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::You placed the sacrifice as directed? Where it will be found?::

Wincing at the sudden harsh voice in his head, he rubbed the ache at his temples.

::Answer.::

“Too loud,” he whispered, then addressed the other within his mind. ::As directed, lord.::

A sense of laughter filled his head. ::Good. The moon nears the fullness required for my arrival. Make my way clear.::

::All has been done according to your demands, lord. How else may I serve you?::

::In time, my impatient one. In time. I shall reward you with all you desire. Women, kingdoms, worlds, power. I have seen your mind. It pleases me. Complete the preparations.::

::Lord, it shall be as you wish.::

The over-full pressure of another being in his mind faded. When the feeling totally disappeared, he growled and swiped the parchments before him to the floor. His whole life had been spent bowing to some lord. What difference did it make which one? They were all the same, using his talents for their gain.

A snarl curled his lips. Not much longer. Once this new lord destroyed his supposed ruler... One side of his mouth lifted. When one was gone, another would soon follow.

Then he would rule. He would control. He would have everything. And no overlord demanding a share.

He calmed his mind. It wouldn’t do to have his mind invaded while he worked on his own plans. Curse the creature who came upon him with no warning. It was increasingly difficult to keep his machinations safely hidden.

Only a sevenday at most, and the first obstacle in his rise would be obliterated. Just a few more plans, a few more items to set in place. With a fierce jerk of one hand he ripped a single page from a small, leather-bound journal. Laughing, he tucked the page in a deep pocket and hid the journal in a crevice barely large enough to hold the tattered volume.

Still chuckling, he slipped from the small chamber, warded the stones disguising the opening, and turned away.

Once the sacrifice was discovered, the next phase would begin. And then both lords would know the power of his name. The power of Pagas.
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The skull weighed heavy in Morghan’s hand—and on his heart.

He turned the bone orb to study the profile. Muscles in his jaw tightened, and tension drew a painful line between his shoulders. A sense of the familiar narrowed the focus of his vision on the high cheek ridges. He caressed his thumbs over the air-darkened bone, telling himself he had no knowledge of whose flesh had once graced the skull.

A shudder shook his hands, and he looked away.

Whether the being had once been a member of his race was not in question. Over the millennia many had disappeared from his realm, but most had returned. Few remained unaccounted for.

A rusty chuckle erupted from low in Morghan’s chest. The mortal bard had once written of such a skull. I knew him well.

Now, Morghan’s heart called out in pain, denying the name his inner voice spoke so softly. Even as he struggled to accept the denial, his doubt of the identity of the skull cradled in his palms faded.

This lack of doubt concerned him deeply.

“Milord?”

Morghan released a heavy breath, replaced the skull in the padded basket, and turned. “How many times must I tell ye, such convention is no’ needed between us here? Nor welcomed.” He fisted one hand against his hip, tucked an errant length of hair behind one ear, and affected an imperious pose.

Coralie gave a soft laugh; her eyes twinkled then grew dark and serious. “The arrangements be made. Yer agent has received a list of items the woman needs upon her arrival and will attend to aquirin’ them.”

“Her arrival?”

“On the morrow as well. I prepared the floral suite for her.”

Morghan crossed the room. “Coralie, ye dinna need—”

“I wanted to. ’Tis too important to leave to others.” She turned toward the wide windows overlooking a deck cantilevered over the rocks at the edge of the loch. Hidden behind the stone manor house the sun set; the last rays sent sparkles of orange dancing across the black water. “The fewer who know... ’tis better this remain on the surface. Ye dinna need to worry yer people.”

No, as always, he kept his worries to himself. With whom could he share the burden of the darkness in his soul? His brother, his closest confidant, was long gone. He glanced toward the basket then turned his back on those possibilities. At the far shore of the loch a swirl of gray clouds spun close to the water.

Coralie pressed her palms against the glass and leaned forward until her nose touched the pane. “’Tis larger than yestern.”

“Aye.”

“Is there time?” She turned her face toward him, her cheek pale against the clear glass. A rush of heat curled through his chest before sinking lower. He savored the desire then blinked and took a swift step back to keep from pulling her into his arms.

This was Coralie, abandoned when little more than a babe then fostered in his father’s palace. They’d been children together. She was as a sister to him. A friend. There could be nothing more, no matter his body’s reaction.

“Morghan?” She straightened and tilted her head to stare at him. Ah, that tilt—the perfect, kissable angle. He leaned forward slightly, froze, then took another step back. A strange light flickered in Coralie’s eyes before her lashes lowered. “Be there somethin’ wrong?”

A single snort of laughter burst from him. Wrong? There was much wrong in his worlds. A faint thought flitted across this consciousness. Coralie could make everything right. Ignoring the wistful thought, he kept his hands fisted at his sides and shook his head. “No’ more than yestern. I canna find anythin’ but hints of what may be causin’ that disturbance.”

“’Tis no’ natural?”

He gave her a sidelong glance. “Ye ken as well as I ’tis no’.”

She returned a cocky grin. “One could hope.”

He had no time for hope. This was a time for action, except he didn’t know what action would be right. He shook his head.

“Are ye still havin’ the dreams?”

“Aye. Nightly.” It had been a relief to speak of the nightmares, although he would never burden another with the details of the confusing dreams. At times he wondered if his mind had snapped, his thought processes leading him to actions that could destroy him.

“Have yer dreams gotten worse?” Coralie stood directly in front of him, her small hand lifted. He watched her slender fingers reach for him, pause, then press lightly against his chest. Ah, the contact. He closed his eyes and accepted her warmth. But only for a moment, then escaped like a coward with yet another backwards step.

And felt the instant, icy cold of loss replace the warmth.

This time he recognized the flash of emotion mirrored in Coralie’s eyes. Disappointment. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Disappointment. In him. In his inability to discover the reason for the shimmer of fire haunting his dreams, or a hint to the origins of the clouded disturbance growing nightly over his loch.

“I dinna ken what to do.” The admission was out before he could control the despair in his words.

Coralie’s serious expression, so contrary to her normally carefree demeanor, highlighting her belief in him, humbled him to his knees. Her hesitation hovered between them before she moved closer and cradled his head against her stomach. Her hands rested on his head a moment before she stroked her fingers through his hair.

She sighed, and he lifted his gaze to her face. “Ye will, milord.”

Aching to wrap his arms about her hips, he leaned into her gentle caress. With his palms pressed flat against his thighs he willingly accepted Coralie’s comfort and assurance, letting his doubts fade with each stroke of her fingers.

But only for a moment. Long before the comfort settled within him, long before he wished to, he forced himself to lean back and ease to his feet. He stared at the floor. “Forgive me my weakness, Coralie.”

“’Tis nothin’ to forgive.” He looked up at her as she turned back to the window, shaking her head. “And ’tis no’ time to find concern in personal issues,” she whispered.

Personal issues? What could be more personal than discovering the extent of the threat to his people? At the window he glanced first at Coralie’s reflection then toward the swirling clouds shimmering far across the loch.

He needed to think, but how could he focus on the problems facing his people when the woman he ached for stood so close, so warm and alive? Longing blossomed into desire, and he bit his lip, hard, in an effort to concentrate on the pain. Father had given him, and his brother, Lachlan, a simple charge—to guard the foundling girl-child.

That charge had been easy enough while they were children. But Coralie had long been a woman. Almost as long, he had been aware of her as a woman, feelings he assumed went against his father’s charge.

So he’d sought the pleasure of many women, both human and Alfar-Sindhu, momentarily losing himself in empty passions. So empty, he wondered if it were possible to truly feel.

Giving Coralie his back, Morghan tugged at his shirt buttons. He tossed the garment to the floor and toed off his shoes and socks. He felt her soft sigh as he slipped from his jeans and strode out the door to the deck. One huge leap from the edge, and a sharp dive drove him deep into the loch. The icy water shot the unwanted heat from his body.

Instinct controlled his powerful strokes and carried him far from physical temptation. Yet a vision of Coralie remained in his mind; her warmth settled in his heart, and no amount of hard swimming would chase her away.

A soft mental touch slowed his strokes. Treading water, he released the air from his lungs and sank below the surface. When the starlight above no longer penetrated the dark water, a huge saurian head appeared before him.

::Na-h-Uile,:: he called in the quiet of his mind.

The long, sinuous neck arched to keep its head level with his as his ancient friend undulated in a cool swirl around him. ::What am I to do?:: Morghan covered his face with his hands.

The huge creature sang to him. The wordless sounds became a balm to his tattered senses. He touched his friend, the creature humans called Nessie, stroking the thick eye ridges. ::I dinna ken why I feel so fer Coralie.::

The tones of the song changed, and Na-h-Uile butted him with her head, sending him sprawling.

::Aye, m’ friend. ’Tis no’ the worry that needs be foremost in my mind. Now, more than ever, I fear the cause of the disturbance, but what do I do? How do I fight somethin’ I dinna ken?::

She nudged him again, angling her head until his hand rested on her neck. At her low rumble, Morghan curled his fingers around a thick ridge just before she shot forward.

Exhilaration filled him, pushing aside his doubts as they sliced through the water. A single thought would return the concerns, but for now he accepted the offer of momentary forgetfulness.

Na-h-Uile rose and burst from the loch, arching high through the air then plunging back into the water. The next time she leapt Morghan released his grip and dropped into the water, where she caught him in a curve of her tail.

Morghan roared with laughter at their play. This was how life was meant to be. Free. The life he led when he was younger. But then his brother had disappeared. Grief-stricken, their father had passed into the great sea, leaving him ruler. The duty he’d never expected fell to his shoulders.

Sensing the change in his thoughts, Na-h-Uile rose gently to the surface. The moments of play over, Morghan stood on his friend’s broad back, one arm wrapped about her long neck. Both turned to study the strange disturbance. She sang to him, her worry contained in the somber vibrations.

::We shall defeat this, my friend. I dinna yet ken how. But I will, for it troubles me deeply.:: He rested his head against her smooth, cool neck. ::I have seen enough this night. Will ye take me to the palace?::

With a dip of her head, she answered him then sang of comfort and her belief in him as she carried him deep, to the darkest recesses of the loch. At the edge of the palace grounds, where water met air, he paused and stared upward. He couldn’t see the anomaly, but felt the subtle changes, the whirling influence churning in his belly.

Time was short, and he was no nearer to an answer than he’d been weeks ago when the first tiny, dancing cloud appeared in his dreams.

After a silent farewell he slipped through the barrier, nodded to the guard who held out a robe for him, then gathered his determination and strode toward the library.

––––––––
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Coralie watched Morghan’s smooth dive into the cold, dark loch. When the last ripple of his soundless passage lapped against the deck supports she released a long breath and bent to gather the clothing he’d dropped in his haste.

While he’d said he needed to study the disturbance, she knew his unspoken need—to be away from her. She pressed her hands against her belly, where he’d rested his head, feeling the softness of his hair in her mind.

When she’d been brought to the palace, a foundling little more than a toddler, Morghan had been a boy nearing adolescence. Both he and the older Lachlan had taken to having a young sister with joy and youthful passion. A slight smile twitched her lips as she carefully folded Morghan’s clothing and stacked the pieces on a low chest by the door. She’d loved him from the first, even before she understood the love between a man and a woman.

The distant water’s surface split as a narrow head perched on a long neck rose high into the late evening air. With a high arch, the head plunged into the loch followed by the flip of a long, thick tail. Coralie laughed. If Na-h-Uile played at the surface, then Morghan took time for play as well. Such occurrences were rare of late. His mind would be at ease now, at least for a short while.

Touching one palm to the cool glass, she watched the odd, churning clouds hovering above the loch. The gray swirl billowed around a tiny spot of black. A sudden flare of fiery orange illuminated the clouds. Just as quickly, it shrank and was gone. Coralie pressed closer to the window. The dark center of the cloud formation had lightened and appeared larger.

She leaned back from the window and used the end of her sleeve to wipe away the tiny nose print. Although Morghan refused to share his deepest concerns with her, she had caught glimpses of his research. The old king had left her a private library, and using those informative glimpses, she’d discovered similar legends to use as basis for her own studies.

A faint inkling of the cause of the disturbance hovered deep in her mind, but she hadn’t been able to place her thoughts into words. It was as if she knew, but didn’t know at the same time. While Morghan pursued his detective work in the palace, she’d return to her books and increase her own knowledge.

Mayhap if she found even the smallest part of the answer and helped him, he would see her as more than a little sister. Mayhap. Patting the stack of clothing, she tucked her love for him into a guarded portion of her heart and turned to leave.

A second flare of light expanded the center of the cloud formation, freezing her mid-turn. Gasping, she stared as the clouds stopped billowing and began to swirl in a distinct pattern, surrounding the center with a whirlpool of gray.
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“Special assignment, Galvagin.”

Lucidea ran the fingers of one hand through her needed-a-trim, short-cropped hair then unconsciously smoothed the disturbed strands back into place. After a reluctant sigh, she sank into a straight-backed chair. “Aw, Chief, another one? I’m swamped with the project for the Historical Society as it is. What would happen if the department needed me for a criminal case? Even if I could bring on extra help, there’s no way I could...”

The words trailed away as the printout of an e-ticket, waved by the chief’s broad arm movements, floated slowly back and forth before her eyes. She tried to read the flight destination, but the small moving letters blurred and strained her already tired eyes. Afraid she looked like a google-eyed cartoon character, Lucidea rubbed her eyes and hoped the pressure would return them to normal. “I can’t afford to go anywhere. You know that. No time, no money.” No desire.

“This ain’t no vacation, Galvagin. Your talents have been specifically requested through an international security organization.”

“International?” Lucidea snapped the ticket from her boss’s hand, stared at the destination then back at the head of the forensic department. She let her eyes close briefly. This was someone’s idea of a sick joke. But, she hadn’t told anyone about the dreams. About...“Scotland?”

“Aye, lassie.” The chief did his best Scotty imitation then pumped one flexed elbow against his side to create an even less credible bagpipe.

Lucidea slapped her hands over her ears. The dream remnants of beautiful piping were lost to the chief’s obscene honking. “Enough. I get the picture.”

“You’re scheduled for departure tonight from Omaha, flying into Inverness. There’ll be a car and directions to the work site waiting for you. They’re requiring a full-head reconstruction, not just sketches or a computer mock-up. I sent them a list of your usual supplies, and those will be waiting for you at the airport. If you think you’ll need anything else, let me know now.”

Her thoughts had frozen at the word car. “I’m expected to drive myself? In Scotland?” A flare of unreasonable panic blossomed in her chest. “They drive on the wrong side of the road.”

“I’m sure they think the same about us. Sorry, Luce. It’s part of the assignment. Whoever’s paying for this reconstruction wishes to remain anonymous. To the extent I was informed only one person within the contacting agency even knows who it is. Maybe. I’m not even sure about that. However, who are we to buck the system? Oh, and you’ll need to sign this confidentiality agreement before you leave.” With a slightly apologetic grin, the chief opened a thin, untattered folder before sliding it across the desk to her.

“Yeah, right. Never challenge the upper-ups. We’re happy little worker bees. You know I’d never break confidentiality.” Lucidea reined in her sarcasm, opened the file, and read the short, but comprehensive statement.

“So, this is a private investigation? How did the department get roped into this one anyway? Why us? More important—why me?”

The chief countered her question with one of his own. “You know that equipment you’ve been drooling over? And those simulation programs?”

Was it possible? “That equipment costs almost as much as our yearly budget—for everything.”

One of the chief’s thick eyebrows lifted to a high arch. “Complete this assignment as directed, and the equipment will be delivered within a week.”

Lucidea sank against the firm chair back. No. It couldn’t be possible. Nobody provided equipment worth hundreds of thousands of dollars as payment for a single reconstruction. And if they did, she shouldn’t be the one shouldering such an important responsibility. What if she—

“Earth to Galvagin.” The chief shook his head. “You’ll be fine. You’ve never missed on an identification yet. It’s like you have some connection, some special insight into the vic.”

Fighting to keep her expression neutral, Lucidea battled the inner demons that had long ago labeled her different. When she touched the bones, especially a skull, it was as if she knew the person. Even blindfolded she could sculpt the underlying muscles and create the features that once covered the bone. Luckily most people didn’t believe in psychic phenomenon, so through hard work and study she had been able to keep that part of her talent secret.

“So, what else do you know about this assignment?”

“Uh, nothing.”

Lucidea let her disgust show through her expression as she pressed her palms against the immaculate, polished oak top of the chief’s desk. She rose to her feet.

“Nothing except that the reconstruction and identification must be completed before next Wednesday.”

“That’s not enough time.”

The man silently straightened an already perfectly placed stack of papers then meticulously placed the file folder on top of them. He was holding something back from her. He’d tried this hemming and hawing routine before. The ploy never worked. He always folded easily under the intensity of her disapproving stare. Lucidea leaned back slightly, crossed her arms beneath her breasts, tilted her head to one side, and waited.

It didn’t take long.

A bright red flushed up the chief’s neck and across his face before he glanced out the window. “Seems the requesting party is into some mumbo jumbo stuff.”

Rolling her gaze to the ceiling, Lucidea let a long breath escape through her thinned lips. To cover her continued discomfort, she asked, “Why do I always get stuck with the kooks? What is it this time? Aliens?”

The chief chuckled, drawing her attention from the water stain in the corner. “Nothing like that, Galvagin. This time.”

“Crop circles? Druids? King Arthur’s return? A time machine?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Did you know there’s a blue moon this month?”

Trying for a laugh, she winced at the odd, shaky sound. “Bleu cheese instead of green?”

“I’m serious, Luce. On those rare occasions when there’s two full moons in a calendar month, the second is called a blue moon.”

“I know that.” Lucidea leaned one hand on the chair back. “So?”

“Whatever the reasons might be—and I won’t even begin to guess at this point—”

“Where’s your famous forensic curiosity?”

“Scientific forensic investigation is one thing. Hocus pocus is way on the other end of the spectrum. Now, as I was saying, despite the reasons, the sculpture and resultant ID are to be done at least one day prior to the blue moon. I’m sure you can finish under the deadline.”

Lucidea ached to wipe the smirk from the chief’s face. He knew what buttons to push, too. “Five days? Oh, I can do it. But, why do I have to go to Scotland? Can’t they send the skull here?” She paced the short distance of open space in the small office. She didn’t want to go to Scotland, had never desired to travel anywhere near the British Isles. And now that the northern reaches of the island had invaded her dreams with heather and sparkling, deep lakes, she really didn’t want to go.

“The guy won’t allow the skull to leave his possession.”

She lifted her eyebrows at the chief’s slip on the gender of the requesting party. He did know more than he was telling her. “He could bring it here.”

“Doesn’t travel. Reclusive. Probably has to do with that mumbo jumbo blue moon crap.”

Lucidea sank back into the chair and lightly rubbed her temples. “I don’t suppose there’ll be current technology other than what I take with me. Not that I can’t do the physical reconstruction without it, but in this kind of a time frame...” Her own curiosity twisted through her, and the flare of excitement she always experienced at the beginning of a new assignment burned in her belly. “Why a sculptural representation when a drawing or computer rendering—”

“Nope, don’t even go there. A complete, life-sized reconstruction over the actual skull. Done by you. Anything else will negate the contract and you won’t get the new equipment.”

Lucidea sighed even as her fingers curled in anticipation of working with clay. “Is there any information available about the skull? Any suspicions as to cause of death or who the vic was?”

“Not a thing.” He grinned at the obvious rise in her curiosity.

She slapped her palm against her thigh. “Aw, come on, Chief. There’s always something.”

He shrugged, took a sip from his ever-present coffee mug, and grimaced. “Cold.” He cast Lucidea an apologetic smile and shoved the ticket voucher she’d laid on the desk closer to her. “Nothing anyone’s saying. Now get going. You don’t have much time. The Omalink shuttle will pick you up at your house in an hour and a half to get you to the airport in plenty of time for check-in. Just don’t destroy the ticket before you get there.”

Lucidea glanced down at the crumpled paper clasped in her fist. After loosening her grip, she smoothed the voucher against her thigh, glared once more at the chief, rose, and turned from the office.

“And don’t forget your passport.” The chief’s voice followed her through the outer office.

Lucidea waved an acknowledgment over her shoulder as she stalked away. How’d he know she was considering not being able to find her seldom-used passport? It would have been the easiest way to get out of the traveling. If only she had the courage to flash him a single-digit wave.

The subtle rebellion wouldn’t do any good, but might make her feel better.

––––––––
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Intent on his plans, Pagas strode into the palace library. The sound of frustration halted his footsteps, and he cocked his head to listen. The mumbling was low enough he was unable to understand the words, but the tones made him grin.

So the prince experienced ill luck in the library, and after Pagas had placed stacks of appropriate texts and scrolls so the information would be easily found. He rubbed his chin. Perhaps the prince was too dull-brained to fit the pieces together. As usual, he, as the high chancellor, must do everything.

Biting back a laugh, Pagas slipped between two tall shelves and eased to where he could watch Morghan. The prince’s gaze darted from one scroll or tablet to the next, never lingering long on a single source. Pagas shook his head in mock sadness as the prince’s brogue grew thicker with his frustration.

One of the first decrees he planned to make when he gained his power was to forbid the pretentious use of the speech patterns long ago adopted by the royal family. Besides the simple fact he found human nuances grating to his ears, he saw the convention as a way the royals set themselves above other Sindhu. Cultured speech had been rewarded in his father’s house, and not even the long ages he’d spent in the royal palace tempted him to lower himself to such base speech.

Pagas slipped into the deeper shadows at the edge of the huge room. He tucked his hand into a hidden pocket and fingered the ragged edge of the parchment tucked there. No, it was not yet time to allow the prince to discover this tidbit.

Leaning back against the cool wall, Pagas allowed himself a moment of pure anticipation, ripe and satisfying as the moment he plunged into a female’s body. Less than a sevenday, and he would sit at the head of the council and declare himself ruler by right.

His right, his reward. For he had given much to open the way for the ancient elemental. He did not fully trust the promises the elemental made, and struggled to keep that distrust hidden from the creature’s sudden mind invasions.

After those few days he would no longer need guard his mind. Ah, in a sevenday...

With a swish of his silken clothing, Pagas left the grumbling prince and moved toward his future.
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Morghan lifted himself from the water moments before the rising sun peeked over the neighboring hills. He stretched, lifting his arms high over his head to let the cold water drip from him. As the breeze dried his body he searched the sky for the cloudy disturbance. Gone. Completely disappeared. Not even a single wisp of gray lingered to indicate the drama of the night’s sky. So it had been for the last two morns. Yestern he’d been relieved until the formation returned with the setting sun. Now he was certain it would return, growing larger each night, for six more nights.

He entered the workroom, placed the cylinder he carried on the table, and found his clothing where he knew it would be waiting. Feelings he’d been able to keep at bay during the long night in the palace library assaulted him. Coralie. She cared for his needs as a servant would.

Yet, she was a ward of the palace and as close to a royal as one not of the blood could be. Others should be serving her.

Yet she remained always in the background, even when suitors came to the palace to petition first his father, then him, for her hand. Nor when given the choice did she ever consider any of the petitioners. Morghan closed his eyes as he buttoned his shirt. It would be much easier for him if she had shown even the slightest interest. A fist seemed to clench around his heart. Both the palace and his home here on land would be empty should she choose to leave.

Still, he would never deny her a chance for happiness.

Curse the depths but he wanted her here. In honesty, he wanted her.

He finished dressing then followed the tantalizing aroma of breakfast to the large, open kitchen. Coralie hummed as she worked at the stove, her hips swaying to the lively tune. He couldn’t resist admiring her slim waist and the swirl of her skirt about her shapely calves. A smile stretched his lips, and the band encasing his heart eased.

Only a few steps would take him to her, he could rest his hands at her hips and—

“Ye dinna need to stand at the door, milord.”

Heat climbed from his neck to his face. “I’ve only just arrived.”

Without turning, she answered, “So ye say.” His heart leapt at the smile in the soft words. “Set yerself down, Morghan. Did ye discover anythin’?”

Finger-combing his hair straight back from his forehead, he shivered when a pair of water droplets trailed under his collar and ran down his back. Like the physical touch of foreboding, the chill returned to his heart. One eyebrow arched high, Coralie handed him a strip of leather then turned back to the stove.

He had his hair tied back before she turned again. As she placed a large bowl of thick-cut oatmeal before him, she tilted her head in question. He wished he could give her a better answer than the only one he had. To cover his continued lack of response, he spooned deep brown sugar over his cereal.

Coralie sat opposite him, dumped a pile of raisins over the cereal in her bowl then passed the tin across the table. “Yer silence speaks eloquently, milord.”

Morghan sighed. “Aye. I’ve discovered many bits and hints of legend, but no’ so much in the histories. And I can no’ connect the dots.” One by one he dropped raisins into his bowl then drew the tip of his spoon from one to the next. “I believe somehow ’twill all fit together, but how?”

With a savage swipe he spooned up a mouthful then stopped with the heap of oatmeal hovering close to his lips.

“Eat, Morghan. Ye canna think with yer stomach growlin’ like Na-h-Uile on the prowl.” She glanced at the waterproof cylinder he’d set to one side of the table. “Ye brought somethin’ back with ye?”

He nodded while he chewed, then granted her a tiny smile. As usual the oats were cooked perfectly. “Thank ye for breakfast.”

With a soft snort she rose and filled a large mug from the coffeemaker and a smaller cup with hot water from the kettle on the stove. She slid the coffee across the table to him then reached for a small canister and filled a tea ball with the dried leaves. “Yer no’ gonna get away with no’ answerin’ me.”

How he wished he could confide completely in her. Long ago he and Lachlan had spent hours in conversation, planning and dreaming of their futures. His brother would listen long and silently to his rambles, commenting seldom. But when he did speak, Morghan had learned to listen closely. Lachlan spoke briefly, never wasting words, but his ideas were sound and worthy of consideration.

Even when the logical-sounding words led the pair on youthful exploits that often garnered them their father’s wrath.

He needed that calm ear now. His own head was filled to bursting with too many possibilities, a few of which he had recorded and brought to the surface. The power and multitude of possibilities confused him.

Coralie brushed the back of his hand with her warm fingertips. “Yer thinkin’ of Lachlan.”

The simple statement surprised him. How did she guess such a thing? The pressure of her fingers increased and, unthinking, he turned his hand until their palms slid together. Comfort and concern abounded in her touch, and he wished to absorb as much as he could.

Her hand trembled and he thought she might pull away, but instead she angled her hand and curled her fingers to clasp his tightly. “It shows in yer eyes. ’Tis a brightness, yet a sorrowful light, when yer thinkin’ of yer brother. I miss him as well. Morghan, I remember how ye would talk forever.” She glanced at him from under her thick lashes. “I was jealous of the two of ye. Of how ye could talk with him about anythin’. I wished...”

Morghan squeezed her hand. “We often saw ye watchin’ us. Even when we tried to avoid ye. Sometimes a little sister was no’ so welcome.”

Lowering her head, Coralie hid her eyes from him and sighed. He’d said something wrong, felt her hurt as she pulled her hand from his. She still trembled, her fingers unsure when she lifted the tea ball from her cup and rested it on a tiny plate. Reaching across the table, he opened his hand palm up, entreating, aching for her touch Morghan said, “’Tis true. I was thinkin’ about Lachlan.”

She gazed at his hand for a long moment then shook her head. When she looked up at him her dark eyes sparkled with the glisten of tears, but her full lips had thinned as though she’d made a decision. “Morghan... I am no’ yer sister,” she whispered. With a swirl of her skirt, she moved quickly from the kitchen and was gone before he drew another breath.

Hot tears stung Coralie’s eyes and burned down her cheeks. By Sindhu, she would not cry in front of him. Not about this. He couldn’t help if he didn’t love her as she wished him to. Foolish man, he couldn’t see beyond the past, nor notice how the relationship between them had changed.

She slowed as she entered her room and stared out the wide windows toward the
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