




“Sarah.”

There was an ache in Damon’s voice.
Her heart did a funny little jump in her chest and she turned her head to look at him. Her gaze collided with his. Stark hunger was in his eyes. Raw need. Desire. He reached for her, caught the nape of her neck, and slowly lowered his head to hers. His mouth fastened to hers. They simply melted together. Merged.
Fireworks might have burst in the air around them. Or maybe it was the stars scattering across the sky, glittering like gems. Fire raced up her skin, heat spread through her body. He claimed her. Branded her. And he did a thorough job of it. They fed on one another. Were lost in smoky desire. His mouth was perfect, hot and hungry and demanding and possessive.
No one had ever kissed her like that. She had never thought it would be like that…
—from Christine Feehan’s “Magic in the Wind”
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Magic in the Wind
CHRISTINE FEEHAN

For my sisters…. Thank you for the magic and the love that has always been in my life.


Chapter 1

“SARAH’S BACK. SARAH’S come home.” The whisper was overly loud and tinged with something close to fear. Or respect. Damon Wilder couldn’t decide which. He’d been hearing the same small-town gossip for several hours and it was always said in the same hushed tones. He hated to admit to curiosity and he wasn’t about to stoop to asking, not after he had made such a point of insisting on absolute privacy since he arrived last month.
As he walked down the quaint narrow sidewalk made of wood, the wind seemed to whisper, “Sarah’s back.” He heard it as he passed the gas station and burly Jeff Dockins waved to him. He heard it as he lingered in the small bakery. Sarah. The name shouldn’t carry mystery, but it did.
He had no idea who Sarah was, but she commanded such interest and awe from the townspeople he found himself totally intrigued. He knew from experience the people in the sleepy little coastal town were not easily impressed. No amount of money, fame, or title earned one deference. Everyone was treated the same, from the poorest to the richest, and there seemed to be no prejudice against religion or any other preferences. It was why he had chosen the town. A man could be anybody here and no one cared.
All day he had heard the whispers. He’d never once caught a glimpse of the mysterious Sarah. But he’d heard she’d once climbed the sheer cliffs above the sea to rescue a dog. An impossible task. He’d seen those crumbling cliffs and no one could climb them. He found himself smiling at the idea of anyone attempting such an impossible feat, and few things amused him or intrigued him.
The only grocery store was in the center of town and most of the gossip originated there and then spread like wildfire. Damon decided he needed a few things before he went home. He hadn’t been in the store for more than two minutes when he heard it again. “Sarah’s back.” The same hushed whisper, the same awe and respect.
Inez Nelson, owner of the grocery store, held court, spilling out gossip as she normally did, instead of ringing up the groceries on the cash register. It usually drove him crazy to have to wait, but this time he lingered by the bread rack in the hope of learning more of the mysterious Sarah who had finally returned.
“Are you sure, Inez?” Trudy Garret asked, dragging her four-year-old closer to her and nearly strangling the child with her hug. “Are her sisters back, too?”
“Oh, I’m certain, all right. She came right into the store as real as you please and bought a ton of groceries. She was back at the cliff house, she said. She didn’t say anything about the others, but if one shows up the others aren’t far behind.”
Trudy Garret looked around, lowered her voice another octave. “Was she still…Sarah?”
Damon rolled his eyes. Everyone always annoyed the hell out of him. He thought moving to a small town would allow him to find a way to get along to some extent but people were just plain idiots. Of course Sarah was still Sarah. Who the hell else would she be? Sarah was probably the only one with a brain within a fifty-mile radius so they thought she was different.
“What could it mean?” Trudy asked. “Sarah only comes back when something is going to happen.”
“I asked her if everything was all right and she just smiled in that way she has and said yes. You wouldn’t want me to pry into Sarah’s business, now would you, dear,” Inez said piously.
Damon let his breath out in a hissing rush of impatience. Inez made it her life’s work to pry into everyone’s business. Why should the absent Sarah be excluded?
“Last time she was here Dockins nearly died, do you remember that?” Trudy asked. “He fell from his roof and Sarah just happened to be walking by and…” She trailed off and glanced around the store and lowered her voice to a conspirator’s whisper. “Old Mars at the fruit stand said Penny told him Sarah…”
“Trudy, dear, you know Mars is totally unreliable in the things he says. He’s a dear, sweet man, but he sometimes makes things up,” Inez pointed out.
Old man Mars was crotchety, mean, and known to throw fruit at cars if he was in a foul enough mood. Damon waited for lightning to strike Inez for her blatant lie, but nothing happened. The worst of it was, Damon wanted to know what old Mars had said about Sarah, even if it was a blatant lie. And that really irritated him.
Trudy leaned even closer, looked melodramatically to the right and left without even noticing he was there. Damon sighed heavily, wanting to shake the woman. “Do you remember the time little Paul Baily fell into that blowhole?”
“I remember that, now that you say. He was wedged in so tight and no one could get to him, he’d slipped down so far. The tide was coming in.”
“I was there, Inez, I saw her get him out.” Trudy straightened up. “Penny said she’d heard from her hairdresser that Sarah was working for a secret agency and she was sent to some foreign country undercover to assassinate the leader of a terrorist group.”
“Oh, I don’t think so, Trudy. Sarah wouldn’t kill anything.” The store owner’s hands fluttered to her throat in protest. “I just can’t imagine.”
Damon had had enough of gossip. If they weren’t going to say anything worth hearing, he was going to get the hell out of there before Inez turned her spotlight on him. He plunked his groceries down on the counter and looked as bored as he could manage. “I’m in a hurry, Inez,” he said, hoping to facilitate matters and avoid Inez’s usual attempts at matchmaking.
“Why, Damon Wilder, how lovely to see you. Have you met Trudy Garret? Trudy is a wonderful woman, a native of our town. She works over at the Salt Bar and Grill. Have you been there to eat yet? The salmon is very good.”
“So I’ve heard,” he muttered, barely glancing at Trudy to acknowledge the introduction. It didn’t matter. They’d all made up their minds about him, making up the history he refused to provide. He felt a little sorry for the returning Sarah. They were making up things about her as well. “You might tell me about that beautiful old house on the cliffs,” he said, shocking himself. Shocking Inez. He never gave anyone an opening for conversation. He wanted to be left alone. Damn Sarah for being so mysterious.
Inez looked as if she might faint and for once she was speechless.
“You must know the one I’m talking about,” Damon persisted, in spite of himself. “Three stories, balconies everywhere, a round turret. It’s grown over quite wild around the house, but there’s a path leading to the old lighthouse. I was walking up there and with all the wild growth, I expected the house to be in bad shape, dilapidated like most of the abandoned homes around here, but it was in beautiful condition. I’d like to know what preservatives were used.”
“That’s private property, Mr. Wilder,” Inez said. “The house has been in the same family for well over a hundred years. I don’t know what they use in the paint, but it does weather well. No one lurks around that house.” Inez was definitely issuing a reprimand to him.
“I was hardly lurking, Inez,” he said, exasperated. “As you well know, the sea salt is hard on the paint and wood of the houses. That house is in remarkable condition. In fact, it looks newly built. I’m curious as to what was used. I’d like to preserve my house in the same way.” He made an effort to sound reasonable instead of annoyed. “I’m a bit of a chemist and I can’t figure out what would keep a house so pristine over the years. There’s no sign of damage from the sea, from age, or even insects. Remarkable.”
Inez pursed her lips, always a bad sign. “Well, I’m certain I have no idea.” Her voice was stiff, as if she were highly offended. She rang up his groceries in remarkable time without saying another word.
Damon gathered the bags into one arm, his expression daring Inez to ask him if he needed help. Leaning heavily on his cane, he turned to Trudy. “The hairdresser’s dog walker told the street cleaner that he saw Sarah walk on water.”
Trudy’s eyes widened in shock, but there was belief on her face. Inez made some kind of noise he couldn’t identify. Disgusted, Damon turned on his heel and stalked out. Ever since the first whisper of Sarah’s name he had been unsettled. Disturbed. Agitated. There was something unfamiliar growing inside of him. Anticipation? Excitement? That was ridiculous. He muttered a curse under his breath at the absent Sarah.
He wanted to be left alone, didn’t he? He had no interest in the woman the townspeople gossiped about. Sarah might not walk on water but her house was a mystery. He saw no reason why he shouldn’t pay her a neighborly visit and ask what preservatives were used in the wood to achieve the nearly impossible results.
Damon Wilder was a man driven to the edge of sanity. Moving to this tiny town on the coast was his last effort to hang onto life. He had no idea how he was going to do it, or why he had chosen this particular town with all its resident eccentrics, but he had been drawn here. Nothing else would do. He had stepped on the rich soil and knew either this place would be home or he had none. It was hell trying to fit in, but the sea soothed him and the long walks over million-year-old rocks and cliffs occupied his mind.
Damon took his time putting his groceries away. The knowledge that this town, this place, was his last stand had been so strong he had actually purchased a house. His home was one of the few things that gave him pleasure. He loved working on it. He loved the wood. He could lose himself in the artistry of reshaping a room to suit his exact needs. For hours at a time the work occupied him such that nothing else could invade his brain and he was at peace for a time.
He stared out his large bay window, the one that looked out over the sea. The one that had an unobstructed view of the house on the cliff. Damon had spent more hours than he cared to think about staring up at the dark silent windows and the balconies and battlements. It was a unique house from another century, another time and place. There were lights on for the first time. The windows shone a bright welcome.
His leg hurt like hell. He needed to sit and rest, not go traipsing around the countryside. Damon stared at the house, drawn to the warmth of it. It seemed almost alive, begging him to come closer. He went outside onto his deck, intending to sit in the chair and enjoy his view of the sea. Instead he found himself limping his way steadily up the path toward the cliffs. It was nearly a compulsion. The path was narrow and steep and rocky in places, almost no more than a deer trail and overgrown at that. His cane slipped on the pebbles and twice he nearly fell. He was swearing by the time he made it to the edge of the private property.
He stood there staring in shock. Damon had been there not two days before, walking around the house and the grounds. It had been wildly overgrown, the bushes high and weeds everywhere. The shrubbery and trees had drooped with winter darkness on the leaves. A noticeable absence of sound had given the place an eerie, creepy feeling. Now there were flowers, as if everything had burst into blossom overnight. A riot of color met his eyes, a carpet of grass was beneath his feet. He could hear the insects buzzing, the sound of frogs calling merrily back and forth as if spring had come instantly.
The gate, which had been securely locked, stood open in welcome. Everything seemed to be welcoming him. A sense of peace began to steal into his heart. A part of him wanted to sit on one of the inviting benches and soak in the atmosphere.
Roses climbed the trellis and rhododendrons were everywhere, great forests of them. He’d never seen such towering plants. Damon started up the pathway, noting every single weed was gone. Stepping stones led the way to the house. Each round of stone held a meticulously carved symbol. Great care had been taken to etch the symbol deep into the stone. Damon leaned down to feel the highly polished work. He admired the craftsmanship and detail. The artisans in the small town all had that trait, one he greatly respected.
As he neared the house, a wind rose off the sea and carried sea spray and a lilting melody. “Sarah’s back. Sarah’s home.” The words sang across the land joyously. It was then he heard the birds and looked around him. They were everywhere, all kinds of birds, flitting from tree to tree, a flutter of wings overhead. Squirrels chattered as they rushed from branch to branch. The sun was sinking over the ocean, turning the sky into bright colors of pink and orange and red. The fog was on the far horizon, meeting the sea to give the impression of an island in the clouds. Damon had never seen anything so beautiful. He simply stood there, leaning on his cane and staring in wonder at the transformation around him.
Voices drifted from the house. One was soft and melodious. He couldn’t catch the words but the tone worked its way through his skin into his very bones. Into his vital organs. He moved closer, drawn by the sound, and immediately saw two dogs on the front porch. Both were watching him alertly, heads down, hair up, neither making a sound.
Damon froze. The voices continued. One was weeping. He could hear the heartbreaking sound. A woman’s voice. The melodious voice soothed. Damon shifted his weight and took a two-handed grip on his cane. If he had to use it as a weapon, that would give him more leverage. Concerned though he was with the dogs, he was more centered on the voice. He strained to listen.
“Please, Sarah, you have to be able to do something. I know you can. Please say you’ll help me. I can’t bear this,” the crying voice said.
Her sorrow was so deep Damon ached for her. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt someone’s pain. He couldn’t remember how to feel anything but bored or frustrated. The dogs both sniffed the air and, as if recognizing him, wagged their tails in greeting and sat down, hair settling to make them appear much more friendly. Keeping one eye on the dogs, he strained to catch the words spoken in that soft lilting tone.
“I know it’s difficult, Irene, but this isn’t something like putting a Band-Aid on a scraped knee. What do the doctors say?”
There was more sobbing. It shook him, hurt him, tore up his insides so that his gut churned and a terrible weight pressed on his chest. Damon forgot all about the dogs and pressed his hand over his heart. Irene Madison. Now he recognized the voice, knew from Inez at the grocery store that her fifteen-year-old son, Drew, was terminally ill.
“There’s no hope, Sarah. They said to take him home and make him comfortable. You know you can find a way. Please do this for us, for me.”
Damon edged closer to the house, wondering what the hell she thought Sarah could do. Work a miracle? There was a small silence. The window was open, the wind setting the white lacy curtains dancing. He waited, holding his breath. Waited for Sarah’s answer. Waited for the sound of her voice.
“Irene, you know I don’t do that sort of thing. I’ve only just come back. I haven’t even unpacked. You’re asking me…”
“Sarah, I’m begging you. I’ll do anything, give you anything. I’m begging on my knees…” The sobs were choking Damon. The pain was so raw in the woman.
“Irene, get up! What are you doing? Stop it.”
“You have to say you’ll come to see him. Please, Sarah. Our mothers were best friends. If not for me, do it for my mother.”
“I’ll come by, Irene. I’m not promising anything, but I’ll stop by.” There was resignation in that gentle voice. Weariness. “My sisters will be coming in a day or so and as soon as we’re all rested we’ll stop by and see what we can do.”
“I know you think I’m asking for a miracle, but I’m not, I just want more time with him. Come when you’re rested, when the others have come and can help.” The relief Irene felt spilled over to Damon and he had no clue why. Only that the weight pressing on his chest lifted and his heart soared for a moment.
“I’ll see what I can do.”
The voices were traveling toward him. Damon waited, his heart pounding in anticipation. He had no idea what to expect or even what he wanted, but everything in him stilled.
The door opened and two women emerged to stand in the shadow of the wide, columned porch. “Thank you, Sarah. Thank you so much,” Irene said, clutching at Sarah’s hands gratefully. “I knew you would come.” She hurried down the stairs, straight past the dogs, who had rushed to their mistress. Irene managed a quick smile for Damon as she passed him, her tearstained face bright with hope.
Damon leaned on his cane and stared up at Sarah.


Chapter 2

SARAH STOOD ON the porch, her body in the shadows. Damon had no idea of her age. Her face seemed timeless. Her eyes were old eyes, filled with intelligence and power. Her skin was smooth and flawless, giving her the appearance of extreme youth, very much at odds with the knowledge in her direct gaze. She simply stood there quietly, her incredible eyes fixed on him.
“How did you get through the gate?”
It wasn’t what he expected. Damon half turned to look back at the wrought-iron masterpiece of art. The gate was six feet high and an intricate piece of craftsmanship. He had studied it on more than one occasion, noting the symbols and depictions of various animals and stars and moons. A collage of creatures with raw power mixed with universal signs of the earth, water, fire, and wind. Always before when he had come to stare at the house and grounds the gate had been firmly locked.
“It was open,” he replied simply.
Her eyebrow shot up and she looked from him to the gate and back again. There was interest in her gaze. “And the dogs?” Her hand dropped to one massive head as she absently scratched the ears.
“They gave me the once-over and decided I was friendly,” he answered.
A faint frown touched her face, was gone in an instant. “Did they? You must get along well with animals.”
“I don’t get along well with anything,” he blurted out before he could stop himself. He was so shocked and embarrassed at the admission he couldn’t find a way to laugh it off, so it remained there between them.
Sarah simply studied his face for a long while. An eternity. She had a direct gaze that seemed to see past his physical body and delve straight to his soul. It made Damon uncomfortable and ashamed. “You’d better come in and sit down for a while,” she said. “There’s a blackness around your aura. I can tell you’re in pain, although I can’t see why you’ve come yet.” She turned and went into the house, clearly expecting him to follow her. Both dogs did, hurrying after her, pacing at her heels.
Damon had been acting out of character ever since he heard that first whisper of gossip. He stood, leaning on his cane, wondering what had gotten into him. He’d seen the mighty Sarah. She was just a woman with incredible eyes. That was all. She couldn’t walk on water or move mountains. She couldn’t scale impossible cliffs or assassinate heads of terrorist organizations. She was just a woman. And probably as loony as hell. His aura was black? What the hell did that mean? She probably had voodoo dolls and dead chickens in her house.
He stared at the open door. She didn’t come back or look to see if he was following. The house had swallowed her up. Mysterious Sarah. Damon lifted his eyes to the gathering darkness, to the first stars and the floating wisps of clouds. It irritated him but he knew he was going to follow her into that house. Just like her damn dogs.
Damon consoled himself with the fact that he was extremely interested in the preservation of wood and paint. He had been interested in her house long before she arrived back in town. He couldn’t pass up a genuine opportunity to study it up close, even if it meant trying to make small talk with a crazy stranger. He raked his hand through his dark hair and glared at the empty doorway. Muttering curses beneath his breath, he stalked after her as best he could with his cane and his damaged hip and leg.
The porch stairs were as solid as a rock. The verandah itself was wide and beautiful, wrapping around the house, an invitation to sit in the shade and enjoy the view of the pounding sea. Damon wanted to linger there and continue to feel the peace of Sarah’s home, but he stepped inside. The air seemed cool and scented, smelling of some fragrance that reminded him of the forests and flowers. The entryway was wide, tiled with a mosaic design, and it opened into a huge room.
With a sense of awe, Damon stared down at the artwork on the floor. There was a feeling of falling into another world when he looked at it. The deep blue of the sea was really the ocean in the sky. Stars burst and flared into life. The moon was a shining ball of silver. He stood transfixed, wanting to get on his knees and examine every inch of the floor. “I like this floor. It’s a shame to walk on it,” he announced loudly.
“I’m glad you like it. I think it’s beautiful,” she said. Her voice was velvet soft, but it carried through the house back to him. “My grandmother and her sisters made that together. It took them a very long time to get it just right. Tell me what you see when you look into the midnight sky there.”
He hesitated but the pull of the floor was too much to resist. He examined it carefully. “There are dark shadows in the clouds across the moon. And behind the clouds, a ring of red surrounds the moon. The stars connect and make a bizarre pattern. The body of a man is floating on the sea of clouds and something has pierced his heart.” He looked up at her, a challenge on his face.
Sarah merely smiled. “I was about to have tea; would you care for a cup?” She walked away from him into the open kitchen.
Damon could hear the sound of water as she filled the teakettle. “Yes, thank you, that sounds good.” And it did, which was crazy. He never drank tea. Not a single cup. He was losing his mind.
“The pictures of my grandmother and her sisters are to your left, if you’d like to see them.”
He had always considered looking at pictures of people he didn’t know utterly ridiculous, but he couldn’t resist looking at the photographs of the women who had managed to create such beauty on a floor. He wandered over to the wall of memories. There were many photographs of women, some black-and-white, others in color. Some of the pictures were obviously very old, but he could easily see the resemblance among the women. Damon cleared his throat. He frowned when he noticed a strange pattern running through every grouping. “Why are there seven women in each family picture?”
“There seems to be a strange phenomenon in our family,” Sarah answered readily. “Every generation, someone produces seven daughters.”
Startled, Damon leaned on his cane and studied each group of faces. “One out of the seven girls has always given birth to seven daughters? On purpose?”
Sarah laughed and came around the corner to join him in front of the wall of photographs. “Every generation.”
He looked from her to the faces of her sisters in a picture near the center of the wall. “Which one carries the strain of insanity?”
“Good question. No one’s ever thought to ask it before. My sister Elle is the seventh daughter so she inherits the mantle of responsibility. Or insanity, if you prefer.” Sarah pointed to a girl with a young face, vivid green eyes, and a wealth of red hair pulled carelessly into a ponytail.
“And where is poor Elle right now?” Damon asked.
Sarah inhaled, then let her breath out slowly, her long lashes fluttering down. At once her face was in repose. She looked tranquil, radiant. Watching her did something funny to Damon’s heart, a curious melting sensation that was utterly terrifying. He couldn’t take his fascinated gaze off of her. Strangely, for just one moment, he felt as if Sarah was no longer in the room with him. As if her physical body had separated from her spirit, allowing her to travel across time and space. Damon shook himself, trying to get rid of the crazy impression. He wasn’t an imaginative person, yet he was certain Sarah had somehow touched her sister Elle.
“Elle is in a cave of gems, deep under the ground where she can hear the heartbeat of the earth.” Sarah opened her eyes and looked at him. “I’m Sarah Drake.”
“Damon Wilder.” He gestured toward his house. “Your new neighbor.” He was staring at her, drinking her in. It didn’t make sense. He was certain she wasn’t the most beautiful woman in the world but his heart and lungs were insisting she was. Sarah was average height, with a woman’s figure. She wore faded, worn blue jeans and a plaid flannel shirt. She certainly was not at all glamorous, yet his lungs burned for air and his heart accelerated. His body hardened painfully when she wasn’t even trying to be a sexy siren, simply standing there in her comfortable old clothes with her wealth of dark hair pulled back from her pale face. It was the most infuriating and humiliating thing it was his misfortune to endure.
“You bought the old Hanover place. The view is fantastic. How did you come to find our little town?” Her cool blue gaze was direct and far too assessing. “You look like a man who would be far more comfortable in a big city.”
Damon’s fist tightened around his cane. Sarah could see his knuckles were white. “I saw it on a map and just knew it was the place I wanted to live in when I retired.” She studied his face, the lines of suffering etched into his face, the too old eyes. He was surrounded with the mark of Death, and he read Death in the midnight sky, yet she was strangely drawn to him.
Her eyebrow went up, a perfect arch. “You’re a little young to retire, I would have thought. There’s not a lot of excitement here.”
“I’ll have to disagree with that. Have you hung out around the grocery store lately? Inez provides amazing entertainment.” There was a wealth of sarcasm mixed with contempt in his voice.
Sarah turned away from him, her shoulders stiffening visibly. “What do you actually know about Inez to have managed to form an opinion in your month of living here?” She sounded sweet and interested but he had the feeling he had just stepped hard on her toes.
Damon limped after her like a puppy dog, trying not to mutter foul curses under his breath. It never mattered to him what other people thought. Everyone had opinions and few actually had educated ones. Why the hell did Sarah’s opinion of him matter? And why did her hips have to sway with mesmerizing invitation?
The kitchen was tiled with the same midnight blue that had formed the sky in the mosaic. A long bank of windows looked out over a garden of flowers and herbs. He could see a three-tiered fountain in the middle of the courtyard. Sarah waved him toward the long table while she fixed the tea. Damon couldn’t see a speck of dust or dirt anywhere in the house. “When did you arrive?”
“Late last night. It feels wonderful to be home again. It’s been a couple of years since my last visit. My parents are in Europe at the moment. They own several homes and love Italy. My grandmother is with them, so the cliff house has been empty.”
“So this is your parents’ home?” When she shook her head with her slight, mysterious smile he asked, “Do you own this house?”
“With my sisters. It was given to us through our mother.” She brought a steaming mug of tea and placed it on the table beside his hand. “I think you’ll like this. It’s soothing and will help take away the pain.”
“I didn’t say I was in pain.” Damon could have kicked himself. Even to his own ears he sounded ridiculous, a defiant child denying the truth. “Thank you,” he managed to mutter, trying to smell the tea without offending her.
Sarah sat across from him, cradling a teacup between her palms. “How can I help you, Mr. Wilder?”
“Call me Damon,” he said.
“Damon then,” she acknowledged with a small smile. “I’m just Sarah.”
Damon could feel her penetrating gaze. “I’ve been very interested in your house, Sarah. The paint hasn’t faded or peeled, not even in the salt air. I was hoping you would tell me what preservative you used.”
Sarah leaned back in her chair, brought the teacup to her mouth. She had a beautiful mouth. Wide and full and curved as if she laughed all the time. Or invited kisses. The thought came unbidden as he stared at her mouth. Sheer temptation. Damon felt the weight of her gaze. Color began to creep up the back of his neck.
“I see. You came out late in the evening even though you were hurting because you were anxious to know what kind of preservative I use on my house. That certainly makes perfect sense.”
There was no amusement in her voice, not even a hint of sarcasm, but the dull red color spread to his face. Her eyes saw too much, saw into him where he didn’t want to be seen, where he couldn’t afford to be seen. He wanted to look away but he couldn’t seem to pull his gaze from hers.
“Tell me why you’re really here.” Her voice was soft, inviting confidence.
He raked both hands through his hair in frustration. “I honestly don’t know. I’m sorry for invading your privacy.” But he wasn’t. It was a lie and they both knew it.
She took another sip of tea and gestured toward his mug. “Drink it. It’s a special blend I make myself. I think you’ll like it and I know it will make you feel better.” She grinned at him. “I can promise you there aren’t any toads or eye of newt in it.”
Sarah’s smile robbed him of breath immediately. It was a strange thing to feel a punch in the gut so hard it drove the air out of one’s lungs just with a simple smile. He waited several heartbeats until he recovered enough to speak. “Why do you think I need to feel better?” he asked, striving for nonchalance.
“I don’t have to be a seer for that, Damon. You’re limping. There are white lines around your mouth and your leg is trembling.”
Damon raised the cup to his mouth, took a cautious sip of the brew. The taste was unique. “I was attacked awhile back.” The words emerged before he could stop them. Horrified, he stared into the tea mug, afraid her brew was a truth serum.
Sarah put her teacup carefully on the table. “A person attacked you?”
“Well, he wasn’t an alien.” He swallowed a gulp of tea. The heat warmed him, spreading through his body to reach sore, painful places.
“Why would one man want to kill another?” Sarah mused aloud. “I’ve never understood that. Money is such a silly reason really.”
“Most people don’t think so.” He rubbed his head as if it hurt, or maybe in memory. “People kill for all sorts of reasons, Sarah.”
“How awful for you. I hope he was caught.”
Before he could stop himself, Damon shook his head. Her vivid gaze settled on his face, looked inside of him again until he wanted to curse. “I was able to get away, but my assistant”—he stopped, corrected himself—“my friend wasn’t so lucky.”
“Oh, Damon, I’m so sorry.”
“I don’t want to think about it.” He couldn’t. It was too close, too raw. Still in his nightmares, still in his heart and soul. He could hear the echoes of screams. He could see the pleading in Dan Treadway’s eyes. He would carry that sight to his death, forever etched in his brain. At once the pain was almost too much to bear. He wept inside, his chest burning, his throat clogging with grief.
Sarah reached across the table to place her fingertips on his head. The gesture seemed natural, casual even, and her touch was so light he barely felt it. Yet he felt the results like shooting stars bursting through his brain. Tiny electrical impulses that blasted away the terrible throbbing in his temples and the back of his neck.
He caught her wrists, pulled her hands away from him. He was shaking and she could feel it. “Don’t. Don’t do that.” He released her immediately.
“I’m sorry, I should have asked first,” Sarah said. “I was only trying to help you. Would you like me to take you home? It’s already dark outside and it wouldn’t be safe for you to try to go down the hill without adequate light.”
“So I take it the paint preservative is a deep dark family secret,” Damon said, attempting to lighten the situation. He drained the tea mug and stood up. “Yes, thanks, I wouldn’t mind a ride.” It was hard on the ego to have to accept it but he wasn’t a complete fool. Could he have behaved any more like an idiot?
Sarah’s soft laughter startled him. “I actually don’t know whether the preservative is a family secret or not. I’ll have to do a little research on the subject and get back to you.”
Damon couldn’t help smiling just because she was. There was something contagious about Sarah’s laughter, something addictive about her personality. “Did you know that when you came home, the wind actually whispered, ‘Sarah’s back. Sarah’s home.’ I heard it myself.” The words slipped out, almost a tribute.
She didn’t laugh at him as he expected. She looked pleased. “What a beautiful thing to say. Thank you, Damon,” she said sincerely. “Was the gate really open? The front gate with all the artwork? Not the side gate?”
“Yes, it was standing wide open welcoming me. At least that’s how it felt.”
Her sea blue eyes drifted over his face, taking in every detail, every line. He knew he wasn’t much to look at. A man in his forties, battered and scarred by life. The scars didn’t show physically but they went deep and she could clearly see the tormented man. “How very interesting. I think we’re destined to be friends, Damon.” Her voice wrapped him up in silk and heat.
Damon could see why the townspeople said her name with awe. With respect. Mysterious Sarah. She seemed so open, yet her eyes held a thousand secrets. There was music in her voice and healing in her hands. “I’m glad you’ve come home, Sarah,” he said, hoping he wasn’t making more of a fool of himself.
“So am I,” she answered.
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