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The Legend of the Faerie Glen


Long, long ago on a beautiful spring day in the Highlands of Scotland, a Prince of the Fae Folk peered through the curtain separating his world from that of the mortals. There, deep in a glen Pol thought of as his own, he saw a beautiful young woman gathering herbs. He watched her for a very long time, until her basket was nearly full, and he knew he had fallen in love with this innocent mortal. His love was so great for this woman that he was able to slip through a crack in the curtain between their worlds. Pol appeared to the maiden in his true magnificence, making no effort to disguise himself, for he knew she must love him for what he was.


Rose had wandered deep into the forest that day, gathering her herbs, and she had become entranced by the serenity of the glen. When Pol appeared before her, his beauty stole her breath away, and she knew at once that this was her own true love.


Pol and Rose dwelt happily in their idyllic glen next to the little stream where first he had seen her. But after a mortal year together, Pol was forced to return to his own world, for in those days, far in the misty recesses of time, the Fae abided by very strict rules.


One of those rules governed how long one of their own could remain outside the Realm of Faerie. Once returned to his own world, Pol would be unable to pass through the barrier again for a full century. And though one hundred years was nothing in the life span of a Fae, Pol knew his Rose would be no more at the end of that time.


Rose returned to her family, knowing her prince was lost to her forever. At first Rose’s father, the old laird, was ecstatic that his little Rose had returned to him, even hearing her fantastic story of the Fae prince with whom she had spent the past year. Soon, however, it became apparent that Rose was with child, and her father and brothers were furious. Not only was their Rose a ruined woman, but to their way of thinking she had been defiled by a devious, unholy creature of magic. They began to treat her not as their beloved daughter and sister, but as their most reviled servant.


Rose toiled in the hot kitchens from sunrise to sundown each day and suffered all manner of indignity, but she didn’t care, because her heart was gone from her. Her reason for living had disappeared with Pol.


Meanwhile, Pol could only watch with growing dismay, unable to pass through the curtain separating their worlds, as his beloved Rose slipped farther and farther away.


Finally the day came when Rose delivered her babes—three strong, healthy, beautiful girls. But Rose, whose spirit was damaged by the loss of her one true love, did not survive their birth. Rose’s father refused to look upon the faces of the infants and decreed that they should be taken deep into the forest and left for the Faeries to whom they belonged—or the wolves. He cared not which claimed the infants first.


The old laird himself led the small party deep into the forest. As fate would have it, they were in the very same glen where Pol had watched Rose for the first time. The old laird ordered the infants to be laid on the grassy forest floor near a small shallow stream. Rose’s brothers, who had each carried an infant, laid the babes on the ground and remounted their horses in preparation to leave the glen.


Pol, watching at the curtain between the worlds, was livid with rage and wracked with grief. Not only was his beloved Rose gone from the world, but now her children, his children, were being cruelly abandoned. His tormented cry of anguish reached his queen, who, in a rare moment of pity, broke the rules and opened the curtain just enough to allow Pol to slip through.


The wind suddenly began to howl through the tiny glen and thunder rumbled ominously. The ground around the old laird’s party heaved and shook, and the old laird himself was thrown from his horse to the forest floor. He and his sons watched in horror as boulders pushed up from beneath the earth in the very center of the stream, piling higher and higher, one upon another. There they formed a magnificent waterfall and a deep crystal pool where only moments before a shallow stream had flowed.


Pol rose slowly from the depths of the pool, choosing to play upon the individual terrors of the men by appearing to each of the mortals as that which they most feared.


“I am Pol, a prince of the Fae. And you”—he swept his arm to include the brothers as well as the father—“have incurred my wrath. Now you will pay the penalty.” His gaze turned to the helpless infants lying nearby, all three strangely quiet and untouched by the tumult around them. “These are my daughters. My blood runs strongly in them.” Pol moved to the infants, gently picking up each one in turn. “I name each of you for your mother, my beloved Rose. For all time, your daughters shall carry a form of her name to ensure that her memory will live on in this world forever. I give each of you my mark and my blessing. Know this glen as the home of your mother and your father.”


Pol turned back to the old laird. “I charge you with the care and the safety of my daughters.”


“Never,” the old laird hissed. “They are yer abominations. You take them. Neither I nor my sons will shelter yer spawn at our hearth.”


“Oh, but you will, old man, and you’ll be grateful to do so.”


The shape of the Fae prince shimmered and grew until it filled the entire glen, surrounding the old laird and his sons, weighing them down with the power and the fury of the being they had angered, blocking everything else from their view and their minds.


Pol smiled with evil satisfaction. Well he knew the weaknesses of mortal men. His voice rang in their minds, all the more terrible for not being spoken out loud. “Should you or any male of the family fail to nurture and protect my daughters, hurt them or allow anyone else to hurt them, prevent them from making their own choices in life, or deprive them of finding their one true love, you shall suffer my curse. You will bear no male offspring. Any sons already living will suffer the same fate. You will be unable to enjoy the intimate company of any female ever again. Your line will die out and your name cease to exist in your world.”


Pol waited for the full impact of his words to sink into their minds. Then he continued. “My blessing on my daughters, and thus my accompanying curse, will carry forward for all time, passed from mother to daughter. As even the smallest drop of my blood flows in their body, so they will have the power to call on me and all Fae to aid them. My mark upon them and upon all the daughters of their line guarantees all men know the penalty they will suffer for harming my beloved daughters.”


As Pol’s terrible voice reverberated in the minds of the old laird and his sons, his form shifted and shimmered around the infants, enveloping them for the first time, and the last, in the emerald glow of his love.


The old laird still lay on the ground where he had fallen, trembling with fear. And although he could not see the infants through the green mist surrounding them, he could hear what sounded impossibly like children’s laughter.


Just before the mist faded, each of the men present felt an ominous warning echo through his mind.


“Never forget.”


Later, much later, the old laird and his sons crept close to the infants to find them sleeping contentedly, each one bearing the mark of the Fae prince. The old laird gently gathered up his granddaughters—for so they must now be to him—and hurried from the glen.


Pol’s daughters grew and prospered and eventually married, having families of their own. In time to come, though many generations of the Fae prince’s offspring traveled and spread to varied parts of the world, all the men of all the lines continued to honor the Legend of the Faerie Glen.





CHAPTER 1
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Sithean Fardach


The Highlands of Scotland


1272


The clatter of metal on stone rang through the air even as the goblet spun slowly to a stop on the floor where it had landed.


“Tantrums will no be helping you, laddie.” The old warrior shook his head, warily eyeing his companion sitting at the far end of the great table. “You only waste good ale.”


Connor MacKiernan glared at him. It was a look that had weakened the knees of many a strong man. “Nothing will help me now. I am as the weak, helpless fool, all my options closed save one.” He dropped his head into the crook of his arm on the table. “I am a king’s knight, yet my sword might as well be a woman’s pretty feather for all that I can do.” He spat the words as if they soured and burned his mouth. “I dinna want to involve Rosalyn. This is no my aunt’s trouble, Duncan, but mine. I am to protect my family, no to place them in greater danger.”


Duncan pushed back from the table laughing. “The Lady Rosalyn would, I wager, see things verra differently, Connor. Dinna she tell you her plan would make everything work out just as you need?”


“Aye.” Connor lifted his head only enough to peer up over his arm. “And that’s what worries me. There is no regular way out of this mess. You ken that as well as I do.” He raised an eyebrow and leaned toward the older man. “She takes a terrible risk.”


Duncan took a long drink from the tankard in his hand and shrugged. “So she’ll use her gift.” It was a statement of fact, not a question, and required no answer from Connor, who simply continued to glare at the older man. “It is what she does, laddie, as did her mother and her mother before her. She disna deny who she is.” Duncan took another long drink and smiled. “ ’Tis no good reason to waste such fine ale.” Duncan strode to the far end of the table, placing his hand on Connor’s shoulder as he sat down next to him. “It’s no she disna ken the risk to her if she does this, Connor. It’s that well she kens the risk to all of you if she does nothing. You must remain here with yer sister, laddie.”


“Aye, it’s my duty to see her protected and happy.”


Duncan lowered his head, speaking quietly. “You ken there are men who would follow you. Men who would fight for you if you choose to oppose yer uncle. To take back what’s rightfully yers. You do have a choice.”


“And how many would die then, Duncan? How many innocents would be caught in the middle of that great battle? We’ve been over this many a time. I’m no willing to sacrifice the lives of so many of my people.” Connor groaned, dropping his head back down to his arm. “It disna matter, Duncan. I’ve failed my family yet again. Rosalyn was right. In order to save Mairi without bringing death to my people, I hae no choice but to risk my aunt’s use of the magic.” He shook his head, sighing with resignation, and sat up straight. “Rosalyn bids us leave this night. She’ll be down soon.”


“She’s down.”


Both men jumped to their feet at the authoritative sound of the female voice coming from the entryway. A tall blonde woman, with a bearing equally as authoritative as her voice, strode toward them.


“Quit yer sulking, Connor. We’ve been all through this. You ken it’s the only way out. I promise you, this will be the answer to all yer problems. Do you hae the trinket I requested?” Rosalyn MacKiernan smiled at her nephew, ignoring his glare much as Duncan had. Fully expecting his compliance with her earlier instructions, she held out her hand.


“Aye.” Connor reached into his sporran and handed over a small velvet pouch.


Rosalyn opened the little bag and dumped the contents into her hand. “Oh, verra good, Connor. It’s exactly the piece I had hoped you would choose.” She glowed with happiness as she lifted the emerald pendant, light from the candles reflecting in the facets of the jewel. “I remember when Dougal gave this to yer mother. It was at the dinner when they announced they were to be married.” Her soft blue eyes glazed over with memory for a moment as she began to turn away, but she quickly turned back. “Oh. I almost forgot.” She smiled at her nephew then, in a way that always worried him. “I need a small something of yers.” Again she held out her hand expectantly. Seeing his momentary confusion, she explained, “Something of yers, Connor. Something personal. The magic willna work without it.” She paused and looked around the great hall. “I know . . . yer plaid. A piece of yer plaid will do nicely.” At his frown, she sighed. “Just a small bit, Connor. Honestly, nephew, must you make everything a battle?”


Connor shook his head, knowing it would do him no good to argue. He tore a strip of material from the end of his plaid and handed it over to Rosalyn. “I trust that’s the last thing you’ll be needing of me, Aunt.”


“Indeed it is.”


Rosalyn paused and Connor could feel the forces of fate gathering around him.


“Weel, except for yer presence at the glen.” She looked remarkably innocent for someone so devious.


Duncan choked and spit out the ale he had just taken into his mouth. “The Faerie Glen?” he managed to croak. “Och, I should hae guessed that was where you’d be wanting to go.” He looked at Connor. “You may hae had the right of this, laddie. I’ll go see to the horses.” He paused and raised an eyebrow. “And just where do I tell the others we’ll be headed? Yer uncle will ask them when we’ve gone, you ken?”


Connor considered this for only a moment. “Tell them we head to the port in Cromarty. We’ll be back within a fortnight.”


Duncan MacAlister, although easily twenty-five years Connor’s senior, was closer to him than any man alive. The grizzled warrior had served Connor’s father from his youth. Only Duncan could be trusted with the truth of their destination.


Duncan nodded. “Lady Rosalyn”—he bowed slightly in her direction—“I’ll be in the courtyard awaiting yer readiness.”


“I suppose it’s the Clootie Well you’ll be wanting?” Connor’s ice blue eyes reflected his irritation. He shook his head in disgust. “I will regret this, I am sure,” he muttered.


Rosalyn beamed at her nephew. “My things are at the foot of the stairs. You can take them out and see that Duncan has our horses ready. I’ll join you shortly.”


Watching Connor stomp out of the great hall, Rosalyn smiled. How like his father he was. Both of them handsome and strong, just as her own father had been. Both of them clung rigidly to ideals of right, wrong, honor and responsibility to the family. Both held themselves to standards higher than those against which they measured anyone around them.


Those lofty ideals had brought her older brother an early death on a lonely battlefield. She would do anything in her power to prevent that same fate for Connor. Knowing the sacrifices her nephew had already made for his family, and the burdens he carried, she loved him all the more. This one time, however, she wanted Connor to get what he needed.


She carefully tucked the strip of cloth from his plaid into the velvet pouch with the emerald necklace and tied the strings, smiling broadly. She had very special plans for that little piece of cloth. And for her nephew.


When they reached the Faerie Glen she would tap into the source of the power and say the words that would allow the magic to travel within the pendant, guiding it wherever it needed to go to find the very special one it sought.





CHAPTER 2
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Denver, Colorado


Present Day


“Damn it. Why couldn’t I do something, say something?” Caitlyn Coryell slammed her front door and threw her keys across the room, where they bounced off the wall.


This is just great. Now she was talking out loud to herself. Surely just one more thing for Richard to criticize. “ ‘Just who do you think you are?’ That’s what I should have said to Richard.” Cate shook her head. “I should have said something, anything, to Richard.” Instead she’d just let him usher her out, like she was a small child. Like nothing at all had happened.


Cate walked woodenly down the hall to her bedroom, kicking off her sandals and tossing all her packages onto the middle of her bed. She went back to the living room and flopped onto the sofa, pulling her legs up until she could rest her forehead on her knees.


“I’m so pathetic.” Maybe Richard is right. Wasn’t he always? Maybe it was all her fault. If she could just be more . . .


“More what,” she mumbled, absently twisting the diamond ring on her left hand. “Not more. Less. Less like me.” Cate heaved a deep sigh and sat up. “Less afraid.” Afraid and powerless to make even the simplest decision.


I sound like a sulky little girl. She picked up the telephone and dialed.


The hollow echo of the telephone ringing sounded for the third time. Pick up. Jesse should be in his room by now. It had to be around midnight in Barcelona. She needed him to answer. Though she was close to all three of her older brothers, she was closest to Jesse. He wasn’t just her brother; he was her best friend.


There was no reason for him to still be out. They had contacted the office this morning. The mission had gone well and the hostages were safe. The team should have been at the hotel long ago.


Fourth ring. Come on, Jess. Pick up. Pick up. Pick up. Cate paced anxiously across the living room, stopping to tuck a box of tissues firmly under her arm. She’d need them for the good cry she was planning later.


Fifth ring. “PICK UP THE PHONE!” Cate yelled desperately, just as she heard the answering click on the other end of the line.


“Whoa there, no need to . . . Cate, is that you? What’s wrong?” Jesse’s sleepy confusion was evident.


“Sorry, Jess. I was just being impatient. Nothing’s wrong.” Unless you count finding my fiancé having sex on his desk with his receptionist the week before our wedding as something.


“Well, baby sister, you dragged me out of bed at . . . what time is it anyway? What’s going on?” That was more like her Jesse. He sounded annoyed.


Maybe calling Jesse wasn’t the smartest thing for her to do but she had already started. “Richard said, that is, we sort of had a disagreement, and, well, I’ve been thinking about what Richard said, and . . . ” Her voice trailed off as she vividly recalled the “disagreement.”


She had thought to surprise Richard with a picnic lunch since he’d told her he was too busy to get away from the office and meet her. He was busy all right. And all three of them had certainly been surprised. The blonde on the desk had screamed and Cate had dropped the basket of food, lemonade darkening the pale, thick carpet after the glass container shattered.


Jesse’s voice brought her back to the present.


“Answer me, Cate. What did he do? You say the word and I am so on the next plane home. I’ll have my foot up his ass before he can even think of another thing to say.”


At least Jesse was completely awake now.


“No, Jess, you know I don’t want that.” Not that her brother couldn’t do it, with his black belts in God only knew how many martial arts.


She closed her eyes and watched it all happening again.


She had backed out of the office into the hallway, but couldn’t seem to think to move from the spot outside Richard’s door. This couldn’t be happening to her. The door had opened and Richard had grabbed her arm, pulling her into the office as the blonde receptionist sidled past on her way out. She didn’t even have the courtesy to look embarrassed.


“Why?” she had asked him, hating the hurt in her voice. “Why would you do this to me?”


“I wasn’t doing anything to you, Caitlyn. It meant nothing. You know I’m under pressure with the new cases I’ve taken on. How many times have I asked you to have sex with me? If you had, I wouldn’t have been forced to find my relief elsewhere.”


“You’re blaming . . . that”—she pointed to the desk, unable to find the words to describe what she’d seen—“that . . . behavior on your work?”


Richard had led her to the large leather sofa in his office, waiting for her to be seated before he perched himself on the arm. Always the perfect gentleman.


“No. If there’s any fault to be placed here, it’s yours. I’m a man with needs. I’ve made that clear to you.”


Cate shook her head to banish the memory. On second thought, it might not be a good idea to share the whole scenario with her brother. “Besides, Richard says it’s my fault anyway.”


“That’s bullshit. Richard’s full of it, and you deserve better than him.” Jesse always ended up here when they talked about Richard.


“All I need from you is, I need to ask you a question, and I need your promise that you’ll be completely honest with me. Will you do that?” She might as well get on with this.


“That’s what big brothers are for, Caty Rose. I excel at being honest, given the chance. Fire away.”


“Richard says I’m not adventurous, that I’m stuck in a rut, doing the same things day after day, until I’m not even living life anymore.”


“My fault?” she’d asked Richard. “How can your doing . . . that . . . possibly be my fault?”


Richard had given her that haughty look she’d seen him use on others in the past, the waiter who took too long to bring the wine or the sales clerk who didn’t jump fast enough. “You live life like some kind of spinster. The only thing you show any enthusiasm for is Coryell Enterprises. I constantly have to take a backseat to your daddy’s company and your work there.”


“What my father and brothers do is important. They risk their lives to save people.”


“I’m not saying it isn’t important, Caitlyn. I’m saying that you treat me as if it’s more important to you than I am. You have no adventure of your own. You spend ten to twelve hours a day running that office, coordinating everything that goes on there. You deal with some of the most powerful people in the world, but look at you. You’re in a rut. You don’t fix yourself up unless I remind you to. What am I supposed to think? How can I pursue a career in politics without a wife at my side who understands my needs? One who’s willing to sacrifice for my career?”


“I’m adventurous.” She’d desperately grasped at the only part of his censure she could, her stomach clenching in horror as he criticized her passion for her work, the one thing she truly felt she excelled at.


His cold laughter stung. “Really? Then prove it. If you have any adventure in you at all, you’ll have sex with me right here, in this office, right now.” He’d stood then, straightening his tie. “But you aren’t up to that, are you? That’s simply too out of the ordinary for Caitlyn Coryell.”


Her fault. He’d said it was all her fault.


“Do you think he could be right?” She hated the wimpy, pleading note she heard in her voice.


There was a long pause on Jesse’s end. “Okay, fine. You know I don’t like Richard. I never have. How many times have I told you he’s not right for you? You want honesty, well here it is. No, honey, you aren’t adventurous anymore. Your last big adventure ended up with you ass over end flying off a horse.”


She shuddered at the painful reminder. It had been so exciting to sneak out for a ride on her father’s horse, at least for the first few minutes. What is it they say? It’s all fun and games until somebody almost gets killed. She’d spent weeks recovering from that accident.


“But more important, Caty, is the change in you since you met Richard. The longer you’ve dated this guy, the more withdrawn you’ve become. You’re so busy trying to be exactly what he wants you to be, you’re like some ‘Richard robot.’ You should listen to yourself talk. You can’t go more than five minutes without a ‘Richard says’ in your conversation.”


Jesse was on a roll. “You fix your hair the way Richard wants, you attend the society functions Richard wants, you’re forever starving yourself trying to lose weight because Richard wants, you wear the clothes Richard wants. Hell, you aren’t even going to wear Grandma’s wedding dress, and you and I both know you’ve wanted to do that your whole life.”


“Richard said he only wanted the best for me, that he loved me.” She barely noted that she’d referred to him in the past tense.


“I am so sorry to be the one to say this to you, but it’s way past time someone did. Richard doesn’t love you. Anyone can see it. If he did, he wouldn’t be trying to change everything about you. You’re great just the way you are. Richard only loves Richard. And the Coryell money. That and all the potential political allies he can meet through Coryell Enterprises. He’s slime, Caty, and you need to drop him like a bad habit.” Jesse stopped to draw in a ragged breath.


“He’s simply an ambitious lawyer.” She defended him now out of habit, though that wasn’t really much of a defense for the man she was supposed to love more than anything.


“Lawyer or not, Richard is just plain slime of the earth. And, Caty?” Jesse waited until he knew he had her attention. “I don’t really believe you love him either. I haven’t seen you seriously happy since you agreed to marry this creep. I think you just want to be in love because you think it’s supposed to happen now. But love doesn’t happen on schedule. It sneaks up when you least expect it. You can’t plug it into that little day planner of yours. You can’t make it happen. You need to ask yourself some pretty serious questions about how you honest to God feel before that wedding next week.”


“Okay, enough. Thanks for your honesty. I know you don’t understand my relationship with Richard. I just . . . ” She paused and took a deep breath. How could he understand? She wasn’t sure she understood why she’d agreed to marry Richard. Or why she was still considering it. “So will you guys be finished up in time to get home by the end of the week?” He would know she was changing the subject, but she couldn’t bear anymore right now.


“Sure.” His deep sigh was clearly audible on her end. “You know we will, Cate. We won’t let you down. So, I guess that means you’re still going through with this?”


Still going through with it? That was the question she’d been asking herself for the last couple of hours.


After listening to Richard tell her how it was all her fault, how he forgave her, how he loved her, and how they needed to put this incident behind them, she had risen from his sofa without comment and crossed the office, dazedly stepping over the broken glass and the spilled basket that had been her carefully packed lunch. Lemonade had squished into her sandals as she’d opened the door.


“Don’t forget the dinner tonight,” he’d said as he strode toward her. “Remember there will be some very important people there, Caitlyn. Try to be ready when I come to pick you up. I don’t want to keep them waiting. Oh, and why don’t you put your hair up tonight? You look more polished that way.” He’d kissed her on the forehead and ushered her out the door, closing it behind her as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.


Was she still going through with it? She’d been too numb to think, too shocked to fully accept what had happened. Even now she avoided the decision, rattling off the first thing that came to mind in response to her brother’s question.


“I finished my last prewedding detail today. I wandered into this little antiques shop in LoDo and found the perfect ‘something old’ to wear. I can’t wait to show it to you. It’s this beautiful old necklace. It looks like an emerald, although I know it can’t be because I only paid ten dollars for it.” Cate forced some lightness into her voice. “Oh my gosh, it’s almost five thirty. I’ve got to get off the phone and start getting ready for tonight.”


The senior partner of Richard’s firm was giving a dinner in honor of their upcoming wedding. If she were late, there would be such a scene.


“All right. But at least promise me you’ll think about what I said, okay? It’s not too late to change your mind. You don’t have to go through with this. I’m not hanging up until you promise.”


As if I’ll be able to think of anything else.


“Don’t worry about me, Jesse. And yes, before you get all upset, I promise to think about it. I love you. Give my love to Dad and the guys.”


“Love you, too, baby sister. You remember to think about what you really want. Just because Mom and Granny were both married at your age doesn’t mean you have to get married right now.” Allowing no time for her to protest, he quickly continued. “We should be on our way home in a couple of days. We’re just tying up loose ends here. But when I get home, we’re going to continue this conversation, whether you want to or not.” He hung up before she could argue the point.


She put down her tissues, deciding she didn’t have time to spend on tears, and shuffled off to the shower, deep in thought.


*  *  *


Why couldn’t she decide what to do?


On a daily basis Cate negotiated contracts, met with clients of her father’s company, and compiled sensitive background information for negotiations or hostage rescue. She even handled the business side of Coryell Enterprises whenever government agencies contracted them for civilian covert operations. How could she possibly be so weak willed and indecisive now?


“Because that’s business and this is personal.”


Cate stood wrapped in a towel in front of her bedroom mirror, examining her reflection. She’d spent thirty minutes in the shower, trying to decide what was wrong with her. If she hadn’t used all the hot water, she’d probably still be there.


“I’m not that bad. Maybe not model or movie star material, but not totally ugly. I’m smart. I’m good at my work. I’m not mean and I don’t smell bad.” Cate smiled ruefully at her image. “But I might be crazy, because I’m talking to myself again. Maybe this is what a nervous breakdown feels like.”


It was then the thought hit, stopping her in her tracks. Do I really, honestly love Richard enough to have a nervous breakdown over him? No.


Such a simple word. No. And yet for the first time, it allowed her to see her situation quite clearly. No. She didn’t love Richard that much. In fact, right now, she didn’t even like him. Maybe that was why it had always been so easy to tell him she wouldn’t sleep with him before they got married. Jesse was right. Richard was slime. But she couldn’t lay all the blame at his doorstep. She had chosen to ignore all the things that bothered her about him because she should be in love by now. And Richard should have been the perfect one. He was tall, strong, blond, intelligent, and very handsome. He opened doors for her, held her hand, took her to the places she wanted to go. He had been attentive and affectionate. More important, he instantly took command of every situation and people flocked around him. He had power over any circumstances, always smooth and in control. Not only was he everything she should want in a man, he was everything she wanted to be herself. And he had loved her.


No. He had used her. He had never loved her. He loved being with her and meeting all the important people she took for granted because, thanks to her father’s company, they had always been part of her life. All the powerful, famous people who could make things happen for an ambitious lawyer with political aspirations. And everyone around her had seen it all along; watched as she let him make a fool out of her—no, as she’d made a fool out of herself.


Cate sat down on the end of the bed, her legs literally giving out under her. Richard might have used her, but she had used him, too. She had wanted to be in love, and when Richard came along she convinced herself that she was. She hadn’t loved him any more than he had loved her. What had she been thinking for the past year?


“You know, for an almost genius, Cate Coryell, you’re pretty stupid.” Just because you could make it through school a few years ahead of everyone else certainly didn’t mean you had learned anything about life.


She wouldn’t need to straighten her hair or put on makeup or get dressed. She wasn’t going out to dinner with Richard tonight.


And she wasn’t going to marry him.


She stood up and headed for the kitchen. There was a bottle of some kind of alcohol she had never opened in the cupboard over the refrigerator. Her brother Cody had given it to her on her twenty-first birthday, warning her to be careful with it, but, since she didn’t drink, it had languished with the cobwebs for the past three years. Now she deserved a celebration. She was declaring her freedom.


“ ‘An dram buidheach,’ ” she quoted out loud, reading the back of the bottle. “ ‘The drink that satisfies.’ Exactly what I need. A little satisfaction. ‘Product of Scotland.’ ”


She had wanted to visit Scotland since her college Medieval History classes. Such a tragic, turbulent past, and yet so romantic. She had loved those classes, soaking up the history of the times, immersing herself in the lore.


Cate shook her head in disgust, remembering that she had even recommended Scotland for their honeymoon, but Richard was set on Belize, where the senior partner in his law firm liked to vacation.


Well, that isn’t a problem anymore.


After struggling to open the dusty bottle, she poured some of the amber liquid into one of her pretty wineglasses and headed back to the bedroom, taking the bottle with her.


“It’s time to straighten out a few things in here.”


She took a quick sip of the Drambuie and gasped for air, coughing. Cody had been right. She’d need to be careful with this stuff.


First she went to her closet and, climbing on an overturned wooden storage box, brought down an old dress box, tied with an emerald green ribbon. Gently she laid the cardboard box on the bed and untied the ribbon, lifting out an antique ivory lace dress. Her grandmother had worn this when she married her grandfather. Her mother had worn it when she married. To think, she’d almost given up the opportunity to wear it herself.


Never again. Never again would she sacrifice her dreams. Never again would she accept anything less than the real thing. And if she ended up being one of those women for whom there was no true love? Well, so be it. Being without a man would be better than being with the wrong one for the wrong reasons.


She strode firmly to the closet and took out a huge garment bag, unzipping it and tossing its frothy white contents to the floor next to her trash can.


“Without a doubt, the most hideous excuse for a wedding dress ever, regardless of what Richard thinks.” It had been vastly expensive, and she had waited three months for the designer to meet with her for a fitting. So what if it had cost a small fortune? It had been her money. She could do what she wanted with the white netted horror.


No doubt some charitable organization would be calling in a few weeks. They always wanted clothes to sell in their thrift stores. This time she could give them something that had never been used.


She congratulated herself on another decision well made by choking down a sip of the Drambuie. It burned a trail down her throat.


Next she pulled a stack of clothing out of her dresser, things she’d bought for her wedding and honeymoon. She dropped her towel and slipped into the white lace bra and panties set. She admired her reflection in the mirror for a moment. This wasn’t really her style, not the least bit practical as she normally preferred, but it was so beautiful she was keeping it. A girl deserved a few pretty things. Another sip of the warm liqueur to seal the decision.


Taking the towel off her long damp hair, Cate grabbed the ribbon that had held her grandmother’s wedding dress box and tied her auburn curls into a quick ponytail. Then she slipped into the emerald silk pajama set she had thought so sexy when she’d seen it hanging on the mannequin. The elastic waist of the pants hung low, riding on her hips, while the camisole top barely brushed her waistline. She’d hunted a long time for a set to fit like this. At not quite five foot four, she found everything was usually too long for her.


So maybe she could stand to lose another ten pounds like Richard said, but just maybe he should see her like this. Not that he would get to. One more little sip. It went down much more smoothly this time.


Cate turned to the dressing table and searched through her jewelry box, choosing the diamond and yellow gold earrings her father had given her for her college graduation. Normally she never wore anything but her plain silver hoops, but simple diamonds would be appropriate for a wedding. If there were going to be a wedding. Which there isn’t. Cate was having a difficult time getting the little studs into her ears. Her sense of balance seemed just a bit off.


She glanced at the small emerald eternity band lying on her dresser and placed it on her right hand. It had been a birthday gift from her grandmother. Their shared birthstone. She took just one more little sip and stopped to refill her glass.


Next she reached for the long-sleeved silk Asian-style jacket that went with the pajama set, but stopped as her eyes lit on the bag she’d tossed to the bed when she’d first come home. It held her little treasure, the pendant she’d found in the antiques store today before she’d gone to see Richard.


Nope, not going to think about that scene again.


Instead she’d try on the necklace to see if it looked as good on her as it had lying on the velvet cloth in the store.


Cate held the necklace up and admired it as the light sparkled off the multifaceted emerald. Well, of course it couldn’t be a real emerald, even if light did fairly dance off the jewel. Nobody sold those for ten dollars. Still, the gold setting and chain looked ancient. It was so beautiful it had to be the best bargain she’d ever found. It was the perfect “something old” for her wedding. If I were having a wedding. Which now, of course, she wasn’t.


With some difficulty, Cate fastened the chain around her neck, and stood back to admire her reflection in the mirror.


“Not bad.”


The pendant felt unusually warm against her skin, causing a tingling sensation that spread to her neck and shoulders. Or was that the drink?


She pulled the ribbon from her hair, allowing her natural curls to fan out, and lifted her glass in salute to her reflection.


“Here’s to you, Richard. Just look what you almost . . . ” She stopped suddenly when she noticed an odd green glow behind her reflected in the mirror.


“What the . . . ?”


Cate turned to see a large sphere of emerald green light forming in the middle of her bedroom, pulsing and growing larger. Even more startling than the unusual glow was the man who gradually materialized in the center of the sphere—he was incredible.


Or maybe she was drunk.


Or actually having that nervous breakdown she’d contemplated earlier. Do drunks having nervous breakdowns suffer from hallucinations about incredibly handsome men showing up in their bedrooms?


“Oh my God. What are you doing in my . . . who are . . . how did you get in here?” Cate demanded, slamming her full wineglass down onto the dressing table and jerking the chair out in front of her. The little chair wouldn’t do much to stop someone his size, but somehow it made her feel better.


He straightened, pausing for a moment, just staring at her before he spoke. “I am Connor MacKiernan. I’ve crossed time seeking yer assistance, milady. Only you can help me.”


He had the most wonderful Scottish brogue. Cate leaned toward him for a moment and then shook her head to clear it.


“Right.” Stall for time and this hallucination would probably go away. “Through time.” Oh my, he was gorgeous, and with that accent . . . !


But one of them must be crazy.


He was dressed like an ancient Scots warrior, boldly standing there with his legs apart and his hands on his hips, in a bubble of green light, in her bedroom, for crying out loud.


Connor cocked an eyebrow and tilted his head questioningly. “I am no used to begging, but if you require it, I will do so. We’ve no much time.”


“Oh, great. Just great. I have Braveheart-slash-Conan standing in my bedroom, and he’s in a big hurry.” She blew out her breath in irritation. “What do you want with me? Why am I the only one who can help you . . . to do what?” Cate put her hands on her hips, mirroring his stance. Hadn’t someone said you should take the offensive in these situations? She almost laughed out loud when she realized that chances were extremely high no one had ever encountered a situation quite like this one.


“Although some do call me brave, I’m no Conan. I told you, my name is Connor. Connor MacKiernan.”


He looked a little annoyed now.


Annoying him might not be such a good thing; he was a really big man. Big and gorgeous.


Is that a knife sticking out of his boot?


“Are you no listening to me, woman? This is important and we hae precious little time.” He shouted the last.


While gaping at him, she’d missed part of what he’d said. “Sorry. I’m sorry. I’m not in the habit of having strange men—strange men with weapons, I might add—pop into my bedroom.” She stared pointedly at his leg.


That is definitely a knife sticking out of his boot.


“No, you’re no the one who needs to apologize.” At least he had the good grace to look embarrassed. “I’d no thought of how, or where, I might appear to you.” He tilted his head in a slight bow and then, raising his head, he pointed to the emerald necklace she wore. “It’s the jewel, milady. It’s led me to you as the one to help me save my sister. The Fae magic sent me here to fetch you.”


She should be completely freaked out. But he seemed so sincere. Well, wouldn’t all homicidal maniacs, or even simple hallucinations for that matter, seem sincere?


She could hardly believe it when she heard herself ask, “Save your sister, huh? What exactly does this magic want me to do?”


“You must come home with me, to marry me. Then I’ll return you here. No one will even know yer gone.”


When Cate laughed, he looked offended.


“Sorry. It’s just that, as you can see”—she waved her arm unsteadily around to encompass the disarray in the room—“I’ve just been dealing with preparations for a wedding.” Is that green circle shrinking around him? “I still don’t get it. Why would you need me to marry you? You don’t even know me.”


“It’s verra complicated.”


No mistake, he really did look embarrassed now, and it made him seem much younger, almost vulnerable, as he ducked his head.


“I must marry if I’m to protect my sister. It’s no a real marriage. Well, it is, but because it will be in my time, it’s no real for you. You’ll stay just long enough to marry me and then return to yer own time. Once I hae fulfilled the condition of marriage, I will be free to remain with my family, to protect my sister.” He narrowed his eyes. “I will no allow anything to happen to you, lass, if it’s fear holding you back.”


“I’m not afraid.” Well, that was a lie, but it made her feel better to say it. “Where, or should I say when, is your home?” Yes, the nervous breakdown hallucination theory was firming up as the front-runner now.


“Sithean Fardach. Scotland. The year of our Lord, 1272.” For the first time, Connor appeared to study his surroundings. “It’s a fair distant time for you?”


Cate laughed again. “Actually, ‘fair distant’ would pretty much be an understatement.” Now what? She looked around the room. The glass she had set on the dressing table had fallen over. But instead of spilling, the warm caramel-colored liqueur was suspended in the air, never touching the ground.


“Did you do that? No, wait. Obviously you did. How did you do that?” She pointed at the suspended liquid.


“I canna explain. I dinna understand it all.” He shrugged. “It’s the Fae magic. Time has stopped here, allowing me to come for you. When you return, no matter how long yer in my time, you will be right here, right now—that’s all I ken about it. We must hurry, please.”


The green sphere is definitely growing smaller. And he didn’t look to her like a man who said please often.


What did she have to lose? Chances were, she’d wake up in the morning, probably with a huge headache, and be quite amused by her hallucination.


And if not? If he’s real?


Hadn’t she just been told today—twice, in fact, by both Richard and her brother—that she needed to be more adventurous? What could be more adventurous than a quick visit to thirteenth-century Scotland? Accompanied by what had to be the most gorgeous man she had ever seen. A man who needed her help.


Connor held out his hand. “We must hurry. Time canna wait forever, no even for the magic.”


Cate grabbed her pajama jacket and put it on, jammed her feet into the well-worn woven-grass flip-flops Jesse had brought her from his last trip to Thailand, and started toward Connor. She stopped at the last minute, grabbing her grandmother’s wedding dress.


“Can I wear this to be married in?” She held the dress clutched to her, eyeing him defiantly. If he said no, she wouldn’t go.


“You can wear whatever you want, lass, I dinna care, but if yer coming, it must be now.”


The sphere was pulsing again.


Making up her mind, she picked up the ribbon she’d pulled from her hair and tied it around the dress to form a small bundle. Taking Connor’s hand, she stepped into the glow.


He drew her close, putting both arms around her as the sphere closed in on them. Tingles raced through her body. When he looked down at her, Cate was mesmerized by the intensity in his blue eyes.


“I swear, lass, on my honor, I’ll no allow any harm to come to you. I’ll protect you with my life. And when it’s finished, I’ll see you safely returned home.”


The strength of his determination radiated from him. She was still captivated by the look in his eyes when he lowered his head toward her, slowly, almost as if against his own will. It took her by surprise when his lips met hers, her own eyes fluttering shut. Electricity arced through Cate’s body at the simple touch as a multitude of colored lights lit the world around her.


The feel of his soft lips and strong arms and the look in his eyes as he made his promise were the last things she thought of as the lights winked out.





CHAPTER 3



[image: Images]


In those final few moments between sleeping and waking, Cate experienced two distinct thoughts: the first involved plunging into a pair of blue eyes so electrifying she felt light-headed, and the second was that someone had left the water running.


She awakened fully indeed to find herself face-to-face with a pair of extraordinary blue eyes—just not the ones she’d been so thoroughly enjoying a few moments before. The water, however, was still running somewhere.


“So you’re with us at last. Welcome, lassie, I’m exceedingly pleased to hae you here. We’ve so much to do.” A lovely blonde woman took Cate’s arm to assist her and sat watching her expectantly.


“Where am I?” Cate asked, looking around uncertainly. She was outside, sitting on the ground in a forest next to a pool of water, complete with waterfall. At least that explained the running water. This couldn’t be possible. Last night had been a dream, hadn’t it?


“Weel, I’ve no traveled through time myself, of course, but considering how Connor felt when he awoke, I’m guessing you’ll be a bit disoriented for while.” The blonde stood and reached a hand down to Cate. “Try standing, lass—see if it disna help a bit. Moving around seemed to help Connor.”


“Connor?” She rose unsteadily to her feet. “Oh, the big guy in the green light.” The one who’d made her stomach do crazy somersaults when he put his arms around her. The one who’d made her forget to breathe when he’d kissed her. “Where is he?”


“He’s gone hunting with Duncan. Having no idea when you’d awake, I thought to start the morning meal, so I sent them off.” The woman brought a small bucket of water over from the fire. “Here. This is nice and warm. We’ll get you up and ready. We should be able to finish everything before they return.” She stood with her hands on her hips and smiled pleasantly down at Cate. “It’s occurred to me, lass, that I dinna even know what you’re called. I’m Rosalyn MacKiernan, Connor’s aunt.”


“Cate. Well, Caitlyn actually. Caitlyn Coryell. But everyone just calls me Cate.”


Whenever she was nervous, Cate couldn’t seem to restrain what came bubbling out of her mouth, and she hated it, so she stopped herself by splashing the warm water on her face. It did make her feel better, a little more in control. She reached up to push her hair out of her face. It was curling everywhere, a testament to the humidity in this place. For a fact, she wasn’t in Colorado anymore. Now she knew how Dorothy must have felt.


“Weel, Cate, we must hurry if we’re to finish the things that need done before the men return. Are you ready? Is there anything I can get for you before we start?” Rosalyn pulled a small velvet pouch from the leather bags piled on the ground.


“Before we start . . . what, exactly?” Maybe she needed to let this lady know that nothing was making any sense here.


“You agreed to help Connor, aye, to save his sister so she might find the fate of her own heart?” At Cate’s nod, she continued. “We need thank our Fae Folk for their assistance and”—Rosalyn paused as if deciding on what to tell her—“to tie up the loose ends of the magic so we can proceed.”


She took Cate’s hand and led her around to the far side of the pool. There, by a tree literally covered in small pieces of cloth, Rosalyn opened the little pouch and pulled out a strip of material, handing it to Cate.


“Simply dip the cloth into the water, and thank the Faeries for yer safe journey. Then tie it on the tree, just like all the other bits there.”


“What is the place?” Cate looked around thoughtfully. It was beautiful here, everything lush and green. It filled her with an unaccustomed sense of peace. But it certainly wasn’t any place she recognized.


“This is the home of my mothers.” Rosalyn looked around with obvious pride.


“Your mothers. How many ‘mothers’ do you have?”


“A multitude, child.”


Rosalyn’s musical laughter floated over the water, and Cate took the time to really study the woman. She was tall and willowy, at least half a foot taller than Cate, with light blonde hair pulled loosely into a bun at the nape of her neck. Beautiful would be a mild descriptor for this woman, who might be somewhere in her late thirties by Cate’s guess. Most striking of all were her eyes, a study in blue intensity. Very like Connor’s eyes.


Cate pushed her own hair out of her face again and made a quick decision. Real or a dream, she was going to make the best of this. What else was there to do?


After kneeling to dip the piece of cloth in the water, she tore it into two narrower strips and used one to tie back her hair out of her way.


“You need to speak to them, as if you actually see them.”


But before Cate could utter a word, Rosalyn held up a hand to stop her. “Oh, and ask their blessing and aid for the rest of our . . . task.”


Cate stood and faced the water, but Rosalyn again stopped her.


“Oh, and as we’re dealing with the Fae”—she smiled sweetly at Cate—“it would no hurt to ask them to grant you true love. They like that.” She nodded reassuringly.


“Ha!” Cate looked at the older woman, who was startled by her outburst. “True love? I’m not at all sure I believe in true love.” Of course if anyone had asked her yesterday, she would have said she didn’t believe in Faeries or time travel either. “But I do believe this, if it does exist, you can’t force it to happen or just wish it into being.”


“Oh, weel, you may hae the right of it, of course.” Rosalyn looked down at the water, a mischievous smile forming on her lips. “But the Faeries, you ken? They believe, and it’s them we’re asking for help. So you see? Though they’ve their own way of doing things, we’d be best off to keep them happy.” She shrugged.
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