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        And forget not that the earth delights to feel your bare feet and the winds long to play with your hair.

      

      

      
        
        KALIL GIBRAN, THE PROPHET

      

      

      

      
        
        For the earnest expectation of the creature waiteth for the manifestation of the sons of God.

      

      

      
        
        ROMANS 8:19, KJV

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bones of the Witch

          

          EARTH MAGIC RISES, BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s a billion-dollar industry built around getting rid of dirt… from our houses, our clothes, our skin, our hair. I get it, everyone likes to feel and look clean. As a child, one of my biggest pet peeves was having dirty feet. You’d never catch me running about outdoors without shoes on.

      Oh, how much can change in a year. Now I know that dirt is special. Did you know that a single teaspoon of healthy, nutrient-rich soil can contain up to a billion bacteria? A handful of the stuff holds more than fifty billion life forms. Having a relationship with it, especially while we’re small, builds up our immune system, feeds our vitality, and cleanses us in ways that scientists are only beginning to understand.

      The ground is alive, it’s full of magic, and we need it more than it needs us. Last year something happened that unlocked that understanding and changed me forever.

      I became a Wise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell of hops, smoke, and fried food hit me as I stepped inside The Blackmouth Arms. The din of laughter and conversation filled the small pub, the low ceiling and uneven flagstone floors amplifying the chaos. A fellow with a knit cap perched so high on his head it might slide off at any moment plucked at a fiddle, tuning it, along‐side a fellow musician doing the same with a guitar. Several pairs of eyes glanced up as the door swung shut behind me. Thankfully, they were all friendly.

      “Prop the door open, would you, love?” hollered a rotund woman with red cheeks as she ran a rag over the bar. “There’s a stone just outside.”

      I nodded and backed out, kicking the rock into place. It was a good call; the place was as stuffy and humid as a cellar.

      Scanning the heads for Jasher’s dark hair, I spotted him deep in conversation at the far wall where the bar met the plaster. His back was to me, but I’d know that tall, broad-shouldered frame anywhere. I suppressed a surge of annoyance at him. Being frustrated wasn’t how I wanted to start this adventure, but he’d sent a friend to pick me up at the train station rather than coming himself. If he’d been busy with work or unavailable for some good reason, I would have been fine with it, but when his friend pulled up in front of a pub and told me with a grunt and a jerk of her thumb that Jasher was inside, I had to admit, that hurt. He couldn’t pick me up because he was out drinking?

      I took a bracing breath and told myself he might have an unapparent but excellent reason and to restrain my ire so that I could give him a chance to explain. Shoving my luggage under a table where it wouldn’t be underfoot, I sidled through the crowd in the direction of his back, trying not to bump my head on the incredibly low rafters.

      Jasher looked to be in lively communion with a young fellow sporting an impressive foam moustache.

      “Anything to drink, love?” the lady behind the bar called, raking wild curls away from her sweaty brow.

      “Um.” I scrambled for an answer. I didn’t want to stay, but it was rude not to order something, especially since the beer making a pool on the bar at Jasher’s elbow still had a lot left.

      The lady was waiting for my response.

      I squeezed between the backs of two men bellied up at the bar. They projected enough heat to warm a small barn. No wonder this place was an oven. “Have you got apple cider?”

      “Och, a tourist!” she bellowed with enthusiasm. “Where you from then, lass?”

      “Canada, but I just arrived from Poland.”

      A few others overheard and peered at me with curiosity. “Had a cousin went ter yer cold climes.” The bar matron bustled to the other end and disappeared through a doorway that had to have given more than its fair share of goose eggs in its lifetime. She reappeared with a glass and poured a fizzy brown liquid from a tap. “You picked a bad time o’ year to visit, lass. Nothing but dire weather and unwashed locals in these parts until spring.”

      “You can count me among the number of the great unwashed. I’ve been on a train all day.” I cocked my head as her words sank in. “And I thought March was spring.”

      This statement was apparently naive enough to elicit laughter from the men on either side of me as well as the bartender.

      “Come back in another six weeks if it’s spring you’re looking for.” She set a dripping pint glass in front of me.

      “Thanks. I’m not here for the weather, though. I’m visiting a friend.” I picked up the glass and brought it to my lips when I caught the tang of alcohol. Whoops. I’d just made a tourist’s mistake. I’d assumed apple cider here was the same as it was back home.

      I dug some money out of my pocket and slapped it on the bar. Tilting a finger toward my oblivious friend, I said, “I’ve found him. Thanks for the cider.”

      She tipped me a wink and faced another patron who asked her for a Drambuie in a brogue so strong it sounded almost like a foreign language. The Scottish accent in the highlands was dramatically deeper than the lyrical lilt in Edinburgh.

      Shuffling sideways through the crowd, I closed the distance between Jasher and me. In spite of my annoyance, some butterflies took flight in my stomach, brushing their soft wings against my insides. Jasher and I had had a rough start, but we’d become good friends. He’d been there when I’d inherited the earth magic, and that would always connect us. I was looking forward to being able to spend more time with him. At times, I still caught myself thinking about the kiss we’d shared in Ireland—the best one of my young life.

      I set my glass of contraband on the bar just behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. The musicians in the corner were getting loud, so I raised my voice. “Sorry to interrupt.”

      Jasher was just lifting his glass to his lips when he turned his head to see who had tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Hello, Jasher,” I said. Nice of you to meet me at the station, I mentally added. This was the burden of most Canadians, a detrimental level of politeness.

      The myriad of expressions which played out on his features as recognition sank in was fascinating. His eyes widened, his lips parted, and his brows hiked up to his hair‐line. The expression of shock that stole over his face was so genuine that further words were surprised right out of my throat.

      Jasher’s friend stared back and forth between us, his drink forgotten in his hand.

      “Georjayna!” Jasher yelled it like a victory cry and startled both me and his drinking buddy. Setting down his drink with a clack, he yanked me into a sweaty, almost violent hug. He smelled of beer and soap and wood. His body felt as lean and corded with muscle as I remembered. He pulled back to look at me, his face bright with excitement. “What are you doing here?”

      Speechlessness afflicted me for the second time in fewer minutes. My mouth opened and closed as his question sank in. The sound of a highland jig struck up behind me and it was a surreal addition to Jasher’s bizarre reaction.

      “How much have you had to drink, Jash?” I finally asked.

      I looked at his friend to see if there was some agreed upon ruse between them, but his companion only blinked at me with shallow, bovine interest.

      My gaze swung back to Jasher. “I told you I’d be arriving today. I thought you were going to meet me at the station. Your friend dropped me off here. My bag is over there, by the door.” I thumbed over my shoulder, feeling strained from having to shout over the music.

      This was a not-so-subtle hint. He’d had his fun, it was late.

      I was travel-weary and needed a shower and a bed.

      Jasher’s smile faltered and his eyes widened again. Surprise was quickly becoming the expression of the evening.

      “You did?” He spoke with genuine shock and I found myself scrambling to recall the contents of the letters we’d exchanged. Yes, I was in the right country, at the right time, and he’d been here the whole time. This had been his idea.

      I decided it had to be a joke. I rolled my eyes and laughed, directing another look at his friend, looking for a sign. He wore a green t-shirt that said, Do good, die better. I noted that he was blond, mid-twenties, and layered with as much muscle as Jasher. I wondered if he was a carpenter, too.

      “He’s such a joker,” I told his friend.

      “Aye,” Green t-shirt agreed, a twinkle flashing in his eye. “That’s the first thing I realized when we started working together.” He lifted his tumbler of ice cubes and the russet liquid sloshed. “That Jasher, he’s something of a balloon.”

      Why did I get the feeling Green t-shirt was being sarcastic?

      “Georjie.” Jasher put a hand on my shoulder. “I don’t know what you’re on about, but this is truly a surprise. I’m so glad you’ve come! How did you even know where to find me?” Earnestness. Authentic confusion.

      “Jasher… your friend dropped me off here. The lady you sent to pick me up at Blackmouth’s station.” I combed my mind for her name but was dismayed to find I couldn’t recall it. Must be exhaustion. I normally had a pretty good memory for names.

      Jasher gaped, his fine ruddy face a picture of bewilderment. I could practically see the gears turning. Frankly, it was getting old.

      Finally, Jasher addressed Green t-shirt. “’Scuse me a minute, will you?” He blinked over at me and changed his mind. “No, actually… I think this’ll have to be goodnight.”

      He swallowed the rest of his beer in four big gulps and pushed the empty glass to the back of the bar. Getting up, he gave Green t-shirt a parting nod. “See you in the morning.”

      “You going to leave without introducing me to your pretty friend?” Green t-shirt asked, then stuck out his bottom lip.

      Jasher whacked his thigh, and a puff of sawdust clouded the air near his leg. Now that I was looking, his shirt was wrinkled and stained with oil spots. He must have come directly from work to the pub.

      “Sorry, mate.” Jasher shook his head at himself. “She’s got me all inside out and backwards. Will, this is Georjayna.” He turned to me. “Georjie, this is Will. He works with me.”

      Will poked a finger into the brim of his baseball cap, making it sit a little higher on his head. “Family, are ye?” He looked hopeful.

      “We’re not blood related,” Jasher and I replied at the same time, then laughed.

      “Her mum and my adopted mum are sisters,” Jasher explained as he liberated his wallet from a rear pocket and fished out some money. He winked at me and the dimples I had grown to love appeared. “We only met for the first time this past June, but we got on like a brushfire. Didn’t we, Georjie?”

      I crooked an eyebrow at him. We hadn’t, actually.

      “Adopted cousins, then.” Will set his tumbler on the bar to shake my hand. “Welcome to the highlands.”

      “Smarter than you look,” Jasher teased, tucking his wallet away again.

      “Funny,” Will said to me, jabbing a finger in Jasher’s direction.

      “He’s a little crusty, but we like him,” I replied. “Nice to meet you.”

      “See you round.” Will smiled and picked up his drink. He settled his back against the wall and bobbed his head in time to the music.

      As Jasher and I squeezed our way toward the door, one of the musicians yelled over the tune. “Are we that bad?”

      “Aye, ye scare away the only tourist we’ve seen since October,” crowed the woman behind the bar.

      My cheeks warmed as the patrons watched us. I felt like we were bad kids sneaking out of class early. At the door, I bent to retrieve my bag.

      “I’ll get that.” Jasher pulled the bag through the open door and I followed him.

      “Thanks, Jash.”

      Jasher began to head downhill, the tires of my luggage making a racket on the cobbles. He stopped abruptly and looked around like he was lost. Sheepishly, he steered the bag around and headed uphill instead. “This way.”

      “Haven’t you been here since the new year, Jasher? Black‐mouth is even smaller than Anacullough. You expect me to believe you still don’t know your way from the pub to the castle?”

      He shushed me, holding a finger in front of his lips.

      “Uh huh.” I kept pace with him as we climbed the narrow, winding road, on which there was no traffic. The sky was a near starless layer of black over our heads, the clouds like a blanket of wool. Tall stone walls divided a thick forest from the road. Pools of streetlight offered the only illumination leading up a hill so steep that whatever was beyond it was invisible. “So, who was the lady you sent to pick me up? Friend of yours?”

      When I’d stepped off the train, a middle-aged woman in a house-dress and a vacant smile had been waiting with my name scrawled on a piece of cardboard. She’d given me a name I couldn’t now recall, told me she was to pick me up because Jasher wasn’t able to and bundled me into a small Fiat. Surprised because Jasher hadn’t warned me ahead of time, and unable to call him because he’d long ago vowed never to own a personal cell phone, I elected to trust her. I’d gotten in the car and enjoyed the short, quiet drive through the village of Blackmouth.

      Jasher glanced at me. “Our wires got crossed somewhere along the line. I didn’t send anyone to pick you up, Georjie. Honest. I’m gobsmacked that you’re even here.”

      I stopped walking at once and stared at him, well beyond laughing about it by now.

      Jasher stopped walking as well. “Seriously. I’ve no idea what you’re doing here, Georjie. But I’m happy you came. What a great surprise!”

      “Jasher.” I closed my eyes briefly, praying for patience. “I’ll speak slowly so you won’t misunderstand. You wrote me a letter telling me all about your job at Blackmouth Castle and inviting me to come and stay for a while…”

      The words died in my throat at his deer-in-the-headlights look.

      Silence stretched out and a chill swept over me. Something very strange was going on here. Jasher didn’t seem drunk, just a little tipsy; there was no way he’d had enough alcohol to have forgotten completely about the letter he’d written me.

      “No, I didn’t,” he finally replied. “I mean… I did write you a letter, telling you about the job and where I was, but I didn’t invite you to come.” His face flushed. “Don’t get me wrong, I would have, but it never occurred to me.”

      “But… you invited me.” I was certain he had. There had been a line in the letter welcoming me to Blackmouth since they were closed for the season and had plenty of spare rooms. Wasn’t there? Jasher had to have forgotten. He simply had to. Either that or I was losing my mind.

      He threw an arm over my shoulder and we continued walking up the hill. My mind raced like fingers over an old-fashioned Rolodex. Had I misunderstood? No, I was sure I hadn’t.

      The distant clouds seemed to wheel for a moment. If Jasher didn’t ask a friend to pick me up, then who was the woman… Wait, had it been a woman? Why couldn’t I remember? The details of the person and the circumstances of my arrival at Blackmouth station now felt like a dream—the details of which were fading too fast to hold on to.

      Doubts stalled as we crested the hill and a huge round‐about led to a parking lot overshadowed by a hulking black shape. The silhouettes of numerous turrets reached toward the clouds and I strained my eyes for a better look, wondering why there weren’t more lights on.

      Jasher was saying, “… important thing is that you’re here now. Whatever’s happened, it’s a happy happening, and I hope you stay for a good long shift.”

      With this sweet but clumsy speech, he bumped against my hip and knocked me off course. I took him by the elbow and corrected his trajectory so we didn’t walk into a mailbox.

      “So, you haven’t told Bonnie and Gavin that I’m coming.”

      I could already feel the heat of embarrassment burning in my cheeks. If Jasher hadn’t warned the castle’s owners I was coming, it would make me an uninvited guest.

      “No, but don’t worry. They are the most hospitable folks you’ll ever meet,” Jasher replied with a squeeze around my shoulders. “I couldn’t have found better people to work for.”

      I gave him a feeble smile as Blackmouth Castle loomed, blocking out the rest of the night sky. Two motion lights bracketed the huge set of front doors, illuminating the brass knockers, one a stag’s head and the other a boar’s head. Condensation beaded on the glossy black lacquer. I instinctively headed for these massive doors, but Jasher led me to the side of the castle instead.

      Gravel crunched under our feet as we passed by dark windows and leafless hedges. Another motion light illuminated a pathway of broad stone steps leading down another level. I caught a glimpse of yard lights in the rear of the castle as a dim glow around the corner, but we stopped at a side door before I got to see the source. A whiff of roses drifted by and I guessed a window must be open nearby, allowing some room fragrance to come outside. The scent was fresh and I took a big inhale, letting some of the day’s tension drain out of my body.

      I had Jasher’s letter somewhere in my bag. I’d dig it out and show him just how forgetful beer made him. When his memory was refreshed, he’d tell Bonnie and Gavin of his mistake, and he’d remember the mysterious friend he’d sent to pick me up. A huge yawn stole over me, the jaw-cracking kind my friend Saxony called a “cat-yawn”.

      Tomorrow. I’d dig the letter out tomorrow.

      Jasher opened the side entrance and gestured for me to go in ahead of him. He pulled my bag inside and closed the door. Flicking on the lights illuminated a pristinely kept hallway with clean white walls and a plaid carpet-runner. A narrow spiral staircase disappeared off to the left, and it was up these stairs Jasher heaved my luggage. At the next level up, he pushed through a doorway into another hallway lined with doors. It was chilly and painted in shades of gray, but a warm yellow light flickered from a sconce on the wall. There were too many closed doors to count. I admired paintings of horses, dogs, and highland landscapes along the way, until Jasher tapped on a doorway as we passed it.

      “I’m in here if you need me.” He stopped at the next door and opened it on darkness. The smell of old wood and artificially fragranced drawer liners drifted out. “This room’s free, but we can move you into a bigger room tomorrow if you like. I can ask Bonnie…”

      I almost jumped down Jasher’s throat. “No! I mean, please don’t bother them, this room is great. It’ll do fine.” I grabbed my bag and wheeled it inside as Jasher flicked on the light.

      Two single unmade beds in antique frames faced one another from opposite walls. The outer wall was stone while the side walls were papered with peach and mint-colored flowers. A long set of double drawers served as bedside tables and the only dresser in the room. A paint-chipped wardrobe against the wall opposite stood ajar, and a window with diamond panes peeked from behind green paisley curtains. The space was both sparse and old-fashioned kitsch.

      “There will be bedding in here, I think,” Jasher said in a low voice as he hooked a finger in the wardrobe’s door. He pulled out folded white sheets and set them on the bare mattress while I pulled down a thick duvet.

      A narrow door on the far side of the wardrobe caught my eye. “Is that a closet?”

      “That’ll be the loo.” Jasher unfolded the sheets and set to making up one of the beds.

      “There’s an ensuite?” I dumped the duvet on the other bed and went to take a peek. “Do all these rooms have their own bathrooms?”

      “Quite a few. The castle got plumbed and reno’ed in the sixties.”

      That explained the decor.

      The bathroom was tiny and dated but sparkling clean. Pastel green porcelain and matching candy-striped wallpaper greeted my eye. A pale peach shower curtain hid a box shower with a showerhead I’d be sure to bump my head on. I didn’t care. It was utterly quaint: tiny, wrapped soaps on the back of the toilet, clean fluffy towels in a matching shade of peach, and toilet paper dotted with peach-colored roses.

      Jasher’s head appeared in the doorway. “It looks like Martha Stewart circa nineteen-sixty-five chucked up in here.” He shrugged and gave a crooked smile. “They had good intentions.”

      “I love it.” I turned off the light. “How many people can say they’ve stayed in a medieval castle in the highlands? Even if the bathroom had peach and green stripes?”

      We finished making the bed together and I put my bag on the unmade bed and opened it, digging for my toiletries.

      “See you in the morning, Georjie,” Jasher said, holding his arms open for a hug.

      I stepped into them and closed my eyes, letting the relief of being finished with a long day of traveling wash over me.

      “I’m up early for work,” Jasher said as he released me, “but I’ll let Ainslie, the housekeeper, know to expect you for breakfast around… eight?”

      “Thanks. Will the owners be around?” The sooner I met them and cleared up how I ended up in their home without an invitation, the better I’d feel.

      Jasher pinched my cheek between his knuckles. “Stop worrying. I’ll introduce you. They’ll be happy to have you, especially as you’re a Sutherland. Gavin’s a nut for the whole ancestry thing.”

      My brows pinched as I followed him to the door. “What difference does my last name make?”

      “You’re in the Sutherland region of Scotland, Georjie.” He chuckled at my look of surprise. “I know. I didn’t realize the Sutherlands were from Scotland, either.”

      “We’re not,” I replied. “We’re Irish.”

      Jasher waved a brown hand and shrugged. “Gavin will be more than happy to debate with you on that. Count me out of it. I need to organize a demo, so I’ll have my hands full.”

      “A demo…lition?”

      He nodded.

      “What’s getting destroyed?”

      “I don’t know what it was. Some ruin off in the trees that hasn’t served a purpose for God knows how many centuries. Gavin wants to build a cottage in its place, a kind of honeymooners’ accommodation. You can see it tomorrow if you’d like.”

      “I’d love to.” My eyes began to leak and I had another cat-yawn.

      Jasher slipped out into the hall and looked back just before I closed the door. “I’m happy you came.”

      I gave him a smile and went to rummage in my bag for my toothbrush and pajamas. I took a quick shower and got ready for bed, slipping between clean sheets with the deep sigh of the bone-weary. My eyes closed and my body relaxed.

      After several long seconds, my eyes popped open again.

      Distantly, there was the almost imperceptible sound of rhythmic drumming. Or was I imagining it?

      I sat up and cocked my head, straining my ears. No, I definitely wasn’t imagining it. Someone was drumming, and if I wasn’t mistaken, there were flutes, too. Who would be making music at this time of night?

      I went to the door to listen, peeking into the hall. The hallway was in gloom, the sconces now dark. Diffused moonlight threw soft shadows across the carpet and walls from the small windows at the end.

      The drumming sound was no louder in the hallway, but no quieter, either. It was impossible to pinpoint where it was coming from. I glanced at Jasher’s closed door, eyeing the crack at the floor. No light came from underneath. Probably already unconscious in a haze of beer-fog. I padded down to the far end, peering through the darkness where the hall turned to the right. Another dark tunnel lined with doors, and still the drumming was no louder.

      I stood there in my sleep pants and t-shirt, bare toes curling into the carpet, head cocked like a spaniel. I debated going farther down the halls in search of the source of the distant music, but I was too tired to go snooping. And what if I ran into Gavin or Bonnie or one of the staff?

      Shrugging, I relegated the drumming to some insomniac in a distant suite listening to a recording and padded back to my room. It was barely audible, really. Nothing that would keep me awake. I returned to bed and burrowed under the covers like a denning animal.
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      The sound of men’s laughter roused me from unconsciousness. I’d been dreaming I was still in Poland and thought maybe I’d wake to find myself in one of the Novak’s luxurious beds. My eyes drifted open and I saw a mid-century dresser with the top drawer slid open. Blinking and disoriented, I sat up. The sight of my luggage, open and rifled through, brought back my memory. I was in the high‐lands and one of the voices outside the window was Jasher’s.

      My stomach gave a grumble as though chastising me for not getting up earlier. Grabbing my phone, I looked at the screen and gaped in disbelief. It was almost noon! The soft light coming in the window was deceptive; it was so dim it seemed like early morning.

      Peeking out the window revealed smudges of green through warped glass. I opened the window farther and caught a glimpse of rolling treed hills and an expanse of blue-gray on the horizon—the North Sea. The clouds were thick and the color of gunmetal. I was surprised it wasn’t raining already. The air smelled thick with ozone, rich earth and… yes, roses, unbelievably. I took a big inhale, sighing with pleasure. Scotland might be cold, but it certainly smelled lovely. It struck me as odd since it was now early March. What roses bloomed this early in the year and this far north?

      Scrambling for the shower, I hurriedly washed and dressed, throwing my long hair up in a topknot. Pulling on a pair of jeans and a plain cashmere sweater, I grabbed my running shoes and a rain slicker before finding my way to the stairwell Jasher had led me up the night before. Just before I got to the top of the stairs, I remembered that I wanted to find Jasher’s letter, and skidded to a halt. Returning to my room, I dug in my luggage for where I kept paperwork. Retrieving a thin pile of documents, I rifled through until I found it.

      “Aha!” I cried victoriously. Skimming the letter, I looked for the paragraph where Jasher invited me to come stay at Blackmouth. I read it over a second and a third time, my stomach plummeting.

      How could it not be there? I had read it; I would stake my life on it. I never would have come to Scotland without being invited. Feeling poleaxed, I sat on the floor with my back against the side of my bed, staring at the letter in my lap.

      I didn’t know how long I sat there like that, but when my butt began to hurt from sitting on the stone floor, I got up and tucked the letter back into my luggage. Totally bemused, I had to admit that I had misread the letter, but everything in me rebelled against that idea because I knew what I knew: I’d been invited. Either something very weird was going on, or I was going mad. Refusing to think too hard on that, I pushed it out of my mind. Letting my luggage drop closed, I left my room for the second time that morning, this time with a little humility in my step.

      Women’s voices in conversation drifted up the stairs. I slowed my pace and swallowed, wondering if Jasher had told the castle staff that I was here. Following the sounds of chatter, I came upon a ground-level kitchen where two women bustled about and two children sat at a long wooden table. The kitchen looked like something from a movie set if the film hadn’t yet decided which time period it would be set in.

      A big iron soup vat sat over a deep stone fireplace. Copper cooking pots, pans, and utensils hung from the mantel. Dried herbs dangled from the thick beam overhead, making the room smell like rosemary and oregano. A mid-century gas stove with six burners sat opposite the fireplace, beside a squat fridge without any straight edges.

      “Morning!” the more petite of the two women said as she retrieved a loaf of bread from a metal breadbox on the counter. “Sleep well?”

      “Yes, thank you.” I took the last couple of steps down to the flagstone floor. “I’m Georjie. Did Jasher…”

      “That he did, lass, and you’re welcome.” The taller woman had a riot of frizzy red hair and a flushed but beaming face. She wore a gray poncho and reams of scarves. “You’ll be hungry, no doubt?”

      “Slept away the entire morning, you did,” chimed in the short one in the frilly apron with large gray eyes and soft cheeks.

      I blushed. “I’m sorry, I guess I was tired from the journey.”

      The taller one flapped a hand. “Don’t mind her, Ainslie’s up at five every morning whether she’s working or not. She’s only jealous.”

      “It’s true,” admitted Ainslie as she set a sandwich with trimmed crust in front of a red-headed girl. “When you get older, sleeping in like a teenager is a thing of ages past. Have a seat beside Maisie, here.”

      I crossed the kitchen and made to sit beside Maisie, but she was seated at one long bench. Getting my ridiculously long legs gracefully over a bench with a narrow gap to the bottom of the table is near impossible.

      “Och, she’s a tall one.” Ainslie cackled. “Take the chair, Georjie.”

      The girl’s wide brown eyes followed me as I went around the table.

      I smiled self-consciously at the little girl. “Nice to meet you, Maisie.”

      I turned to the boy. He, too, had inherited the same red hair as his sister, but looked like the older one. I opened my mouth to ask his name when he stretched a hand across the table.

      “Lorne.” He was as serious as death. “I understand you’re a Sutherland?” He grasped my hand firmly and gave it one pump.

      I laughed at his somber expression and mature way of talking, but he didn’t laugh in return, so I bit my cheek. “That’s right.”

      “We’re Sutherlands, too. On Da’s side,” Lorne went on. “We’re probably related.” His brow pinched together as though the idea was a little disconcerting.

      I didn’t feel the need to go into the fact that I was planning to change my name to Sheehan—my mother’s maiden name—and just hadn’t gotten around to it yet. I didn’t think I’d get support for rejecting the last name we shared from this lot.

      “I’m Bonnie,” declared the red-headed woman. “The mother with a capital M.” She ruffled Lorne’s hair. “And you’ll both be late for your afternoon classes if you don’t eat up.”

      Ainslie set a sandwich in front of me and I thanked her and took a bite. I took a cup from a stack in the middle of the table and poured myself some water, wishing for coffee but too shy to ask. I already felt like an imposition.

      “Coffee?” Bonnie asked.

      I gave her a grateful smile and said around my bite of sandwich. “Thank you, I’d love one.”

      She retrieved a stove-top espresso maker from a cupboard above the sink and I had to smile. It was identical to the one Targa had used in the trailer she and her mom lived in before it got destroyed in the storm.

      Ainslie set a large roasting pan on the table and began to peel potatoes with the smooth, fast movements of someone who had been doing it since childhood. “So, you came in from Edinburgh?”

      I nodded. “Last night. Again, I have to apologize for surprising you like this.”

      “Don’t worry your head about it,” Bonnie said as she snagged a coffee mug from where they hung on little hooks under the cupboard. “Any Sutherland is welcome here and we’ve plenty of room. Jasher says you’re doing your last year of high school by correspondence?”

      I nodded again, my mouth full of sandwich. Both Lorne and Maisie watched my every move, Lorne with the studiousness of a scientist and Maisie with her mouth hanging ajar. I winked at her and was rewarded when the corners of her mouth twitched.

      “Have you always done school remotely?” Bonnie asked.

      I shook my head, swallowing. “No, just this year. All my friends are abroad too, and I needed a break from my hometown.”

      “Can I do school remotely?” Lorne asked in his serious way, tilting his head back to look at his mother.

      “Lorne, honey. You’re eight.”

      “When I’m older, of course.”

      “Tell you what.” Bonnie kissed his cheek and went to rescue the espresso maker from boiling over. “Let’s have this conversation in another eight years.”

      Lorne frowned. “I’m more mature than other kids.” He appeared to be making a calculation in his head, one eye squinted closed. “Let’s call it six years?”

      I took another bite of my sandwich to hide my smile. I caught Ainslie laughing into her sleeve, potato peelings falling from her knife.

      “We’ll see.” Bonnie poured espresso into my cup and told me to help myself to milk and sugar.

      As I finished my sandwich, the kids were ushered from the kitchen, leaving me and Ainslie alone.

      “She didn’t say so directly,” Ainslie said, keeping her eyes on the potato shedding its coat under her nimble grip, “but Bonnie Sinclair-Sutherland is the lady of the house.”

      I swallowed my last bite of sandwich and pulled my coffee closer. “Yes, Jasher told me a little about Bonnie and Gavin.”

      “Aye. Gavin, the laird, he’ll be out back with the men, including your Jasher.” Ainslie’s eyes flicked to mine and I caught the question in her gaze. I realized that this petite and energetic housemaid likely made it her business to know every little thing that went on in the castle. I didn’t miss the implication she’d made.

      “Jasher and I aren’t together,” I offered.

      “Ah.” Ainslie relaxed and went back to her potato. “How long do you think you’ll be staying in Blackmouth?”

      It was a casual question, but the subtext felt thicker than honey on a cold day.

      “I’m not sure,” I replied slowly. “When does my welcome run out?”

      “You’ll have to ask the lady,” Ainslie said, “but Blackmouth is closed to tourists until May, so… If you’re looking to make a little extra money, I could make use of a pair of hands from time to time.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. So that’s what she was after. “Sure, I’d be happy to help when I’m not doing schoolwork. I’m no pro at housework, but I’m a quick study.” At home we had a cleaning service, and my meal-making skills stopped at spaghetti.

      I didn’t need money, but I had sprung my presence on them without warning. It wouldn’t feel right to turn down Ainslie’s request right off the hop.

      She dazzled me with a smile. “Wonderful.”

      I sipped my coffee but as the silence stretched out, I began to wonder whether she meant right now. Should I offer to help her peel potatoes? What I really wanted to do was go find Jasher and see the castle in the daylight. Maybe he’d have time to show me around. I got to my feet to signal my readiness to leave. Taking my empty plate over to the sink, I grabbed Maisie’s and Lorne’s plates as well. I didn’t miss Ainslie’s look of approval.

      “Who was playing music last night?” I asked as I tossed uneaten bits of sandwich into the trash bin and began to wash the dishes.

      Ainslie stopped peeling and looked up. Her spine straightened and her bosom swelled. “Music?” She tilted her head. “You heard music?”

      “Yeah, I could hear drums in my room. Distantly.”

      Her look said that if anyone had been playing music late last night in the castle and she didn’t know about it, there’d be hell to pay.

      “Maybe the neighbors?” I guessed.

      “The nearest neighbors are a quarter-mile down the hill. If they were playing music loud enough for you to hear it, they would have had a visit from the local bobby. Are you sure you weren’t dreaming?”

      I hadn’t been; I’d been walking the halls, but I didn’t want to get her riled. “Maybe.”

      The creases in her forehead relaxed.

      “Where might I find Jasher?” I asked as I put the last dish into the drying rack.

      “He’ll be out back with Gavin most like,” Ainslie replied, eyes returning to her growing pile of potatoes. “Go through the center path of the garden maze, follow it down the hill and into the trees. After that, things get a little prickly. Just follow the sounds of men making grand plans. Here.” She set down her knife and went to the counter where she grabbed a fat aluminum Thermos and held it out. “Gavin likes a spot of tea in the midafternoon.”

      I took the Thermos and told her I’d deliver it.

      “You tell those boys supper is at seven sharp. They have a tendency to get carried away and be late for meals.” She pointed at me with the tip of her knife. “I don’t slave all day over a working man’s meal only to have it go cold afore he even sits down.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I saluted her. “I’ll pass on the message.” I went to the back door and found my jacket and boots.

      Maybe the laird would be able to tell me who was playing drums here last night since the housekeeper could not.
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      Leaving the castle by the side door, I continued down the stone steps along the side of the building. They flattened out and led me to the rear garden where I stopped dead in my tracks.

      A beautifully manicured maze made of hedges, rose‐bushes, and topiaries spread out before me. The humid air was heavy with the pungent aroma of roses in full bloom. A fountain burbled in the maze’s center, and weatherworn statues of frolicking stags seemed to sprout from the greenery.

      “Impossible,” I whispered, staring at the sea of white roses and lush, thorny shrubs. The air was cold enough to condense into fog when I exhaled. It was too cold to be outside without a hat, gloves and a scarf, not to mention a thick pair of jeans… And yet this garden maze was in full bloom.

      I went to the nearest rose bush and took a closer look. The blossoms were white, threaded with green veins, and the base of each petal was a soft shade of coral. Similar colors to the bedroom I’d been given. Bending to take a whiff, I groaned with pleasure. It was these roses I’d been catching the scent of since I’d arrived. But how was it that they were in full bloom in the dead of winter?

      Unable to stem my curiosity, I slipped my feet out of the rubber boots I was wearing and raked off my socks. The ground was so cold it made me cringe, but once I got used to it, it wasn’t so bad. Laying the soles of my feet against the soil, I closed my eyes and tuned in to the roses.

      It was extraordinary. The rest of the garden plants were dormant. The herbs, shrubs and other flowers were all in the right seasonal cycle… basically sleeping. The roses, however, throbbed and hummed with life. They were so vividly alive, they practically sang. I shook my head, amazed, and put my socks and boots back on, making a mental note to ask Bonnie or Ainslie about them.

      Continuing through the garden, I passed two lichen-coated fountains of animals frolicking while spewing water joyfully overhead.

      Following the sound of men’s voices, I navigated a long downhill slope, slippery with mud and ending in a thicket of scrubby trees. The voices came from somewhere within the knotted woods so I continued on, trying not to slip. The kind of narrow path we referred to as a goat-track back home, wound through the woods. Brambles snatched at my clothes and the ground was littered with rotting leaves and soggy twigs. Winding my way through the dense underbrush led me to an open glade.

      Jasher and another young man stood with an older man, gesturing as they discussed what looked to be a roiling mass of thorny bushes. Ainslie’s claim that things got a bit prickly was an understatement.

      I crossed the glade, noticing that within the impressive thicket of two-inch long thorns were several very thick, worn-down stone walls. The ruin Jasher had to demolish, I guessed.

      The fellow with Jasher spotted my approach and lifted a hand. “We’ve got company.”

      “You found us!” Jasher beckoned me over. “Come, I’ll introduce you.”

      The tall older man looked over his shoulder and smiled. He was wearing a kilt. His close-trimmed beard was giving its way over to silver. The corners of his eyes crinkled. “This must be your friend from Canada.” Turning to face me, he held out a wide mitt for me to shake. “I’m Gavin, the laird o’ these here lands and castle. Ye’re welcome.”

      I shook his hand. “I’m sorry that my arrival is a bit of a surprise.”

      “It’s no’ a problem, lass,” Gavin replied. “We’ve plenty o’ empty rooms, but if you dinna watch Ainslie, she’ll be offering to treat you to the joys o’ peeling potatoes and cleanin’ privies.”

      I laughed. “She’s already done so. The potatoes part, not the… privies.”

      “And this is Lachlan.” Jasher gestured to their other companion.

      Lachlan’s expression was open and earnest. “Nice to meet ye, Georjayna. Welcome to Blackmouth.”

      My heart tripped unexpectedly over his voice, which was warm and low, like a thick blanket. Red shadow covered his jaw, and eyes the color of the sky before a storm sparkled from a wide, handsome face. He was almost as tall as Jasher, but broader and softer. Lachlan was the kind of guy you had to give a second glance to realize he was attractive, but once I saw it, I couldn’t unsee it. He was lumber‐jack hot, capable and trustworthy. His gaze kept a grip on mine and I felt somehow unable to look away until Gavin spoke again.

      “Jasher tells me ye’re a Sutherland?”

      I nodded and smiled at how it had come up twice already today. “On my father’s side.”

      “We’ll be related then,” Gavin said without any hint of doubt.

      I had to laugh. “It’s feeling a little déjà vu-ey around here this morning.”

      “A little what-ey?” Gavin’s silver brows tightened. “Is that Canadian slang?”

      “Déjà vu,” I began, and decided against elaborating. “Your son, Lorne, he said the same thing at lunch. I’m sorry to disappoint, but my family is from Ireland.”

      Gavin’s brown eyes widened and then he threw his head back and gave a belly laugh that was so infectious it had the rest of us laughing along, though I had no idea what was so funny.

      “From Ireland, she says,” Gavin said between bellows of mirth. “Lassie, do ye not know yer own heritage, then?”

      “Of course,” I replied, nonplussed. “My family has lived in Ireland for over two hundred years. I just spent part of the summer with my Aunt Faith there. Our house is full of family history.”

      Jasher nodded. “It’s true. She’s Irish on her mother’s side.”

      Gavin lifted a thick finger and beamed into my face as though he had some spectacular secret. “Tell you what, Miss Sutherland, ye’re welcome to stay in Blackmouth Castle until she opens again for the season. Longer, if ye’re up for some housekeepin’ duties. But ye’re going to spend some of that time in the library, learning ‘bout yer own history. I’ll no’ have a relative of mine, distant or not, thinking they’re Irish!” He broke into fresh gales of laughter, red spots blossoming on his cheeks.

      I looked at Jasher, both of us laughing because when Gavin laughed, it was simply not possible not to join in, but his look said, I told you so.

      “I might be able to help you there,” Lachlan said through a grin of his own. “I’m a bit of an amateur historian.”

      “Sounds like the perfect way to procrastinate on my schoolwork,” I replied.

      “Ye’re standin’ in the region of Sutherland, little miss,” continued Gavin. “In these highlands, we’re like royalty.”

      Lachlan nodded. “He’s right. The reason there are Sutherlands in Ireland is because there was a migration in the seventeenth century. The Sutherlands that moved to Ireland never came back, and it’ll be those that you’ve descended from.”

      I shared a startled look with Jasher. He just shrugged with that same look.

      “I… did not know that.” I felt mildly dazed.

      “I understand if you feel more connected to Ireland than to Scotland, with over three hundred years of genealogy there.” Lachlan shifted the pair of gardening shears I only just noticed he was holding, from one hand to another.

      “Don’t change that it’s Scots bluid that’s running through yer veins.” Gavin thumped me on the back and I had to take a step forward so I didn’t fall on my face.

      I shrugged. “I feel connected here, too. It’s so beautiful.”

      “Aye, the faeries keep it bonnie and green,” said Gavin.

      I shared another surprised look with Jasher, wondering if Gavin had meant the quip in a figurative way.

      Jasher was the one who’d first introduced me to faerie cocoons. Most people couldn’t see them. Not even my elemental friends could see the tiny, colorful spirits who hatched from tiny transparent cocoons. They happened when dappled sunlight penetrated fresh rainwater as it dripped from branches and leaves. According to Jasher, it used to occur a lot more often, but now faerie cocoons were so rare he almost never saw them anymore. I had to admit I hadn’t seen any outside my own private garden back home, which I’d built just for the purpose. After I learned how fragile they were, I wanted to give them a safe place to hatch.

      “Course, if the faeries have anything to do with these blasted thorn bushes, then I’d rather you evicted them.” Lachlan hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the choked ruins behind us.

      “Is this where you’ll be building your cottage?” I took a few steps closer to the old foundation and broken-down walls.

      “Aye.” Gavin appeared beside me. “I’ve been wanting a wee house for guests who want their own private suite, a sort of honeymoon cabin.”

      “What was it before?”

      Gavin scratched at his chin, his eyes full of question marks. “Lachlan?”

      “It was a game-keeper’s home, something nearing five hundred years ago.” Lachlan began to point out patches of land. “There was an old barn attached over there and a stable just there. There’s a well here, too. There was a fire at some point and the cottage fell into disrepair. I don’t believe it was ever used for anything again after that, but”—he gave a shrug—“not everything was recorded in the history books, ye ken.”

      “That’s quite a crop of brambles.” I’d never seen a thicket of spikes nastier than the one choking the plot before us.

      “Aye,” Gavin grumbled, his tone darkening. “They’ve been a right pain in me arse. First thing we’ll do is cut ’em back, find the roots and rip ’em up. Can’t plan properly until we can see what’s underneath ’em.”

      “I can round up some lads from the village,” Lachlan suggested. “I have a cousin who could use a reason to keep away from the pub and it wouldn’t hurt him to make a pound or two.”

      “I’ve got Will lined up to help pour the footings,” Jasher added. “He won’t mind coming a few days early to rip this mess up.”

      Jasher glanced at me and we shared a secret smile.

      Well, maybe not so secret. I felt Lachlan’s gaze on us. He hadn’t missed the meaningful look that had passed between Jasher and me. Feeling the question in Lachlan’s gaze, I looked away.

      If anyone could be the most effective in convincing stubborn brambles to vacate the premises, it was me. I couldn’t just go about snapping my fingers and making the thorns retreat back into the earth, though. If the men attacked the brambles today, then it was possible they wouldn’t need my help. They might have them cleared by sundown. If not, I could find a stealthy way to help out that didn’t make anyone’s hair stand on end.

      “Strange that they never spread, though,” Gavin murmured, so quietly it seemed he was talking to himself. “All my life I lived on these lands. I played back here as a boy. Never in the thorns of course, they’d have made mincemeat of me. But we built a treehouse over that way”—he gestured to the right—“and there’s a little swimming hole down that way,” he added with a nod to the left. “These brambles were always thick as Medusa’s hair. My own father burned them once and they came back stronger than ever. But never have they grown beyond these ruins.”

      “Must be something in the soil here they like,” I suggested.

      “That makes sense, actually.” Lachlan’s eyebrows raised. He glanced from me to Gavin. “Maybe the lass has solved the mystery, and her being on the land only a few minutes. Something in the soil is feeding them.”

      “Maybe so,” Gavin said thoughtfully. “Maybe so.”

      “Sounds like you have a green thumb.” Lachlan raised his garden shears and snipped away some branches. They fell away, leaving a window into a world of long, wicked-sharp thorns that looked positively villainous.

      “Georjie’s a genius when it comes to all the green things,” Jasher said, dimpling.

      “Are ye now?” Gavin turned to me. “Bonnie’d love to make use of yer talents. She’s got it into her mind to re-landscape the maze and make a few changes to the gardens at the front. If ye’re not too busy with yer schoolwork…”

      “Or the potato peeling,” Lachlan injected with a grin.

      “P’raps ye’ll consider helping the lady,” continued Gavin. “Ainslie’s good, but Bonnie doesn’t know a petunia from a pine tree.”

      “I’d be happy to help. You’re being more than generous letting me stay in the first place.”

      “We’ll no’ be turning away a Sutherland,” Gavin said, waving his mitt of a hand, “but help is always appreciated. We all have our talents.”

      “It would be a shame to change the maze too much, though,” I said. “I’ve never seen anything like those roses before. I hope Bonnie doesn’t plan to get rid of them.”

      Even now, this far away, the faint scent of rose could be detected.

      Gavin gave a knowing chuckle. “She wouldn’t dare. There’s a story to them roses. You ask Ainslie.”

      “I’ll do that.” I suddenly remembered the Thermos. “Oh, and here’s your tea. Ainslie says she’ll string you up by your toes if you’re⁠—”

      “Late for dinner,” all three men said at once.

      “Yeah, we know.” Lachlan laughed.

      I handed Gavin the Thermos. “Before I forget, was there a party nearby last night? I was wondering where the drums were coming from.”

      “Drums?” The laird looked blank. “There’d be no one playing the drums around here.”

      “Well, it was more musical than just drums,” I interjected. “It was fast, music to dance to. It sounded kind of pagan.”

      “Blackmouth Castle is quiet as the grave in the nights, Lassie.” He went to where a pail was sitting on the ground and retrieved a pair of hedge clippers. He frowned at them. “I think we’re going to have to recruit something a little more powerful to get this job done… like dynamite.”

      “You must have dreamed it,” Jasher suggested. “My room is near yours and I didn’t hear a thing.”

      “Huh.” I chewed my cheek thoughtfully.

      But it hadn’t been a dream. It wasn’t like the visions I’d had before I’d gotten my elemental powers. Those were vivid also, but afterward, I had been aware I’d been dreaming. But last night I’d been walking the halls, perfectly lucid, searching for the source. Then again, the music hadn’t fluctuated the way music did; it had stayed constant, whether I’d been in my room, or down the hall and around the corner.

      As the men went to work on the thorn bushes, I wandered back to the castle to start my schoolwork. But the reactions to my questions about the drums kept my thoughts coming back to it all day.

      I hadn’t dreamed the music. Of that, I was certain.
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      I didn’t think I’d be back here so soon.” I cupped my hands around a mug of steaming hot chocolate. “It appears The Blackmouth Arms has become your favorite hang‐out. You never spent time in pubs back in Anacullough.”

      “That’s the beauty of no longer having to contend with the pesky undead.” Jasher lifted his glass of ale and sipped it through a layer of foam. “One can enjoy the older haunts of the world unbothered and unencumbered. Cheers to you”—he clinked his pint against my mug—“and your unusual gifts.”

      “What’s got you so jolly?”

      “Can’t a man be jolly?” He took another sip, tongue peeking out to lick the cream off his upper lip.

      “You remember how rude you were to me when we first met?” I said, blowing away some steam. “I was scared to be in the same room as you.”

      Even after Jasher had melted, he’d always maintained a serious air. Seeing him looking so light-hearted now was nice, but odd.

      Jasher looked at the ceiling wistfully. “I was a righteous bear, wasn’t I?”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      Jasher hadn’t warmed up to me until he realized I could see the faerie cocoons. Until then, he didn’t know anyone else who could see them, not even my Aunt Faith, which was weird because she was a true believer. Once Jasher realized I had “the sight”, his attitude totally changed toward me.

      “Admit it, you thought I was a materialistic airhead.” I poked him in the side.

      “But a pretty one.” He took another drink, his gaze darting off to a corner of the pub before giving me a sly look. “Hey, did you ever reread the letter I sent you?”

      My face flushed and I looked away.

      He set the pint down with purpose, then laid his elbow on the table, expression as inquisitive as a fawn’s. “I see you have.”

      I nodded and took a sip of my drink. “You were right,” I mumbled. “You never explicitly invited me.”

      Jasher nodded and I leaned forward and whispered, “But you did! I know you did, I just can’t… prove it.”

      “Maybe you just missed me so much, you imagined it,” Jasher said with a smirk. His gaze darted to someone behind me again.

      “You’re so cocky, and who do you keep looking at?”

      Glancing over my shoulder, I saw a dark sea of heads under the low beamed ceiling. Tartan curtains framed the small windows whose sills were deeper than my entire arm. A slender man in a fedora fiddled with a guitar in the corner. “Is he going to sing?” I spun on my stool, angling my shoulders toward him.

      “Aye. There’s wailing here most nights,” Jasher mumbled. He finished off his pint and lifted a finger to the bartender for another.

      The fellow in the hat began to warm up his vocal cords and tune the guitar. The overall din of talk dwindled.

      “Come on, Garret, loose the thunder,” somebody bellowed to a gale of laughter.

      The musician revealed a set of oversized teeth. “Ye’re just jealous, yeh old badger,” he bellowed back between twanged chords. He threw his head back and with a full-throated wail—Jasher was right, there was no better word for it—let loose with a lively tune.

      “Oh, ye cannae fling pieces oot a twenty-story flat…”

      The singing was bad. Really, really bad. I glanced at Jasher, wide-eyed. Was this guy for real? Jasher almost spat his beer back into his pint glass.

      “Seven hundred hungry weans’ll testify to that,” the singer belted atonally.

      I hissed in Jasher’s ear, “Is this a joke?”

      “If it’s butter, cheese or jeely, if the bread is plain or pan…”

      “I’m afraid not. It’s the best wee Blackmouth has at the moment,” Jasher whispered back between dissonant phrases, wincing.

      “The odds against it reaching earth are ninety-nine tae one.” The warbling went badly off key then wandered adjacent to it.

      “Oh my gods.” I put my forehead down on my arm. “I can’t.”

      The singer hit a few wrong chords before picking up a fresh and painful new chorus.

      Jasher didn’t bother holding in his laughter anymore. The rest of the patrons were cracking up, too.

      I mouthed, “My ears are bleeding.”

      Jasher nodded. “Why do you think I’ve taken up drinking?”

      He wiped his mouth on his sleeve as he set his glass down, his eyes flicking another dart across the room.

      “Who do you keep looking at?” I scanned the crowd.

      “No one. Listen to Garret, don’t be rude.” Jasher gave me a mock-stern look.

      Cringing, along with everyone else in the room, I listened to the rest of the song, if you could call it that. Some people were crying with laughter, and the singer often broke into laughter himself. At least he knew he was awful. He closed out the ditty with a flourish, to a gale of cheers and applause.

      “Ye’re stunned by my soulful talent, thank you. So kind.” Garret swung an arm wide. “But big-hearted artists such as myself would be, well, just arrogant and self-centered, if they didna allow the dreamers, the little people, to practice their chords now and again.” He put a hand over his heart and made a puppy-dog expression. “Ladies and gentlemen, would you please put your hands together for Blackmouth’s newest talent, Jasher Sheehan!”

      I stared at Jasher, whose complexion flushed red. He shook his head, but the crowd began to chant his name. With a grin, I pulled him off his stool and pushed him toward Garret, who was holding out the guitar. Jasher snatched up his pint glass and made his way to the small stage. Even his ears were blushing. Taking the guitar from Garret unleashed a fresh gale of cheers and whistles. Based on their reactions, it was not his first time singing in front of this crowd.

      I’d heard Jasher play guitar and sing before. He was amazing. Just, at the time, I’d been distracted by the fact that he’d been singing for and talking to someone I hadn’t been able to see.

      Jasher struck up a minor chord and the crowd simmered down. The strains of Spanish guitar filled the small pub, raising the hair on my arms. Jasher’s fingers flew over the strings, quick and delicate. He punctuated the song with drumbeats against the side of the wooden guitar. His eyes went soft and unfocused as the melody lifted. But as the song went on, those dark eyes narrowed on one point in the crowd and didn’t shift from it for the remainder of the song.

      I found the source of his attention. A young woman with dark, curly hair and a creamy complexion sat at a table with a group of young people. Her chin was crooked in her palm as she gazed at Jasher with a dreamy expression.

      At first, I couldn’t tell if Jasher was looking at her or through her. But as the applause died down and he began a second tune, a Celtic ballad, I realized that they were looking at one another. It seemed as though Jasher was playing for her.

      A shard of jealousy cut through my heart. Jasher and I had enjoyed a little romance in the summer, sure, but we weren’t in a relationship. Jasher had been here for months already. Why shouldn’t he have a highland fling? Unexpectedly, Lachlan’s freckled face rose in my mind’s eye. I was young, free, and Jasher was not the only coal in the fire. Just because we’d kissed didn’t mean we had to pick up where we’d left off. Did it? The rationalizing came easily to my mind, but I had to admit, I was hurt.

      The crowd was on their feet as Jasher finished. He stood and took a little bow before handing the guitar back to Garret. His gaze fell on the woman again and I watched as he jerked his head subtly toward the bar. She smiled and got to her feet, nodding.

      Jasher picked his way over to me.

      “You were just as amazing as I remembered you to be,” I said. “Well done.”

      “Thanks, Georjie.” He slid his empty glass to the bartender.

      The dark-haired woman approached, her expression closed and shy. She was petite and possessed the kind of curves I could never hope for, a picture of femininity. Soft waves of hair framed her face, she had big doe eyes with long eyelashes, and the small waist and wide hips possessed by fertility statues. I felt like a giraffe as I dropped my chin to smile at her when she stopped in front of me.

      “You must be Georjie,” she said in a soft voice. Her Scottish accent warmed my ears. “Jasher told me his cousin was here.”

      I shot Jasher a look of surprise. He never introduced me as his cousin to anyone because we weren’t blood related. He liked this woman… a lot.

      Jasher blushed again. “Georjie, this is Evelyn.”

      I shook her proffered hand. “Lovely to meet you,” I said, and found that I genuinely meant it.

      Evelyn’s expression hardly changed, but the relief that flooded into her eyes melted my heart. It mattered to her that I liked her.

      “I just arrived last night; when did you have a chance to tell Evelyn I was here?” I asked Jasher.

      “Early this morning.” Jasher blinked, but his eyelids were slow to move. “Evie and I met for coffee.”

      “Oh, how nice.” I gave Jasher a concerned look. He was looking downright dopey.

      “Jasher, luv.” Evelyn lowered her voice. “How many drinks have you had?”

      “A few.” His voice was half an octave higher than normal.

      “You have to work tomorrow.” Evelyn glanced at the fine silver watch on her wrist. “Why don’t we call it a night?”

      I agreed. “I have to study for a physics exam, and I’m still feeling a little jetlagged.” I smiled at Evelyn. “But it was great to meet you. I’ll see you around?”

      She opened her mouth to respond, but then looked taken aback as Jasher swung his head like it was on a string hanging from the ceiling. She took
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