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I would like to say a special thank you to Mary for her unwavering support and her absolute certainty that Jen and Steven’s story should be shared with others. A warm thank you must also go to Stephanie for her editing skills along with a grateful thank you to my dedicated draft readers who freely gave of their time and insights. And lastly, I would like to thank my husband, Scott, for his loving patience when I found myself completely lost in the self-absorbing process of writing and editing. 

Enchanted darkly was the fair-haired maid,

ignoring warnings great and dire.

He flattered and sang of undying love,

though in his black heart he was a liar.

Caught by charm and amber glow,

the fairy King doth court too well this night

And to his sidhe her heart did travel,

bound darkly on a gifted mare of white.

Author Unknown
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Chapter 1
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Ní dhíolann dearmad fiacha.

A debt is still unpaid, even if forgotten.

Gaelic proverb

––––––––
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HUEIL LOUNGED IN THE chair and waited for his new witch to arrive. He had partially hidden the bruised body of his former pet just beyond the rumpled hotel bed, the polyester bedspread hiding the evidence of his lost temper. Void of any real attachment to this witch, he had casually removed his torc from her graceful neck before tugging the coverings off the bed and exposing the faintly stained mattress. The mass of white fabric now rested in a heap on her too still form. 

Sarah had eagerly submitted to him before he drained the last of her magick, but because he had been irate with her, the process had been unduly painful in the end. Hueil did not like losing his temper but it was happening more often, and because of it, he was now left twirling the bright silver torc in the London hotel room minus one faithful assistant. In frustration, he stood and flicked off the television and cursed loudly in a language long forgotten.

Sarah had liked the streaming noise. Hueil, however, preferred to brood in silence. 

Damn the bastard Unseelie King, he thought. He wouldn't have to live like this if the King would only rescind his banishment. The tyrannical monarch had rid himself of Hueil, yet in doing so he had set a wolf loose among sheep. 

Flexing his muscles like the predator he had become, Hueil paced the room made far to confining with furniture. Catching his reflection in the dresser’s mirror he paused to adjust his image. Shapeshifting would drain a bit of his energy, but his true form would undoubtedly frighten Sarah’s replacement. 

Hueil practiced a smile meant to be charming and studied the man grinning foolishly back. He had artfully haphazard shoulder-length brown hair, startling green eyes, a too perfect face, and the current century’s bad taste in tight-fitting polyester clothing. Briefly, the green eye color gave way to Hueil’s natural golden-amber before reverting to the intended color. Sighing at the projection, Hueil thought it a poor substitute for his natural unseelie state, but he was left with few options.

Thank the gods his brother, Neb, had found him just as the age of science started to grow in the minds of men. Centuries ago, when the Unseelie King had sentenced him to this living torture, he had found enough conjuring to easily satisfy his needs, but as the centuries crept forward and men grew suspicious of magick, it had become harder to survive. 

Magick was what his species was...and no amount of food could replace his need to replenish his essence. Eventually, he had been forced to search out the halflings of his kind. They called themselves witches because they possessed talents beyond that of their own species. They didn’t understand that it was the fey blood in their lineage that made them magickal, made them different, made them useful to him.

Hueil briefly stopped his pacing to watch the traffic below, ever congested and noisy as it neared Heathrow Airport. 

First, Hueil had completely lost his ability to shift in time as his power painfully ebbed, utterly trapping him in this modern age. He was now losing his ability to cover large distances when shifting and he knew he would eventually depend on those metal air-ships. He did not look forward to that day as he watched one pass noisily overhead. 

A large wet drop pelted the windowpane, then another as the gray sky released the rain it had been withholding all morning. 

Hueil lightly fingered the silver charm hidden in his pocket, one of three that Neb had given him. Forged in Tir na n-Og, the land of his birth, they helped him endure in this world. Hueil was certain Neb wouldn’t forget the great debt owed to him. Thoroughly disgusted with his predicament and himself, Hueil resumed his waiting in the upholstered chair. 

If his pet, Sarah, hadn’t angered him then Millicent would have received the charm in his pocket. But now, Millicent would be elevated to a higher station and the rest of her life would be spent serving his needs and assuming the mundane tasks that kept him safe. Hueil knew that this unfortunate change to his plans would have repercussions, but he would adapt. Once he leashed this new witch and assigned her the task he had in mind, he would visit an unexpected find and pave the way for her receiving the charm in his pocket. 

His lips parted in an imitation of a smile. Jennifer was so young, and a child of the Light Court—there were so few of them. The Queen of the Seelie Court kept tight control of those fey loyal to her. Not many seelie traveled to this realm, and fewer still lay with these human women. Soon he would gift Jennifer the last of the three charms that he carried. Until then, he would just have to make do.

Picturing the fair-haired child waiting for him to appear only whetted Hueil’s appetite and his impatience and anger flared at his new pet's lateness. Sarah’s date book had indicated a precise time for Millicent's arrival. Surely, this novice would not linger in the airport.

The door opened as if summoned and she walked into the room. Her frizzy-red hair hung loosely to the middle of her back. She was slight of form but well-proportioned with a trusting face that was lightly freckled. Hueil estimated her to be in her early twenties. Yes, she would do, he thought as he captured her attention.  

"Oh!" She exclaimed, noticing his presence while awkwardly dragging a black large case. "I didn't know Sarah had a guest."  

Hueil watched the flustered witch blush as she appreciated his form. He smiled charmingly, letting his allure settle over her. She had entered with her luggage in tow. Convenient, he thought. He'd send her to the States to arrange lodgings for them near Barrett. 

"Millicent, you've searched so long and hard for us. I thought I would reward your efforts." Hueil stood and walked up to her. He was tall even in his human persona. The top of her head only reached his chest. After centuries of existence not much stirred his blood except for the act of acquiring the new, the untrained. All he needed to do was touch her and she would be his for the rest of her natural life. If she pleased him, he could extend it some, but there were limits. 

Looking down into her clear blue eyes, he placed his silver torc around her pale neck and stroked the skin, sending a shiver of desire through her. 

“Pet, I am Hueil, son of Caw, and your new master,” he informed her in his musical voice. He spoke softly at first so she’d lean in for his touch—her eyes bright with the wanting of the enchanted. As he stroked her cheek, he knew she would do anything he asked. The contact of his skin had infected her as it had so many before, and her will was now his to command. His little pet would need to be kept close; the addiction for him would rule both her brain and her terror of him. 

Dazed, she nodded her acceptance of his claim. 

“I have two tasks for you. The first you will find beyond the bed. Dispose of it quietly, and remember she displeased me.” He said this with little feeling. However briefly entertaining, all his human tools had ultimately surrendered their lives to him throughout the centuries. It was simply the way of things. 

“The second task is for you to write of your travels and your search for the elusive fey. Explain the legends and myths of the Tuatha de' Danann. I will help you in this.” He ran his hand along the upturned face, exacting another shiver. Then his voice grew hard and cold with indifference. 

“If you anger me, I will punish you severely; you will feel my disappointment and beg me to stop the pain.” A tear ran down her cheek and landed on his thumb, telling him much. His pet knew she was lost and her life forfeit. Hueil had found that fully explaining the consequences eliminated future misunderstandings. After taking the time to taste the salty tear, he continued his instruction. 

“But first, I will show you how sweet this honor can be for you.” He called to the magick in her and watched the shock play across her pretty face as the beginnings of the orgasm rocked her. He held her in place, letting her gain the full measure of his power over her body. Hueil felt her heart race and her body tremble as beads of sweat formed across her young skin. He could detect the scent of sex as her body eagerly readied itself for him. Her passion pleased him, so he decided to linger. His slowly growing hunger would not go unsatisfied. The visit to his youngest witch/halfling would just have to wait. 

He traced the Celtic raven head that embellished the torc before gripping the small throat tightly; mindful of how easy it would be to snap. “Pet, you may attend me.” He smiled cruelly, as a hard glint filled his golden amber eyes. 
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Jennifer MacKell lay quietly in her bed, listening and waiting. She had carefully arranged her covers so they rested softly along the bridge of her nose; just the top of her head and eyes were visible in the darkened bedroom. Her toes were curled and legs bent well away from the edge of the mattress. At eleven years of age, she knew that monsters no longer lived under her bed or even in her closet, but she couldn’t shake her fears, however silly. Her best friend Annie would call her more than just silly if she knew Jen was lying there with the covers up to her nose. Yet leaving her neck exposed would surely cause her to lose her head—like the beautiful Queen Marie Antoinette. The French Revolution was awful, she thought with a shiver, full of men madly running around chopping off the heads of lovely kings and queens. She pushed the gruesome images away before she became trapped in them.

But that wasn't why she lay waiting tonight with the covers arranged just so. With one more deep breath slowly sliding out, she found peace in the stillness of her young body. She could lay here for hours with only the rhythm of her breathing and the singing of the trees outside her window to keep her company. She was a quiet child, always observing and in the background. Her gray-green eyes were forever quick to find the unusual or out of place moment in time. Tonight, she was waiting. For what, she wasn't sure, but she could name it for what it was—magick. 

With no warning he stood next to her, just his face and shoulders discernible in the dim light. His long shaggy beard hid most of his wrinkled face but his kind green eyes sparkled. With deliberate slowness he placed his cool hand lightly on her head, sending a shiver of pleasure down her spine. She giggled, breaking the spell, and he disappeared in the time it took to release her breath.

Jennifer jumped out of bed and raced down the carpeted hall into the great room looking for her father. He usually stayed up later than Mom. Not seeing him in his recliner, she swept through the kitchen and out the back door to the deck. 

The summer night blanketed everything in its heavy wetness and she inhaled honeysuckle mixed with cigarette smoke. Her bare feet felt their way across the wood deck, her pajamas sticking to her body as she tried to slow her racing heart. She spotted him in the dark, leaning back in a patio chair with his legs propped on the deck railing. 

Jake MacKell was a big man, and indulgent with his only daughter. He wasn’t surprised when Jen came barreling through the back door all excited with another story to tell him. It would be fanciful and barely believable, and he loved the fact that he was her confidant. He knew it wouldn't last much longer and he hated to let it go. 

She beamed at him and curled into his lap. “So, what happened?” he asked, knowing that he would need to put the brakes on her imagination soon or she’d have a hard time in the world. He wanted to be pragmatic, but as he looked down at his daughter he found his heart soften with the joy of her.

“He’s old, real old, with a long beard that comes down his chest. He has green eyes like yours—bright not dull like mine. He smiled at me and put his hand on my head like this.” She demonstrated as her small hand lightly touched her father’s forehead. “I giggled and he went away. Didn’t say nothin’, just looked sad at the last. Who is he?” she asked excitedly. 

“Was he. Who was he?” her father corrected mildly. Jen nodded in perfect understanding and waited quietly while her father thought. He always had the answers to these mysteries. Every spirit so far had been some relative long dead to her but remembered by her father. She felt his unease before he answered.

“Uncle Jessie, I think.” 

“Who’s that?” Her father seemed to be gathering his thoughts and she didn’t want to rush him. She enjoyed these moments when they were alone, speaking in hushed tones. She was almost too big to sit comfortably between the crook of his left arm and his lap. Her mother had told her that soon her body would change and she would be too old to sit on laps, but not tonight with the crickets and frogs singing their love songs and the warm Memphis breeze bathing her skin in tomorrow’s morning dew. Tonight, she was her daddy’s little girl. She worried her lower lip and waited.

“Uncle Jessie lived in the old homestead house in Rosemark. You know, the one that’s back in the oak grove just one field over from my parents—your grandparents.” 

Jen nodded but stayed silent so he could continue the thought without interruption. He was calling the memories to him like one whistled to a roaming hound. 

“When I was a child, not much older than you are now, Uncle Jessie was already an old man and real sick.  He was mostly bed-ridden and slept on the back porch of that old house because it was cooler in the summer. I was sent with your grandmother’s preserves and a few other things in a basket for Aunt Carole, who was Uncle Jessie’s youngest sister. She lived in that house with him and took care of him.” Here he paused and sighed. He looked down at his daughter. “I haven’t thought of this in ages.” 

“It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me if it’s bad,” she offered, hoping he would continue anyway.

“No, honey, it’s not bad. It’s just that I went to the front door instead of the back that time.” A note of pained regret crept into his voice.

“So?” Jen cocked her head to the side like a puppy, gaining a smile from him.

“I thought Aunt Carole was home. She wasn’t. I knocked several times but no one answered so I left the basket and went back home cause I was in a hurry to go hunting. It was only later that I was told Uncle Jessie had tried to answer the front door. He died in the hallway.” He then paused and sighed again. “I secretly blamed myself for his death, even though no one else did.”

Feeling bad because he did, Jen offered, “I guess he came by to say it was okay.” 

Jake looked down at his daughter and smiled. She brought him so much joy. “I think you’re right,” he replied, giving her a little squeeze.

“Tell me the story of Pops shooting the bird out of the tree with his finger,” she prompted, wanting to prolong their time together.

“No Jen. You need to go back to bed. It’s late. And these stories we tell each other should to stay between us. I think you’re old enough to understand that seeing ghosts and knowing things before they happen is not what most people can do or even think is possible,” he said more sternly than he meant. He hated having to end this part of childhood for his daughter, but it was for the best. He could still remember his father doing the same thing when he was twelve, and by the age of fifteen, he couldn’t remember whether any of it had been real. It wasn’t until his daughter was born that those memories had come back with each new experience she shared with him. But he couldn’t risk her being hurt by a world that expected results and facts, and where people’s fear of the unknown could destroy lives. She would have to start growing up.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled. She hopped off his lap and placed a soft kiss on his cheek before turning toward the house. “Night,” she said more cheerfully than she felt. 

“Night, sweetheart,” he called after her. 

Jen scampered back to her bedroom then quietly closed the door. She slipped under the cool sheets of her bed and rearranged the covers, leaving the top of her head showing with her blonde hair fanned out on her pillow. In her mind, she reached for the quiet flow of connection that she could not name but that would help her find sleep. As she lay motionless, she promised herself there in the dark to stay as she was—magickal. Jen had never wanted to be normal. She desperately wanted to remain a mermaid out of water, a princess in hiding, and secretly enchanted.  She smiled in the dark at that thought only to have it quickly replaced with the sure knowledge of what she would be losing. She knew that soon she wouldn’t be able to tell her dad the things the birds sang about, the funny jokes from their dog, or how the trees sighed after a shower. It was as if she saw and heard more than everyone around her—the notes between the notes being her personal music. She really was different and Jen’s heart ached a little because she knew she was going to be alone with these mysteries.  

* * *
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JENNIFER WOKE WITH a start. Sitting up in bed disoriented, her heart hammered in her chest. Her husband Jim was sleeping soundly next to her, snoring lightly. This wasn’t her childhood bedroom, but she could still smell the honeysuckle of that long-ago summer. She hadn’t thought of that night with her father for years. What brought that on? She carefully rose and padded across the carpet to the bathroom, flicking on the light out of habit. It was far too bright, making her squint. Feeling for the switch, she turned it off, satisfied to let the diffused light of the moon guide her across the cool linoleum floor to the sink.

Like in the dream, cigarette smoke clung to her nightgown and she was sweating as if she had been outside. “Too freakin’ weird,” she whispered as she turned the faucet handle to let the cool cold water run over her wrists and hands. After wetting her face and neck she turned off the water, then caught her reflection in the mirror. She still wore her hair in a bob much like the one she had as a girl. A woman’s body had replaced the child’s, and life and choices had replaced the vow she had made that night. So much had changed.

She could still feel the thoughts of her two dogs, Cayman and Rad. Her neurotic horse, Laddie, always had some rebuke, but all the rest had faded much as it had for her father, or so she supposed. After that night she had stopped talking to her father about the visitors until they abruptly stopped coming. She even had managed to stop blurting out contents of wrapped packages and who was on the phone before caller ID became a standard feature. All this was done so that she could see relief in her father’s face, because she felt his quiet worry. 

Her husband Jim had never suspected she was different or had been different, she amended to herself. He was normal, predictably normal. "Boring," she whispered to the reflection. Her life was boring, just a long list of to do’s. She and Jim had met three years earlier when she was twenty-four. She had checked him off her list, just like she had checked off college and a career; and now kids were starting to come into the conversations with Jim’s mother, Beverly. Oh, God. Kids! Jen shook her head as if the troubled picture could be dislodged by the mere physical action. Feeling sick, she leaned over the sink as the panic started to rise. 

“Just breathe, that’s all you have to do. Breathe. This is real life, home, family, work, bills, and mortgages,” she lectured herself. Jen beat back the too familiar panic attack with logic. She could be normal. She could be happy. Jim was a really nice guy and a good friend. She had always been told that lasting marriages happened between friends, people with like ideas and goals in life. She would just have to wait a little longer. For what—to wake up one morning and suddenly find she was passionately in love with her own husband? Who was she kidding?  

Jen looked once more in the mirror at her dimmed reflection. A cloud traveled across the moon, darkening the small bathroom and distorting her image. She took another deep fortifying breath and turned to her bed and sleeping husband. 

Jim shifted as she climbed under the covers. “Are you okay?” he asked, still half asleep while his hand reached for her side of the bed.

“Fine. It was just a dream. I’m fine now,” she whispered across the distance, rolling onto her side and away from him. It would be many hours before sleep finally claimed her.
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Jen felt hopeful in the morning. She always did. New starts were much better than endings, and this dawn broke bright and cheery. Jim had hurried off to work leaving her alone with the dogs. Cayman, a tan Shepherd mix that Jim had rescued a year earlier, placed his head on her knee with an expectant look as she drank her second cup of coffee. Rad, her devoted Jack Russell, was curled up on the couch feigning sleep. 

“I’m fine. How’d you sleep last night?” she asked Cayman pointedly. He tilted his large head and barked loudly, surprising her and almost making her drop her coffee mug. 

“Let me put you two outside.” Slightly irritated, she led the way to the front door with each dog at her heels and all three stepped out on the porch taking in the cool morning air. The weatherman said that it was going to be hot by afternoon; she would need to get going soon.

She and Jim had recently moved to Madison, a small town in Georgia, and had bought a few acres outside the city limits. The land they had purchased contained an old farmhouse and a disheveled barn that they were slowly repairing. Laddie was being boarded across town until they could make their barn safe enough to house him. It was costing them more than they could really afford each month, but it wouldn’t be for long. Soon their barn would be functional, and she would save three hundred dollars each month, and feeding would just be a matter of walking across the side yard instead of driving across town. 

“I don’t have to be at work until one, but I have to go feed Laddie; you two want to go?” she asked two expressive upturned faces. Tails wagged and both dogs began barking in anticipation as she went to retrieve her keys.

The three of them traveled the five or so miles to the farm where she kept her horse, passing new and old houses along the way. While Cayman rode in the truck bed, Rad chose to ride in the cab with his head out the passenger window catching scents and sneezing occasionally.  Jen liked Madison with its antebellum houses dotted around town. She was part of an influx of city people leaving Atlanta’s suburbs to find the simple life. Although the locals were polite, they were quick to make the distinction between the "come heres" and the "been heres." Jen understood the mixed blessing a population boom could cause a Southern town steeped in traditions. Most of the "come heres" tended to reinvent their oversized Atlanta mansions on treeless pastureland and then worked at being weekend farmers on ten-plus acres. But not Jen, she found comfort in history. She liked old houses, old barns, and old woods. 

Rad gave an excited bark when the manicured boxwoods and tree-lined streets gave way to pastureland once more as they drove beyond the city limits. Soon they were turning down a long gravel road that ended at a worn metal gate. Laddie stood slightly off to the side waiting. Impatience flowed off him in waves. If horses wore watches, he would have been checking his. “You’re late,” he seemed to say as he watched her approach. 

Laddie was a fine-looking gray thoroughbred, but opinionated, stubborn and spiteful.  She still didn’t know why she had bought him three years ago. Every trainer she had worked with said she should sell him and get a larger, more sensible, or quieter horse. They had all found him too touchy and unforgiving for any rider. The notion of selling him had occurred to her on more than one occasion without the prompting of others. Then invariably when frustration overwhelmed her and she started writing the sales advert, he would transform into the quiet, well-mannered, talented dressage horse she had always wanted but couldn’t have afforded. With a flick of his ears and a lashing from his tail, Laddie dismissed her after she delivered his grain. She’d have time to ride tomorrow, Jen thought. With a last pat to his muscled neck, she turned to go.

Walking through this pasture with only limited paid access to the shed-row style barn, Jen realized Jim was right. She needed to make more money. When they met, she had been career-oriented with a good starting salary in a corporate retail firm, but over the three years of their marriage, she’d taken less and less demanding occupations. He had wanted her to get a better-paying job before they moved to Madison but now that they were here she couldn’t find one in the quaint town. She no longer had a profession but a series of jobs that were easy to leave and more suited to an out of work actress. God only knew that she hated working at Wal-Mart, but it was all she could find. At least the customer service desk had its challenges. She could only guess what her parents thought she was doing with her college education.

She stopped at the truck door to watch a crow fly out from the trees lining the far side of the field. In most mythology, crows were messengers of change. In Celtic myth, they were given the gift of speech—or was that the raven? Jen couldn’t remember. Its jet-black feathers flashed in the sunlight as it landed on the gate a few feet in front of her truck. Jen stood perfectly still so as not to frighten it. It was beautiful, ebony eyes watching her, head cocked.  She thought it was a bit odd for the bird to have landed so close to her. She knew they were birds of opportunity and had been known to follow hunters for miles until they made a kill. In times of war, they followed armies in order to feast on the dead, and that gruesome tidbit made some people fearful, as though seeing a group of blackbirds meant death might be knocking at their door. 

As a child, she would have waited for a message or reached out to it with her senses. She wondered if she still could and just as quickly dismissed the idea as foolishness. The bird was probably here to get a bit of grain when Laddie was done eating. Looking around for Cayman and Rad, Jen turned to find them sitting just behind her watching and waiting. Rad cocked his little head expectantly. “Are you two ready to go? Load up!” she said as she walked around to the back of the truck and dropped the tailgate down for Cayman. He immediately leaped on to the bed, his back toe-nails scrambling for purchase. 

Locking the tailgate shut, she returned to the driver’s door and noticed the crow still eying her. The cheeky bird should have flown off by now. “I’ve got to go. If you have a message, get on with it,” she said loudly to the crow. Immediately she felt stupid but her dream the previous night had stirred old memories. Rad jumped into the cab taking advantage of the open door while the crow tilted its head to get a better look at her, or so Jen thought. 

An alien voice pierced her mind over the crying of the crow. “Go..Go... Caw. Caw.” It ruffled its feathers and flew off, heading back the way he came.

Jen stood transfixed, keys in hand, door open. She then closed her mouth and looked over at Laddie, who was ignoring everything but his breakfast. “Did that just happen?” She asked, glancing at Rad for confirmation. 

Not understanding her question, he barked his impatience to get moving. 

“Okay. Let’s go,” she replied as she let out a breath that she hadn’t realized she had been holding.

On the brief drive home, Jen tried to keep her mind on the road but it kept reverting back to the damn bird. The communication she shared with Rad, Cayman, and Laddie was based on images, feelings. The crow had talked. But that was impossible; her mind was playing tricks on her.

Pulling into the driveway, she made a mental list of all the things she could get done before work; a load of wash, clean dishes, vacuum, dust, clean bathroom, make a grocery list, and start looking for a new job. Her shift at Walmart wouldn’t be over tonight until eleven-thirty, but she could start looking tomorrow. That’s what she would do. She had a plan and a list to follow—soon the uneasy feeling in her gut would go away. With enough time it always did.

The hours slipped away as she lost herself in simple tasks around the house, moving through her list systematically. Before long she realized she would have to skip lunch if she wanted to take a shower before leaving for work. The morning’s events were safely pushed aside by the time Jen dashed out of the overly-cleaned house to a job she found both intellectually demeaning and perversely entertaining. 

* * *
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JEN WAS EXHAUSTED AND her feet hurt by the time her shift was over. Cutting the engine, she stepped out of the truck and leaned against the door. This tiredness was not the satisfying weariness of hard physical labor, but a mind-numbing dullness that made her feel like her brain was atrophying. She tugged at the rubber band holding her hair back in a ponytail and massaged her scalp and sighed. The fresh night air mingled with the sweet aroma of newly cut hay from an adjacent pasture. It was a welcome balm to her nearly comatose senses. A sudden afternoon thunderstorm had left the grass and trees dripping with cool wetness. Yes, she liked it here, having this small moment to herself. She waited as long as she dared, reveling in this brief respite before heading into the house and, hopefully, to a sleeping Jim.  

But, luck wasn’t with her when Jen entered the house. Cayman and Rad greeted her as if she had been gone a week and not seven hours. Tails wagged, bodies wiggled as they vied for her attention. She could hear the television droning on behind the closed bedroom door. She dropped her keys, patted the dogs, and made her way to where she knew Jim was waiting. Poking her head through the doorway, she saw him propped up watching some late-night talk show. 

“Hi honey,” she said as he turned his attention to her. He had boyishly soft features. His sandy hair was cropped short, giving stark evidence to his prematurely receding hairline. At thirty-five, he was beginning to let his midsection grow as he found comfort in the fried, starch-rich diet most southern men preferred. 

“You look tired. Come get in bed.” He paused, then almost shyly ventured, “I’ll give you a back rub.” 

Jen could see the hopeful thoughts taking shape in his mind. “I’ll come to bed in a bit. I’m going to get a glass of wine and sit out on the porch with the dogs for a few minutes.” She watched as his eyes dimmed at her declaration. She hated herself for hurting him again by offering excuses, and for not wanting his touch and attention. “I won’t be too long,” she offered, in hopes of alleviating her guilt as she backed out of the doorway. 

Almost immediately they’d settled into the pattern of treating each other as roommates instead of lovers. She suspected that he knew she braced herself with wine before sex. It wasn't that she didn’t like sex; it was that she didn’t like sex with him, no matter how hard she tried beforehand to create feelings of desire. Their sex life was lacking in mutual passion and something else she couldn’t name—a void that couldn’t be breached no matter how much she wished it gone. Each excuse or missed opportunity only added to the guilt of marrying a man she liked but couldn’t seem to love passionately. She had placed all the blame on herself soon after the honeymoon. Jim was a good, honest man. She was in the wrong, not him. She was the one in need of fixing. 

She passed by the bedroom door again after getting her glass of wine, which was a little too full. The television was now muted and Jim had rolled onto his side, the position he preferred when drifting off to sleep. She knew he’d taken her statement as a big fat "no" to his hesitant invitation. He might ask her directly about the lack of sex in their marriage tomorrow morning, but most likely, he would take the path of least resistance and this night would be ignored like all the others before it. Relief danced with grief and guilt as Jen made her way to the porch where she would spend the next hour in hiding. 

When she did tip-toe to bed, Jim reminded her that in the morning she needed to meet the construction contractor who was hired to do the structural work on the barn because he would be at work and unable to make the appointment. Jen grunted her assent while noting to herself that he had remained awake, waiting on her to come to bed. She hadn’t needed the reminder about the meeting because she had scheduled it the previous week. When he reached out to pull her body toward his she didn’t pull away but lay spooned up against him listening for his breathing to even out in sleep; only then did she move to her side of the bed and fall asleep. 
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Chapter 4
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Her meeting with the leathery-skinned contractor, Dan, bled into the early afternoon. There was more to the barn’s structural damage than either she or Jim had anticipated. From the grunts, shrugs, and head shaking, Jen finally understood that Dan was trying to tell her to scrap the whole barn and begin again with new construction. The structure needed to be jacked-up off its foundation and new footers poured in order to level the massive two-story building. By the time she had convinced him of the advantages of saving the barn, Jen was not sure that Dan hadn’t been correct in his first assessment.

Disappointed and frustrated at losing so much of her perfectly good day off, Jen almost decided not to ride Laddie by the time she reached the farm. Thermal waves could be seen rising off the pasture; sun baking the Georgia clay. With a bridle slung over one shoulder and the dressage saddle balanced on her hipbone, Laddie eyed her like she’d lost her mind as Jen approached him. 

Laddie had always been a prima donna who would torture Jen with moments of brilliance, only to later act as if he had a case of amnesia when asked to perform the simplest movement. This afternoon exploded into a full-blown battle over whether she had asked him politely when requesting him to move forward and through with a swinging back on a twenty-meter circle after transitioning down from a collected canter. The heat wasn’t helping her waning patience or physical endurance. Jen didn’t think her request had been unreasonable, but Laddie had taken exception to her aid execution. Both sweating and irritable, Laddie lectured her on leg aid nuances, or in Jen’s case, the lack of subtlety as her legs clamped against his sides. Jen had never liked being lectured to and Laddie wasn’t being nice in his attempts to end their training session. 

Just as he began on his rant about her heavy hands, which held all but air at the moment, a blue Chevy pickup stopped on the road at the end of the pasture. It sat a few minutes idling then backed up, turned in, and slowly crept down the gravel drive. 

“Oh great! An audience,” she said under her breath as her mind registered the activity. Laddie pricked his ears forward toward the coming truck. He swung his head around and looked at her once, then proceeded to show their new guest just how bad of a riding partner he thought she was. Collected trot into a lavade; the movement took her by surprise, unbalancing her seat. 

Jen hung her head in defeat when Laddie let her down from the half rear. She slowly slid to the ground and dismounted as gracefully as her tired legs would allow. “I hate you,” she whispered to a very satisfied horse. He then nipped her elbow and chuckled.

“So, whatcha doin’?” The man stepped around from the driver’s side of the truck, his lean muscled body moving with casual athletic grace. He wasn’t smiling but his dark wind-blown hair softened the edges of his face. 

Shortly after moving to Madison Jen quickly found that her chosen equine sport was as mysterious to the locals as snow in August. “Dressage. Do you know what that is?” she replied. Even to her own ears, it sounded snotty. Embarrassed, she closed her eyes and turned to raise the stirrups, securing them with the leathers. Raised to always be polite, she could see her mother’s image in her mind shaking her head disapprovingly—a look she was all too familiar with. Jen knew she looked bedraggled, red-faced with sweat dripping into her eyes and from her upper lip. His intense scrutiny was unsettling, and she fleetingly and vainly wished she didn’t look so irritatingly awful.

“Is that what you call it?” he asked.

Jen loosened Laddie’s girth so she could ignore him.

“What level do you ride?” he pressed while he made himself comfortable, leaning back on the truck and crossing his arms over his chest. 

“First level, and you?” she asked, frustration and anger coloring her response. Jen turned her full attention back to him, taking in his riding breeches and worn leather hunt boots for the first time—she had a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach. Somehow, she knew she wasn’t going to like the answer while she stared too long at his six-foot frame.

“Prix Saint George,” he said flatly, nearly smirking her. 

She wondered if he was fighting a smile out of politeness or making fun of her, and then it hit her. O my God, O shit! She had just been snotty to the only person in Madison who not only knew what dressage was but also might have been persuaded to take the place of her last instructor. He had recently refused to drive from Atlanta to give her lessons in a pasture with no ring, no sand, no letters, and no lights. She could still hear Karl’s thick German accent in her head while she rode, correcting and scolding. Jen knew Karl was still miffed that she was no longer his working student/slave. 

Intent on doing some serious backpedaling, Jen took a deep steadying breath. “I’m sorry. I’m having a bad day and it’s hot. My name is Jennifer,” she offered while wiping the sweat off her face with the bottom of her shirt. 

“Ya know, you shouldn’t ride when you’re in a bad mood. It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy,” he said, looking clean, cool and in complete control. 

It’s hard to be humble and glare at the same time but Jen somehow managed it as her mood swung from one extreme to another. “I didn’t start out in a bad mood. He did, however,” she explained, pointing to Laddie who was projecting the look of innocence and devotion. Just a poor majestic equine forced to endure an inept rider’s demands. If a giant cross had appeared next to them, her long-suffering horse would have crawled onto it. 

“It’s never the horse’s fault. It’s always the rider. I’m Steven Dunne, by the way,” he said, still slightly amused. 

She could feel Laddie gloating, and she wasn't sure what Steven was so damn amused about. Who the hell is this guy? Jen took yet another deep breath to steady her temper. At this rate, she was going to hyperventilate. Steven might be tall, attractive, and smell enticing but she didn’t trust her temper or frayed emotions to come up with a civil response, so she turned her back to Mr. Perfect and began leading Laddie to the shed-row barn. Steven followed uninvited, offering to open or close gates as they went. 

Jen watched him unlock the last gate, noticing his tight ass and muscular thighs. “I’m married,” she blurted. Oh my god. What’s wrong with me? Had she said that out loud?  

He turned and stared at her as one eyebrow rose in a silent question. She supposed he was waiting to see if there was more to that abrupt confession. Her legs felt wobbly. She wasn't sure if it was the result of her lack-luster riding and the heat or her body's response to this irritating man. His staring was making her heart beat overtime. She tried to swallow, her mouth suddenly going dry under his scrutiny. She could feel the electric current crackle and arch in the air around them, much like the building charge of an impending thunderstorm. Time seemed to slow, punctuating the moment, then there was a shift. It was subtle, but she recognized it immediately. 

“I’m sorry. I must be suffering from heat fatigue today,” she said lamely. Fate—that’s what she felt. Like tumblers falling into place or dice coming to rest. She could almost hear them settle inside her head, first one, then another. At that moment, she knew her life was going to change. 

The crow, unnoticed on a fence post, sat watching, cocking its head one way then the other.

“I’m sure you’re fine,” he said, smiling fully for the first time. The smile lit up his eyes, making them more golden than hazel-brown just as time resumed its measured march forward.

“Oh crap,” she mumbled to herself.

* * *
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RAD RESTED HIS HEAD on Jen's leg in a silent show of support as she drove home, her mind racing while the sound of her heart hammered in her ears. She felt like she had just put her finger in a light socket. Her whole body was humming, and she hadn't even touched the man. It was crazy.

“Steven.” She tested his name in the safety of the truck and her stomach flipped. She had acted like an idiot, a star-struck lunatic. She couldn't keep a coherent thought in her overheated brain. The truck's air conditioner labored, running full tilt but it didn't seem to be bringing down her temperature. What was she going to do? Even her atrophied senses felt that bolt of recognition. 

“Shit, Shit, Shit!” She was married. She hadn't waited for that mysterious man of her childhood dreams because he wasn't really supposed to exist. Her mind revisited Steven’s smiling face, the strong nose, and chin, his hazel eyes as cheeks forced them to narrow and crinkle at the corners.

“Damn it. Shit!” Who the hell does he think he is showing up in my life now? She couldn't deny it, but could she ignore it? It being the tumbling dice of fate, the shifting of the ground, the complete rightness she felt just being near him. 

“Fuck.” 

Nice language, she thought as the tires screeched to a halt at the stop sign. She was halfway home and wasn't paying any attention to driving. In her distraction, she hoped she hadn't caused anyone to wreck. She took a deep breath as the truck idled. Maybe Steven wasn't feeling the same thing. Maybe she was so unhappy in her marriage and with her life that this reaction to him was just in her mind. Maybe it was just her. The image of Steven's knowing eyes drifted into her memory.

He was an ass. She was sure of it. Difficult, pampered, and opinionated, she concluded but her heart still raced excitedly in her chest. “Shit.”

Rad whined his concern at the delay, bringing Jen back to the demands of driving. She was still sitting at the country intersection with not a car in sight. Slowly, she moved the truck forward and toward home. “Let's just get home, Rad.”

Jen had hoped to shake the encounter by the time she pulled into the driveway, but the trip was simply too short. She sat in her vehicle trying to come to some resolution. Part of her chaotic mind registered that Cayman wanted out of the truck bed. She could feel his impatience and knew he would soon jump out on his own; then she felt the shifting of the truck as he sprang over the side and onto the gravel. 

How long had she been sitting there? She couldn't find the motivation to move. She was quite literally stuck. Her very ordered plan for her life had been decimated in one chance encounter. If she was honest with herself, Jen knew she wouldn't be able to ignore this strange connection she felt with Steven, the stranger that didn’t feel like a stranger. But she had made a choice, a sound choice in marrying Jim. She couldn't, shouldn't, do anything to hurt him. He was her best friend. She had given her word; that had to mean something. She would get a hold of herself and be an adult. She would clean the house—her usual coping mechanism. She wasn't a Jane Austen heroine and Steven wasn't her Darcy even if he could play that classic aloof character in his sleep. She would ignore the small fanciful voice in her head; she had years of practice in ignoring that voice. It was the only thing she could do. She would not upset the lives of everyone else just because he had shown up late in her life. 

“Okay, I can do this,” she said to the universe at large while she pushed the truck door open. 

Rad had sat through the whole crisis of conscience without comment, but with a quiet knowing of the inevitable course of events that Jen wasn't ready to face.
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Chapter 5
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Several uneventful days drifted by and life around her continued completely oblivious to the change at her core. Jen had cleaned the house on her day off like a woman possessed. She had made love to Jim with a reckless abandon that neither had experienced since their trip to Orlando two years earlier. 

On this steamy morning, Jen decided to clean out the upper reaches of the barn. The loft had been a general dumping ground for a variety of rusted farm tools, crates, rotting bags of cottonseed, bottles, and collective junk for the past ten to twenty years. She had most of the day to get the mess tossed out of the bay doors so that it could be burned or buried by the construction crew later in the week. They were due to begin their work on Monday, leaving her just two days to clean out the barn. It was eleven o’clock and she was already drenched in sweat and covered in a dusty layer of who knows what, with the occasional cobweb thrown in for good measure. She knew Jim wasn't going to be able to help with this chore because of his long and unpredictable hours as a manager of a Wendy’s. The barn cleaning and fencing of the pasture were going to fall completely on her. Jen was in great shape but this was heavy, dirty work. After putting in a day’s work overhauling the farm, she'd go to bed sore. The sooner she could get the barn and pastures ready, the better. She hadn't run into Steven again, but she found herself looking for him when she was in town or working the service desk at Wal-Mart. 

“Damn it.” Jen brutally reprimanded herself for letting his image form in her mind—he was in a building she didn't recognize, doing some sort of construction work; his dark hair was dusted white from drywall, sweat on his forearms. Then the image was gone, but the spiced scent of him lingered in her nose. It sharply contrasted to the old grease smell that her mind associated with Jim. 

“It was just a chance encounter. Get a hold of yourself, Jen.” The statement was greeted with silence. She could be losing her mind—a cheery idea. Jen smiled to herself as she tossed a few more peach crates aside. Her body was moving in a steady rhythm now; pick up, toss out, pick up, toss out. 

Ever since the night of the dream, she had been having little things happen, fanciful things. The crow’s message, meeting Steven, knowing who was calling, who was driving up the gravel drive, a stray thought from the person next to her—all these events made it on to a list she had begun compiling. They could all be explained away individually, but as a whole, it was beginning to feel like she was losing her hard-fought control over her life. Jen remembered the awkwardness and confusion she
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