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Western Highlands


Scotland


1272


Thundering hooves echoed through the dark, misty Scottish night.


Robert MacQuarrie leaned into his massive black destrier, urging his mount to give him all the speed the animal could muster.


He rode like a madman, without care or caution, his only thought to reach Merlegh Hall before it was too late.


Before his friend Thomas MacGahan took his last gasping breath.


Thomas was more than a mere friend. If not for him, Robert would have died in battle on the point of a Saracen spear. A spear Thomas had taken in his stead and lived to tell about it.


He owed his life to Thomas.


Robert kicked the sides of the wild beast he rode, demanding more.


Faster.


“He calls for you, MacQuarrie. To be at his side when his spirit departs his poor broken body. To carry out his last request.”


The watery blue eyes of the old shepherd who’d brought Robert the message haunted his memory now.


“I dinna believe he’ll last through the night. You maun ride hard, lad, if yer to fulfill his final wishes.”


Robert had just left an audience with his king, Alexander, when the messenger had arrived. In two days’ time, he was to accompany Alexander to the wedding of a fellow King’s Guard, Connor MacKiernan. Learning his friend Connor had found a woman to settle his wandering ways, Robert had left the king’s chambers with a full heart. Though there was the little matter of the rumored threats against Connor’s safety that concerned Alexander, it should be nothing too serious. Certainly nothing that he and Connor couldn’t handle together. They were, after all, two of Alexander’s finest.


Robert had been on his way to find a celebratory libation or two when the exhausted shepherd had entered his life, sending him on this urgent mission.


For Thomas to die in such a fashion simply wasn’t fair.


Not that Robbie considered himself a man to waste undue thoughts as to the fairness of life. The things he’d seen, the places he’d been had taught him well the lesson that there was little in the way of fairness in this world.


But this, the loss of a warrior like Thomas to such a cruel twist of fate, brought a cry of foul to Robert’s lips.


Thomas, who’d survived more battles than most men ever fought, laid low by a sharp turn in a muddy track at mountain’s edge.


The warrior and his horse had tumbled over the precipice, the great beast landing on top of Thomas on a ledge below. Now, instead of a quick death on a glorious battlefield, Thomas faced the slow agony of drowning in his own fluids.


Ahead of him, the flicker of light caught Robert’s attention.


Torches. He’d reached his destination at last.


The faces surrounding him as he made his way into the hall were a blur, his thoughts focused on one man only.


A woman—a redhead, of all the foul luck—approached, the keys dangling from her waist announcing her position as Merlegh’s chatelaine.


“Come with me. He awaits you.”


Following the woman’s steps, he hurried through the dark hallways. If the shepherd’s warning hadn’t been enough to convince him of the seriousness of Thomas’s condition, the grim faces he saw here certainly did. The expressions of those he passed and that of the chatelaine. A redhead. Always a bad sign for him.


After what seemed an eternity, he entered his friend’s room.


“Robbie? Is that you?” Thomas lay in the center of a great bed, his voice weak as he asked the question.


Shock coursed through Robert. Though his friend was little more than a decade his senior, the man lying in that bed looked to be ancient, his face ashen and drawn with his pain. Only his piercing blue gaze remained the same. A cough wracked his body, sending small flecks of blood to decorate his lips and the linen bedding where he lay.


Robert shook himself to action, crossing to Thomas’s side. “Aye, my friend. I’ve come as fast as I could.”


“I’ve a boon to ask of you.” Thomas paused, a strange gurgling sound coming from his chest as he strained to fill his lungs with air.


“Anything you ask. My debt to you is without bounds.” Robert fought the urge to take his friend’s hand. He recognized the signs of Thomas’s coming end all too well.


“I’ve a daughter,” Thomas rasped. “You must give me yer oath to protect her. When you carry word of my death, my father will be—” His words dissolved in another struggle to breathe.


“You need say no more, my friend. I will go to yer family and see to yer daughter.”


Thomas reached out, his hand wavering unsteadily in the space between them until his fingers clutched at Robert’s wrist. “It’s no that my father is an evil man. It’s just that Isabella is . . .” he struggled as if trying to find the words he wanted. “She is different, as was her mother. She’s but an innocent child, and with me gone she will need protection and guidance. It willna be easy. Your oath, Robbie. I must hear yer oath.”


“I’ll see to yer daughter’s safety. I swear it. On my honor. On my life.”


“Then it is done.” Thomas’s fingers slipped from Robert’s wrist. “Go now. Leave me in peace to meet my saints.”


A strange tightening of Robert’s throat prevented his speaking. He bowed his head respectfully and turned, leaving his friend for the last time.


Fighting for the emotional distance he regularly wore as part of his persona, he mounted his barely rested horse and set out for his return to Alexander’s court.


As close as they’d been, he’d never known that Thomas had a child. And what had he meant by saying she was different? What would he do with a girl child? He was a warrior. A good one, too. A knight to King Alexander III of Scotland. A family had no part in his plans. Someday, certainly, but not now.


Apparently his plans would have to change.


MacQuarrie Keep had been a fine place for him growing up, and though he would not return to his family home to live, he felt certain the child would be welcomed there.


With something of a plan formed, he pushed all thoughts from his mind. None of them mattered for the moment. When he finished the task his king had assigned him, nothing save death would keep him from his oath to see to the safety of Isabella MacGahan.
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SITHEAN FARDACH


SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS


PRESENT DAY


As it turned out, death was exactly what had kept Robert from fulfilling his oath to protect Isabella MacGahan. Or more precisely, the death he would have suffered had Connor MacKiernan’s bride not whisked him more than seven hundred years into the future through the use of her Faerie Magic.


The battle they’d fought to overpower those who had sought to murder Connor and Cate had been hard won. Robert had paid with a sword to his rib cage that would have ended his life had he not had the expert medical care afforded him in this new time.


That had been almost ten years ago, and though he found this new world to be very much to his liking, his failure to carry out his oath to Thomas had haunted him since that day.


Leaning against the doorjamb next to his friend Connor, Robert pushed away the memories of his past as he scanned the people in this room. His new clan surrounded him here. MacKiernan, Coryell, Navarro—all as much a part of him now as if the blood of the MacQuarries ran through their veins. A good thing since he’d likely never have the family he’d imagined in his youth.


A fierce loyalty to each and every one of the people in the room surged up in his breast as he forced himself to concentrate on the urgent matters at hand.


“You don’t know them like I do. They’ll find me.” Leah Noble spoke up from the corner of the massive living room in Connor’s home. The teenager sank back into her chair, arms crossed defensively in front of her, almost as if she hoped to make herself invisible.


As a Faerie descendant, Leah carried the gift of the Fae Magic. That gift had made her the target of the evil Nuadians, renegade Fae exiled to the Mortal World. They’d held her prisoner for over a month, subjecting her to things no young woman should endure. She and her older sister, Destiny, had gone through hell before Jesse Coryell, with Robert’s help, had rescued them.


Now they were both here in Connor’s living room surrounded by those who would do everything in their power to change the women’s lives for the better. And considering how many of those present were also of Fae heritage, that power was considerable.


Destiny reached out a hand and Jesse captured it, pulling her to sit on the arm of his chair, close to him.


Robert smiled to himself at the seemingly unconscious action. Anyone with eyes could see that his friend Jesse had found his Soulmate.


“We’ll no let that happen, lass. Dinna you worry yerself about it.” Though Connor spoke with absolute confidence, his expression betrayed the concern they all felt.


Leah shook her head, her serious brown eyes haunted in her fear. “You don’t understand. You have no idea what they’re like. They’re Faeries, for God’s sake. I’ll never be safe from them.”


“No all Fae are evil, Leah.” Mairi, Connor’s sister, spoke from her spot on the sofa next to her husband, Ramos Navarro. “And we do know what you fear. We’ve dealt with these renegades ourselves.”


Leah rejected their comments with a shake of her head but didn’t answer, tears dripping down her cheeks.


Destiny dropped Jesse’s hand and crossed to kneel at her sister’s side. “We’ll think of something. I promise. That’s why we’re all here.”


“There’s nowhere I’ll be safe,” Leah whispered, clutching at Destiny’s hand. “I can’t go back to them, Desi. I can’t.”


“You’ll stay here.” Connor spoke again, taking charge as he was wont to do. As if by the power of his sheer will he could eliminate the young woman’s fear.


“That won’t be enough to keep her safe.” Ramos turned to look up at his brother-in-law. “She’s right. Adira won’t give up. They’ll find her and then every female in this family will be at risk. We have to find a more secure spot.”


Robert silently agreed. If anyone in this room should know what the Nuadians were capable of it would be Ramos. After all, he’d been raised by the devil’s spawn.


“I believe I may have a solution.” Pol, High Prince of the Realm of Faerie, long-distant ancestor of many in this room, rose to his feet. He turned his gaze toward Leah, his eyes sad. “If our young guest is agreeable to my suggestion, that is.”


Leah straightened in her seat, her face a mask of false bravado. “I’ll do anything that keeps me away from that woman. What’s your plan?”


“If the Nuadians’ new strength prevents Leah from living out her life without fear, perhaps we err in looking for a where to take her. Perhaps we should consider a when.”


Of course! Leave it to the Prince to point out the obvious. The solution that none of them would ever consider on their own.


“I suppose it could be done,” Cate said thoughtfully. “We’d need to choose the spot carefully. Send her to someone we could trust.”


“But we couldn’t send her alone.” Mairi added her voice, betraying her growing excitement to anyone who knew her as well as Robert did.


“Send her where?” Destiny’s face had taken on an ashen look of panicked suspicion that spilled over into her voice. “What’s going on here that I’m not getting?”


“Not where,” Jesse explained. “When. They’re talking about sending Leah back in time.”


“That’s crazy.”


Robert fought the urge to shake his head. After all the woman had been through, how could she still doubt?


How could she not, he reminded himself. The knowledge that Faeries and magic existed was difficult to work your mind around in the beginning. He’d had his own time to get used to the idea. Destiny would need hers as well.


“You could really do that?” Leah sat up straight, interest lighting her eyes.


“Yes,” Jesse answered. “They can. But you’d need to understand, once you’re there, there’s no guarantee they could ever get you back.”


“Like you think I’d ever want to come back?” Leah scooted forward in her chair. “I’d spend my life in the Stone Age if it meant I could be safe from . . . from them.”


“I promise it’s not the Stone Age we’re considering.” Cate smiled at the young woman. “But it would be a very, very different life for you.”


“Anywhere.” Determination radiated around Leah. “How soon can I go?”


“As quickly as we can make a few preparations,” Cate answered.


“And decide who’s to accompany you,” Mairi added.


“I’ll go.” Jesse rose from his chair and crossed to where Destiny knelt next to Leah’s chair.


Robert’s spine stiffened. Jesse felt as much brother as friend to Robert after all these years. There was no way he could allow Jesse to take this kind of risk. Not now that he’d discovered the one woman fate had intended for him.


Before he could voice his opinion, Leah rejected the offer herself.


“Not you.” She shook her head, her hand fisted on the arm of the chair. “I didn’t go through all that agony to save your life just so you could abandon my sister. You need to take care of her.”


“She already knows that I have every intention of doing exactly that,” his friend responded indignantly.


This time Robert made no attempt to school his expression. If there was a single soul in the room who couldn’t see how Jesse felt about Destiny by now, they were too far beyond blind for help. They were lost in the land of stupid.


Those two might need a lot of things going forward, but time apart wasn’t one of them. In fact, there was no one sitting in this room who could afford to take the risk of being left behind in time.


Except him. Were he to go, there would be no one left behind to worry over his return. No loving wife. No passel of children clamoring for a spot in his lap each evening.


He pushed the thought away. His was a good life, filled with trusted friends and blessed opportunity. That he seemed destined to live out this lifetime without finding his own Soulmate was out of his control. Had these people not become a part of his life, he would never even have known that he was supposed to have a Soulmate. He would have simply traveled his life’s journey alone, accepting what came to him.


He wouldn’t waste his days filled with envy for what his friends had found. Perhaps in another lifetime he would cross paths with the one meant for him. For this life, he would simply have to content himself with filling that empty spot in his heart by being the friend, the uncle. He was a warrior. Certainly he could be strong enough to face life alone.


Besides, this could well be his one and only opportunity to redeem himself. A last chance to keep his promise to a dying friend.


As far as the risk was concerned? He scoffed at the idea. He lived on the thrills that came from risk. This situation was a gift, pure and simple.


Taking a step forward, he broke the silence that had fallen in the room.


“I’ll do it. I’m the one to go with the lass.”


“Yer sure about this?” Connor questioned, his ice blue eyes intent as they turned in Robert’s direction.


“Even knowing we can’t guarantee getting you back here?” Cate added, her pretty brow wrinkled with concern.


Robert shrugged. His going only made sense. He’d sworn an oath. What happened to him was of little consequence as long as he was able to keep his word. “I’ve a small matter left undone by my abrupt departure. It would be good to get it off my conscience after all this time.”


The one nagging failure of his life. Bad enough to have failed a friend. Inexcusable to have failed a helpless child. Though he would never have children of his own, there was one small girl waiting for him to rescue her, seven hundred years in his past. At long last he’d keep that vow.


Across the room, Jesse chose this moment to announce his intention to marry the woman who gazed adoringly up into his eyes. Right there in front of all of them.


About time the man publicly acknowledged what they all could see.


Robert smiled and shook his head, turning from the celebration erupting around him and heading out toward the silence of the well-shaded grounds surrounding the renovated Scottish castle.


Though he shared his friend’s joy, he needed to step away from it for a moment. Not that he envied his friend. Not that the couple’s happiness highlighted the empty place by his own side. The empty place in his heart. He was too strong for such womanly feelings as that. No, it was simply that he needed the quiet and solitude to think. He needed time alone. Time to carefully plan.


There actually were any number of details to take care of before he left. Charlie, his bright-eyed Boston terrier came to mind. He knew Connor would see to picking the dog up from boarding and take it to his home where Charlie would be cared for and well loved. That was no worry. Though the idea he might never see his adoring pup again—that was a bit harder to stomach.


There were other arrangements to make as well. Legal paperwork of some sort would be required. He should set up a power of attorney, turning all his property over to someone.


Just in case.


If all went well, he’d do what needed to be done and then the magic would bring him home. The problem with using Faerie Magic was that it didn’t always do the expected, and Robert knew going into this he could well be giving up the life he’d come to love.


When a woman with Cate’s considerable Faerie Magic told you she might not be able to get you back home, you’d be well advised to take her seriously. If this was going to end up being a one-way trip, he’d best make sure someone here would have access to his belongings. None of his wonderful toys, not the vehicles or the machinery he’d collected—none of it would do him any good where he was going.


When he was going, he corrected himself. The Highlands of Scotland in 1272. The exact same time he’d left behind all those years ago. As long as they’d determined to hide Leah in the past, he could think of no better time than the one he’d left. It would suit both their needs. He’d be able to fulfill his vow to Thomas, and there were many people in that time they could trust to keep Leah safe.


The Nuadians had vowed to hunt her down, no matter where she went. No one in the room he’d just left doubted for a moment they would do exactly that. But as everyone sitting in that living room had reasoned, while the Nuadians might well track Leah down wherever she hid in this world, they’d have no chance at all of finding her in a completely different time.


He would accompany Leah on her unimaginable journey to thirteenth-century Scotland. He’d see her safely settled.


And then?


Then he’d be free to fulfill the oath he’d made over seven hundred years ago. He’d find Thomas’s daughter, Isabella, and take her to his own family’s home, where she would be cared for properly.


“Mr. MacQuarrie?”


Robert looked over his shoulder to find Leah picking her way across the damp lawn toward him. Though the young woman herself was almost hidden in the baggy jeans and heavy sweater she wore, she couldn’t hide what she most wanted to remove from her identity. Whether it was the long golden hair tossed by the breeze or simply the way she carried herself, there was no denying her Faerie heritage.


If he ever had been blessed with a daughter, he would have wished for one as brave as this girl.


“Robert, lass. Call me Robert. Is there something you need of me?”


She nodded, her eyes fixed on her feet even as the color rose in her cheeks.


“Everyone back there’s pretty excited about planning a wedding. I didn’t want to interrupt them.” She lifted her gaze to meet his steadily. “But I have so many questions. Can you tell me where we’ll go? What it will be like?”


“I can try,” he answered as he led the way to two garden benches separated by a small table.


When he reached toward her, she flinched, a haunted expression fleeting across her face.


How could he have been so thoughtless? Considering what the lass had been through, he shouldn’t be surprised she could bear no man’s touch. The filthy Nuadian bastards had kidnapped Leah and held her captive, poked her with needles as they drained her blood to increase their own powers, and all but raped her.


Stepping back a respectful pace, he waited for her to choose one seat before he took the other.


“You’ve no changed yer mind about going, have you?” Was that the root of her questions?


Her eyes rounded and she shook her head vehemently, her fingers playing over the stone hanging from her neck. “Oh no, not at all. I want to go. We can’t leave soon enough as far as I’m concerned.” She shrugged and looked out over the expanse of garden. “I just . . . I just want to have some idea of what I’ll be facing when I get there. I mean, it’s not like we’re talking about a trip across the country. I remember from my literature class last year that the language used in medieval Britain was entirely different from what’s spoken today. How are we even going to communicate with people?”


Robert nodded thoughtfully. That one had concerned him, too, when he’d first come forward in time. “You’ll have no problem, lass. I canna explain how, but the Faerie Magic takes it all into account. What you’ll speak, what you’ll understand when you arrive in that time—it will all be the same to yer ears and to those around you. The only difference you’ll note is that some of yer words are unknown to them, so they’ll likely find yer speech patterns to be strange.”


“What kinds of words?” Leah leaned toward him, her thirst for knowledge lighting a fire in her eyes.


“Words for those things they’ve no understanding of. Cars, for example. Or airplanes. Do you get my meaning?”


She nodded thoughtfully, wisps of gold hair falling over her shoulder. “So I don’t need to worry about learning a new language. Do you have any idea where we’ll go?”


It was Robert’s turn to nod slowly. He’d been giving this some thought since the moment he’d volunteered to accompany Leah. “We’ll head for the MacQuarrie Keep. I’m thinking you’d be safe there, with my own family.”


His parents would welcome her into their home even though he wouldn’t be able to stay there himself. Not under the same roof with that redheaded bitch his brother had married. MacQuarrie Keep stopped being his home the day Elizabeth moved in.


When Leah’s brow furrowed, he held up a hand to forestall the questions he saw running through her mind. “It’s where I came from, lass. When I came from, to be more accurate. Just over nine years ago, Jesse’s sister, Cate, used her powers to bring me forward in time to save my life. It’s too long a story for now, but I’m sure you’ll hear the whole of it as we prepare for our journey.”


Too long and too painful for him to recount to the lass. Likely the women of the house would fill her in later.


Leah chewed on her bottom lip for a moment before making eye contact again. “Is that why you said you’d go back with me? Because you feel like you have a debt to them? I’d hate to think you’re disrupting your whole life because you feel like you have to.”


He shook his head. It was a debt that was driving him, all right, but not the one the girl feared.


“Dinna you fret yerself over this, lass. Accompanying you is but a piece of my reason for returning. I’ve my own purposes to be met in going back.”


Purposes long past due.
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“You should feel no more than a sensation of movement against your skin.” Dallyn AÍ Lyre, High General of the Realm of Faerie, fastened a strange metal band around Robert’s arm before backing away to resume his position in the circle of men surrounding Robert.


Robert looked around the glen to the faces of the men he knew so well, words failing him at this moment of honor.


And honor it truly was.


Not an hour ago, Jesse had insisted Robert leave the preparations for his trip and join him on a small adventure. The adventure had begun at an ancient circle of standing stones on the property Jesse had recently purchased.


To Robert’s amazement, as Jesse ran his hand over one of the stones, its face changed and they seemed to be looking through an open door into another world. A world Robert had never expected to see with his own two eyes.


Wyddecol. The Realm of Faerie.


When they had crossed through the portal, Robert’s second surprise was the five men who were waiting to greet them. Dallyn, Pol, Ramos, Connor, and even Ian McCullough, all those men closest to him who had ties to the world of Fae.


“You have honored us with your friendship and your unquestioning service to our people.” Pol had stepped forward as the others formed a large circle around Robert. “Now you willingly take on the duties of a Guardian of the Realm in accompanying one of our daughters on a perilous journey. As such, we wish to recognize your service and name you as one of the Guardians.”


Robert had never considered this could happen to him. Guardian was an elite title held only by Fae descendants.


“I . . . I don’t know what to say.”


“Say you’ll accept,” Jesse said, a grin covering his face. “And strip out of that shirt.”


All of that had led up to this moment, the moment when Dallyn placed the large bracelet-like band around Robert’s bicep before rejoining the others in the circle. Each of the men in the circle bowed his head and a hush fell over the group as Pol spoke once again.


“You undertake this sacred pledge of your own free will?”


“I do.” Robert nodded, still in awe of the honor his friends offered.


“So be it. Know, then, that Guardians serve as instruments of the Magic, to repair that which was torn asunder. Grant that the power to reunite the broken Soul Pairings might reside in us that we might bring harmony and peace to the divided worlds. Until that day, we protect those unable to protect themselves, bending only to the will of the Magic.”


Pol’s words echoed eerily through the glen, and as the last sound died away, a strange humming noise filled the silence, resonating around Robert like voices heard from very far away.


As the tenor of the sound increased, he felt the first sensations against his skin, underneath the band Dallyn had placed there. Small, wispy movements, like grass blowing in the wind, tickled his arm. The feeling grew, building to a crescendo in time to the vibration of the voices until the pitch became almost too high to hear.


It was then the power of the Faerie Magic flooded Robert’s body, passing through him in a burst of energy, leaving him weak in the knees and gasping for breath.


The men around him broke into cheers, clapping their hands and slapping him on the back. Dallyn removed the large metal band and Robert felt the shock of recognition at what he saw on his skin where the bracelet had been. A tattoolike mark, exactly like the one adorning the arms of each man in the circle.


The Mark of the Guardian.


Pol stepped forward once again and they all fell silent.


“All of Wyddecol will recognize you by your Mark as one of our own. Welcome to the brotherhood, Guardian.”
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“There’s one more thing I want you to keep in mind, Robbie.” Cate MacKiernan lifted her hand to his stirrup, casting a quick look to the woman at her side, Mairi MacKiernan Navarro. Cate spoke quietly, her words clearly intended only for the three of them.


Moments from now, these two women, Faerie descendants both, would be the ones to send him and Leah hurtling through time.


They’d come to this relatively secluded clearing not far from the ruins of where his family keep had stood in the thirteenth century. He and Leah, dressed in authentic garb for where they were bound, sat on horseback, waiting for the moment they would travel into the multicolored lights of the Faerie Magic.


Robert cocked an eyebrow and leaned down toward the two women, waiting for whatever they wanted to tell him. He knew there was no rushing them. Cate would finish in her own good time. From the looks she and Mairi exchanged, this clearly concerned something the two of them had already discussed.


“You do understand that there are no guarantees for how the Faerie Magic works, right?” Cate glanced to Mairi once more.


“And you realize we’ve little control over the process if the Magic itself takes over,” Mairi added as her fingers worried at her long blond braid. “It’s no at all a scientific process.”


Robert nodded, watching both of them closely. He knew them too well. There was more. He could feel it in his bones. “I never thought it was. And?”


Cate needlessly cleared her throat. “You’re going back to a time when you’re not supposed to exist. If the Magic seeks to equalize what should be with what is, you could be in real trouble. There’s a chance that because of your unique situation you could be in even more danger than anyone else who might go back.”


“Mairi survived the same herself, did she no?” This woman standing in front of him had returned to a time where she wasn’t supposed to exist, either, and she’d come back from it unharmed.


Cate glanced to Mairi, who avoided his gaze, instead looking down at the braid she held in her hand. Nerves? That wasn’t a sign he liked to see from women as powerful as these two.


“It’s not quite the same, Robbie.” Cate shook her head and took a deep breath before continuing. “When we pulled Mairi from the past, we did so under the assumption that she would be killed. Nothing had actually happened to her yet. You had already received a mortal wound. There was no doubt as to what your fate would have been if we’d left you behind. It was only by bringing you to our time, by getting you immediate medical attention that didn’t even exist in your time, that your life was saved.”


Mairi stopped twisting the end of her braid long enough to add, “We just can’t be sure what will happen. You know how Pol always says we can’t change history, only alter the circumstances? Well, yer being alive in that time is no what history had in store for you. If you want, Robbie, there’s still time to change your mind about going. One of the others can take Leah back.”


Robert snorted his derision, smiling down at the women in an attempt to reassure them. “If that’s the problem, then we’re simply looking at it all wrong. Instead let’s choose to think of my being there as a small alteration of history’s course, no an attempt to change it. How’s that work for you? There’ll be no changes in our plans at this late date. My decision’s firm. I’m the one who’s going, so let’s get on with it.”


Robert gritted his teeth against his irritation. Wasn’t that just a lovely bit of news they’d saved up for him? Not only was he staring down the possibility of never being able to return to the time he’d come to love and think of as his own, but now he’d also need to keep an eye out for the Magic trying to eliminate him entirely from the spot where he was headed. So bloody typical of the damned Fae. Their magic was as fickle as a redheaded woman.


No matter. He didn’t need a lot of time. Just enough to settle Leah and to keep his promise to Thomas. Surely he could manage to stay alive long enough to accomplish two simple tasks.


“Okay, then,” Cate said loudly as she and Mairi backed away from the horses and toward the trees where Cate’s young daughter, Rosie, waited. “You have Leah’s envelope with directions to Dun Ard, right?”


“I don’t need it,” Leah interrupted. “I told you not to bother. I don’t want anything to do with any Faeries. Not ever again.”


Cate’s eyebrow rose in a perfect imitation of her husband. “Right. But you do have it, don’t you, Robbie? Just in case?”


He nodded his reassurance to the woman. Leah might not ever have any need of contacting the MacKiernans, but just in case she did, he planned to leave the envelope, wrapped in its linen disguise, in his mother’s care for the lass.


“I guess that covers about everything.” Cate ran a hand over the back of her neck, as if stretching out her muscles before exercising. “Both of you need to keep in mind that the most powerful moments for the Magic are when you first feel it beginning to work. Concentrate on when and where you want to go. Clear your minds of everything else but what you want most.”


“Because it’s what you want most that the Magic will act on,” Mairi added.


Or, more likely, what the Faerie Magic itself wanted most.


Robert pushed away the negative thoughts, concentrating on his family estate as it had been in 1272, not the ruin of tumbled stones it was now.


A gentle breeze wafted through the glen, carrying it with it the sounds of birds in the trees above them. No other sound disturbed the silence as they waited.


And waited.


“Shouldn’t something be happening?” Leah hissed his direction, her eyes round with apprehension.


Robert shrugged, wondering the same himself. Unable to answer her excellent question, he turned to the experts.


“Ladies?”


“I know, I know. It’s just that nothing’s coming.” Cate grabbed up Mairi’s hand and they both closed their eyes. “I don’t understand,” she said after a moment. “I’m not feeling anything.”


“Let me help, Mommy!” Rosie jumped to her feet and ran to join her mother and Mairi. With one last wave in Robert’s direction, the little girl lifted her arms to join hands with her mother and aunt, becoming a part of their circle. “Be safe, Uncle Robbie. See you soon!” she called, a wide grin breaking over her face.


Returning Rosie’s infectious smile, he only hoped the child was right. For an instant, their gazes locked.


As sometimes happened when his eyes met those of the child, his thoughts skipped away to another young lass. Isabella MacGahan. She would be only a year or two younger than Rosie. He’d never seen Thomas’s daughter, but he had always pictured her in his imagination to be very much like Rosie: a small, blonde bundle of smiles and giggles with gangly arms and a wild imagination.


He had long ago lost any hope that he would have children of his own. No matter how much he might want it, finding his Soulmate was surely not his destiny in this lifetime. And even though his deepest desire would not be fulfilled, his life was still good. He had been given a second chance, one that included true friends who had accepted him as one of their family. A family he would do anything for. A family he wouldn’t hesitate to give his life for.


At this very moment, sitting here in this peaceful clearing, all he truly wanted in life was to deliver Leah to the safety of his family and to see to it that Isabella MacGahan got the life she deserved.


Was that so much to ask?


A strange tingle webbed its way around the lines of the mark on Robert’s arm and he realized with a start the Magic had already begun to work while he was lost in his thoughts. Both he and Leah were already encased in a large sphere of wavering emerald with a growing multitude of brilliantly colored sparkles shooting around them like crazed comets in an eerily green night sky.


Leah reached out to him. Without thought, he grasped her hand, just as the myriad colors gyrating around them hit the peak of their frenzy and merged, turning their world to black and hitting them with a force that felt like it sucked them into a dark, invisible vortex.





Chapter 4
 [image: Image]



As quickly as the black had descended, it disappeared, evaporating around them into a fine green mist.


Robert shook his head, trying to rid himself of the sense-mangling aftereffects of the time travel. The last time he’d done this, he’d passed out before arriving in the future and slept for days after, so he’d completely missed the entire experience.


And what an experience! It had felt like a thrill ride, similar to nothing he’d ever gone through save for possibly the rush of parachuting out of an airplane.


The mark on his arm felt almost alive, crawling with invisible movement so that he finally gave in to the urge to scratch it.


Beside him, Leah’s whimper drew him from the dregs of his adrenaline high. When she tugged at the hand he still held, he let go immediately.


“Are you no well, lass?” He realized it was a stupid question the minute the words passed his lips.


She sat her mount, her arms clasped around her middle as she bent forward, her eyes closed. After a deep breath she looked up, her face pale.


“I’m dying here,” she groaned. “Why didn’t somebody warn me there was actual movement? I feel like my stomach is getting ready to spew out my ears.”


Robert grinned sympathetically. The poor lass had the motion sickness just as her older sister did. “It’ll pass soon. Do you feel up to going on or do you want to wait a bit?”


“Go,” she muttered, gripping her reins so tightly the gentle horse carrying her whinnied in protest.


“Give Nelly her head, then, lass. Dinna hold her so firmly. She’ll take good care of you.” It was why he’d chosen this particular animal for Leah. She didn’t need any riding skill at all with this old girl. The horse would do her well for years to come.


Leah nodded, and after a deep breath as if to steady herself, she gave the reins some slack and they headed out.


Robert took a deep breath of his own, his nervous excitement building at seeing his family again.


There had been a great discussion about taking Leah to Connor’s family farther north, but the moment she realized the MacKiernans and MacAlisters were Faerie descendants, she put her foot down. The poor lass had suffered enough at the hands of the Nuadian Fae to sour her on the entire Faerie race. She’d pleaded to be sent someplace where there were no Faeries at all, good or bad, as if in avoiding them she could deny her own heritage. Nothing but pure Mortals would do for her, so here they were, in another time, on their way to MacQuarrie Keep.


Leah’s stubborn resistance had worked itself right into his original idea of when and where they should go, making his plan to return to his own time, to his family’s keep the best solution.


Once they’d decided on their destination, they’d picked their starting spot well. Within minutes he and Leah emerged from the trees and onto the hard-packed path that led to his family home. A few minutes more and the castle itself loomed ahead.


Funny how the memory played tricks on you. Robert would have sworn it an impossible task for the trees to have been cut back so far from the castle walls since he’d been here last. Though he had lived almost ten years since he’d laid eyes on MacQuarrie Keep, he’d been home for a quick, uncomfortable visit no more than three months before he’d left this time. He’d carried the memory of that visit and his family home buried deep in his heart for almost a
decade.


As a child, he had never imagined he would live anywhere other than this very place. The people and the land were as much a part of him as breathing had been. He’d seen the straight path of his life stretching out ahead of him. A wife and children who would join him here, making him as happy as his parents had always been.


But that dream had shattered in his sixteenth year when he’d met Elizabeth Hawthorne. Her father had traveled here on the king’s business, bringing his daughter along. Two years his elder, she’d flirted her way into his heart only to break that heart when she’d suddenly married his brother.


Robert had ridden out these gates the day after Richard’s wedding without a look back, pledging his service at Alexander’s court. Only by the grace of men like Thomas MacGahan and Connor MacKiernan had he been accepted into their ranks and trained. Only through their friendship had he managed to live with the loss of his childhood dreams.


But neither those hateful memories nor the ones from his last visit to his mother and father meshed with what he saw now.


It all seemed different to him as he stared at the closed gate ahead of them. That was fair odd, too. His father had rarely kept the portcullis set. His eyes scanned up, quickly assessing other changes to his home. It appeared the parapet had been strengthened along the wall walk.


“They do say the memory goes first,” he muttered out loud. Of course, those types of structural changes would be virtually impossible to make quickly. Work of that nature would have taken years, not months.


“Hearing,” Leah corrected, her gaze fixed ahead of her, appearing to miss nothing as she soaked in what would be her new home. “I’m pretty sure I read that it’s the hearing that goes first.”


A movement ahead of them caught his attention and the muscles in Robert’s back tensed. His warrior senses on full alert, he grabbed Leah’s reins, forcing her mount to a stop. “Stay behind me.”


“Why do I have to—”


“Dinna question me,” he interrupted. “Do as I say. Now.”


He was sure those arrow loops along the parapet were new. As were the tips of the arrows peeking out the holes.


All aimed directly at him and Leah.


“Who goes there?” a man’s voice demanded from the corner of the wall walk. “State yer business or be on yer way.”


Biting back his irritation at being challenged to enter his own home, Robert paused before responding. The guard must be new not to recognize him.


“Sir Robert MacQuarrie, younger son to Hugh, laird of the MacQuarrie.” The title came haltingly to his tongue, it had been so long since he’d had need of it. Neither knights nor lairds played any part in his new life.


“The MacQuarrie heir, are you? Och, aye, of course you are,” the guard yelled down. “And meself? I’m the king of France, I am.”


Laughter filtered into the air, wafting down from the wall walk, and Robert felt his anger grow. He hadn’t claimed to be the heir. Everyone knew that would be his older brother, Richard, so the comment didn’t bear his response. Whoever the new guard was, the man needed a few lessons in proper behavior, and at the
moment, Robert began to feel just irritated enough that he might be the perfect instructor.


“King of France, my arse,” he muttered before yelling back the only reasonable response. “Do yer job, you slackard. I’d have you bring the MacQuarrie himself to settle this.”


Time lengthened as they waited until at last the chains holding the portcullis groaned and the gate began its slow ascent, allowing them access. The tunnel through the wall of rock seemed longer and darker than he remembered, though common sense told him it was the same ten feet it had always been. He hated small, dark places. With a quick glance back to assure himself Leah followed closely, Robert fixed his eyes on the arch of light ahead of them that opened into the inner courtyard of his family’s castle.


Four guards, spears at the ready, stepped out to block their path as they came through the archway.


“Stay yer mounts,” one of them ordered. “You’ll wait here for his lairdship. And keep yer hands where we can see them.”


Robert glared at the man, a look well calculated to cause discomfort. Only when the guard dropped his gaze to the ground did Robert look away. While he waited for his father, he scanned the inner bailey, absently noting the subtle changes since his last visit.


There were many.


Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a flash of brown. A young lad, no more than six or seven, raced across the courtyard to the chapel, his hair flying back from the sides of his head as he ran. Before he reached the small building, a woman emerged, her slow, heavy steps carrying her from the chapel toward the great door of the keep.


As the boy drew level with her, she leaned down to him, her head snapping up when the boy pointed in Robert’s direction.


She started forward, her stride accelerating as she approached.


“Robert?” she called out, her voice firm, sharp, familiar.


Robert leaned forward, squinting to make out her face more clearly. It wasn’t possible. The voice he knew, but not the form.


“Mother?” He barely breathed the words, so unsure the appellation belonged to the woman whose steps toward him had turned to a slow jog.


He slid from the back of his horse, taking no more than a footstep in her direction before he was met with a spear point laid at his chest.


“Halt!”


She’d drawn close now and he could doubt it no longer. It was his mother, her eyes, her expression so well-known to him, all encased in a face that had aged so much more than he expected. What could have happened to her in the months since he’d seen her last?


She ran now, lifting her hands to cradle his cheeks when she reached his side. “Robbie?” She whispered his name, tears filming her eyes. “Praise the saints, it is you. I kenned in my heart you’d return home to us one day.”


The spear held to his chest wavered.


“You’ll move that this instant, you worthless oaf,” she ordered, slapping away the spear pointed at his heart before throwing her arms around him.


The guard took a faltering step back as if unsure of exactly what he should do next.


Margery MacQuarrie, though barely tall enough to reach Robert’s breast, had always been a force to be reckoned with. He was glad to see that hadn’t changed.


He enfolded his mother in his embrace, holding her tightly to him for only a moment before she pushed away, again lifting her hands to his face.
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