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He ignored her surprise as he covered her mouth with his. . . .

Drew breathed Leah in, conscious only of the feel of her in his embrace.

Leah’s mouth opened and, as if with a mind of its own, his tongue dipped inside, robbing him for an instant of any knowledge of where he was or why he did this. All he knew was that he was lost in the intoxicating richness of her mouth.

He barely noticed when her hands fluttered up to his arms. Barely noticed the sparkle of colors dancing across his closed eyelids or the sensation of movement rippling through his biceps.

He knew only that it seemed she had melted into his arms, their connection so intense he felt as if they might merge into one person at any moment.
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To Liam and Xander,
the two newest heroes in my life!
Welcome to the world!
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MACQUARRIE KEEP,
THE HIGHLANDS OF SCOTLAND
1293

As the last emerald sparkles flickered away into the night, Leah Noble huddled close to the floor, her eyes clenched shut. Stomach churning in fear, she prayed to any and all gods who might hear her to grant that the magic would pass her by.

“Are you unharmed, lass?”

Leah jumped, startled as much by the unexpected sound of Margery MacQuarrie’s voice as by the woman’s gentle touch to her shoulder. She tried to nod her answer, but the terror wracked her entire body with violent tremors. Even her voice refused to cooperate when she opened her mouth, a series of pathetic whimpers all that she could manage.

“Oh, my poor lassie,” Margery whispered, gathering Leah into her arms, stroking her hair and down her back as if she tended a small child in need of consoling.

It was this overwhelming kindness, following so closely on the heels of a day that had drained her both emotionally and physically, that prompted her complete undoing. Long beyond her control now, her whimpers turned to great heaving sobs as she gave herself over to the older woman’s gentle ministrations.

“Och, sweetling, no,” Margery cooed. “It breaks my heart to see you weep so for yer loss. Truly, lass, Robbie’s leaving is no yer final connection to yer own time and yer own people. He left instructions on how yer to find the MacKiernans of Dun Ard should you ever be in need or want to try to get home again.”

A crazed desire to laugh bubbled just below the surface of Leah’s panic. Margery had it all so very wrong.

“No!” Leah managed to sputter out at last, fighting to gain control over her bizarre emotions. “I don’t want anything to do with whatever Robbie left.” She gasped for air in an attempt to stop the sobs that still jerked the breath from her. “I’m not crying because he went back to the future without me.”

Margery pulled away from her, lifting one hand to brush damp strands of hair from Leah’s cheeks. The older woman’s face wrinkled in obvious distress. “Why, then?”

How could she possibly explain her hideous terror and the guilt that gnawed at her heart even now?

After the horrors she’d endured over the last few months, Leah had felt all hope for a normal life was lost to her. Kidnapped by the evil Nuadian Fae, abused, her blood taken daily to build their powers, she’d been demoralized by all she’d suffered. Their plans to use her to breed other half-blood Fae descendants who would in turn be abused as she had been terrified her. But when those same Fae had vowed to track her to the ends of the earth, had sworn she would never escape their control, well, that had been the last straw for her. Added to the unbearable pain she endured every time she tapped into her own Faerie powers of healing, she’d felt as if her sanity were hanging by a frayed thread.

At her darkest moment, when she’d thought her future was lost, her sister’s new family had offered her a glimmer of hope. Robert had brought her here, seven hundred years into the past, depositing her in the care of his parents. Without even a hint of a Faerie in sight, Leah had felt safe and secure for the first time in what seemed like forever. It was as if, at long last, she’d found a place to call home.

And then, just as she’d thought herself free to relax, Faerie magic had reared its ugly head once more.

When that emerald sphere of magic had engulfed Robert and the woman he loved, Leah had felt as if her heart were about to burst out of her body. She’d felt the magic’s pull, as if it sought to drag her along with the other two. The hair on her arms had risen and her clothing had stood out from her body as if she were being sucked into the magic to return to her own time along with them. The dragging, pulling suction had ceased only when the child, Jamie, had jumped into the circle and the three of them poofed into the future in a shower of magnificent colored sparkles.

How did she admit all that to the woman who had taken her in and even now worried over her?

She owed Margery MacQuarrie honesty even if it was the honesty of a coward. With a quivering breath, Leah wiped her eyes and tried to own up to her failings.

“Not because they left me behind, Grandma Mac, but because I was terrified the magic would take me along with them. Right back to . . . to all the things I’d thought I’d escaped. And when that poor little boy—” Her voice cracked with another sob as she acknowledged the monster her cowardice had made of her. “When the magic took Jamie instead, I was grateful, as awful as that makes me, grateful it was him and not me.”

Leah allowed Margery to enfold her in her comforting embrace, once more giving herself over to the tears that had taken so long to find their release.

“My poor, gentle-hearted lassie,” Margery murmured as she rocked back and forth. “You’ve no a need to take the lad’s going onto yerself. While it may be that Jamie took yer place, you must see that he belonged with Robbie and Isabella. Just as you belong here with us.”

“Do you really think so?” Leah pulled back from the older woman, searching her face for any sign that Margery simply patronized her with platitudes.

Nothing but sincerity shone in the older woman’s eyes. “I do, lass. The magic of the Fae works in its own mysterious way. And though I ken you believe you’ve no use for that part of yerself,” she held up a hand to quiet the protest Leah was about to make, “it is there, nonetheless. Just know, until the day comes you want to embrace it, we’ll no ever speak to it again, if that’s what you want.”

Leah nodded slowly, overcome with gratitude for this caring woman who’d taken her in and treated her as if she really were her own flesh and blood. “It is. I only want to be normal.”

“Well then.” Margery smiled and rose to her feet, patting down her skirt as she did. “You’ve naught to worry over. After all, yer Leah MacQuarrie, daughter of Robert, granddaughter to Hugh and Margery. You can hardly be more normal than that, now can you?”

Leah rose hesitantly to stand, mindful of the raw burns covering half her body, the result of her having used her Faerie powers one last time to heal Jamie. The same boy who’d then gone to the future to take her place. The pain would be gone in a few days and her body would return to the way it had been. Perhaps it wasn’t such a bad trade for either of them.

Jamie, with his freshly healed body, would have all the advantages the twenty-first century had to offer, plus the love Robert and Isabella obviously felt for him.

She, after a few days to recuperate, would have the rest of her life to live out as a normal person, in the safety of this time and place, without ever having to touch the Faerie magic again.
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MACQUARRIE KEEP,
THE HIGHLANDS OF SCOTLAND
SPRING, 1305

That man was a perfect example of a Richard that the nickname Dick had been invented for, if ever she had met one. Richard MacQuarrie was a dick of mammoth proportions.

Or maybe an ass. Or whatever other appropriately hateful names Leah MacQuarrie could drag up out of her past vocabulary to apply to the man who was turning her nice, quiet life upside down. Too bad no one else here would get the humor of her nickname for her supposed uncle.

“Thank God that jerk’s not really related to me by blood,” she muttered as she stomped down the hallway.

“Hush!” Margery MacQuarrie hissed as she overtook Leah, a warning hand reaching out to grasp the younger woman’s arm. “Yer no to say such out loud. No ever, do you ken? As far as any need know, Richard is yer uncle. And dinna you be taking the Lord’s name in vain, either, missy.”

“Sorry, Grandma Mac.” Leah almost smiled, in spite of the current predicament she found herself facing.

She could count on Margery to retain a cool head on her shoulders, always the one to think first and act later. Leah had tried her best to pattern herself after this amazing woman since the day Robert MacQuarrie had brought her here to keep her safe, claiming her as his own daughter. His parents, Margery and Hugh, had accepted her into their home as a part of their family, even though they knew the sixteen-year-old their son had dropped in their laps wasn’t really Robert’s daughter. Not even learning of her true heritage had deterred their acceptance of her.

For that she loved them as much as if they were her own flesh-and-blood family.

She reached out now, patting the thin, veined hand resting on her arm, feeling her heart clinch as she looked into the older woman’s sad eyes. It had to hurt like hell to realize your firstborn was such a waste of skin.

“Don’t you worry. We’ll think of something.” Leah gave the hand a quick squeeze. “I know we will.”

Tears pooled in the older woman’s eyes, but then, just as quickly as they’d appeared, they were gone. Margery was not a woman to wallow in the hardships life threw in her path.

“We will at that. For now, we’ll take our daily tea in my solar, child. Perhaps if we put our heads together, we can come up with a way around all this unpleasantness.”

Leah nodded, falling into step behind her grandmother down the hall and up the stairs to Margery’s sitting room.

Of course the tea they’d have was no more “tea” than Leah was a “child.” It was instead a brew of herbs that Leah had christened “tea” years ago. Real tea wouldn’t show up in Scotland for . . . Leah had no idea how many years it would be, but she was sure she’d be long dead before the caffeine-rich leaves she remembered wistfully from her youth made an appearance.

Though it wasn’t always easy living in a time seven hundred years before she had been born, it beat the heck out of what Leah had left behind.

Or it had until three days ago when the MacQuarries’ older son, Richard, had shown up out of the blue.

Dick, as Leah decided to christen him, had disowned his family years ago after marrying the woman his younger brother, Robert, had fancied himself in love with. Dick had completely abandoned everything from his past, even taking his wife’s family name for his own, no doubt to curry favor with her father, some high-placed lord in King Edward’s court.

Now he was back, claiming his rights as eldest son as if he’d never run off and deserted his heritage. Worse yet, he announced on arrival that he also claimed MacQuarrie Keep in the name of his king, Edward. As if he were some born-and-bred Englishman with not a spot of Scots blood running in his veins!

Before she’d come to this time, Leah had known of the troubles between Scotland and England. She’d read of them in history class. She’d even seen the Hollywood version at the movies.

But nothing, nothing, could ever prepare her for the reality of it. Only living it, day after day for all these years, allowed her to understand what feelings the conflict engendered.

Just as she considered herself well and truly a MacQuarrie after over a decade here, so too she considered herself well and truly a Scot. As such, Dick’s actions offended her to the core, both as a Scot and as a MacQuarrie.

And that wasn’t even touching the edge of how angry she was with him for what he was putting his mother through.

It took only a moment’s study for Leah to recognize the weariness in the older woman’s slow step. Once they reached the solar, she shooed Margery over to sit in her favorite chair while she set about heating the water for their “tea.”

Margery sighed deeply, closing her eyes when she leaned back against the seat. “If only Hugh had been here instead of off to Inverness when Richard arrived. I should no ever have allowed the boy inside the walls of MacQuarrie Keep.”

“Don’t beat yourself up, Grandma Mac. Like as not, Grandpa Hugh would have ordered the gates open just as you did. He is your son, after all, and you love him. How were you to know he’d be such a—” Leah cut her rant short, bending over the pot of heating water as if she’d intended not to finish all along. Margery didn’t need to hear any more of the negatives already assailing her heart.

“Hugh warned me years ago that my Richard was gone, but did I listen? No. I dinna want to believe the things he told me of my own sweet lad.” The old woman sighed again, though this time she sounded more exasperated than sad. “It’s beyond my reason at times, lass. It’s no like we raised yer own good father any different from his brother.”

A warm buzz filled Leah’s heart as she poured steaming water over the fragrant herb pouch. At times like this, it seemed to Leah that Margery had pretended to be her grandmother for such a long time she didn’t even see it as pretending any more. In fact, Leah suspected that had as much to do with what Margery wanted to be the truth as it had ever had with protecting Leah.

Yet another reason she’d grown to love Margery and Hugh so much.

“Grandpa Hugh will be home any day now. He’ll know what to do when he gets here.” Leah hoped he would, anyway. He was already past the date they’d expected his return.

Margery snorted inelegantly before lifting her cup to blow across the hot liquid. “When yer Grandpa Hugh hears that his elder son has claimed MacQuarrie Keep in the name of Edward and England, he’ll—” She sputtered to a halt as if searching for the perfect description of what her husband might do.

“He’ll have a shit fit,” Leah finished for her. Hugh might be getting well on in years, but he had a sound mind and hearty temper to go along with it. The old guy was going to be royally pissed when he found out what his son was up to.

Margery took a small sip and pursed her lips, casting what Leah always thought of as the Eagle-Eye look in Leah’s direction. “That disna sound like a proper thing for a lady to be saying, lass. You’ll want to counsel that tongue of yers while we’ve so many guests in our home.” Another sip of tea was followed by another sigh. “But yer words do have the sound of anger to them, and in truth, I’m no sure they’re even half so strong as what yer Grandpa Hugh will be feeling.”

Guests? More like invaders. Still, Grandma Mac made a valid point with her advice to watch what she said. In the seclusion of MacQuarrie Keep, she’d grown comfortable and allowed her vigilance to drop.

When she’d first come to this time from the twenty-first century, Leah had worked hard to learn to modify her behavior and speech to conform to what was appropriate for her new life here. For the most part, she knew the expectations.

But knowing how to behave and speak like a proper fourteenth-century lady and actually doing it all the time were often two totally unconnected activities for her. The patterns of speech these people used still didn’t come naturally to her and, unless she stopped to think about what she was going to say, she reverted to being herself. The inhabitants of the keep were used to her oddities and took them all in stride, but Dick and his men? They were a whole different story.

“I canna but believe Richard was of a mind to frighten you and nothing more with all his blether about marriage. I’m sure he’s no truly intending to try such a thing.”

Glancing up from pouring her own tea at Margery’s words, Leah noted the older woman’s sudden fascination with the contents in her cup. Well she might avoid eye contact. By now she had to realize that slimy firstborn of hers was capable of just about anything. She also had to realize, as Leah did, his comments about handing Leah over to some ally of his in marriage were not an idle threat but a statement of fact. Pure and simple.

Leah shrugged as she made her way over to sit on a cushion next to Margery’s chair. “He didn’t frighten me.” No point in upsetting her grandmother any more than she already was.

Margery’s skeptically raised eyebrow was her only response.

“Really. He didn’t.”

The eyebrow didn’t move.

Her grandmother knew her far too well, it seemed.

“Okay. Fine. Maybe he did rattle me a little bit.”

How could she not be rattled? They’d sat through a horribly uncomfortable meal with Richard occupying his father’s seat at the table as if he had a right to. It probably hadn’t been her most clever move to point out to him his error, but the arrogance of his taking that seat had irritated her beyond good caution.

He’d cast that oily, disgusted look of his in her direction and taken that opportunity to inform them both that in order to seal alliances in England, he’d decided his niece should marry.

His niece. Her!

“Hugh will deal with Richard and all his nonsense when he returns, sweetling. Dinna you fret. For now we’ll simply—”

“Mistress!”

Margery’s words were cut short by Maisey’s excited entrance, her wrinkled face pink with exertion.

Leah jumped up from her spot on the floor and hurried across the room to the old maid’s assistance.

“Catch yer breath first, dear,” Margery cautioned, slowly pushing herself up to stand. “And then you can tell us what has you so a-twitter.”

Maisey’s sleeves were pushed up over her elbows, a sure sign she’d been cleaning again, though Leah had overheard Margery tell her a thousand times she should leave those chores for the younger girls.

The old maid blew out a breath and grinned, grasping onto Leah’s arm for support. “It’s our good laird, my lady. He’s come home. As soon as I saw him and my lads riding into the bailey, I made straightaway to find you.”

Maisey’s “lads” were her forty-plus-year-old son and her husband, Walter, who Leah was convinced must be ninety if he was a day.

“Lord’s mercy,” Margery grumbled, pushing herself out of her chair and heading for the door. “I dinna want to think on what will happen if Richard confronts his father before I’ve had the chance to speak to him first. The two of them were never . . .”

The rest of her comments were lost as she rushed past and into the hallway, muttering as she went.

Not that Leah needed to hear the words. She had the same concerns about that first meeting between Hugh and Richard. Hugh’s quick temper and Richard’s snotty attitude of superiority were not going to make for a pleasant reunion. It wouldn’t be so much oil and water as it would gasoline and lit matches.

She fought the need to toss Maisey’s hand from her arm and dash after Margery. The sweet old lady leaning on her for support had obviously winded herself rushing up here to get them, so she would simply have to bide her time, following along more slowly.

In spite of her best efforts, her impatience must have shown through. They’d made it only midway down the hall toward the stairs when Maisey pulled her hand away and rested it against the wall, taking her weight off Leah.

“Go on with you, lassie. I’ll follow at me own pace. You’d best be off to help Mistress Margery. Something tells me she’ll need all the help she can get.”

Obviously she wasn’t the only one expecting the worst from the father-and-son reunion.

With a quick kiss to Maisey’s leathered cheek, Leah took off down the stairs at a run.

Angry raised voices reached her ears as she slipped through the large entry door and she quickly realized all their fears had been justified.

In the middle of the bailey her grandmother stood like a statue, her arms outstretched to either side. One hand rested on her husband’s chest, the other on her son’s, as if by sheer force of will she could keep the men from a physical brawl.

“Stop it!” Margery ordered, her frame all but dwarfed between the two men. “Both of you! You’ll stop it right now.”

Not good. Margery might be a force unto herself, but the men on either side of her looked to be beyond what reason could control.

Leah jumped over the last step, grabbing up handfuls of skirt so she wouldn’t trip as she hit the ground at a run.

“You’ll gather these English dogs you’ve brought with you and you’ll haul yer worthless carcasses back to yer . . . king.” Hugh spat the final word, as if it disgusted him to have it cross his tongue.

“Edward is your rightful sovereign as well.” Richard took a step back from his mother, laying a threatening hand on the sword he wore at his hip. “Unless you side with the likes of Wallace and his traitorous rabble. Even the Red Comyn has had the good sense to swear fealty to Edward.”

“Aye, that he did. And as I heard word of it, yer king guaranteed in those negotiations there’d be no disinheritance or reprisals. I’ve no bones to pick nor sides to take in yer fights. As laird of the MacQuarries, my responsibility and only concern is for my people and their safety. And since yer no longer one of my people, Hawthorne, yer no welcome here. Now take yer men and leave.”

Leah had slowed her steps as she’d neared the men, the tension sparking between them assaulting her senses. But now she felt a need to move closer. The bright red color Hugh’s naturally ruddy face had turned concerned her. He was too old to be getting himself so worked up. Seventy-eight might be the new fifty in the century she’d left behind, but in this century, seventy-eight was like living on borrowed time.

When she reached his side, she slipped her hand into his before meeting Richard’s scowl. Hugh’s subtle squeeze to her fingers reassured her that he hadn’t completely lost control of himself.

Richard’s lips curled in an oily parody of smile. “In that case, you no longer have a need to concern yourself. I’ve a document inside, stamped with the seal of King Edward himself, turning these lands over to my keeping, to hold in his name.”

Beside her, Hugh stiffened, his hand dropping hers as he crossed his arms. “That I canna allow.”

“You have no choice in the matter, old man.” Richard turned his back to them, taking no more than a single step before his mother grabbed his arm.

“I’ll no have you speaking to yer father in that tone. You may have abandoned all we hold dear, but he’s still yer father and you owe him yer respect.”

“I owe him nothing. As firstborn, all of this is mine by rights.” Richard plucked his mother’s hand from his arm, dropping it as if he found her touch distasteful.

“No so long as yer father lives,” Margery countered.

“Which may not be all that long,” he responded, his fake smile back in place.

Margery’s hand snaked out like lightning, a loud thwack echoing in the courtyard as her backhand caught Richard along his jaw, snapping his head to the side.

As if she were frozen to the spot, Leah watched in helpless horror while her peaceful world crumbled, crashing down around her.

Richard grabbed Margery’s upper arms, giving her a violent shake that bobbled her head forward and back before shoving her away. Her balance lost, she stumbled to the ground.

To Leah’s right, an enormous bellow erupted from Hugh and he charged toward his son only to be held in check by two men who rushed forward, pinning him to his spot.

A jolt of air rushed into Leah’s lungs, as if she’d held her breath too long, even as the heat of anger scorched through her mind. Slipping past the men who held Hugh in place, she ran to Margery, kneeling down to grasp the older woman’s frail shoulders.

“You should be ashamed of yourself! What kind of ass treats his own mother like that?” she yelled in Richard’s general direction, focusing her attention on helping Margery to sit up.

He spun on his heel, glaring down at her. “You’d do well to counsel that tongue of yours, niece, before your new husband arrives. Lord Moreland isn’t likely to take well to that sort of behavior. It would be a pity to see my old friend forced to spend his wedding night beating some manners into his new bride.”

“Husband?” Hugh strained against the men who held him, his face even redder than it had been before. “You’ve no the right to hand the lass off like some possession to barter. She’s no more yers to promise away than these lands.”

“And you’ve no longer any say in the matter, father.” Though he used the appellation, Richard made it clear he held no love for the man. “The girl should be honored with the situation I’ve arranged for her. Grateful, in fact. Moreland is a powerful man, though not even his vast wealth can bring back the sons he’s lost. Fortunately for our girl here, even though she’s well past her prime, she’s none too old to give the lord the heirs he desires.”

“No!” Leah’s breath caught in her chest at Richard’s words. This couldn’t be happening again. A bevy of emotions threatened to suffocate her, buffeting her with memories of another time, another place, and other faces gloating over her as she was held captive, her life out of her control.

Another bellow of rage from Hugh shook her from the grasp of her haunting memories. Her grandfather had broken free from the men who’d held him, but he made it no farther than two or three paces before they retook him, forcing him down to the ground, his face pressed into the damp earth.

“Lock him away,” Richard directed the men who held his father, turning his back and heading toward the keep.

“Richard!” Margery had pushed herself up to stand, one hand protectively laid on Leah’s shoulder. “What’s gone wrong with you? You canna continue to—”

“Enough!” her son roared, startling her to silence. “I’m trying to be a good son, Mother. Don’t make me lock you away with your husband.”

Leah remained on her knees, her body shaking so hard she doubted for the moment her legs’ ability to hold her weight. Fear sloshed in her stomach like sour wine.

How could this be happening to her again? She’d run seven hundred years into the past to escape the horrible, evil Fae who’d sworn to turn her into nothing more than a brood mare. She’d turned her back on her family and her heritage, seeking shelter in the midst of mortals only to find herself once again faced with the same threat.

“Let’s get you inside, lass.” Margery held out a hand to help her to her feet.

Leah clasped the older woman’s fingers as she rose to stand, all the while keeping her eyes fixed on the ground. Disgust at her own cowardice warred with her dread of seeing the disappointment she feared she’d find swimming in Margery’s eyes. Or worse yet, pity.

It had been Margery who’d sat at her bedside, consoling her through the years of nightmares as she’d gradually worked herself free from the terrors of her past. Margery who’d held her in her arms, sharing her strength and love as if she were her grandmother by blood. Of all the people in her world, Margery would be the one to instantly recognize what fear possessed her now.

“Try no to fash yerself over Richard’s plans. We’ll think of something. Trust me that I’ll no allow you to be used in such a way.”

Tears threatened at Margery’s words, glassing over Leah’s vision even as holding them back burned at her throat.

Weak, pitiful coward!

After all these people had given her, all they had done for her over the years, now that they were in trouble, she should be strong for them. Instead, it was still her in need of comfort, her being led back to the keep as if she were the only victim here.

Her cowardice, her weakness, disgusted her, even as it washed over her in great drowning waves.

She couldn’t face going through this all over again.



Two
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It felt as if rivulets of fire ate their way through his leg.

Andrew MacAlister shifted his weight on the horse he rode, trying to find some modicum of relief from the constant pain that plagued him as he made his way across the bailey to the stable. After two days on horseback and a week in Inverness—a week away from the grueling daily sword practices that kept his pathetically damaged muscles limber—he feared for his ability to stand when he dismounted.

With a little luck, the stable would be empty.

“I see you’ve made it back at last.”

Damnation. His brother Colin led his own horse from the back of the stable toward the door. As usual, the only luck he could count on consistently was bad luck.

“And you? Yer leaving, are you?” Drew asked the question, though from the pack on Colin’s mount, the answer was as obvious as the black mood hanging over his younger brother. Still, conversation gave him a reason to remain seated.

“Aye,” Colin growled in response, jerking at his reins much harder than necessary. “Our stubborn new sister refuses to lend the smallest aid. Since she will no share what she knows, I go to seek my own answers.”

Ellie. Andrew felt a grin spreading in spite of his personal discomfort. Their older brother’s new wife was indeed a stubborn woman. Her determination to do what she thought was right was one of the qualities he admired in her.

“I see nothing to spark yer amusement in this, brother. Times are dark and the proper foreknowledge could make the difference in what happens to all of us.”

“Ah.” So that was it. “We all agreed when Ellie became part of the family that we’d no ask those questions of her, did we no? There’s a danger in learning that which we’re no supposed to.”

Ellie had been sent into their lives last year. Swept from her home, seven hundred years in the future, she had been brought to this time and place by Faerie Magic to find the one man meant for her, their brother Caden. As descendants of the Fae themselves, all the MacAlisters accepted the oddities in their world as well as the responsibility being a Fae descendant carried with it.

“Ha!” Colin snorted as he lifted himself up onto his mount. “In more ways than you ken, brother. For now, though, there’s a more immediate danger than to fash ourselves over the possibility of altering history. In case you’ve no noticed in yer travels, Comyn has negotiated our freedom away to the English king and Wallace is forced into hiding with a price on his head. We’re at a crossroads in our struggle, and still that irritating woman will no even tell me whether or no Wallace will again lead us to victory over the English or if all hope for Scotland is lost.”

Ever the warrior, his brother. Though, without a doubt, he’d be at Colin’s side if he weren’t a worthless shell of a man, and likely he’d be every bit as frustrated.

“She’s no idea, she claims. She’s no a student of history so how can she tell that which I ask.” Colin shook his head, his skepticism evident. “So I’m off to find the answers on my own.”

“Where are you away to?”

“North. To the glen.”

If Drew had been standing on his own two feet, the surprise of Colin’s answer might have toppled him over. The Faerie Glen!

“None of Mother’s stories ever told of the Fae having shown themselves to any but the MacKiernan women, and damn few of them. What hope do you have in going there?”

A line of tension worked in Colin’s jaw, his eyes darkening with his emotion. “Perhaps no more than I had with Ellie, but I canna be at peace with the answers I have now so I’ve no choice but to see if our ancestors will respond to my pleas. Even the prince himself should be concerned for the survival of his descendants.”

Prince Pol? The name had been handed down through the generations as the Faerie who was their ancestor, but Drew’s read on the ancient story wasn’t of a man who cared what happened to anyone. Some unknown millennia ago he’d given his blessing and curse in a fit of anger before retreating behind the curtain of the worlds, never to be seen again.

Colin would be better off counting on Mortal help than on the mysterious prince of their family fable.

“Dair and Simeon? Do they ride with you?” The two men, one all but family since childhood, the other family by virtue of his aunt marrying their laird, had become almost inseparable companions to Colin. Warrior blood and honor bound them together.

Drew tried hard not to resent the fact that he could never be one of their number.

“No. This I do alone.” Colin reined his horse around, pulling up alongside Drew’s mount to face him. “The need to ken the truth of what’s to come is my own demon to face.”

No one understood personal demons better than Drew. Nodding his acceptance of his brother’s decision, he clasped Colin’s arm, each man’s hand tightening around the other’s forearm.

In an attempt to lighten his brother’s mood, Drew grinned. “Too bad you dinna think to seek yer answer from True Thomas before his death, aye?”

Colin’s face stiffened into the strained mask he seemed to wear so often over the last few years. “Whose answers do you think have stolen away my peace if no the ones I received in the Rhymer’s home?”

His brother had consulted the infamous Thomas of Erceldoune? Colin had become one surprise after another.

Rumor had it that Thomas the Rhymer had been taken lover by no less than the Faerie Queen herself, giving him the power to see into the future. No doubt about it, he and Colin needed to find time to have a long talk one day, though, clearly, this was not that day.

“Go in safety, Col. I pray you find that which you seek.”

“I wish the same for you, my brother.”

Drew watched in silence as Colin rode away, puzzled as to his brother’s parting comment.

Colin couldn’t know. None of them did.

Drew had carefully cultivated the image his family had of him. That they should all see him as a disappointment, a second son who wasted his time in thoughtless pursuit of pleasure was highly preferable to their learning the truth. No one knew of the countless hours he’d spent searching, the painful experiments he’d endured at the hands of alchemists and those who claimed to be healers, or the vile potions and the disgusting plasters he’d tried.

And no one ever would if he had his way of it.

He’d rather a thousand times over see disappointment in the eyes of his family than pity.

With a long breath, Drew swung his stiffened leg over his horse’s back, bracing himself for the fresh wave of pain that would hit when his weight shifted to that limb.

As he’d suspected, no amount of mental preparation could overcome the all-encompassing shock of pain. His leg gave way and he stumbled backward, catching himself against the nearest stall.

The wounds he’d received in the battle to rescue his cousin Mairi and his sister Sallie a decade past should have ended his life. But, thanks to his Faerie blood and the amazing potions his cousin had brought from the future, he hadn’t died.

Not literally, anyway.

No, his heart beat on, his chest expanded and contracted with every breath, and he awoke to greet each empty day. But the muscles that had been carved through continued to wither away as the years passed. Under his skin, his scarred hideous skin, the meat shrank and twisted, contracting into hard painful knots.

Scar tissue, his new sister Ellie called it.

The daily workouts in the lists helped, but forego the exercise for even a day and he paid for the lapse with an overall stiffening and intensified pain. Already, despite his efforts, the once-injured limb was shortening, requiring great concentration on his part to avoid displaying the awkward limping gait he noticed in himself when he tired.

The scars on his body were hideous, but what they kept him from doing was even worse. The constant pain and growing deformity slowed him, robbed him of his speed, his flexibility, his fighting skills.

Though the injuries had spared his life, they’d resulted in his living as only half a man. His dreams of finding glory and seeking happiness had been stripped from him at the tender age of eighteen. Dreams stolen by the deceitful Fae who’d endangered the lives of his sister and cousin.

Fae he hated with every shred of his being. Vile uncaring creatures who’d taken from him all that mattered.

With his body as it was, he couldn’t follow the warrior’s path as Colin did, as they’d spent their youth planning to do together. Any hopes of a loving wife and family were gone on the edge of the sword that had carved into his flesh. A man such as he had become couldn’t support a wife and family. He spent his days working his body to exhaustion or scouring the land seeking miraculous cures which more and more frequently these days he feared did not exist.

In time, he’d be forced to retire to his bed, a useless lump of meat to be cared for by someone else.

A burden such as that was not something to expect any woman to shoulder.

“Master Drew! I dinna realize you’d returned.”

The young stable boy’s feet came to a quick halt only a few paces away.

“Aye, James, I’m back, but no for long.” Pushing his weight away from the stall, he tossed the reins in his hand to the boy. “Care for him well, lad. We’ll be off again on the morrow.”

It took all his concentration to avoid favoring his leg as he crossed the distance to the great stairs leading up to the entrance of Dun Ard.

Argeneau, the alchemist he’d spent the last week with in Inverness, had heard of a potion used at the abbey on Iona. A good night’s rest and he’d be off once more, chasing the elusive miracle that might allow him to be whole again.



Three
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Was this what Fate had planned for her, no matter how hard she worked to escape it?

Leah huddled in the corner of her darkened room, the unattended fire dying down to embers as she clutched her arms around her legs, her forehead balanced on her knees. Stomach-squeezing fear swirled and melded with hateful memories, growing into a harsh burden too large to fight. The whole of it swarmed thickly around her head and she tightened her arms, as if she could hide from the oppressive weight by shrinking into herself.

The tactic didn’t work any better this night than it had when she’d been held captive by the Fae all those years ago. She could not ignore the threat away.

Her wrist tingled and she jerked her head up, her eyes darting to the spot on her arm as if she expected the metal chain that had held her prisoner to be fastened there once again.

“This is crazy,” she whispered into the silent room.

It was happening all over again and she was just sitting here, waiting to be a victim once more.

“Oh, no I’m not.” She spoke with more strength this time, denying into the dark as she straightened her back and dropped her hands to her sides.

She had been a frightened sixteen-year-old when the Nuadians had kidnapped her, helpless to change her situation. While she might still be frightened, at twenty-eight, she had long ago sworn she’d never be helpless again. She would take charge of her own destiny.

All she needed was to come up with a plan.

“Which sure as heck isn’t going to happen if I just sit here on my butt, feeling sorry for myself,” she muttered, pushing herself to stand. However many hours she’d wasted moping over this was that many hours too many.

There. That was better already.

“Deciding to take action makes all the difference in the world.” A shiver ran down her spine as she uttered the words, but she shook it off.

Okay, maybe not all the difference, but it certainly beat waiting passively for someone else to decide her fate.

Someone like Dick.

Grabbing up the long metal poker, she leaned down and prodded at the embers in the fireplace before tossing in another stick of wood.

How was she going to avoid Dick’s plan to hand her over to some old English guy as breeding stock?

“I could run away,” she said decisively, dusting the ashes from her hands. It was what she’d done before. She’d run from her time to this one to escape the Nuadians. She could run again.

Even though this time running away was easier said than done.

Guards were posted throughout the keep and at the gates. And even if she could somehow manage to work her way past them, where would she go? It wasn’t as if she had neighbors or family to run to. With Robert’s supposed death and Dick’s abandonment of the tiny clan, there had been no marriages to seal alliances with other families. She certainly hadn’t been any help to them in that regard either. Perhaps if she’d ever indicated any interest in marriage, there might be an alliance for them to rely upon now. As it was, clan MacQuarrie was on its own with no one to turn to for help.

Not to mention, it was a big, empty Scottish countryside out there, with plenty of bad guys wandering around.

Leah scrubbed her fingertips against her forehead, trying to ward off the headache that threatened. She needed to stay calm. Focused. There had to be a reasonable way around this nightmare situation, if only she could think of it.

“I need a brainstorming session.” Just like back in high school in the college prep classes she’d taken. The fancy whiteboard and markers might not exist yet, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t use the process. All she needed was another brain or two.
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