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Growing up in America, Mary Callahan knew very
little about her parents, who were killed when she was a baby.
Returning to her native Ireland, she hopes to discover more about
them…and herself. Michael is home from Dublin for the weekend when
he sees a gorgeous American peeking in the pub door. Something
about her calls to him. They don’t realize that it may be more than
chance that brings them together, and when instant attraction leads
to a night of searing passion they will both have to confront their
sudden and powerful feelings for one another.

A nighttime excursion brings them face to face
with lovers whose tragic fate has kept them bound to Glenncailty as
ghosts. Michael knows the danger the past poses, but cannot protect
her from things that happened long ago. Mary must decide if she’s
willing to risk her heart for a chance at love and a place to call
home.
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Chapter One

 


She may have been born here, but it wasn’t
home.

Mary rolled down the window of her rental car
letting in the cool, wet Irish air. She’d cranked up the heat when
she got in and now the windows were fogged, making the misty
morning seem downright gloomy.

The gloom didn’t dampen the romance of the view
or lessen the feelings it inspired. She took a breath, tasting the
loam of the earth. Little by little the windows cleared. Silvery
light fell over rolling green hills. The rain made the land
sparkle, as if it weren’t raindrops, but diamonds, that fell from
the sky. And she was alone, with no one to share the wonder and
beauty of the view with, no one to ease the burden of sadness and
loss she carried.

Mary Callahan had come for The Gathering—the
year when the Emerald Isle called all of her children home. Mary
and her grandparents had emigrated after the death of Mary’s
parents during the Troubles—a kind euphemism for the violence,
bombings and murders that rocked Ireland in the latter decades of
the 20th century. She’d been raised in Chicago since she was two
and until now had never returned.

She’d never wanted to come here. When she was
younger she hated any mention of Ireland, or her parents, because
of the sadness that settle over their little house for days
afterward. At her grandparents’ request--and due to the fact that
at the moment she was jobless with nothing better to do--she’d come
to a place as foreign to her as the moon.

Though she didn’t feel the connection to
Ireland her grandparents insisted she would, it was a beautiful
country. Resisting the urge to jump out and take yet another photo,
Mary turned on the rental car’s GPS system. In a country without
ZIP codes, and sometimes without street numbers, the best way to
get somewhere was to ask, not to rely on a piece of electronic
equipment but she used it out of habit.

“Glenncailty.” She keyed in the location,
talking to herself to push away the loneliness. “Birthplace of one
Mary Callahan.”

With the GPS ready, and more importantly a
printed list of directions, Mary put the car in gear, heading deep
into the Irish countryside in search of Glenncailty—the valley of
the lost.

****

Michael Baker smiled as the glen came into
view. The valley was hidden away out in the Meath countryside,
rural as could be despite its location only a few hours from
Dublin. Narrow at the far end, it opened like a fan into an area a
few miles across. The village of Cailtytown spread across the flat
land. From the ridge where the road ran he could see the patchwork
of fields with their dry-stack stone walls, the too-narrow roads
that wound through clusters of houses and shops. Farmland
surrounded the town, making it seem like a little island of people
amid a sea of green. As the glen narrowed the fields grew wild, and
at the narrowest point sat the castle.

Gray shadows fell over the old fortified manor
house. Whatever it may have been, it was now and always had been
known as Glenncailty Castle. When he was a child, Michael and his
mates’ most daring adventures had been sneaking over to the castle
and exploring crumbling buildings and peering in broken windows. It
wasn’t until he was older that he realized the true danger they’d
put themselves in. People, many of them children, had died
wandering through Glenncailty Castle. For that reason it had been
boarded up, and the fear of God put in to the children of
Cailtytown so that they wouldn’t go near it—not that it had
worked.

All that had changed two years ago when Seamus
O’Muircheartaigh, the owner of the castle, reopened it and started
turning it into a posh hotel. The old stable had been converted
into a nice venue for music and dancing, and there were rumors that
the mews would become a spa.

It seemed strange to Michael that Glenncailty
Castle might be anything other than an old, haunted ruin, but for
the sake of those who lived in the glen he was glad. The recession
had hit hard here. Most people in Glenncailty were farmers, and the
fluctuating price of milk and grain had cut their incomes,
threatening the whole village.

As he was about to turn left onto the road that
led down into the valley, he caught sight of the car behind him,
which was driving on the wrong side of the road. He honked and the
car jerked into the left-hand lane. He turned off, then looked over
his shoulder, a little worried about the other driver. He caught
sight of a dark-haired woman he didn’t recognize, and a sticker
from a rental company in the car window.

He shook his head. Maybe the parish council
should put up signs reminding drivers from America and Australia
which side of the road they should be on. Cailtytown had seen its
share of people leave in the recessions—including the current
one—so they were expecting more than a few of the diaspora to
return home to their little part of Ireland for The
Gathering.

Once he hit the town he waved at nearly every
car he passed. Though he’d lived in Dublin since attending Trinity
College, Cailtytown would always be home.

Pulling in to a little parking spot behind his
family’s house he took flowers off the seat and headed for the
kitchen door.

“Ma, I’m here.” Michael shut the back door,
wiping his feet.

“Well Lord love you, there you are.” Rose Baker
rose from her seat at the table in the kitchen. It was comforting
to see his mother, who was still young and beautiful in the eyes of
her son, sitting in the same spot at the kitchen table she always
sat in. “You’ll have a cup of tea, won’t you?”

“I’ll make it.” Michael’s protest was brushed
aside as she filled a kettle and set it boiling.

“These are for you.” He held out the thing he’d
been hiding behind his back.

She accepted the flowers, turning the bouquet
in her hands to admire the lilies. “And what are these
for?”

“For you, because I love you.”

“Just like your father, a charmer.” She set to
cutting the stems under running water and arranging them in a vase.
“I’ll trust nothing you say now, as I’m sure you’re up to
something.”

“Is that the thanks I get for bringing you
flowers?”

“Enough out of you.” Her scolding was softened
by a smile. “Do you want me to iron your shirt for the
party?”

Tonight was a ceilidh—a party—to raise
money for the son of a local family. The boy was in medical school
and traveling to Africa to do relief work as a doctor while on
holidays. As worthy as the cause was, the anticipated massive turn
out had more to do with where the party was being held than its
purpose. The ceilidh would take place in Finn’s Stable—the
massive stone stable at Glenncailty Castle. Once a haunted ruin, it
had been renovated and revamped, becoming a beautiful performance
and party space. In the past months it had hosted some very high
profile concerts and events. This ceilidh was the first
event hosted by someone from Cailtytown in the new Finn’s Stable,
and it was a fair bet that most of the town would be in
attendance.

Michael was going with his mother, at her
request, but he had to admit that he might have come back on his
own, as curious to see the place as anyone else.

“I was going to wear this.”

His mother cast a critical eye over him.
“That’s fine, but I’ve got a shirt for you in the hot press. Let me
just give it a quick iron.”

Michael’s lips twitched as he took a seat at
the table, cup of tea in hand. There was little point arguing with
his mother. Though he was a grown man, certainly capable of
dressing himself, he’d never been able to convince his mother of
that fact. He’d stopped protesting, knowing that she liked to take
care of him, and with his father gone Michael was the only one she
had to take care of.

An hour later, after a light supper—to hold
them over until they got there, where they’d be eating again—and a
change of shirt, Michael cocked his elbow.

“Would you accompany me to a dance, fair
maiden?”

His mother scoffed at him, but she was smiling
as he led her out the back door to the car.

****

She couldn’t sleep.

Mary rolled over and bunched her pillow under
her head. She thought she’d be over her jet lag by now, but it was
two in the morning and she was wide-awake. After arriving at
Glenncailty Castle—she was staying in a castle!—she’d been too
tired to do more than go to her room and crawl into bed. Now she
was up and couldn’t fall back to sleep.

Part of her wanted to explore the castle—a big,
stately structure that was actually three buildings. The main wing
was the largest, and according to the website there was a library
and billiards room the guests could use. She was staying in the
east wing, on the second floor. The main building—or at least the
foyer and hallways she’d been in—had been elegant and stately. Her
room seemed a bit standard for a hotel room, though everything was
of the highest quality. Despite her Irish roots Mary had been
somewhat hoping she’d be staying in an old drafty room complete
with stone walls and spooky noises—her grandmother always teased
her about her “American ways” and Mary bet wanting to stay in a
ruin instead of a lovely, well-appointed room was her American
upbringing coming out.

Flopping onto her back she stretched. The room
may not be a derelict ruin, but she did think she heard something.
Mary froze, straining to identify the noise.

It was a woman’s voice, but Mary couldn’t make
out the words. It seemed to be coming from her left. Mary turned
her head, staring at the corner. There was a strip of silver
moonlight cutting across the floor from where she hadn’t drawn the
curtains all the way. Her breath caught in her throat. A silvery
mist, wavering like rippling water, floated in the corner. Mary
tensed, but when she blinked it was gone.

Then it came again, a faint noise.

Music. She realized that it was music—and not
haunting soft music, but a bright, happy tune. Mary sat up, shaking
her head. Her imagination was running away with her. There
definitely was music. The woman’s voice must have been bits of
song. Now that she’d heard it—and that her blood was pumping after
she’d scared herself—she wanted to know where it was coming
from.

Turning on the bedside light she pulled on the
clothes she’d been wearing—jeans and a sweater. It was a bit chilly
out from under the thick duvet, so she looped her sparkly scarf
around her neck, and slid on her shoes. Tucking the key—an actual
key, not a plastic card—into her pocket, Mary set out in search of
the music.

****

Mary didn’t see the figure in the hallway.
Couldn’t hear the whispered words of the silvery outline of
something that had once been a person. Couldn’t feel the ghostly
hand that reached out to her, passing through her shoulder as she
walked down the hall towards the stairs.

****

Michael picked up his fresh pint.
“Slainte.” He nodded to the bartender, who was pouring a
second pint for Michael. The ceilidh was over, but most of
the younger crowd, and a few of the liveliest older folks, had
moved from Finn’s Stable to the pub on the first floor of the east
wing. The good craic—the good times—continued even at this
hour, music pumping through the speakers, people looking around as
those who hadn’t been out to the pub before commented on how it had
been renovated. His mother had gotten a ride home with a friend,
leaving Michael to chat and drink.

Michael was impressed. Seamus had done the
place up properly, and the pub was certainly big enough, with a few
snugs and two separate bars for when the crowds were large like
they had been earlier. Nodding to the bartender he picked up his
drinks and turned. The people at the table beside the bar were
standing and gathering coats, blocking his way. Leaning back he
looked around as he waited for the crush to clear. That’s how he
spotted her.

The door between the pub and hotel opened and a
dark haired women peeked in. She was lovely, with hair straight as
rain spilling across her shoulders. Her skin was lightly tanned,
and though he couldn’t see their exact color from here her eyes
were bright, inquisitive. After a moment of looking around she bit
her lip and pulled back, the door closing.

Without questioning why, Michael slid through
the crowd, pint in each hand. When he reached the door he bumped it
open with his hip. There was a small hallway on the other side,
with the stairs and elevator that lead to the hotel rooms on the
second floor. The dark-haired woman was on the stairs, only her
lower legs visible.

“You leaving already?” Michael kept the door
propped open with one leg, the sounds of the pub spilling
out.

The woman stopped, came back down a few steps
and ducked to look at him. “Are you talking to me?”

“I am. Come back inside.”

“Oh, um, no I’m not…I’m just staying in the
hotel. I’m not invited to the party.”

“And what makes you think it’s a
party?”

Her lips twitched and Michael wanted to see her
smile, really smile. “There’s a banner up that says ‘Good Luck,
Ed!’”

“Well fair enough to that. What if I invite you
to the party?”

“Are you Ed?”

“No.”

“Do you know Ed?”

“I’d say so, but I can’t be certain. I know his
family.”

“It doesn’t sound like you get to invite random
people to the party.”

“Ah, sure I do. This is a public pub, we just
moved the party here from Finn’s Stable. All are
welcome.”

“I really shouldn’t.”

“But I already bought you a pint.” Michael held
up the glass originally intended for his friend. He wasn’t sure why
he was so insistent that she come down, that she join him for a
glass. There was just something about her that called to
him.

“You what?” She came the rest of the way down
the steps. She was slim, and even prettier up close. Her eyes were
gray, the light, silvery gray of a spring morning.

“This is yours.” He pushed the pint at
her.

“You bought me a pint?”

“I did. But I’m afraid you’ll have to come in
here to drink it.” Michael smiled, coaxing her into the
pub.

She laughed, the sound bubbling up through her.
Her smile was perfect, as were her lips.

“Okay, thank you for the drink.” She took the
pint glass from him. “I’m Mary, by the way. Mary
Callahan.”

Michael nodded and ushered her in, letting his
hand brush against her back. “You’re an American from the accent,
but we’ve Callahans around here. I’m Michael Baker.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Michael.” She looked
around the pub curiously. “My grandparents are from Cailtytown.
Brenden and Emer Callahan.”

Michael blinked. He recognized those names.
Cailtytown was not such a large place that those who moved away
were forgotten, especially when they moved away after such
sadness.

“Your parents...”

Clear silver eyes regarded him. “They were
killed in a bombing in Belfast when I was a baby.”

“Miss Mary Callahan, welcome home.” The story
of her parent’s death and her grandparents’ emigration, fleeing
both the Troubles and bad memories, was one of the many sad tales
told in Cailtytown when the rain beat at the windows. Maybe that
was why he was drawn to her—despite her accent, she belonged
here.

Michael turned to face the pub, put his fingers
in his mouth, and whistled. Everyone’s eyes focused on him and
someone turned the music off.

“We’ve one of our own, home to us.” He gestured
to Mary. “It’s Mary Callahan, granddaughter of Brenden and Emer
Callahan.”

There was a beat of silence and then a cheer
rose up. The few older people still in the pub stood, heading for
her. Some had tears on their face.

“Welcome home, Mary Callahan,” Michael
whispered as old Mr. Ryan leaned in to kiss her cheek.

The pretty brunette looked stunned. She turned
to look at Michael as she was guided to a table. Their gazes met,
held, and something shifted inside Michael. The next moment she was
surrounded. He heard people welcoming her and asking after her
grandparents. Michael stepped back, gave her space and returned to
the table he’d been sharing with his friend.

“Michael Baker, how is it you found Mary
Callahan on the way to the bar?”

“I’m a keen sort of man.” He settled down in
the chair next to Liam Murray, his friend and the Glenncailty
Castle handyman. Liam’s wife Kristina had left them a few hours ago
as she worked the registration desk in the morning and had to be up
early.

“And where’s my drink?” Liam griped.

“Ah, well, here’s the thing…”
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Chapter Two

 


Two hours later Mary was drunk. Drunk and
melancholy.

Getting drunk was an accident, but entirely
unavoidable, considering the number of people who’d come up to her,
holding out pints as they kissed her cheeks. The melancholia was a
product of those same conversations. She knew her parents through
photos and her grandparents’ stories, but in the past few hours
she’d been told things about them she’d never heard before. She
loved them, but it was in an abstract way. They’d never been real
to her, and she’d only resented Ireland for the sadness it brought
to her grandparents.

In this warm pub, surrounded by people who
welcomed her as if she were family, she began to feel it—the
connection to this place that was her home, and a connection to the
parents she’d never known.

In her mind they’d always been hardworking,
simple people who loved her, and who’d been killed while in Belfast
on a rare holiday. The stories she heard tonight painted a picture
of a feisty woman, prone to mischief, and the solid, steady man
who’d wooed and married her. The most touching of the stories was
one from a man in his sixties who’d been in the same class at
school as her father. He told her about the day her father, Andrew,
had tried to take the pretty new school teacher, Siobhan, out for a
picnic, only the car broke down part way there.

“Now this was long before cell phones, and out
here we wouldn’t have things like those call boxes on the motorway
you understand.” The man telling the story—whose name Mary had
forgotten—let out a little chuckle. “With no way of calling for
help your father said he’d walk in to town, but Siobhan wasn’t
going to let a little thing like a busted car get in the way. She
grabbed the bag of food your father had packed and dragged him into
the field, insisting they still have their picnic. But your
father’s troubles weren’t done yet. When they opened the bag that
was supposed to have the food they found milk bottles, meant to go
back to the dairy.” He chuckled, taking a sip of his pint, which
matched the one he’d brought Mary. “Andrew had grabbed the wrong
bag he had, and now they were out in the countryside, stranded and
with no food.”

Mary smiled even as tears tightened her
throat.

“Now your da was sure he’d made a hash of it
all. He was meant to be wooing your ma, but after a day like this
he was sure he’d never convince the pretty Siobhan to marry him.
Andrew had started back to town, but Siobhan still wasn’t put off.
She’d led them through fields until they came to a barn, where she
begged the farmer for help. They’d ended up being taken in by the
farmer’s wife and fed lunch, tea and tart. Even after they’d called
to let everyone know where they were they stayed, talking and
laughing. Finally the farmer gave your mother a ride home while
Andrew went and waited with the car until Brenden could tow him
home.”

Mary loved the picture the story painted of her
quiet father trying so hard and seemingly failing to impress her
mother, only to have Siobhan brush aside each setback and turn it
into an adventure. It made sense that her grandparents—her father’s
parents—would talk more about them as a quiet, hardworking couple.
Her parents had worked with her grandfather in his furniture making
shop, but she’d heard very little about them before they got
married, back when her mother was working as a teacher, the job
that had brought her to Cailtytown.

“Thank you, for that memory.” Mary wiped tears
from her eyes.

The man hugged her, and Mary hugged him back, a
few tears escaping before she could stop them.

“Ah, you’re very welcome, Mary Callahan. And
you’re very welcome here, home to Ireland. You’ve been
missed.”

Mary smiled, her lips trembling with emotion.
When her companion wandered away she looked around to see that the
pub’s crowd had thinned. It had to be four in the morning, long
past the time that an American bar would be closed, but there were
still a few people here. The bar was no longer serving, but that
didn’t stop the conversation from flowing.

Two women entered, trailed closely by a man.
One of the women—a red head—wore a black jacket and a small gold
nametag. Mary looked around for her purse, sure that the hotel
staff person had come to throw them out. It took her a moment
before she remembered that she didn’t have a purse.

“Ah Caera, give us a song love, before you run
off with that American.” Someone at the front of the room was
talking to the gorgeous dark-haired woman who’d come in. She looked
at her companion, who held an instrument case.

“I’m game if you are.” The man had just a hint
of a Boston accent.

“How are you doing, Mary Callahan?” Michael was
at her side, taking a seat at the bar stool next to her.

“I’m…” Her words trailed off, because she
didn’t know what to say. She was both happy and terribly sad. “I
don’t know what I am.”

“A lot to take in?”

“Yes. My parents…these people knew my
parents.”

“And did you not know anything about
them?”

“I did, from my grandparents, but it’s
different, hearing it from their friends.”

“They weren’t forgotten, nor were you.
Glenncailty still mourns for their death.”

Fresh tears filled her eyes. She blinked and
one slid down her cheek.

“Ah now, pretty Mary, I didn’t mean to make you
cry.”

“I’m sorry.” She let out a watery laugh and
wiped her eyes. “I don’t mean to cry, because I’m happy to hear the
stories. Happy to know they’re remembered in their
hometown.”

His next comment was forestalled by the first
notes of a song. She looked over to see the guy with the Boston
accent holding a fiddle under his chin. The dark haired woman
smiled softly then started singing. Mary’s breath caught as a
lovely ballad swept through the room. It was a story of love lost,
love longed for.

A warm arm came around her shoulders. She
looked over to Michael leaning against the bar, his arm around her
shoulders pulling her against his side. He was good looking,
handsome even, but not in the polished way she was used to. His
hair was that color between brown and blond. In the dim lights of
the pub it looked brown, but she suspected that in the sun it would
be gold. He was probably about her age—thirty—and had just a few
lines at the corners of his eyes.

It was strange to have this man she’d just met
touching her, hugging her, and yet it was far from the first hug
from a stranger she’d experienced that night. Stranger still was
the fact that this didn’t really feel all that strange.

They stood together, Michael warm and strong at
her side, as the music flowed around them.

****

Michael reminded himself that he was a good
man. Not the kind of man who would seduce a woman who’d just been
through what must have been a trying night. Maybe it had been too
long since he’d been with someone—and it had been a long time—but
Michael couldn’t stop himself from fantasizing about pulling Mary
into his arms and kissing her. Maybe it was the pints, maybe it was
the music or the air of melancholy that had fallen over the place
once they realized who she was, but Michael found himself longing
for things he normally tried not to think about.

Caera Cassidy, the events manager who handled
Finn’s Stable, sang three songs with her new American boyfriend,
who was an accomplished musician and performer. The rumor was that
she was taking a career break to go on tour with him in America.
When the couple was done and the last notes faded to silence Mary
leaned into his shoulder, soft and warm. Her hair smelled like
shampoo, a clean scent that shouldn’t have affected him the way it
did.

As she tucked herself against his side, Michael
gritted his teeth. Every fiber of his being wanted to take Mary
back to her room, strip her clothes from her and make love to her
until the sun rose. He wanted to touch her, taste her and figure
out what it was about her that drew him to her. He wanted to, but
he wouldn’t.

Calling himself a fool he eased her away from
him. “You’ve had quite the night, haven’t you, pretty
Mary?”

She nodded, eyes watery once more.

“Can I walk you to your room?”

Her gaze searched his face. “If you hadn’t made
me come in here I might never have met all these people and heard
the stories about my parents.”

“Then I’m glad I did. Come on, I’ll make sure
you get there.”

Michael guided her out of the pub. They took
the elevator rather than the stairs and he walked her down the hall
to her door. She fished the key from her pocket then froze, looking
at something just over his shoulder. Michael turned and saw a small
flash of light, as if someone were moving a mirror in
sunlight.

“I thought I…” Mary shook her head. “I think
I’m well and truly overwhelmed, to the point I’m seeing
things.”

Michael scanned the hall, examining the corners
and what shadows there were in the well-lit, carpeted hallway. When
Mary had her door opened, he faced her.

“It was nice to meet you.” The words seemed
inadequate, but he didn’t know what else to say.

“Thank you, for everything. Hearing about them
means more than you’ll ever know. Everyone has been so kind and
welcoming.”

“Ireland is your home.”

She smiled, leaning her head against the
doorframe. “Yes, it is. I hadn’t expected to feel a connection with
this place.”

“Mary?”

“Yes?” She tipped her head, looking at him
through her lashes. Her lips were pink and soft, parted just a
bit.

Michael cursed mentally, trying to think of
anything but how much he wanted to kiss her. “Would you like to
have tea tomorrow, with my mother?”

“Your mother?”

“I think she knew your parents, and if she
didn’t know them personally she’d be able to help you look at
records.”

“Oh, thank you. I would like that.”

“Would tomorrow, or later today as it seems,
around two o’clock work?”

“Yes. Can you write down the
address?”

“I’ll come and collect you just before
two.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Michael didn’t kiss her, but
he touched her cheek with one finger. “Goodnight, Mary.”

“Goodnight, Michael.”

****

The next day at precisely two o’clock Mary was
in the hotel foyer. As she waited, she smoothed her palms against
her hips, checking to make sure that the gray wool skirt she wore
with black tights, boots and a blue sweater was in
place.

“Can I help you with something?”

The redheaded woman she remembered from last
night approached Mary. Today her nametag was pinned to a pretty
green jacket that made her hair look even redder.

“Uh, no, I’m fine. I’m waiting for
someone.”

“You’re Mary Callahan, aren’t you?”

“Yes.” Mary shook the redhead’s offered
hand.

“I’m Sorcha, guest relations manager. Welcome
to Glenncailty Castle, and welcome home.”

At her words tears formed in Mary’s eyes, and
she had to look away, blinking. Before coming to Glenncailty she
would never have considered Ireland home. Home was Chicago. After
last night, “home” seemed like a much more complicated term than
she’d imagined it to be. It didn’t really make sense—she’d left
when she was two—but Glenncailty was starting to feel like
home.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you
upset.”

“I’m not.” Mary waved her hand, laughing a
little. “I must be tired, or jet lagged, because this is happening
a lot. Are you from around here?”

“Not from Glenncailty, no. Who are you waiting
for?”

“Michael Baker. I met him last night and he
said his mother knew my parents.”

“I don’t know Michael well since he lives in
Dublin, but Mrs. Baker is a lovely woman.”

The massive front door opened. The wind
whistled as it pushed though the opening. Michael entered, shutting
the door. He wore corduroy pants and a collared shirt with a fleece
sweater or jumper over the top. His hair—she’d been right, in
daylight it was more gold than brown—was rumpled and tossed by the
wind.

“Michael, I hear you’re taking one of my guests
out to tea.” Sorcha smiled, then winked at Mary. “I’ll expect her
back at a decent hour.”

“Ah, Sorcha, you wound me thinking I’d step
even one toe out of line with a lady like Mary.”

Mary felt herself blush. She knew they were
just teasing by pretending this was a date, but it hit a little too
close to home. Michael was one of those guys who was so nice every
woman around him had a crush on him, and hoped he liked her in
return. Mary had made the mistake of thinking kindness was
something more in the past, and so she was being careful not to
misread Michael. She was going to chat with his mother, nothing
more, and it didn’t mean anything.

Last night had been wonderful, but hearing
stories about her parents and how they fell in love also reinforced
how alone she was. Her life back home wasn’t exactly going to plan,
but it was easy to forget that when she could fill her days and
nights with friends and activities. Since landing in Ireland she
was more aware than ever that she was missing something in her
life—the kind of love and companionship that her grandparents, and
apparently her parents, had. That made it hard not to fantasize
about a date with Michael, a future with a man like Michael so
she’d never be alone again.

“I’ll hold you to that. Have a lovely
afternoon, and Michael, tell your mother I have everything arranged
for her St. Vincent de Paul meeting next week.”

“I will. Mary?” Michael held out his
arm.

With her arm threaded through his they made
their way out to his car—a black Jaguar. “Nice ride.”

Michael winced. “Bought in better times—I wish
I’d been a bit more practical.”

He held open her door and Mary slid in. “What
do you do?” she asked as he got in to the driver’s seat.

“I was a mortgage broker. In the height of the
Celtic Tiger that meant I was living very well indeed.”

“Hence the car.”

He nodded. “Then, when things started to go bad
I was offered a golden handshake—a nice financial package if I left
early. Only a few months later my coworkers were being laid off
without any severance pay. I was lucky.”

“I heard the recession hit very hard
here.”

“Very hard, indeed. Ireland has been through
hard times before, and they’ve come again.”

“So what do you do now? I heard you live in
Dublin.”

“Asking about me were you?” Michael’s eyes—a
pretty pale green—sparkled as he smiled at her.

“No, I mean, I didn’t ask. Sorcha just told
me.”

“I’m only teasing you, pretty Mary.” They were
driving along the road she’d come in on—the one that curved along
the walls of the glen. Now he turned off, descending once more into
the valley. “I work for the Citizen’s Advice Bureau. The truth of
it is that I was part of the problem, dealing in mortgages that
were rotten. We though that we could do no wrong, that the good
times would never end. So now I help people understand their rights
and options.”

“That’s noble of you.”

“Hardly. It’s the least a body can do to help
clean up the mess.” Michael was quiet for a moment, and Mary could
see the effort he was making to come out the dark mood her question
had put him in. “Please God, we’ll see an end to these hard times
soon.”

Not sure what to say, Mary looked out the
window as they made their way down a winding road flanked by
fields. Soon the fields gave way to the first buildings.

“Is this Cailtytown?”

“It is. I’ll give you a bit of a tour before we
stop.”

The streets were narrow, not made for cars, and
more than once they had to pull to the side, wheels on the
footpath, to allow another car to pass.

“This here is the town center.”

There was a small square, with grass sectioned
off by paths, flowers in huge stone urns, and a pedestal in the
center with a life-size statue of man mounted on it.

“Who is the statue of?” Mary ducked to look out
the window at the figure.

“No one knows for sure, as the original plaque
is long gone. It’s either the first lord of Glenncailty, or the man
who killed him.”

“Killed him?”

“Yes.”

“There must be a story there.”

“There’s a story to everything in this part of
the world. Here, we’ll take a bit of a walk so you can see
things.”

Michael parallel parked in one of the few
parking spaces around the square. When Mary got out, he met her and
offered his arm. The shops around the square were small, but each
one was well kept with brightly painted window trim and wood signs
proclaiming what they were hanging from the front of the two- and
three-story stone buildings.

“The Lord of Glenncailty was an Englishman,
given the title and our lands in order to subjugate the Irish. Many
lords never set foot in Ireland, instead sending others to collect
taxes and sit as judge and jury, but the Lord of Glenncailty came
and built the manor house that you’re staying in.”

“The castle?”

“It’s no proper castle—you’d need to go to Trim
for that—but it was certainly built for defense.”

“Defense against who?”

“Us.” Michael grinned. “The people of
Glenncailty are a stubborn lot, and we’re not fond of the English,
which brings me to our story.” He motioned to the statue. “It’s
said that the first Lord of Glenncailty was a cruel man. He used
his power and position to rape the people and the land.” Michael’s
eyes were pinched at the corners, his expressive face telling the
story as much as the words. “It’s said that one of the men in the
village went to the castle, as it was called even then, and gave
the lord a gift. The gift was a wolfhound pup, one of the man’s own
prize-winning dogs. The man’s friends were angry with him, thinking
he’d betrayed them by giving the Englishman such a gift. The lord
grew bolder after the gift of the dog, and everyone lived in fear
of him.”

Mary found that she was hanging on each word,
and when Michael paused she squeezed his arm. “What
happened?”

“One night many years later the man went to the
castle. He listened to the cries of pain coming from the serving
girl the Englishman was abusing. He whistled and the dog came to
the window. The dog was vicious and he growled at the man outside.
The Englishman came to the window, bold and secure in his power.
The Irishman whistled to the dog, a tune he’d taught him as a pup.
The wolfhound turned on the lord and tore him limb from
limb.”

“So the dog was a plant, a furry
assassin.”

“Furry assassin? I quite like that.” Michael
chuckled. “Yes, the dog was sent to the castle to rid the glen of
the hated lord.”

“And no one knows who the statue
is?”

“No, though everyone has their
preference.”

They walked along in silence for a moment and
Mary realized she was snuggled against his side, almost leaning on
him as they walked. She straightened, putting distance between
them. They passed a fish and chip take-away shop, a bakery and a
sewing store with a window full of brightly colored yarn. Next to
that was a solicitor’s office—the solicitor’s name was written on
the window in sedate gold lettering, but the frame of the window
was beautifully carved wood, polished to a high gleam. In each
corner was a fanciful carved creature—griffon, dragon, mermaid and
gargoyle. Above the window was an old wooden sign: “Callahan and
Son Fine Wood Furniture.”

Mary stepped away from Michael, laying her hand
on the griffin’s head. “This was Grandpa’s shop.”

Michael looked up. “I’d forgotten that. I
always knew it as the solicitor’s office.”

“I wish I had my camera. Grandpa would love to
see this.”

“Should we go in? I’m sure they’d let you have
a look around.”

Mary stroked the wood carving, imagining her
grandfather’s fingers where hers now were. “Do you think I could
come back later? I want to take pictures and I don’t want to get
all teary before I go to have tea with you mother.”

Michael’s arm came around her shoulders and a
little thrill went through her at his touch. “You’re allowed to be
sad.”

Mary bit her lip, pushing back the tears that
threatened. “I know.”

“Well then, I need a cup of tea; how’s about we
head?”

Together they made their way to the
car.
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Chapter Three

 


“Mary Callahan, I would have known you even
without the name. Come in, come in, you’re very
welcome.”

Michael watched as his mother ushered Mary in,
taking her coat and scarf and fussing over her.

“Are you cold, Mary? Would you find it cold
here? Sure you wouldn’t, Chicago is a cold enough place isn’t
it?”

Mary opened her mouth several times, but
realized quickly enough that his mother didn’t require a reply.
Michael winked at her when she glanced over her shoulder at him.
Mary relaxed a bit after that, and Michael had to check the urge to
grab her and hug her.

“Michael, will you show Mary to a seat? Good
lad.”

“In here.” Michael ushered her through a door
to the front room. Used only on holidays and when the priest came
to visit, the front room was a buttery yellow with lace curtains
and carved dark wood furniture. The round table was set with three
places. Jam and cream for scones were already on the table in
delicate china bowls.

A moment later his mother came bustling in
through the other door, which led to the less formal sitting room
and the kitchen beyond. He stood and took the tray from her,
holding it as she unloaded a teapot, milk, sugar and a plate of
fresh baked scones.

“Thank you so much, Mrs. Baker, this is lovely.
I hope you didn’t go to much trouble.”

“No trouble, no trouble at all.” Tea was
poured, scones passed out, and finally his mother took a seat. “I
would have known you were Siobhan’s daughter easy enough. You have
the look of her.”

“Thank you. How did you know my
parents?”

“I worked with your mother as a teacher. Your
father was a few classes ahead of me in school, so I knew him well
enough too. You wouldn’t have thought they’d go together. You
father was a quiet man, and Siobhan a bit wild, but they were good
for each other.”

“I hadn’t heard that she was wild; my
grandparents never described her that way.”

“She was a proper daughter in law when they
were around; it was only when she was out with your father or on
her own that she let her hair down a bit. But don’t think that she
was a bad woman—she was as kind any you could find. She was good
craic, she was.”

“Crack?” Mary looked confused.

“Craic. It’s Irish and it means good
fun.” Michael reached for another scone, ignoring his mother’s
look.

“Oh right. I’m sorry, I knew that.”

“Do you speak Irish?”

“No, I only know a few words.”

For an hour Michael’s mother told story after
story about Siobhan. Mary hung on each word, her attention
absolute. Michael’s heart clenched for her. He couldn’t imagine
what it would be like not to know your parents, to be disconnected
from your home. He’d thought that in the light of day his
inexplicable fascination with Mary Callahan would be gone, but it
wasn’t. Instead it was growing with each breath she took, each word
she spoke.

“And you and Michael are of an age,” his mother
was saying. “In fact, I have something to show you.” She rose and
went to the china cabinet against the wall. The lower compartment
held a variety of photo albums and mementos from Michael’s
childhood. She pulled out an album he recognized—a pale blue book
containing his baby pictures.

“Mother…”

He would never forgive her if she forced Mary
to sit through a page-by-page photo narration of his
childhood.

She ignored him and cleared a place on the
table to set down the book. Mary scooted her chair so she could see
better. Michael could feel himself going pink with
embarrassment.

“Here’s Michael, wasn’t he a nice fat
baby?”

Mary’s lips twitched and she looked at him
under her lashes. “He certainly was.”

With a groan Michael dropped his head onto his
hands.

“Here we are.” She flipped through the pages
until she came to one near the middle of the book. There was a
series of photos of three-year-old Michael sitting in the grass
with a younger child leaning against him. The little girl had curly
red-brown hair and wore a pretty green dress.

“That’s you, Mary.”

Mary looked at the photo and then at Michael,
surprise writ large on her face.

“What?” Michael was as surprised as Mary
looked.

“That’s the both of you. Cailtytown isn’t such
a big place that there would be many babies at any time, so the two
of you played together.”

Michael knew he’d seen the pictures before, and
his mother must have told him who the little girl was, but he
hadn’t remembered, or associated the little curl-haired baby with
the dark-haired beauty he’d met in the pub.

His mother turned a page and there they were,
Michael’s arms around the little Mary, whose eyes were closed, baby
lashes crescents on her chubby cheeks.

“Michael was quite in love with you, and you
were smitten with him, sure you were.”

Now it was Mary’s turn to blush, and Michael
couldn’t keep from grinning. It was strange and almost comforting
to know that they’d met before. Maybe that was why he was drawn to
her.

“You would have been eighteen months here, and
Michael is just after turning three.” His mother’s lips pressed
together. “Six months after this your parents were gone and your
grandparents had closed the shop and gone off to
America.”

Mary touched the photo album. “It must have
been hard for them, after.”

“It was, it was. We thought we were far enough
south that the Troubles wouldn’t touch us.” Rose touched Mary’s
hand. “We all mourned for them, and for you, to lose your parents
so young.”

“Thank you.” Mary took a breath, and Michael’s
heart clenched when he saw the tears in her eyes. “My grandparents
were wonderful, and I loved growing up in Chicago.”

“Sure enough, sure enough, but this is your
home. Now tell me, what are your grandparents up to over in
America?”

The conversation lightened as Mary described
her life growing up. Her grandfather worked as a carpenter, and her
grandmother a bank manager. They were comfortably retired in a
suburb of Chicago.

“And what do you do, Mary?”

“At the moment, nothing. I worked in TV,
producing a local interest show called Chicago’s Time. Due to the
economy there wasn’t funding to keep the show going.”

“In TV you were; tell me, do you know
Oprah?”

Mary laughed. “I did meet her once. She’s very
nice.”

The conversation turned to her work in TV.
Michael had always assumed people who worked in TV, especially
American TV, would be wild and egotistical, but as she spoke with
calm assurance he could imagine Mary in command of people,
directing a program.

His mother rose from the table, carrying out
the tray with the teapot and plate of scone crumbs. When the door
closed behind her Mary smiled.

“Your mother is lovely.”

“I’m quite fond of her myself. Though I cannot
believe she showed you baby pictures.”

Mary shook her head, a half smile on her face.
“We were babies together. That makes me wonder if it wasn’t fate
that you invited me into the pub last night.”

Michael raised his cup, gaze locked with hers.
“To fate.”

His mother returned with a tray laden with
brown bread, cold sliced ham, relishes and salad. “I saw the time
and thought we might need a spot of dinner.”

Mary looked at the food, then her watch. “I’m
so sorry, I didn’t mean to stay so late.”

“Not at all, not at all. Now Mary, did I tell
you that your grandfather made this furniture?”

“Really?” She swiveled in her seat to look
around the room. “It’s beautiful.”

“Does he still make it?”

“Not like this. He’s made a few things, but
most of his work was repairing and replacing wood pieces in
historic homes. He did make me a doll house.” Her smile was soft
with remembrance. “It was beautiful, like this.”

“I remember your mother coming with your father
and grandfather to assemble it. That piece over there is too big to
come in the door, so they put it together right here.”

“I know my mother worked for
Grandpa.”

“She stopped teaching when they married, but
went right into the shop, whipping that place into shape. By the
time you were born she was as good as your father at putting pieces
together, and small enough that her hands would go places your
father’s couldn’t.”

Mary’s eyes were once again bright with tears.
“I wish I’d come back before this, to hear these stories about
them.”

His mother was blinking and Michael put his
hand on her arm, more grateful than he could say to have
her.

She pulled a tissue from her sleeve and wiped
her nose. “You’re here now, and that’s good. Michael, why don’t you
take Mary for a walk. When you come back, I’ll have a bit of sweet
stuff for us.”

For the second time that day Mary walked, arm
in arm, with Michael. Her emotions were swinging from near joy at
learning about her parents to an aching sadness that she was not a
part of this place, these people.

“How are you, Miss Mary Callahan?” They were
away from the house, wandering along a narrow road lined with tidy
cottages. The sun was low in the sky, and the wind was cold.
Michael wrapped his arm around Mary’s shoulders when she
shivered.

“That’s a loaded question. I don’t quite know
what to feel.”

“Fair enough.” He kept the silence as they
walked on. He’d guided them out of the town, and they were now
walking down a winding road that snaked between the fields. Michael
opened a gate in the stone wall on their right and led her off the
road. There was a path bisecting the field of knee-high grass.
Slowing their steps, they wandered slowly amid the lake of green.
When they were midway down the field Michael stopped her. “If I
were any kind of gentleman I wouldn’t do this.”

****

“Do what?” But she knew the answer, even before
his hands cupped her cheeks, and his lips met hers.

The kiss was soft, gentle. The breeze swirled
around them and Mary leaned into Michael. His arms came around her,
cradling her body.

Mary pulled back, looking up into his green
gaze. Soft as the kiss had been, its effect on her was anything
but. She felt alive, every inch of skin tingling and sensitive. A
kiss hadn’t affected her that much in a very long time, maybe
ever.

Michael was smiling, rubbing her arms, and a
horrible thought struck her. “Michael, I’m only here for a few
days, and I’m sorry, but I don’t do vacation flings.”

“Who said that’s what I’m interested
in?”

Mary didn’t trust the warm feeling in her
belly, didn’t trust Michael, though he’d given her no reason to
distrust him.

“As far as I know, you might have a wife and
two kids in Dublin.”

Micahel’s lips twitched. “A wife and two
kids?”

“Maybe.”

“And my mother wouldn’t have said
something?”

“Why would she? We were just there having
tea.”

“No man can bring a pretty woman to tea without
his mother making a guest list for the wedding.”

“That’s…that’s…”

“That’s Irish Mammys for you.” A gust of wind
made her shiver and Michael pulled her against his chest. Mary went
willingly. “I want nothing from you, pretty Mary, that you aren’t
willing to give.”

“This is nuts.”

“It may be, but there’s something about you
that calls to me. I’ve not felt this before, and I’d be a fool to
ignore it. I’d like to spend more time with you.” Michael tipped
her chin up, their gazes locked. “I want to do far more than kiss
you.”
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Chapter Four

 


Mary’s heart overruled her head. They walked
back to his house and would have gone straight to the car if
Michael’s mother hadn’t called them in for sweet mince tart. As
soon as the plates were cleared, Michael jumped up, telling his
mother Mary was jet lagged and needed to rest and that he was
headed back to Dublin. Before she could say anything they were out
the door.

When they reached Glenncailty she ignored her
misgivings and took his hand, leading him through the castle to her
room. At the door she fumbled with the key, too aware of Michael’s
hands on her hips, his body warm and solid at her back.

“Let me.” He took the key from her, slid it
into the lock. A moment later they were in. Michael closed the
door. “Mary, I don’t want to rush you, or do anything you’re not
comfortable with.”

Her emotions had been through a roller coaster
today and she felt both fragile and strangely powerful. Maybe this
was a mistake. Ignoring her doubts and fears, she went with what
her heart wanted, and that was Michael.

Rather than replying in words she put her hands
on Michael’s shoulders and kissed him. She opened her mouth,
tracing the seam of his lips with her tongue. He tasted like sugar
and tea, and the stubble on his cheek abraded her. Michael started,
and for a moment she worried she’d been too aggressive, but his
arms wrapped around her hips, jerking her against him.

Their kiss deepened. She nipped his lower lip,
then sucked it gently. Michael’s tongue dipped into her mouth,
tasting her, possessing her. When they broke for air Michael’s
erection was pressed against her belly.

“I’ve just thought of something.” Michael
looked like he was in pain.

“What?”

“I don’t have a condom.”

“Oh. I’m on birth control. Have you been
tested?”

“Tested for what?”

Mary’s smiled. “When was the last time you had
sex?”

“Not that long ago…”

Mary tipped her head, giving him a skeptical
look. Michael blew out a breath. “Five years. It’s been five
years.”

“Oh, that’s just sad.”

“No need to tell me.”

“I’m clean and I’d say that with my birth
control we’re safe enough.”

Michael cupped her face, his thumbs caressing
her cheeks. “Mary Callahan, you’re not the type of woman a man
should rush to the bedroom.”

Something in her melted at his words. He saw
her as something unique and beautiful—saw her in a way no other man
in her life had.

“Michael Baker, I’m the kind of woman who knows
what she wants.”

“And what you do want, pretty Mary?”

“You.” She kissed him.

Primal awareness of him tingled through her.
His kiss made her feel alive and wanton. His hands were at her
waist and when she leaned away his hands slid down to her ass.
Catching the hem of his jumper she pulled it and the shirt below up
enough to touch his bare belly. Muscles rippled under her fingers
and Mary wanted to lick him, bite him, make him feel what she
did.

Michael’s hands were on her ass, hiking her up.
She wrapped her legs around him, her skirt riding up to her hips.
She was wearing tights, but they didn’t feel like much of a barrier
as he lowered her to the bed. Reaching for her waistband she
prepared to help him with her clothes, but he stopped
her.

“Let me,” he whispered.

Starting at her toes he stripped her—removing
her boots, then reaching under her skirt for her tights. When her
legs were bare he kissed the top of each foot, then rested her
right heel on his shoulder as he nibbled and licked her
ankle.

Her toes curled. She could feel the simple,
soft touch along every nerve ending in her body.

She had never been so aroused so quickly
before.

“Michael, I want you, now.”

“And I want you—” He lifted her from the bed
and stood her up before taking a seat. “—to take off the rest of
your clothes.”

Mary stepped back, ducking her head as a little
curl of embarrassment dampened her arousal. She was pretty enough,
but her belly wasn’t exactly ab-model worthy, her thighs were too
fat and she hadn’t had a bikini wax in weeks.

“Mary, take off your clothes.”

His words pierced her, and before her
insecurities could gain the upper hand she unbuttoned her sweater.
Holding it closed over her breasts she looked at him through her
lashes.

Michael sat on the bed, legs spread, hands
gripping his knees. His gaze was hooded, focused on her.

Slowly, she removed her sweater, revealing the
camisole beneath. She could tell that he was fighting to hold
still, fighting to keep from touching her, and she wanted to make
him lose control.

Rather than pulling the camisole off she slid
the straps down her arms. Catching them with her fingers she tugged
so the fabric inched down her breasts, revealing the smooth satin
of her bra. When the camisole was bunched around her waist she
reached for the side zip of her skirt, again moving slowly,
deliberately. Once unzipped it didn’t fall, but stayed up, loose
around her waist but still covering her.

Michael made a noise low in his throat as he
jerked forward, as if he’d grab her, but at the last minute he
settled back.

Mary took her bunched camisole and pulled it
off. She gave her hair a little shake, feeling the long tendrils
touching her back. Balancing her forearms on top of her head she
looked at Michael. His gaze wandered up her belly to her breasts,
then to her face.

“You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever
seen.”

Mary closed her eyes. It was nothing more than
a cheesy line, one she should have laughed away. But instead it
struck her like an arrow to the heart—she believed that she was the
most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and she loved him for
it.

Opening her eyes she took a breath, then rocked
her weight from foot to foot, her hips swaying, until her skirt
gave up its tenuous hold and fell to the floor.

There was a beat, a moment when they regarded
each other—her nearly naked, standing before him like an offering,
Michael a barely restrained force of nature.

Then the silence broke. Michael shot up from
the bed. Taking her by the hips he kissed her hard and deep. His
cock was hot, even through his jeans, against her belly. Mary
linked her arms behind his neck and curled one leg over his
hip.

His hands found and undid the clasp of her bra,
then slid down her back. His fingers dipped under her panties,
cupping her ass. Mary pressed herself against him, wanting to feel
the heat and power of him.

Michael broke the kiss, pulled her bra off and
cupped her bare breasts. The cool air of the room contrasted with
the heat of his hands. Thumbs rubbed her nipples, rolling them as
she made small sounds of arousal she was only barely aware of. Mary
grabbed his wrists, wanting to stop him, wanting it to never stop,
wanting him to pinch and pull.

Michael did neither. Dropping to his knees he
nipped the flesh below her belly button, then bent his head and
licked the seam of her sex through her panties.

Gasping, Mary grabbed him, grinding herself
against his face. She realized what she was doing and released him,
trying to pull back, but he didn’t let her. Holding her by the ass
Michael worked her with his tongue, each stroke pressing the fabric
deeper into the folds of her sex.

“More, please. Michael, I need
more.”

He rose and lifted her, carrying her the few
steps to the bed where he lay her down, then came down on top of
her. Catching her panties in his hands he dragged them down and
off. Now she lay before him totally naked, while he was still
wearing his pants.

When she reached for him, he evaded her,
sliding down her body to lie between her legs. Mary spread her
thighs and his fingers parted the lips of her sex. Warm breath
fanned her clit and he rubbed her labia, the touch pleasant, but
not enough to ease the ache inside her. Frustrated, she grabbed his
head, raising her hips until his nose, lips and chin were pressed
against her. The stubble on his chin was rough, but she liked it.
She wanted rough, she wanted him to take her, own her, make her
believe that she was the most beautiful woman in the
world.

She must have said some of what she was
thinking because he lifted his head just enough to murmur, “If
that’s what you’d like.”

Teeth abraded her clit, sending shards of
pleasure ripping though her. Capturing the nub with his teeth he
licked her with short, hard strokes. Mary thrashed against the bed,
her hands pulling at the duvet.

One finger found the entrance to her body and
thrust in. That was what she’d been waiting for, what her body had
been craving—the penetration. An orgasm rocked her, but even as she
clenched her teeth she wanted more. She didn’t want his finger in
her, she wanted his cock filling her, wanted to look into his eyes
as he took her.

Michael pulled back, his lips and chin wet from
her sex. Kneeling up he looked at her. His chest was hard with
muscle, his arms strong and toned. When he climbed off the bed to
take off his pants Mary followed him, dropping to her
knees.

As he kicked his way out of his pants Mary
examined his cock—it was thick and long, so hard it was standing up
almost to his belly. Grabbing him in one hand she licked the tip,
tasting him.

“Mary,” he groaned hands in fists at his side.
“I won’t last if you do that.”

Ignoring his words she took him into her mouth.
It was tight, her jaw starting to ache almost immediately, but she
liked this—being on her knees for him, pleasuring him. After only a
few strokes of her tongue on his captured cock Michael pulled
away.

“On the bed,” he rasped out.

Mary scrambled up, but she wasn’t fast enough
for Michael who caught her and flipped her over onto her back.
Hands hooked under her knees, he pulled her to the edge. The bed
was tall enough that her sex was lined up with his cock and he
wasted no time taking advantage of that.

She wrapped her legs around him as he braced
his hands on either side of her.

“Look at me, Mary.”

She met his gaze and he pressed forward, the
tip of his cock finding her entrance and sliding in. Pleasure
rippled though her and she closed her eyes, relishing the feeling,
but Michael didn’t let her hide from him.

“Open your eyes Mary, look at me.”

Again she met his gaze, and that was as
intimate as his cock sliding into her until he was buried to the
hilt.

“Michael.” She touched his face as he began
thrusting.

He kissed her palm, then slid an arm under her
and lifted her toward the center of the bed. In the next breath he
was back inside of her, now kneeling on the bed rather than
standing. He came down over her, his chest brushing her nipples,
one hand cradling her head. Mary kissed his neck as he rocked into
her with gentle strokes.

Pressure was building inside her, and soon the
gentleness wasn’t enough. She dug her nails into his back, his ass,
urging him on, demanding more. Lifting himself onto his elbows
Michael pumped into her harder, deeper.

“Michael, oh yes.”

“Mine,” he said. “You’re mine.”

The words barely registered as Mary came, her
body clenching around him, her toes curling, her body straining
under him. Michael took a fistful of her hair and pressed his
forehead to hers as he shuddered through his own orgasm.

When it was over Mary lay panting underneath
him. Some distant part of her was processing everything that had
been said and done and beginning to worry about what it all meant,
but for now she could ignore it, letting herself be coaxed under
the covers were Michael joined her.

As his bare skin touched hers a fresh, if
muted, spike of desire went though her. Mary turned, brushing her
breasts against his hands. Michael cupped the firm mounds, thumbs
lazily toying with her nipples.

“Can you come again?” he asked
quietly.

Mary blushed, but answered, “I don’t know, I
never have before, but I…I still want you.”

“Good.”

Michael rose and took one nipple in his mouth,
the other between his fingers. Mary closed her eyes. Oh yes, with
this man it would never be enough. She wanted more. Now…and
forever.

 


 


~~~~

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Mary woke a few hours later. The room was dark
and there was a large male form pressed against her. There was a
moment of disorientation and she held still. Instead of the
anticipated self-loathing or embarrassment she felt content.
Smiling, she cuddled closer to Michael, delighted with the feeling.
It wasn’t as if she hadn’t slept beside her past lovers, but with
Michael it wasn’t awkward or uncomfortable. He was on his side next
to her, an arm and a leg thrown over her, holding and protecting
her.

Closing her eyes Mary tired to go back to
sleep, but her body registered a protest. As sexy as it was to have
him cuddling her like this, his leg was pressing on her
bladder.

Sliding carefully out from under him Mary
tiptoed to the bathroom. As she washed her hands she caught sight
of herself in the mirror. Her normally straight hair was a sexy
mess, and she could see faint red spots on her neck where his
stubble had abraded her. She was grinning.

She forced her lips into a straight line, but
the smile was still there in her eyes. Laughing a little at herself
she turned off the light before opening the door and tiptoeing back
to the bed. Michael had thrown the covers off and his bare chest
gleamed in the moonlight that spilled in the window.

“I thought you’d run off,” Michael grumbled
sleepily as Mary climbed in beside him.

She slid against his warmth, comfortable with
him in a way she hadn’t been with other lovers, even those she’d
been with for months.

“Run off? Hardly. I’m hoping to get some more
out of you.”

His teeth shone in the darkness as he smiled.
“Enjoyed yourself, did you?”

“Fishing for compliments?”

“Ah well, a man needs to know he pleased his
woman.”

She wanted to roll her eyes at the “his woman”
comment, but it sent a little thrill through her.

“Your woman?” She stroked his arm as he draped
it over her torso. “And how did a guy from a little Irish village
end up being such a good lover anyway?”

“You wouldn’t want me to tell tales out of
school.” He waggled his eyebrows at her.

“No, but I might send those other women
flowers.”

At that he laughed, a warm, deep chuckle.
Mary’s lips twitched in response and she kissed his
shoulder.

The arm across her chest moved and his hand
cupped her breast, fingers gently rolling her nipple.

“Michael,” she whispered, not sure if it was a
protest or a plea. Despite being well and thoroughly satisfied only
hours earlier, she was instantly aroused by his touch.

“Yes, pretty Mary?”

Rather than answer with words she parted her
legs a bit. Michael propped himself up on one elbow to suckle her
breast while his hand moved down her belly to her sex. When his
fingers slid between her pussy lips she closed her thighs on his
hand, holding him still against her.

“Ah now, how can I pleasure you like
that?”

Throwing his leg over one of hers he pulled his
hand free from the apex of her thighs and pushed her other leg
away, forcing them to part. Demanding access to her most intimate
place. That rough handling was replaced by gentler, more seductive
touches as fingers danced up and down the seam of her sex and he
whispered against her breast, telling her how beautiful she was,
how much he wanted her.

Two fingers pressed into her as Michael lifted
his head and took her lips in a kiss. His tongue entered her mouth
in mimicry of his fingers thrusting into her sex. Mary lifted her
arms, curling them around his neck but he broke the kiss to say,
“No, put you hands on the pillow, above your head. I want to
pleasure you without distractions.”

Licking her lips she did as he said, her sex
clenching around him in arousal from the command.

“I want you to stay like that.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Well then I’d have to do something to punish
you, wouldn’t I?” He withdrew his hand from her sex.

Mary arched her hips, not wanting to lose that
contact, that pleasure. “I’ll be good,” she gasped.

“You’ll be more than good.”

Once more he kissed her, fingers returning to
their place buried deep within her. His hand shifted as he curled
his fingers, increasing the pressure. He started thrusting with his
hand in that position and Mary had to bite back a scream as his
fingertips rubbed her g-spot.

That was what she assumed it was, the throbbing
pleasure deep within her. No one had ever touched her there,
pleasured her that way before.

“Can you come from just this?”

“I...I don’t know. I don’t think
so.”

“Oh I think you will, pretty Mary.” Lips
plucked at her nipple before teeth gently tugged the tight
bud.

Each small thrust of his hand rubbed his curled
fingers over the sensitive flesh deep inside her as his mouth
tormented her nipples. The pressure within her built until she was
desperate for a release. She hovered there, on the edge of
something wonderful.

“Michael, please, I’m so close,” she
gasped.

He raised his head, meeting her gaze. His hand
withdrew and then he was kneeling between her legs, his cock
brushing her clit as he positioned himself at the entrance to her
body.

He thrust in and Mary came. The filling
pressure of his cock was all she needed to release the coiled
tension within her. Wrapping her arms around Michael, she clung to
him, biting his shoulder to stifle her screams of pleasure. As her
orgasm faded he thrust hard and fast, until he too came, his
panting breath loud in her ear.

When they were done Michael rolled off
her.

Mary shifted, pointing her toes and stretching
her arms up to the headboard. Her stomach rumbled.

Pressing her hands over her belly Mary looked
at Michael.

“Hungry?” he asked.

“Must be.”

“It’s been a long time since we
ate.”

Mary felt alive and full of energy, despite the
fact that it was the middle of the night. “Let’s go find food.” She
rolled over the top of Michael—who grunted—to get out of bed. “Come
on.”

“Where is it you think we’ll get food at this
hour?”

“I don’t know.” Mary zipped into the bathroom.
When she came out she went to the dresser and grabbed the castle
map she’d been given at check in. “I think they said something
about snacks or refreshments in one of these rooms.”

Michael groaned and rolled over, showing no
indication in joining in her middle-of-the night
adventure.

Rather than being put off, Mary slapped him on
the butt.

Propping himself up on one elbow Michael looked
at her. “Are you always this feisty at four A.M.?”

“Only after really great sex,” she assured him.
“Are you coming with me?”

“Of course, I wouldn’t let you go out
alone.”

There it was again, that little thrill. When
they were both dressed Mary took Michael’s hand and dragged him out
into the hall. As in any hotel the lights were on, making it hard
to tell day from night, except that this hotel hallway ended in a
stone wall, set with a narrow window. The sky outside was deep blue
and studded with stars.

“I can’t believe I’m wandering Glenncailty at
night. Don’t ever tell my mother that we did this.” Michael yawned
as they closed the door.

“Tell your mom you lied about going to Dublin
and instead came here to have mind-blowing sex with me? I wasn’t
planning on it.”

“Ah, well, don’t tell her that either, but I
was going to say don’t tell her that we’re wandering around
Glenncailty Castle at night. When I was young the castle was
forbidden ground.”

“Why?”

“It was falling apart. A girl from a nearby
town fell through the floor and died while I was away at
Trinity.”

“Oh my God.” Mary stopped on the stairs and
looked at Michael. “That’s terrible.”

“It was, God rest her. And it’s also
haunted.”

Mary rolled her eyes. “Really?
Haunted?”

“Now Mary Callahan, despite the accent, you’re
Irish and you should know better than to dismiss
ghosts.”

Mary flashed back to that moment the night
before, when she thought she’d seen something in the corner of her
room, but shook her head. They stopped in the glass hallway that
connected the east and main wings, looking up at the field of stars
above them. Mary rested her head on Michael’s shoulder.

“It’s beautiful here.” The night was still and
cold above them, but Michael was warm and strong at her
back.

“It is. The sky in Ireland, both day and night,
is like nothing else.”

“I wish my grandparents had come.”

“Why didn’t they?”

“They said it’s because they didn’t want to
travel, but they fly all the time to go on cruises. I think it’s
hard for them, remembering my parents.”

“This is your home, and theirs, if they want
it. If you want it.”

Mary took a breath, a bit of her giddy mood
fading at his serious words. “I think I’m starting to understand
that.”

The foyer had a few lights on, though there was
no one there. A sign with an emergency number sat on the
registration desk. Following the map they went through the hallway
on the opposite side of the foyer. They found the formal front room
indicated on the map, but it was sadly devoid of snacks.

“We could go play snooker,” Michael
said.

“Play what?”

They went to the Billiard Room where Mary
showed off her skill with a pool cue. It would have been better if
it had been an actual pool table, instead of a snooker table which
was larger and had rails—cushions as they were—and twenty-two balls
in addition to the smooth white cue ball.

After the tenth time she’d bumped him while he
was trying to make his shot Michael lay down his cue and grabbed
her.

“Sorry, sorry,” she laughed.

“No, you’re not.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Still hungry?”

She shrugged. “We can get breakfast in the
morning room starting in a few hours. I can wait.”

“In Chicago, can you go out and get food any
time?”

“Of course.”

“Well, we have that in Dublin.”

There was a hesitation in his voice she hadn’t
heard before. Mary licked her lip, wondering where this was going.
“I liked Dublin.”

“I’d like to show you around—not the tourist
places, but real Dublin. I think you’d love it.”

“I...I’m sure I would.” Mary was having trouble
breathing. Was he implying what she thought he was, or was she so
in-lust with him that she was hearing things that weren’t
there?

Michael rubbed the back of his neck, a line
between his brows. Trying to get away from the serious direction
their conversation had taken, Mary busied herself putting away the
snooker equipment. “So we’ll eat in a couple of hours.”

As she bent to slide the tray of balls into the
slot on the underside of the table Michael ran his hand over her
ass. “I can think of something to do until then.”

“Oh really?” She straightened and faced him,
twining her arms around his neck. “What’s that?”

Michael regarded her solemnly. “We should go
get books about gardening and read them.”

“Of course.” Mary matched his tone. “My Irish
flora knowledge is sadly lacking.”

“Or we could do this.” He kissed her until Mary
was ready to lie back on the snooker table and have him fuck her on
the green baize. Michael must have felt the same because he pulled
away, grinning at her. “We should go.”

“Mmmhmm.”

Together they started back the way they came.
For a moment Mary thought she heard something. Stopping, she looked
back at the door they hadn’t gone through at the far end of the
hall. A small plaque on it said “West Wing” and below that a range
of room numbers. It sounded like there was someone on the other
side of the door.

“I think we woke someone up,” she whispered,
suddenly uneasy, and urged Michael on.

As they crossed the foyer something caught her
eye. Mary again turned, this time looking at the grand main
staircase. The sweeping double staircase was dark wood. The second
and third floors of this building were—according to her map—still
under renovation.

“Michael did you see something?”

He stopped, muscles in his arm hard and tense
under her fingers. “Where?”

“There, at the top of the stairs. I thought I
saw...”

Mary blinked but there was nothing
there.

“Mary?”

“Must have been my imagination.” She turned to
Michael, a smile on her face, but he was white as a sheet…as if
he’d just seen a ghost.

 


Michael had never understood the phrase frozen
with horror until that moment.

At the top of the stairs was the outline of a
figure. The apparition seemed to be made of nothing more than
smoke, and waved as if in a breeze.

Mary’s touched his cheek. “Michael?” Mary
looked over her shoulder, following the direction of his gaze, but
she didn’t react to the gray-mist figure coming towards
them.

“Michael what’s wrong?”

He found his voice, struggling to remain calm.
Thirty seconds must have passed, but the thing was still there, and
it was definitely heading toward them. “Nothing, except one of
Glenncailty’s ghosts wants to meet you. I’m thinking we should go
now.”

“A ghost? Really?” She looked both hopeful and
skeptical. She turned to the stairs again, and this time she froze,
her fingers clamping down around his. “Michael, there’s a
ghost!”

He said simply, “Run.”

They bolted across the floor towards the heavy
front doors. He shoved at them, but they were locked.

“Is it dangerous?” Mary gasped, looking back at
the ghost.

“No.”

“Then why are we running?”

Michael didn’t answer. He didn’t really know
why they were running. It wasn’t that he thought the ghost would
hurt them. It was more that he didn’t want to come into contact
with a remnant of the castle’s past.

The doors wouldn’t budge, so Michael started
inching along the wall. “There has to be an emergency exit or
something.”

Mary was pressed against his side, body turned
so she could watch the ghost that was still moving towards
them.

“Come on.” Michael led her back toward her
room. As they dashed though the hallways Michael kept checking
behind them. When they reached the small foyer at the foot of the
east wing stairs, where the door to the pub was, they
stopped.

Michael looked at Mary. Her eyes were wide and
dark.

“I can’t believe we saw a ghost. A real
ghost!”

“Are you happy?” Michael asked
suspiciously.

“Not happy, but it’s pretty cool.”

Michael shook his head. “The people who died in
Glenncailty did not have happy lives.”

Even in the dim light he could see the flush to
her cheeks. “Of course. That was insensitive of me.”

Michael immediately felt like a jerk. “I didn’t
mean to make you—”

“Michael.” This time her whisper was thick with
fear. He turned. The ghost was in the glass hallway, less than ten
feet behind them.

No longer a wisp of smoke, the ghost was taking
shape. He could see the head and shoulders, the hint of arms and
legs. Without stopping to question his instinct Michael grabbed
Mary’s hand and pulled her under the stairs, where the faint green
glow of the emergency exit sign guided them out. Slamming the door
open Michael pulled her into the gardens at the rear of the castle.
Their breath steamed from their mouths as they stumbled through the
plants.

“Michael, what about the other people in the
hotel? Should we warn them about the ghost?”

“My phone, and my keys, are in your
room.”

“There must be someone around.”

Michael took a breath, hoping his heart would
stop beating so loudly. Then he’d be able to think. He smiled,
doing his best to hide his worry from Mary. They should be fine now
that they were outside, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that the
ghost had been looking at Mary.

“Seamus—Seamus O’Muircheartaigh,” he said as
his breathing evened out. “My mother said he lives in the old
dowager house at the back of the gardens.”

“Who’s Seamus?”

“The master of the castle.”

Mary followed him as he picked his way through
the garden until they found one of the crushed stone paths. The
followed it until he caught a glimpse of rooftops on the other side
of the garden’s rear wall. “There it is.”

As they stepped off the path a growl stopped
them.

“What was that?” Mary’s words were nothing more
than a breath.

Michael pushed her behind him, scanning the
shadows for the source of the sound. Finally he saw it—a massive
wolfhound, its shoulder nearly as tall as Michael’s
waist.

“Is that a wolf?”

“No, it’s a wolfhound.” Michael tried to relax,
if only to calm Mary. “Seamus has wolfhounds, it’s a tradition with
the Lord of Glenncailty.”

“Is it…dangerous?”

Michael was about to say no when the hound came
out of the shadows into a patch of moonlight. The silver beast was
translucent, his paws leaving the grass unbent.

“That’s, that’s…” Mary stuttered.

At the rear of the main building was a terrace
with a set of double doors leading into the breakfast room. The
terrace was empty except for a few urns of flowers, but as Mary and
Michael stood there staring at the ghostly beast the doors
opened.

“Look, there’s someone coming out.” Mary
started forward, skirting the wolfhound, which had stopped under a
tree ten feet from them.

“Mary, wait.” Though the doors were open there
were no lights on in the room beyond. It didn’t feel
right.

The silvery figure appeared on the terrace. As
Michael watched the still-vague outline resolved into that of a
woman, appearing more solid as it left the building.

Mary gasped. “It’s a woman.”

“I’ve heard people talk about seeing a female
ghost.”

“Michael, I think I know her.”

Cold slid down Michael’s back. He grabbed
Mary’s shoulders, tried to turn her away from the ghost but she
shrugged out of his hold.

“I know her, Michael.”

“No, Mary. She’s a ghost, someone who died a
long time ago. You don’t know her.”

Mary took a few steps forward, as if she were
going to greet the ghost. Michael grabbed her around the waist.
“Mary, stop.”

She didn’t reply.

“Mary, I need you to stay with me.”

Iníon.

The word floated on the breeze, faint yet
distinct.

Michael looked at the terrace to see that the
ghost had twisted to face them. He could see the woman’s features
now—nose, chin and eyes were distinct.

“I need to go up there.” Mary looked up, her
face silver in the moonlight. “I need to listen to her. She has to
tell me something.”

Michael smoothed Mary’s hair back from her
face. “Don’t listen to her, listen to me. Stay with me.”

Michael had never been more truly afraid than
he was in that moment. Whatever that thing was it had some kind of
hold on Mary.

“Mary my love, I need you to wake up.” Michael
cupped her face, stroking it with shaking fingers. Out of
desperation he kissed her. It was a move right out of a fairy tale,
but it seemed like a better option than slapping her.

To his unending shock, it worked.

“Michael, is this really the time or place for
a make-out session?”

She sounded more disgruntled than possessed.
Her voice had lost the strange intensity of a moment
ago.

“Mary?”

“Yes?”

“You’re okay.”

“Of course I’m okay. Why wouldn’t I
be?”

“No idea. Oh wait, maybe it’s because you’re
chatting with a ghost.”

“I’m not talking to her, not really. I
just…know what she wants. We’re not in danger, Michael.”

He certainly didn’t believe that, but Mary
sounded absolutely sure of it. He wrapped his arms around her as
they watched the ghost.

Iníon.

He heard it again, and though the ghost’s lips
didn’t move he knew she was the one who’d spoken. He looked down at
Mary and with a click understood why the ghost had followed
them.

“Who is she?” Mary laid her cheek on his chest
as she looked at the ghostly figure.

A cloud passed in front of the moon, dampening
what little light there was. In the darkness the woman seemed to
glow. She wore rags, and thick chains hung from manacles at her
wrists.

“The servant girl,” Michael answered. “There
were always stories about people who’d seen a woman wearing rags
and chains wandering the halls. Sometimes they see her with a
broom, as if she were still cleaning.”

“Can we help her?”

“I don’t know.”

They stood there, unsure what to do. Michael
felt better out here in the open than he had inside the castle, but
the figure was just standing there, as if she were waiting for
something. If she were waiting for Mary to come up there she’d be
waiting a long time. Though Mary said it wasn’t dangerous, Michael
didn’t want her any closer to the ghost than they were
now.

“Look!”

Mary pointed at the ghostly wolfhound. The
animal headed for the terrace. The woman’s head turned to watch it
come. As the wolf approached, the woman seemed to deteriorate, her
dress shredding, long black lines appearing on her arms and
face.

“What’s happening to her?” Mary asked in
horror.

“I don’t know, but I think those are cuts, or
scars.” Michael was born and raised in Glenncailty, and he knew
that the castle’s history was dark and tragic, but if that girl
really were a ghost of someone who had once lived here than it
seemed even the darkest tales only touched on the true horror of
this place’s past.

The dog glided up the steps to stand beside the
girl. She turned to look at them, and Michael instinctively pushed
Mary behind him. The ghost’s mouth opened, her eyes sinking into
her head. Michael had to fight the urge to run. What had been a
bedraggled woman was now a mangled horror. Her jaw moved and he
realized she was talking. He heard, though only faintly, snippets
of words, all spoken in Irish.

Before Michael could translate what she’d said
a second figure appeared from the gardens. As they watched it walk
towards the girl Michael got the strangest feeling that he was
watching a play—that the ghosts’ appearance had nothing to do with
him or Mary. They’d walked in on something that had happened long
before they were born and might continue long after they were
dead.

The second figure, a wavering outline without
the detail of the woman, mounted the steps to the terrace. It
stopped before the girl, who had returned to her previous state—no
more gaping wounds or eye-less sockets.

“He loves her.”

Michael looked to the side to where Mary was
peaking out from behind his back. “What?”

The figures embraced, for a moment becoming a
single silver mass, before they separated. The new ghost turned and
glided away, leaving the woman and the dog alone.

“He loves her, but he’s leaving her there, and
she’s hurting.” Mary’s words were laced with sadness.

The moon emerged from behind the cloud,
flooding the garden in pale light.

The ghosts were gone.

Mary looked up at Michael. She seemed as
stunned as he felt.

“Are you okay?” he asked, stroking her
hair.

“I am. I was scared for a moment, but more than
scared I’m sad for her, and for him.” Mary shivered.

“Let’s go inside.”
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Chapter Six

 


The door they’d exited had locked behind them,
but as they were circling the building looking for a way in the
first of the kitchen staff arrived. After hearing a few minutes of
their rambling story about ghosts he called the guest services
manager. Ten minutes later they were seated on a couch in the
formal front room with mugs of tea and the promise of
scones.

“Was that the man you told me
about?”

Michael looked at Mary, confused by her
question. “What man?”

“You told me that story when we saw the statue
in Cailtytown about the man who got rid of the first Lord of
Glenncailty. Maybe that was him. You said he had a dog kill the
lord when he was hurting a woman. There was a man, a woman and a
wolfhound. Maybe the woman the lord was hurting was the man’s wife,
or girlfriend.”

Michael stared at her in shock. He hadn’t seen
enough of the second ghost to identify it as a man, but Mary seemed
certain. Though he’d experienced the same thing she had, he hadn’t
really tried to understand what was happening. His main concern had
been keeping her safe.

“If that’s true than I’m sad for both of them,”
he said. “They can’t have had peaceful lives if they’re still here,
wandering the grounds of the castle.”

“It is sad, because he loved her. I know it
sounds crazy but I could tell that he loved her.”

“Ms. Callahan, I’m so sorry.” Sorcha bustled
in. Despite the fact that she’d probably been pulled out of bed she
was impeccably dressed in a suit with her nametag in place. “The
kitchen is bringing you some breakfast momentarily.”

Sorcha took a seat across from the couch where
they were. “Please, tell me what happened.”

Taking turns they explained what they saw.
Sorcha’s frown deepened as they spoke. “I’m so sorry. Ms. Callahan,
we’d be happy to help you move to a different hotel, and we will
refund your stay.”

Mary laced her fingers with Michael’s. “I don’t
want to go.”

“You don’t?”

“No, it was more sad than scary.”

The redhead looked skeptical for a moment,
before her face smoothed into a smile. “Well, we’d like to comp
your room last night, and this evening we’ll have staff at the
registration desk all night, if you need anything.”

“Thank you.” Mary nodded.

Sorcha left to check on their food and bring
fresh tea. Michael pulled Mary against his side.

“Are you sure you’re okay in the hotel
tonight?”

“Yes, though it would be nice if I had someone
to keep me company.” She fluttered her lashes at him.

Michael laughed. “That I can do, pretty Mary.”
He kissed her, but pulled away quickly. “I think I know why we saw
the ghost.”

****

“You do?” That wasn’t what she’d expected him
to say.

“Did you hear a voice last night? Before the
second ghost showed up?”

Mary thought back. “I did, but it was just one
word.”

“I think it was the ghost talking. Talking to
you.”

“Well I could tell—or at least I thought I
could—that she didn’t want to hurt us. She was trying to warn us
about something.”

“No us. You.”

“Me? Why?”

“The ghost said iníon. The ghost called
you iníon.”

Mary shook her head. “I don’t remember what
that means.”

“Iníon means ‘daughter’ in Irish. The
ghost called you ‘daughter.’”

Mary felt her mouth drop open. She met
Michael’s gaze, expecting him to laugh and tell her he was kidding,
but he was serious.

“So that ghost was…”

“You great, great, great, many greats later,
grandmother.”

Mary shook her head. Somehow this information
was more alarming than the ghost had been.

“That’s not possible.”

“Why not? The Callahans have been in the glen
as long as anyone can remember. The Callahans, the Donnovans and a
few others are names as old or older than Glenncailty.”

“That wasn’t random last night. The ghost was
looking for me.” Mary shook her head. It felt like Chicago and her
life there were worlds away from this pretty, haunted
place.

“Yes.”

“And she was trying to warn me about
something.”

“Do you have any idea what?”

For a moment Mary thought of the voices she’d
heard coming from behind the door to the west wing, but she shook
her head. “No, I don’t know.” Her lips twitched with a smile.
“Maybe she was trying to warn me about you, Michael.”

“Warn you not to let such a fine man get away.”
Michael wiggled his eyebrows and Mary laughed. Then his face grew
serious. “Welcome home, Mary Callahan. It seems Glenncailty has
been waiting for you.”

Mary absorbed that, taking a deep breath. She
was part of this place, and it was part of her—she felt that,
believed that, now more than ever. What that meant for her future
she didn’t know.

Had she really met him only two days ago? Those
days had been full of emotional highs and lows, even before their
encounter with the ghosts. She thought he’d been giving off signals
as if he was interested in something more from her, with her, but
she didn’t trust that she’d interpreted his actions
correctly.

They were silent for a moment before Mary asked
the question she’d been dreading.

“What are we doing, Michael?”

Michael put down his cup of tea. His eyes were
shadowed from lack of sleep, and she could tell he was tired—same
as she was. He took her hand, shifting on the couch to face her. In
the early morning light his hair was a gold halo around him, his
eyes a clear green. “I like you, Mary.”

She braced herself for the brush off, prepared
herself to smile and laugh and pretend it was okay.

“I’ve never met a woman I wanted the way I want
you. I’ve never been so drawn to someone as I am to you, and I’m
not ready to say goodbye.”

Warmth filled her and she exhaled, closing her
eyes as relief and happiness spread through her.

“I was hoping you’d say that,” she
admitted.

“I didn’t want to scare you. It seems mad to
tell a woman you’ve only just met that you’re falling in love with
her.”

“I feel the same about you.” Mary laced her
fingers with his. “I don’t know if we’ll be able to make it work,
but I want to be with you. You make me feel…beautiful and
special.”

“You are both those things, and more, to
me.”

Mary looked into his eyes, and it clicked. She
was home. In this place, with this man, she was truly
home.

As the sun rose higher, flooding the room with
light, Michael cupped her head, drawing her to him for a slow, soft
kiss.

They rested their foreheads together. “Are we
really going to do this?” she asked, more scared now than she’d
been when faced with the ghosts.

“Yes. We’ll stay here tonight, and then we’ll
go to Dublin. I want to show you the city, and when it’s time for
you to go home I’ll take vacation and go with you. I’d like to meet
your grandparents.”

“And after that?”

“As Yeats says, ‘Life is a long preparation for
something that never happens.’”

Her lips twitched in a smile.
“Meaning?”

“Meaning that after that we’ll live, pretty
Mary, we’ll live and be happy.”

Dawn blanketed the gray stones of Glenncailty,
pushing back the shadows, and the ghosts, with the clean light of
day.

 


 


~~~~

 


 



Epilogue

 


Sorcha dropped into her desk chair. Her hands
were shaking. Clenching them into fists she stared at the phone,
wondering what she should do. This wasn’t the first time one of
Glenncailty’s guests had seen a ghost, and after what had happened
to her friend and roommate Caera, Sorcha was starting to worry that
the castle wasn’t safe.

Someone had warned her—tried to warn her—two
years ago when the castle first opened, but she hadn’t listed. Now
she was afraid she might have put people at risk by ignoring that
warning. Elizabeth, the hotel manager, needed to know about this
latest incident, as did Seamus, the owner. But before she explained
her fears to them she needed to understand exactly how great the
danger was. As far as she knew the ghosts had only harmed one
person, but it seemed that last night Mary Callahan and Michael
Baker had come close.

There was a knock at the door. “Sorcha? We need
you, I can’t find a reservation.”

Rising from her chair, Sorcha put her best
greet-the-guests smile on and followed Kristina to the front desk,
making a mental note to come back to the problem of the
ghosts.

Before she did anything, she had to talk to
Sean Donnovan.

 


 


~~~~
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The Harp and the Fiddle, Glenncailty
Castle Book One

The Fire and the Earth, Glenncailty
Castle Book Two (May, 2013)

 


Keep reading for an excerpt from The Harp
and the Fiddle.
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The Harp and the Fiddle

by Lila Dubois

 


Caera Cassidy has spent two years building the
historic—and haunted—Glenncailty Castle into one of the most
sought-after hotels and performance venues in Ireland. But she
can’t say it’s her dream. She lost that years ago when what she
thought was love led her to a dark place not even her music could
reach.

Once in a while, though, it’s safe to pretend.
And that’s what she’s doing when she plays her harp on the empty
stage in the castle’s theater.

When American folk musician Tim Wilcox spots
the mysterious woman at the front of the theater, he’s enraptured.
Not only by her virtuoso skill and ethereal voice, but by her dark
beauty—and the shadows in her blue eyes when she insists she’s no
musician.

Wary of repeating the mistakes of her past,
Caera tells herself she can indulge in the pleasure of Tim’s
company, his touch, without risking her heart. But she hadn’t
counted on Tim’s determination to convince her she’s worthy of her
gifts. Or on lingering souls who live in the castle, who are
growing restless, ready to warn her that deadly mistakes are not
meant to be repeated…
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An excerpt from The Harp and the
Fiddle
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Chapter One: The Fiddle
Meets The Harp

 


At the edge of the castle grounds, where the
gardens gave way to mowed grass, but before the wild tangles of
bramble that skirted the tree line, a large stone barn with a
pitched roof and dovecote stood tall and proud in the afternoon
sun. It was called Finn’s Stable, though no one knew or remembered
why. It simply was. It had been half fallen down when Caera took on
the job of special events manager at Glenncailty Castle. Two years
ago, the castle had been a crumbling and dilapidated private
residence. Now the castle was renovated and the outbuildings of the
estate were coming to life, starting with her love, Finn’s
Stable.

Today the gravel and stone path than led to the
concert and event venue was clogged with trucks from RTE, Ireland’s
national broadcaster, as film and sound crews hauled equipment in
through the heavy wood doors. RTE was going to film a special event
in Finn’s Stable tomorrow night. Free Birds Fly was a concert with
some of the best young Irish musicians in the country. They’d be
performing traditional songs as well as their own original music.
There were even guest musicians coming from America and Australia,
both countries that owed much of their musical inheritance to their
Irish immigrants.

Between now and the doors opening tomorrow
night there were plenty of details for Caera and her team to
oversee, not the least of which was the layout.

“I could change it to a smaller stage in the
middle and have the audience seated all around. They’d be the
background.” Caera eyed the space as she mentally set up the
theater in the round.

“I don’t want to be forever editing the tape
looking for someone with fingers in their nose.” The producer from
RTE looked both bored and irritated. He’d made it clear that he
thought it was a waste to bring the event out to Glenncailty,
rather than hosting it in Dublin.

“What if you took down the drapes and filmed
during the day? The glen is beautiful.”

When they repaired the crumbling walls and
added a new wood roof, she’d opted to replace one of the short
walls with glass, offering an unrestricted view of the woods behind
the stable. She wanted a way to let in the late summer sun and
allow people see the wild beauty of the unmanicured wood. Normally
the windows were a prized backdrop, providing either a view of the
green glen or the black of night. Finn’s Stable had become the
choice for ceilidhs and parties for those not only in the local
village, but in the surrounding parishes. Currently, the stage was
placed in front of the windows, opposite the stable doors. It had
never been a problem, and Caera had been applauded for her choice,
but according to the producer, windows were a difficult backdrop.
The RTE team had put hideous matte black curtains over the windows
on a frame of PVC pipe. Caera had to bite her tongue as they dulled
her sparkling gem of a venue.

“Neither of us wants the headache of changing
the time of the concert.” The producer for RTE, the national
broadcaster, crossed his arms. Caera pressed her lips together and
took a few steps to the side, resting her hand against the stone
wall of the stable-turned-event space. She was working very hard to
be polite to the man who hadn’t had a good word to say since he got
here.

“Maybe we can use the windows.” The producer
considered the pipe and drape. “We could light the trees outside
and angle the interior lights to minimize the reflection.” The
producer wandered away to talk to the lighting director he’d
brought.

Caera hesitated, wanting to go with him and
give her input, but knowing that to the Dubliners—Dubs—she was just
a country girl and what she said wouldn’t matter. It was hard to
step back and let them decide what to do. Tomorrow would be Finn’s
Stable’s first time on TV. She didn’t want them painting her baby
in a bad light.

“How’s it?” Rory Mac Gabhann, Caera’s assistant
director, asked. He was carrying two chairs, and behind him his
younger brother, Gerard, carried a few more.

“They’re going to take down the pipe and drape
over the window, I hope.” Caera pointed to where she wanted the
chairs. It seemed they’d be using the regular stage, so it was time
to get the chairs in place.

“Just as well, those black curtains look
hideous.” Rory smiled, his brown eyes sparkling.

“You’ll be quiet,” Caera said, giving him a
push towards the storage area, a strange cone-shaped addition off
one side of the stable that had once been a dovecote.

“It does look stupid, Miss Cassidy.” Gerard
tossed his head, the floppy waves of hair that covered his face
flipping back for a second, revealing eyes as melting as his older
brother’s. At fifteen, he was gangly and awkward, with none of his
brother’s finesse and smooth talking. Something for which all the
teenage girls in Cailtytown should be grateful.

“Well, don’t be saying that so loud,” she
admonished, tapping Gerard on the shoulder with the back of her
hand. “We wouldn’t want to offend them.”

“Offend the Dubs? Impossible. They’re so thick
nothing gets through to them.” Rory carried two more chairs
in.

“Rory Mac Gabhann.” Caera looked at the
television crew, who were a safe twenty feet away. “What would your
mammy think to hear you talk like that?”

“Want me to tell on him, Miss Cassidy?” Gerard
said, helpfully.

“Watch yourself, boy-o.” Little brother darted
out of the way of Rory’s swat, grinning.

“You watch, or I’ll tell Ma.”

“Both of you, stop.” Caera crossed her arms,
wishing once again that she were taller and more commanding. At
five-foot-four, she was shorter than everyone, even teenage Gerard,
and Rory towered over her. “Can we pretend we’re running a real
event venue, and not some country tra-la-la?”

Gerard had the grace to look sheepish, while
Rory just grinned. His gaze lingered on her a second too long, his
smile a fraction too intense. Caera turned away from it, as she
always had.

“Caera?”

The wide double doors opened and Elizabeth
Jefferies, manager of Glenncailty and Caera’s boss, slipped in.
Cold winter wind whirled in the door along with Elizabeth, catching
a few pieces of her blonde hair and making them dance.

Caera checked the TV crew, then made her way to
Elizabeth. As always, her boss carried what looked like an old,
hard-backed book but was really a case hiding her tablet
computer.

“Is everything in order?” Elizabeth’s words
were clipped, her English accent pronounced.

“We’re getting on well enough.” Caera checked
her watch. “We have twenty-four hours before the doors
open.”

“And ticket sales?”

“Sold out this morning.” With ten brilliant
musicians participating, selling the three hundred tickets Finn’s
Stable could seat shouldn’t have been a problem—if Glenncailty was
in a major city. They were in the countryside, two hours from
Dublin despite the new motorway, with only small villages nearby.
Cailtytown was the local village, and had a population of only five
hundred. Finding three hundred people out of those five hundred who
would pay the nearly €100 ticket price would be impossible. Caera
had thrown a lot into local advertising and marketing, and it had
paid off, with not a moment to spare.

“I’m pleased to hear it.” Elizabeth zipped open
her book-like case and started tapping on the flat screen of her
tablet. “Are there any other details I can assist you with?” With
her head bent over the tablet, Elizabeth seemed older than the
thirty-five she was rumored to be. Caera didn’t know much about the
Englishwoman, who never shared anything about herself or her life.
Whatever her personal story, she was a brilliant hotel manager and
had, in two short years, overseen the renovation and grand opening
of Glenncailty. She was also, as far as Caera knew, the only person
to ever have an actual conversation with Mr. O’Muircheartaigh, the
owner.

“Everything’s ready. Parking, signage,
photography for our website and promotional materials, and
accommodations for the musicians. The TV crew is handling the tech
work.”

“I spoke with Sorcha—it seems most of the
musicians have arrived and are checked in.”

Caera nodded. “Paddy Fish and the American, who
Paddy is picking up, are the last two. They should be here—” Caera
looked at her watch, running through the mental timetable she’d
been working out for months, “—in the next hour.”

“Brilliant job. I’m going to check with the
kitchens. I want everyone to have a choice of eating in the dining
room or the pub. If you see any of the performers, please apprise
them of our amenities. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to
help.”

“Thank you, Elizabeth.”

Caera watched her boss heave the
one-hundred-year-old wood door open, letting in another swirl of
February wind. It would rain tonight. She could smell it. She
turned back, tipping her head to the exposed rafters two stories
above. A combination of nerves and sadness filled her—nerves that
the event would go smoothly, that Finn’s Stable would show well on
television. Sadness because she could almost hear the music that
would fill it—the rill of fiddle, strum of guitar and the passion
of voices singing of times both good and bad, lost and hoped for.
Singing of the free birds that fly beyond prison walls.

****

“I want to do a pre-sound check test, to make
sure everything’s working. Go get one of the artists from the
hotel.” The producer, who was clearly talking to his sound tech,
was speaking just loud enough for Caera to hear. She was in her
office, a large square room off the dovecote-turned-storage, which
she shared with Rory and an odd assortment of supplies.

Jumping from her desk, she hurried into the
main building. “I have a few instruments here. I can test the sound
for you.”

Please, just for one moment, let me
pretend.

The producer and technician both looked over.
“Good enough, then we don’t need to bother anyone until sound check
tomorrow morning.”

Caera hustled back into her office, grabbing an
acoustic guitar. The wood was smooth and cool in her hands, the
tiny ribbing of the strings familiar but almost unfelt under her
heavily calloused fingertips. Pushing back the sleeves of her
sweater, she followed the technician’s instructions, moving between
the seats they’d set up on the stage, angling her body towards the
guitar-height mics so they picked up the simple tunes she strummed
out.

The mics were barely necessary. For a
rectangular building, Finn’s Stable had excellent acoustics—she’d
even had acoustic tiles strategically placed on the backsides of
the rafters to stop the sound from echoing. Since they were
recording the event for a TV special, they had to have the mics,
but Caera always liked it best when the music was natural, filling
the old stone walls with pure sound, unfiltered by
electronics.

“Everything’s working. Thanks,
Caera.”

“Happy to help.”

“You play well. Going to audition to play
backup for some of our stars?” The producer grinned at her. Caera
tried to return the smile, but it felt more like she was gritting
her teeth.

“No, I play for myself.”

“Ah, well.”

The TV crew headed towards the door and Caera
took her guitar back to her office. When she heard the door close,
she carefully lifted her harp from the space of honor and carried
it into the stable.

****

Tim looked up from where he knelt behind the
last row of chairs, his fiddle case open on the floor in front of
him. A dark-haired woman emerged from a side entrance, carrying a
harp. He rose, prepared to offer his help, but she carried it
easily, curled arms cupping the sides as she walked sideways. She
set it on the stage and took a seat. Now it was slightly taller
than her, but not nearly as tall as the massive orchestral harps.
Interested, he moved up the aisle that bisected the audience
chairs, focused on the shape of the harp and the intricate roses
carved into the base.

The first note hummed, vibrating with a purity
of sound only the harp could produce. Then she sighed, a soft thing
of pleasure.

For the first time, Tim focused on the woman
who played.

She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever
seen.

Waves of dark hair framed her face and fell
over her shoulders, mingling with the black wool sweater she wore.
Her skin was pale, her lips full. And her eyes, focused on the
middle-space beyond the stage, were a clear, pale blue. Late
afternoon sun beamed in the windows, highlighting the curve of her
cheek as she sat with one shoulder towards the floor to ceiling
windows behind the stage.

She ran through scales, her fingers plucking
the strings with ease. Scales turned into a melody, a song he knew.
“Lament on Con O’Leary’s Wife’s Death” was an old song and a sad
one for all its beauty. Sad and beautiful, just the way he liked
it.

The harp’s pure notes filled the air, but he
found himself watching her, almost forgetting the music. Her face
creased with grief, expressing the sadness of the song. Her body
rocked in time to the dirge-like pace, every fiber of her being
melded with the notes her fingers drew forth.

Retreating silently, Tim picked up his fiddle.
She was improvising some, adding notes and refrains to the simple
song. Tucking the fiddle under his chin, he forced himself to stop
ogling her and hear the music. Some part of his brain was
translating what he heard into letter-notes, the tempo into musical
beats, but when he lay his bow to the strings, it was instinct and
skill that let him join her. First matching her note for note, then
taking off on his own path, turning her solitary song into a
fiddle-harp duet as he walked the long aisle from the back of the
venue to the stage.

She looked up, blue eyes bright and sharp.
Their gazes met, held, and discordant notes sounded from both their
instruments as something passed between them. With the next breath,
she found the notes, brought them both back into the song. Shaking
himself free of the spell of her sapphire eyes, he joined her on
the stage, bending his body to her as they continued to
play.

Her eyes, which had been assessing him, slowly
closed, a faint smile curling her perfect lips as she rocked in
time with the music they made.

They reached a natural crescendo, Tim closing
his own eyes to focus. He didn’t need to see her, she was there in
her notes, the melody. The musical fever rose, then broke, slowly
fading to a smooth, sad finish.

Tim opened his eyes.

She had one cheek against her harp, her gaze
clear and steady on him.

“You must be the American,” she said, in a
sweet Irish lilt.

“Guilty.” Tim flashed her a smile, wondering
who she was. He knew, or knew of, all the other musicians
participating in Free Birds Fly, and she wasn’t one of them. At the
same time, she was too good a musician to be a tech or a roadie—not
that anyone playing this event had that kind of entourage anyway.
Maybe she was one of the TV crew who’d let him into the building.
That still didn’t explain why she was on stage playing a harp.
“What gave me away?”

“You fiddle like an American.”

“I don’t know if I should thank you or be
insulted.”

She rose, stroking her harp in a way that
brought his attention to her hands. “No insult.”

“Well, then thank you. I’m Tim.”

She didn’t respond right away, instead her
fingers crawled the strings, another scale. “I know.”

One of the main doors opened with a groan and
Paddy, his best and only Irish musician friend, strode
in.

“Yank, come on. We’re to check in, and I’m
famished.” Paddy’s entrance shattered the moment—his shoes were
clacking on the stone floor, his voice loud and boisterous after
the music.

“Just checking to make sure she survived the
trip.” Tim raised his precious fiddle, saluting his friend with
it.

“I told you it would be fine. Let’s shove off,
then.”

“Okay, let me…” But the girl was gone. Tim
stared at the empty stage. Her harp was there, which was a good
thing since if it hadn’t been, Tim might have wondered he’d just
experienced some jet lag-induced hallucination.

“You play the harp now, Yank?” Paddy ambled up
the center aisle to stand beside him.

“There was a girl.” Tim pointed at the harp
with his bow. In the few moments he’d been talking to Paddy, back
to the stage, she’d disappeared.

Paddy rolled his eyes. He had an unremarkable
round face, curly brown hair and a voice that could make angels
weep. “Ah, sure there was.”

Holding the neck of his fiddle and bow in one
hand, Tim rubbed the back of his head.

“She was playing the harp, so I joined in.
There was a girl, I swear.”

“Was she pretty?”

“Gorgeous.”

“Quiet-like?”

“Yea, how’d you know?” Maybe she was a musician
who’d just been added to the program. That would make
sense.

Paddy laughed. “Welcome to Ireland. We
specialize in beautiful, mysterious women.”

 



Chapter Two: The Cold
Within

 


The first drops of rain and accompanying wind
followed Tim and Paddy through the front doors of Glenncailty
Castle. Outside it was raining and sunny at the same time. Tim was
beginning to understand why Ireland was famous for its
rainbows.

“Is this the pretty girl you met?” Paddy’s
whisper was loud enough to carry, but the thunk of the doors
closing behind them drowned out the words.

Tim blinked at the gorgeous redhead waiting in
the massive foyer beyond the castle’s double doors. There was no
doubt she was beautiful, but she wasn’t the harp player.

“No, that’s not her.”

“Well then, I think she’s mine.”

Tim snorted. “You couldn’t get her.”

“Put a guitar in my hands and I could have
anyone. When I’m playing, I’m quite the catch.”

“What happens when you put the guitar down?”
They were almost to the redhead, so Tim kept his voice
low.

“These fingers are still magic.”

“Gentlemen, you’re very welcome to Glenncailty
Castle. We’re looking forward to hearing you perform tomorrow
night.” The look on her face said she’d heard some of their
conversation, and her small smile twitched with amusement. “I’m
Sorcha, guest relations manager here, and I’ll be helping you check
in.”

She gestured to the left side of the foyer,
where a long reception desk waited. The foyer was almost square,
with a massive wood staircase opposite the double entrance doors.
The floor was black and white stone—not tile, Tim noticed, but
honest black and white stone—set in a check pattern, dull from
three hundred years of feet. The walls were mint green above the
waist-high paneling and the furniture heavy, dark wood. Wheeling
his bag behind him, fiddle case under his arm, Tim followed Paddy
and Sorcha to the registration desk, where an ethereally pretty
blonde with an accent he couldn’t place helped him. There was no
massive counter or huge computer terminal, just a laptop and a
printer somewhere under the desk. When he’d answered her questions
and signed the needed forms, she opened a drawer to hand him a gold
key. An actual metal key.

“Never seen a key before?” Paddy elbowed him in
the ribs.

Tim tossed it in his hand. “Never gotten one
from a hotel.”

Sorcha came around from behind the desk. “I’ll
show you to your rooms and then we can go on a tour if you feel up
to it. Otherwise you can rest before having dinner. Mr. Wilcox, I
know you’ve come a long way.”

“We already saw some of your beautiful castle.”
Paddy was laying it on thick. “Tim was worried for his fiddle, so
we went first to the barn.”

“So you’ve seen Finn’s Stable? It’s a beautiful
venue, and its reputation for live music and performances has grown
over the past year. That’s one of the reasons we’re excited to have
Free Birds Fly come to our glen.”

“It’s the nicest castle I’ve ever been in,” Tim
said, taking another look around the foyer.

The redhead laughed. “Thank you. As you may
have guessed, it’s not a true castle in the medieval sense—for that
you’d need Trim or Bunratty. Glenncailty was originally a large,
fortified manor. The people in Cailtytown and the other villages in
the glen have always called this Glenncailty Castle, and there are
many stories as to how it came to be known that way. It was a
private residence until a few years ago. It’s currently owned by
the O’Muircheartaigh family. “

Tim looked at the simple brochure he’d been
given along with his key. The name of the family that owned it had
caught his eye because it seemed unpronounceable.

“Wait, this name, spelled like this, is
pronounced O-were-hurtie?” Tim frowned at the brochure, sure that
wasn’t right.

“Yes.” Sorcha took them through a doorway
opposite the registration desk. A wood-paneled hall stretched from
the foyer to the far wall of the main building.

“How…?” Tim was staring at the name in
bewilderment.

“That’s Irish for you.” Paddy laughed. The
sound of their luggage wheels quieted as they went from stone to
carpet.

“So this is a traditional Gaelic
name?”

“You Americans.” Paddy shook his
head.

“What did I say?”

“Gaelic isn’t a language.” Sorcha looked over
her should and smiled softly. They passed a recess with a door that
said simply The Restaurant at Glenncailty. “Gaelic is a group of
languages, same as the Germanic or Romance languages. It includes
Irish, Welsh, Scotts-Gaelic, Manx and a few others.”

“Oh.” Tim blinked. “I had no idea. I thought it
was Gaelic, sorry.”

“Everyone seems to, but the language is Irish.
It’s the official language of the Republic, and everyone takes
Irish in school.”

“Is that why all the street signs are in
English and, uh, Irish?”

“Yes.” Sorcha cleared her throat slightly, then
went into tour-guide mode. “If you consult your map, you’ll see
that we’re passing through a hall that runs from the foyer to the
east wall. This half of the main floor contains our restaurant,
which is fine dining at its best, and also the breakfast room,
which you access from the foyer.”

At the end of the hall was another large wood
door, though this one didn’t look like it was one hundred years
old, as all the other doors he’d seen so far had.

“This door leads to the east wing.” Sorcha
opened it and motioned them through. “Architectural historians have
dated the detached east and west wings to within fifty years of
construction of the main building. The covered halls, one of which
you’ve just entered, were added later, and as part of the remodel
they were repaired and updated.”

On the other side of the door was a short stone
hall. Large windows provided a view of the grounds in the front of
the castle, which were a tumble of wild roses and thick underbrush
with heavy, evenly spaced trees lining the curved drive that
touched the entrance doors. On the other side of the hall, matching
windows offered a view of more wild plants, which partially
obscured an annex that jutted off the side of the main castle.
Straight in front of them was a second massive stone building. Rain
dripped down the windows, and the sunlight that had been present
when they first entered the building was gone, abandoning the sky
to the fat, dark rainclouds.

“What’s that?” Paddy asked, pointing out the
windows towards the rear of the castle at the annex.

Sorcha winced. “It’s the kitchens. As you can
see, the kitchens were built new for the hotel and attached to the
restaurant via one of the exterior walls. No part of the main
building could be reworked into a restaurant grade kitchen, so we
had to add that space.”

“It’s a pity.” Paddy shook his head.

“It is.” Sorcha paused and frowned. “And it
blocked the view of the rear of the castle from these windows. The
gardens are beautiful—walled and laid out in a formal
way.”

Tim had no idea what Paddy thought was a pity.
His confusion must have shown on his face, because Paddy said,
“It’s a shame when they add things like this. Modern things to old
buildings.”

“But a hotel needs a kitchen.” Tim was most
definitely a lover of all vintage items, especially old music, but
he didn’t understand their distress.

“In Ireland we’re very protective of our old
homes, actually any architecture at all.” Sorcha started walking
again.

“That’s fair. I mean, just this building is
older than the U.S. as a nation.”

Paddy and Sorcha stopped, turned and looked at
him. Paddy shook his head and Sorcha’s smile was full of
pity.

“That’s a sad thing. I’d never thought of it
that way before.” Paddy patted his shoulder.

“It’s not sad,” Tim said with a flash of
star-spangled pride.

“Ah, sure it is.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Gentlemen, if I may direct your attention.”
With Sorcha’s herding, they passed out of the hall into the east
wing, which they’d seen looming over them through the rain-sheeted
windows. The foyer for this wing was tiny compared to what they’d
come through, with an elevator and several doors taking up most of
the wall space. It might have been any modern hotel, except for the
exposed stone exterior wall they’d just passed through, which
seeped cold. “The elevator or stairs just here will take you to
your rooms, on the second floor. There are nine rooms in this wing.
All the performers save one who has family in Trim are staying
there. The production crew is in the west wing.

“Through the door here—” Sorcha gestured to a
wood door with a textured glass window, “—is the Pub. It’s always
good crack, and you won’t be the only musicians, I’d
say.”

Tim rocked back on his heels as he ran his
tongue over his teeth. “I, uh, don’t usually partake in
crack—alcohol is my vice.” He smiled to cover his discomfort at
hearing that the class-A felony drugs to be found at the pub were
nice. Damned musician stereotypes. He hoped the hotel hadn’t
stocked his room with hypodermic needles or anything strange. And
he’d always considered Ireland a rather conservative country. Today
was just full of surprises.

Paddy and Sorcha were looking at him
again.

Paddy patted him on the back. “Tell me now,
Yank, did I seem as great a fool when I came to
America?”

Tim just sighed. They were all three speaking
English, weren’t they?

“That’s no way to treat a guest,” Sorcha
scolded her countryman. “Tim, crack is spelled C-R-A-I-C. It’s the
Irish word for a good time, for fun.”

“Is there a dictionary or something I can get?”
Tim felt a little desperate.

“No need—by the time you leave next week, we’ll
have you speaking like a proper Irishman.” Sorcha hit the button
for the elevator and turned to leave.

“Sure, you’re going to walk us up,” Paddy said,
smiling at the redhead.

She leveled a look at him but returned the
smile. “Of course.”

They piled into the elevator. When they got off
on the second floor bits of music filled the hall. He heard the
first strains of what he thought might be “Curragh of Kildare” on
guitar, the rhythmic thump of a traditional Irish drum, the tinny
sound of an Irish tin whistle and discordant layers of string
instruments, including guitar, tenor banjo and something he thought
might be a bouzouki.

“I get why we’re above the pub,” Tim said as
Sorcha led them to their rooms.

“Yes, well, if you have any problems with your
room or the noise level, please let us know. You dial zero on
the—”

“No, I’m glad. I need to tune too. I didn’t
think you’d let me do it in the hotel, that’s why I asked Paddy to
take me to the barn.”

“We will ask everyone to quiet down if there
are any complaints.”

“And will you be coming personally?” Paddy
asked with a grin.

Tim shook his head, leaning back against the
wall in the hall to watch his friend make an ass of himself. Jet
lag was rearing its ugly head, and his door was temptingly close,
but he didn’t want to miss this.

“No, sad to say. It would be my night
manager.”

“Pity. Will you be at the concert
tomorrow?”

“I will be.”

“Then I’ll see you after, my lovely Rose of
Tralee,” Paddy swept a dramatic bow and disappeared into his
room.

Tim turned his snort-laugh into a cough. Sorcha
turned her look of resignation on him.

“Ahem, sorry, dust or something in my throat.”
Tim pushed away from the wall, the muscles in his face protesting
from exhaustion when he smiled.

“We didn’t complete our tour of the castle, but
I suspect you’ll want your bed or some food.” She crossed her arms.
“And while you’re here I hope you meet some proper Irish
gentlemen.”

“I’ll make a point of it,” Tim said with all
the mock seriousness he could muster.

Sorcha lapsed back into her professional
customer-service face. “Please let the front desk know if there’s
anything you need. In the hotel, your options for dinner are the
pub, which I pointed out to you, or the main restaurant, which is
quieter.”

“Thank you.” Tim opened the door with the
brass-colored key. “Actually, I have a question.”

“Yes?”

“There was a woman playing a harp. In Finn’s
Stable.”

“Of course.” Sorcha nodded, smiled and turned
away.

“Wait.” Damn, Paddy had not been kidding about
Irish women. “Who is she? What’s her name?”

Sorcha looked him up and down. Her body
language changed as she did it, her straight posture softening, her
hands not folded in front of her but tapping restlessly on her
thigh. She was no longer a hotel professional, but a beautiful,
touchable woman. Any other time Tim would have felt something for
her, but either jet lag or the dark-haired women had stolen his
desire. And if he really thought that one song and a few words
between him and the beautiful woman had robbed him of his ability
to be attracted to anyone else, he needed to stop playing and
listening to melancholy, romantic folk songs, because he was losing
touch with reality.

“Caera Cassidy. She’s our special events
coordinator. She arranged all of this.”

“That’s Caera?” Tim had seen her name on all
the emails about the event. He’d never imagined she was so
beautiful, or young.

“Yes.”

“She’s younger than I thought.” That was an
understatement. Usually booking managers were a bit younger, but
venue managers were older, with years of experience.

“She’s very special, is Caera. Careful
there.”

As Sorcha walked away, Tim wondered if she was
warning him to be careful because Caera could hurt him, or he could
hurt her.

****

After half an hour lying on the bed, bone-weary
but not tired—despite the fact that he’d spent the past ten hours
traveling to Dublin from New York via London, plus two hours in the
car with Paddy—Tim gave up the hope of a nap and sat up.

Digging into his bag, he took a few aspirin and
gulped down water. The clashing sounds of tuning instruments and
discordant bits of song were making his lingering headache worse,
so he grabbed his jacket and headed out the door, stuffing the key
and castle map in his pocket.

It was barely five o’clock, but when he reached
the window-filled hall connecting the east wing to the main castle
it felt like 3 A.M. as rain sheeted down the glass from a black
sky. There was no way he was going outside, as nice as a walk
sounded, so he’d settle for touring the castle. He really liked
castles. He’d even booked himself a room in a castle-looking
B&B later in the week. As Tim emerged into the foyer, he
wondered if there was any hope of finding Caera and begging her for
a tour.

The foyer was empty except for the blonde who’d
checked him in.

“Good evening, Mr. Wilcox, is there anything I
can help you with?”

“Is Caera, uh…” Tim’s brain took a moment to
come up with her last name, which he’d seen on her emails,
“…Cassidy around?”

The blonde frowned. “I’m sorry, she’s busy
preparing for the concert. Is there something you need for your
performance?”

Tim considered making up something so he could
talk to her, but that was a shit thing to do. He shook his head.
“No, I just wanted to say hi. I think I’m going to go for a tour.
Maybe just find someplace to sit.”

“I’d take you on a tour myself, but I’m afraid
I’m the only one here. If you’re looking for quiet, I’d recommend
the Rose Room or the formal front room. You can access them through
that door.”

She directed him to another old,
expensive-looking door, almost directly opposite the one he’d just
come through.

With a nod of thanks, he opened the door.
Rather than more wood, he found himself in a carpeted hall with
fancy wallpaper and several white doors. The first one had a small
plaque, labeling it the formal front room. The need to explore the
castle—Tim didn’t care that it wasn’t technically a castle, it was
called castle and that was enough for him—was on him, so he
bypassed that room and examined each of the other doors. He found
one marked Staff, a billiards room, the Rose Room and the door that
led to the other covered hallway and the west wing.

He stepped out of the main castle building,
into the covered hallway. The rain on the windows made it hard to
see anything, but the air that seeped through the stones was
vibrant with cold and atmosphere. Feeling like a great explorer,
which he knew was stupid since Sorcha had said the TV crew was in
the west wing, Tim entered the third building of the
castle.

Disappointingly, the first floor of the west
wing was a generic hotel hallway. Nondescript patterned carpet
traversed the length of the hall, all the way to a window in the
far wall, which was stone. The interior walls were beige, the doors
white. A few of the doors had Do Not Disturb signs up, so he
guessed those were the TV crew. Feeling more than a little stupid,
Tim walked the hall, counting nine rooms and an elevator and stairs
in the space by the door where a tenth room wasn’t. The only
interesting things about it were the large gold keyholes and real
handles on the doors, rather than the key-card mechanisms Tim was
used to.

“Worst explorer ever,” Tim muttered to
himself.

Either the aspirin or the fake exploring had
lifted some of his jet lag exhaustion. Deciding to go back to the
main building and check out the billiards room, he put his hand on
the door handle.

And stopped.

He looked at the stairs.

He needed to check the second floor.

Heart beating fast, for no reason he could
name, Tim took the stairs two at a time. At first glance, the
second floor was just another level of hotel rooms—the same paint
on the walls, same carpet on the floor. But it wasn’t the same.
There was something wrong. Tim knew it the way he knew when a song
was right.

Unlike downstairs, the hall didn’t end in a
stone wall, but rather in more of the same beige paint. The light
from the sconces between each door seemed dimmer, making the paint
a sickly yellow at the windowless end of the hall.

Tim took a step, then another, wondering what
the hell he was doing. The hair on his arms was standing on end, he
was breathing fast and his hands were fisted and ready—for what, he
didn’t know.

Either his system had gone completely haywire
or there was a something up here that he could feel but not
name.

Tim had grown up on a steady diet of folk
music, the kind of songs that made a boy believe in love that
transcended death. He’d grown into a man who sang about the
cynic-less longings and hopes that people like to pretend they
didn’t feel or believe.

He would never deny a feeling, even if he
couldn’t name it. Even if it frightened him.

Tim crept forward, pausing between each step to
take a breath.

This level had only five rooms, the hall about
half the length of the one on the lower floor. The hall ended in a
smooth wall, with no apparent access to what Tim guessed was about
fifty percent of the second floor. He checked the castle map. There
was nothing on this section—half the second floor of the west wing
was simply blank. There was no room name or numbers, no
explanation.

Tim stopped in front of the wall, staring at
the expanse of beige paint. The closer he looked, the more certain
he became that there was a darker patch visible in the paint—a
large rectangular patch. A door.

It was cold, so cold that for a moment Tim was
sure he could see his breath.

He raised his hand, fingers reaching for the
darker patch on the wall.

“Tim? Mr. Wilcox?” A lilting voice called his
name, the voice seeming to echo, as if the speaker had shouted
through a pipe.

Tim pulled his hand back, curling it into a
fist. His heart was beating so hard he could taste his heartbeat.
The cold was seeping up the legs of his pants and down his
collar.

This was bad. He needed to leave.

No longer feeling like the open-minded
explorer, Tim turned and ran. He braced his hands on the banisters
and took the first set of stairs in one leap. He nearly crashed
into Sorcha, who stood on the landing.

“Mr. Wilcox.” Sorcha’s eyes widened. She
touched the back of one finger to his cheek, quickly pulling her
hand away. “You’re freezing.”

“There’s something going on up there, you need
to go up there and—” Tim’s words tumbled out.

“Mr. Wilcox, we don’t use the second floor of
the west wing.”

Tim blinked. Was she not hearing him? “There’s
something up there, it’s cold, really cold at the end of the hall,
and I think maybe you walled over the door. I could see, like, an
outline in the paint.”

“You could see it?”

“You know about it?”

“I should have warned you. No one goes up
there.”

“You know what it is? Is it haunted? Was that a
ghost?” Tim was secretly thrilled with the idea of a ghost
encounter, but that had felt almost…dangerous.

“There’s no such thing as ghosts. That’s a
terrible thing to think, souls wandering lost.” Sorcha took his
arm, drawing him down the second set of steps.

“Fine, it’s not a ghost. It’s something. Do you
know what it is?”

“It’s an old building, there are places you’ll
find that are—”

“No, there’s a door behind that wall. I think
you accidentally walled it up when you remodeled or something.
There’s something back there.”

They were standing at the head of the hallway
on the lower floor. Tim glanced down it, expecting a twinge, but
there was nothing. It was only the second floor. Sorcha too looked
over her shoulder, then drew him out into the covered
hallway.

“Mr. Wilcox, I’ll ask you not to alarm the
other guests.”

“Then tell me what it was I just had a run in
with.”

Sorcha shook her head. With a backdrop of
sheeting rain through the windows, her red hair catching the hall
lights, she looked like a sorceress, a keeper of
secrets.

“I don’t know what, and if you want answers so
specific, you’ll be disappointed. As for the door…” She turned to
look out, into the rain. “When you cannot open a door for fear of
what’s on the other side, you wall it up.”

Tim whistled between his teeth. It was nice to
know he wasn’t losing his mind—there was a door outline in the
paint. Being told that there was something so crazy up there that
they’d walled in the door rather than deal with it blew his
mind.

“You just…walled it up?” Tim rubbed his hand on
the back of his head. His mind was going a million miles a minute.
She must have been lying when she said she didn’t know what it was.
People didn’t wall up access to half a floor of a castle because
they suspected there might be something bad. They must know it was
bad, therefore they had to know what it was.

“I did nothing.”

“What’s back there? You must know, otherwise
you wouldn’t have walled it up.”

“You act like I did this, but I did not. Nor
did anyone here, or even the O’Muircheartaigh family. That door was
sealed shut with brick and mortar over one hundred years
ago.”

Tim rocked back on his heels, eyes
widening.

“So what you felt,” Sorcha continued, “must
have been a draft, coming through a crack. That room, that whole
part of the building, is not in the best shape. Your friend Paddy
is looking for you, hoping you’ll join him in the pub for
dinner.”

Tim looked over his shoulder, through the
windows at the massive west wing, then let Sorcha lead him
away.

****

And don’t miss Sorcha’s story, The Fire and
the Earth, coming May 2013!
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