and nodded. “We’re not there anymore.”
 

 
  “No, we’re not there anymore. This is a place that . . . ‘thrives’ isn’t the word I want, because it doesn’t need to thrive. It just is. This place that’s home for me now, this place that’s drawn you to build one of your dreams here, isn’t just apart from where we came from because of history or geography. It understands things we’ve forgotten.”
 

 
  “Reality is reality, whatever part of the world you’re standing in.”
 

 
  “I thought that once. If you still do, why do Carrick and Gwen worry you?”
 

 
  “Interest me.”
 

 
  “Have you seen her?”
 

 
  “No.”
 

 
  “Him, then.”
 

 
  Trevor hesitated, remembering the man who’d appeared near Saint Declan’s Well. “I don’t believe in faeries.”
 

 
  “I imagine Carrick believes in you,” Jude murmured. “I want to show you something.” She started to rise,cursed under her breath, then held up a hand, waving it testily when Trevor got to his feet. “No, damn it, I’m not ready to be hauled up every time I sit down. Just a minute.” She shifted, then boosted herself out, belly first, by pushing her hands against the arms of the chair. “ Relax. It’ll take me a minute. I’m not as light on my feet as I used to be.”
 

 
  As she walked out, Trevor sat back down. He and Finn eyed each other with interest and suspicion. “I’m not going to steal the silverware, so let’s both just stay in our respective corners.”
 

 
  As if it had been an invitation, Finn sauntered over and planted both forepaws in Trevor’s lap.
 

 
  “Christ.” Gingerly, Trevor lifted the dog’s feet out of his crotch. “Perfect aim. Now I know why my father never let me have that puppy. Down!”
 

 
  At the command Finn’s butt hit the floor, then he lovingly licked Trevor’s hand.
 

 
  “There, you’ve made friends.”
 

 
  Trevor glanced up at Jude and barely resisted squirming to relieve the throbbing in his balls. “You bet.”
 

 
  “Go lie down, Finn.” Jude gave the dog an absent pat before sitting on the hassock at Trevor’s feet. “Do you know what this is?” She opened her hand, held it out. Centered in her palm was a clear and brilliant stone.
 

 
  “At a glance it looks like a diamond, and given the size, I’d say it’s a very nicely faceted piece of glass.”
 

 
  “A diamond, first water, between eighteen and twenty carats. I got a book, a loupe, and figured it out. I didn’t want to take it to a jeweler. Go ahead,” she invited, “take a closer look.”
 

 
  Trevor took it out of her hand, held it to the light streaming through the front window. “Why didn’t you want to take it to a jeweler?”
 

 
  “It seemed rude, as it was a gift. I visited cousin Maude’s grave last year, and I watched Carrick pour a flood of these out of the silver bag he wears at his belt. I watched them bloom into flowers, except for this one that lay sparkling in the blossoms.”
 

 
  Trevor turned the stone over in his hand, and wondered. “Jewels of the sun.”
 

 
  “My life changed when I came here. This is a symbol. Whether it’s pretty glass or a priceless gem doesn’t matter really. It’s all how you look at things. I saw magic, and it opened my world.”
 

 
  “I like my world.”
 

 
  “Whether you change it or not is your choice. You came here for a reason. To Ardmore.”
 

 
  “To build a theater.”
 

 
  “To build,” Jude said quietly. “How much, is up to you.”
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