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Prologue


PACIFIC NORTHWEST


PRESENT DAY


NOTHING WAS AS it should be here.


Not this place and certainly not him. Surrounded by all this natural beauty, no one should feel such an overwhelming sense of disappointment.


Chase Noble loosened the shoulder straps of his pack and dropped it to the ground, then settled onto the bench overlooking Fairy Falls. He pulled a long swig from his CamelBak and stared into the cascading water, losing himself to dreams and memories. With nothing but the sounds of water and wind for company, he gave free rein to the dark, lonely place in his heart that drove him to keep searching. Searching for a home and for that special someone to share his life.


If it weren’t for his unwavering faith in his father’s promise, he could easily believe he’d never find the spot he could call home. The one spot where he truly belonged. The spot where his fate, and his SoulMate, awaited him.


Foolishly, he had allowed himself to have such high hopes this time. Even the name of the place had held promise. Every word his buddy Parker had spoken in describing it had convinced him it would be the place he’d sought his whole life. Maybe it had been because Parker had spoken so lovingly of the place he remembered from his childhood. Maybe it had been the shimmer of heat waves wafting up from the ground, lending a surreal haze to the moment. Or maybe it had been no more than the small dark patch of mud in the Kandahari dust—all that had remained after they hoisted Parker’s lifeless body from the ground for their return trip to the outpost.


He’d known at that moment that he had to come here, just as surely as he’d known he wouldn’t sign on for another tour of duty.


Though he had no doubt he was intended for the life of a warrior, he hadn’t belonged in that faraway land any more than he belonged here.


Chase squinted up toward the sun dappling down through the canopy of trees.


“You could make this easier, you know, Da. You could at least point me in the right direction. One small hint is not so much to ask after all these years.”


His father rarely answered, and then only in whispered riddles that wafted to him on the breeze.


Having a full-blood Fae for a father wasn’t easy.


Patience.


The word settled around him as the leaves rustled overhead.


“I’ve been patient, Da. It’s not like I’ve had any other choice. But now I feel as though . . .”


He let the thought linger on his tongue, not at all sure he could find the words to explain even to himself. Lately it felt as though he was running out of time, as if all his options were used up and he stood at the edge of a vast precipice.


The vision was so strong, he could actually see himself taking that first step, soaring off into a blue sky of possibilities.


“Yeah, right,” he muttered, leaning over to lift his pack onto the bench beside him.


If his older sister were here, Destiny would be sternly warning him to keep his feet planted firmly on the ground and his eyes focused on the future. It was a lecture his bossy sister had given often, before he’d taken off to find his way in the world.


The thought of her made him smile.


She was correct. No more flights of fancy. He needed to set some priorities and stick to them. First on the list, find a place to crash and get a job. His savings wouldn’t last forever. Maybe then he could try to locate Destiny and Leah. It had been much too long since he’d seen his sisters.


Soon.


The wind ruffled through his hair, feeling like his father’s fingers as he stood and hoisted his pack onto his back.


“Oh, yeah?” he asked, looking up toward the dark clouds billowing overhead. “How soon?”


Four fat raindrops plopped on his face, one after another, as if to tell him the conversation with his father was over.


He turned and headed back down the trail. No point in rushing. The skies had already opened up, pelting down on him through the breaks in the foliage. As his mom used to say, he wasn’t made of sugar; he wouldn’t melt.


In spite of today’s failure, he felt better than he had in months. He had a plan and knew what he would do next. And best of all, though he still didn’t know where he belonged, half an hour on that mountain had restored his hope. Hope that he would find his spot in the world.


Soon.





One


NORTHERN HIGHLANDS, SCOTLAND


1294


JUST BECAUSE SHE could never tell a lie certainly didn’t mean Christiana MacDowylt could never deceive. She’d become well practiced in the art of truthful deception. She’d been forced into it. The truth, the whole truth, could get her killed in moments like this.


She kept her eyes fixed on the retreating forms of her brothers and the women they protected as they disappeared into the forest, leaving her behind.


I dinna want to leave without you. Her brother’s parting words echoed in her ears.


It wasn’t as if she wanted to remain behind. But staying was the only choice she had if they were all to survive. The gift she had inherited from her ancestor, Odin, the dream visions that displayed the future, had shown it to her.


As always, the future had presented itself as multiple paths, the inherent choices of the participants reflected in each. Two had been brighter than the others. On one pathway she accompanied her brothers in their bid for her freedom. That pathway led to a bloody battle, far worse than the one that had ended here within the past hour. The one she foresaw ended in the deaths of all.


On the second pathway, she remained behind.


There was no real choice. Her freedom was a small price to pay for the lives of those she loved.


Besides, a radiant light beckoned her down this pathway. A radiant light she’d been allowed to glimpse before. A radiant light that promised the freedom she sought, and more. A hazy, half-obscured face. His face.


If only she knew who he was or when he would come. But the Norns hadn’t shared that knowledge with her.


Still, her brothers were on their way, headed toward the shelter of Castle MacGahan. Patrick, Malcolm and his new wife, and the Elf upon whom so much now depended.


When no trace of her brothers’ party lingered, neither a hint of them through the trees nor a glimmer of sound from their escape, Christiana released the breath she had been holding for the last several seconds. Their safety was assured.


For now, at least.


With only moments to ready herself before the warriors arrived, she scanned the grove of trees, erecting a series of mental barriers to shield herself from the remains of the massacre where she stood. A deep breath to prepare herself sent the coppery tang of blood stinging up her nostrils.


Her half brother, her captor, Torquil of Katanes, mighty laird of the MacDowylt and descendant of Odin, lay at her feet, lifeless.


Lifeless, but not dead.


A being as powerful as he could hardly be felled by so minor an item as the fork that protruded from his neck. Had the unlikely weapon been made from anything other than the wood of the rowan, he would never have been felled by it.


Even though he was trapped in the middle world between life and death, the evil emanating from his soul permeated the clearing, lashing out with frenzied tendrils to find release. She felt it slither around her ankles as it bathed in the carnage littering the clearing, snaking through the hacked and decapitated bodies of the men who had accompanied Torquil. Swarming along with the flies around the body of her youngest brother, Dermid. Sweet, cherubic, maddened Dermid, who had betrayed them all.


No! She could not allow what had happened in this grove to distract her from what was to come. When Torquil’s warriors reached them and revived her tormentor, she would need to be at her most vigilant.


Indeed, it was these moments for which she had been forced to perfect the art of truthful deception.


Returning to the spot where she had lain when the battle had begun, she dropped to her knees. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she wept for those who suffered, for those who’d lost their lives so needlessly. For the younger brother she had lost, though in truth, he had been lost to her long before the battle here. And she wept for the horror of the life she would return to.


Lying back, she rested her head against a tree and closed her eyes. Her only possible defense in Torquil’s view would be her having been lost in the grip of the Visions during the battle. Her escape from Tordenet Castle would certainly compound his anger, but she would walk that fine line when the time came to explain.


For now, she must retreat to the only place of shelter afforded her. Pushing all that had happened from her mind, she silently called upon Skuld to show her what was to come.


As the darkness of another Vision descended, she heard the pounding of hooves nearby, the shouts of men. But they were too late to catch her. Already her mind had escaped to the crossroads that represented the future. Already her soul floated in the eyes of the warrior who would be her savior.


THE HEAVY, MURKY dark strangled him, suffocating him as it coalesced around his naked body. Its thick, sticky tendrils tightened their thorny hold, piercing his tender skin, wrapping around him as if he were some otherworld mummy.


Torquil MacDowylt fought against their overpowering strength, marshaling his will to tear them from his body. His struggles only seemed to intensify their movement. For each piece of the squirming, stinking menace he ripped away, two more replaced it, thicker, tighter, more deadly than before.


Though his strength faded, he would not give up. He could not give up. He fought for his life.


Desperation crowded his mind as the tendrils closed over his face. He screamed, instantly regretting the explosion of air rushing from his chest even as the long, dark fingerlings tightened around him, immobilizing him, preventing his next inhale.


A sudden explosion of sound battered his ears and the tendrils burst apart, tiny pieces of them merging and re-forming above him as his body was flung away from them as if by some invisible giant hand.


His body flew through the dark at impossible speeds, beyond his ability to control. Beyond his ability to understand.


A second explosion slammed his body to a stop, this one a burst of light brighter than any fire he’d ever seen.


“My lord Torquil?”


A voice filled with hesitancy. A voice he recognized. The captain of his personal guard, Ulfr.


“I . . .” His voice cracked as he tried to answer, his throat on fire with pain.


“Our lord, Torquil of Katanes, lives!” Ulfr’s triumphant shout reverberated in Torquil’s ears. “Lie still, my lord. Fetch his things to me, William!”


Torquil struggled to get his bearings. The last thing he remembered was Malcolm’s face. So close to his own . . . and yet, not his.


He remembered now. He’d managed to call the wolf to form. He’d been the beast! His half brother’s puny neck had been so close to his muzzle, he could see it snapping within his jaws. Malcolm’s strength had begun to weaken. He could all but taste the pleasure of his detested brother’s death.


But then . . .


His eyes flickered open and he pushed up to one elbow, his other hand covering a spot on his neck.


His brother’s wife had attacked him. Though he couldn’t imagine how she’d managed it, the bitch had done something that had ripped the Magic from his body and plummeted him to the mercies of the between worlds.


“Where is she?” he managed at last, his voice raspy. Where were they all?


“She sleeps, Master. We’ve been unable to awaken her.”


“Sleeps?” With Ulfr’s arm to assist him, Torquil made his way to his feet.


The last dregs of whatever had possessed him scattered from his mind as he straightened, shivering.


By Odin, he was cold! Little wonder since he was completely naked. Where was Dermid? His brother had carried his clothing after he’d made his physical transformation into the wolf.


“I need . . .” He struggled to form the words. Pain radiated from his neck up through his face, and his jaw shivered from the cold gripping him.


“Allow me, my lord.”


With a nod of permission, Torquil raised his arms, allowing Ulfr to drop a tunic down over his head, followed by his plaid and a heavy fur draped over his shoulders.


He could feel his strength returning and with it, his determination.


“Take me to her,” he ordered.


The Lady Danielle, wife of his brother Malcolm, would pay for her crime against him now. He would wring the life from her with his bare hands after she disclosed to him how she’d been able to do whatever it was she’d done to him.


“This way, my lord.”


As he followed Ulfr across the clearing, he took stock of his surroundings for the first time.


The men who had accompanied him were dead. Yes, he remembered that now. Another crime to lay at Malcolm’s feet. To his left lay the crumpled body of his youngest brother, Dermid.


A pity, that. The weak-minded lad had been easily controlled to perform Torquil’s bidding. But no matter, there were others who would substitute as well.


As he approached the woman’s body propped against the large tree, his irritation spiked. His sister Christiana laid there, not the woman he sought.


He realized as he scanned the clearing that none of the others were here. The bodies were those of his men only.


“Malcolm? The women?” he demanded of Ulfr. “Where have they gone?”


The captain shook his head. “There were none here when we arrived but those you see now, my lord. Only you and Lady Christiana, and we have not been able to awaken her from her sleep.”


Torquil strode to the spot where his half sister lay.


Little wonder they hadn’t been able to awaken her; it wasn’t sleep that claimed her. Though her body was present, her spirit was gone, flying on the wings of one of her Visions. The red blotches staining her cheeks, the darting of her eyes beneath the delicate sweep of her lashes, the almost imperceptible movement of her full, soft lips were sure signs that Christiana inhabited a vision of the future.


She wouldn’t awaken until Skuld released her back into this world.


Her ability to see the future was the one gift she’d inherited from their ancient ancestor, Odin. The one gift he wanted for himself above all others. It was the reason he allowed her to live, and the reason he would never allow her to leave Tordenet Castle.


“Bring her,” he ordered, fisting his hand as he turned away, fighting the impure thoughts that plagued him each time he looked upon Christiana. It was her gift—and only her gift!—that he wanted from her. Anything else was unacceptable. “We return to Tordenet.”


There was no use in following his brother Malcolm now. He would wait, preparing himself, building his strength. In time, with proper planning, he would have his revenge. Malcolm and all the MacGahan would fall to him, as would everyone else. With his powers and Christiana’s Vision to guide him, he would one day return the world to the way it should be. The way it had been when the Ancient Ones walked the land.


And he, Torquil of Katanes, heir of Odin, would take his rightful place as ruler of all.





Two


Why?”


Torquil’s voice rang loudly off the high stone ceiling of his solar. Christiana had known this question was coming from the moment she’d made the decision to remain behind in the clearing. She only wished her thoughts weren’t so muddled, so she could better reply.


Her body felt as weak as a newborn lamb and her mind was dull, as if it were wrapped in layers of freshly shorn wool.


Her eyes flickered up to meet her brother’s angry glare before returning to the floor at her feet. She needed time to gather her wits. Time to find the words that might satisfy Torquil. The words that might save her life.


The stones beneath her feet seemed to shift and roll as she stared at them, and she lifted her arms out to her sides to maintain her balance.


“Might I ask my laird’s indulgence to allow me to be seated?”


It was difficult enough to deceive Torquil on her most clever days, without the distraction of wondering whether her legs would stop supporting her at any moment.


“I’ve no inclination to provide for yer comfort. No with treachery such as yers hanging heavy over yer head. Now answer my question. Why did you betray me?”


As a child, Christiana had often spied on her father’s warriors as they’d trained, admiring their skill and dedication, envying their freedom to come and go as they pleased. The words so often intoned by the old listmaster returned to her now.


You canna depend on defense alone, lads. That’s a ploy what leads to a sure death. Distract and attack. That’s the path to victory. Distract and attack.


Praying the old warrior had been correct, she gave in to the weakness dragging her down and crumpled to a heap on the hard stone floor. Behind her she heard a flurry of movement, but the steps halted as quickly as they’d begun. None here would defy her brother’s will to come to her assistance.


“How long was I . . .” She paused, lifting her gaze to again meet Torquil’s glare as she allowed the words to linger in the air around them. “How long was I lost to the—”


“Clear the chamber!” Torquil bellowed, lurching up from behind his table as his startled men rushed from their laird’s solar.


She’d suspected that her brother didn’t want to share the knowledge of her Visions with everyone.


“Have a care to yer tongue, Sister,” he warned in a low growl as he loomed over her.


Christiana nodded, waiting until the door closed behind the last man before speaking again. “I canna seem to put my mind in a straight line, Brother. I dinna even ken how I came to be here. My last memory is of a quiet forest clearing where I lay down to seek guidance from the Visions. Then, in the next moment, yer men were pulling me from my room and bringing me here.”


“Hardly a moment,” Torquil snorted. “We’ve waited three days for you to awaken.”


“Three days!” Little wonder she felt so weak and disoriented. “The Visions have never kept me so long.”


“That little fact has no escaped me. Along with an explanation of yer behavior, I’ll be wanting a full accounting of what you saw as you traversed Skuld’s world.”


She’d like to know that accounting herself. Her memories of the Vision were clouded and merged, as if she’d been presented with too many options mixed together, and she’d experienced them layered one on top of another, all occurring simultaneously.


“You’ve every right to be angry with me.” She paused to gather herself, picking her words with care. “It’s only that I’ve never had a sister before, and I wanted Orabilis to meet Danielle. I should have asked yer permission to take her with me to visit Orabilis, but it was my belief you would deny such a request, so, selfishly, I dinna ask it of you.”


“Indeed?” Torquil stared at her, no doubt weighing the truth of her words. “Is that also yer reason for assisting in Malcolm’s escape? Because you dinna think I would agree to it?”


Christiana’s heart pounded. Her next words could well determine whether she lived or died.


“In spite of what you may think, I dinna assist Malcolm into that wagon. When we came to the edge of the forest and he emerged from that barrel, it was the first I’d seen of him since my visit to the cell where you held him prisoner.”


Every single word she uttered was technically true, as anything she said had to be. She honestly had wanted Orabilis to meet Malcolm’s wife. No need to add that she’d known when they left Tordenet Castle that they’d never reach the old crone’s home. Just as there was no need to add that from the moment she’d helped her brother escape from his cell, she’d made sure she stayed ahead of him and never looked back, specifically so that she wouldn’t see him. She’d even stood with her back to the wagon as the others helped him climb into the barrel and covered him in flour, for she had known that this moment would come.


Torquil’s eyes narrowed, distrust rolling off him in great, heaving waves of emotion so powerful that she felt their energy wash over her.


“You expect me to believe you had nothing to do with our brother’s escape?”


“I expect nothing of you, Torquil. You ken as well as I do that the price I pay for the gift of Vision is my inability to speak a falsehood. How many times have I shared with you that which I dinna want to share? How many times have I given the answers I dinna want to give?”


Too many times to count, before she’d learned the key lay in her intent, not in her words. The line between truth and deception was thin enough to be obscured by a carefully chosen word.


“So you have, my gentle Christiana.”


Torquil reached down to grip her upper arms, his hands like iron bands as he lifted her to her feet. His eyes, hard and cold, locked on hers when he pulled her face close to his, filling her with a fear that would have sent her once again to her knees had he not supported her.


“I want yer promise, yer sworn oath, that you’ll no ever try such as this again.”


Easy enough to promise. It wasn’t as if the same situation would ever present itself again.


“I will never again attempt to take someone to Orabilis without first asking yer permission.”


She was forced to her tiptoes as he pulled her closer still, his head dipping next to hers.


“Swear it,” he insisted, his hot breath fanning over her skin as his mouth hovered next to her ear.


Fighting the fear, she forced her lips to move. “I so swear.”


“Good.” He moved back from her, his expression triumphant. “If no you, then who was it who aided Malcolm in his escape? You must have seen someone.”


“What?” Foolishly, she hadn’t anticipated that question.


“If no you, which of my men betrayed me by helping Malcolm in his escape?”


Rauf’s long, thin face filled her mind and she fought to push the vision away lest her brother somehow read her thoughts. “None of those loyal to you would ever—” she began.


“I’ve no time for yer word games,” Torquil interrupted, his voice as sharp as the look with which he pierced her. “Obviously none loyal to me would have helped our brother. I ask you again, which of my men is a traitor?”


“I . . . I have no way to answer you. I am no aware of any of yer men who would dare to cross you.”


A truth, though only by the thinnest thread. Rauf was not one of Torquil’s men. His loyalty was to her father, the old laird. He’d been tasked with watching over her younger brother, Dermid, but upon her father’s death he’d become her man, as her father had instructed him. She would die before she would expose him for his part in Malcolm’s escape.


“As you say,” Torquil murmured, obviously weighing her every word. “Since it appears I’ll learn nothing of this matter from you, I’d have yer account of what you saw while you traveled Skuld’s world. I want to know everything.”


He would not like what she had to say.


“I have no words to describe what I remember. I’m left with memories of feelings, more than of specific events.”


“I’ve no interest in yer feelings. I want to hear of yer time in the Visions. Try harder,” he hissed, one hand moving up to grip her throat. “Try as if yer life depended upon it.”


She had not a single doubt that her life did depend upon it.


“It was unlike anything I’ve experienced in the Visions before. Always before I’ve seen the choices Skuld affords us laid out ahead of me like trails I could travel, though many were shadowed in the Myst of Choice. I’ve always known that each of those paths has many branches, each representing the choices we are free to make along the way. But in the past, I’ve traveled only one pathway to its conclusion. Always the one where the Myst has lifted.”


“And yet”—his fingers tightened ever so slightly, digging into her skin—“you’ve warned of all those choices that I should avoid.”


She nodded as best she could, her movement constrained by his grip. “I was always granted glimmers of the consequences of other trails, of other decisions. Spots along the way where the Myst had cleared. Sometimes the end of a path. But never the fullness of all those paths. Never until now.”


His fingers loosened but didn’t leave her throat. “And this time?”


“This time it was as if I was being shown every possible outcome, all at once. So many choices, so many paths, intertwining, entangled, one layered upon another until I could not tell where one ended and the next began. I felt splintered, shattered, torn in so many directions, each an endless multitude of intersecting corridors, like some intricate web woven by a crazed spider.”


So much information laid out before her, yet she’d come away with almost nothing.


“What did you see of my plans?” Again Torquil’s eyes narrowed.


“I saw at least one pathway leading to yer defeat.”


“And my victory? Did you see the pathway leading to that possibility as well?”


“I saw that possibility. It exists, but only with the correct combination of choices.”


Fear knotted her stomach again as Torquil dipped his head next to hers. His hair teased against her cheek even as his hot breath feathered over her ear when he spoke.


“I’ve decided to have mercy upon you, little sister. For now, at least. You’d no be wise to disappoint me again.”


He held her there for a moment longer, her heart beating wildly, and then, just when she was sure he could taste her fear, he dropped his hands from her and stepped away.


“May I return to my chambers now?” Her voice shook, far beyond her ability to control it.


“You may.”


Christiana had taken barely two steps before her brother spoke again.


“I send riders forth even now to recruit more men to my cause. In the spring, I will ride against Castle MacGahan. You have seen this?”


“I have. There are bits and pieces of it in my memories.” He wanted more from her, as he always did. But in this she must move slowly.


“And building my ranks, bringing in new men—is this one of the correct choices?” Irritation crept into his clipped tones even as he kept his back turned to her.


“It is an absolute necessity.” She paused, weighing the importance of what she would say next. “There will be one among them who is essential to the desired outcome.” Essential to the outcome she desired, that is.


He turned in her direction, surprise and interest warring in his expression. “You’ve seen a warrior who will champion my cause?”


“I’ve seen a champion, yes.” Though not of Torquil’s cause.


“You will recognize this man on sight?”


“I’ve seen him only in a haze, never clearly enough to identify his features.” And yet, she couldn’t imagine not recognizing the sound of his voice or the feel of his touch when he finally arrived. So familiar they had become to her, she often had to remind herself the man was nothing more to her than her rescuer.


“He was a part of yer Visions and yet his visage remains a mystery to you. If you’ll no recognize him, how am I to distinguish him from all the other newcomers?”


“I canna say how you will pick him from the others. I ken only that he will be different somehow. The Vision was quite clear that he alone will determine the difference between success and failure.”


Torquil nodded slowly, beginning to pace back and forth in front of the fireplace, his hands clasped behind his back. At last his footsteps halted and he turned a narrowed gaze back in her direction.


“And this man of great importance to me, this champion of mine, will he have any interaction with you, little sister?”


Her heart skipped a beat, but she answered without delay. “He will.”


“Do you think to lie with him?”


Christiana gasped, unable to hide her shock at such a personal question. “No!”


It wasn’t as if this were the love of her heart she awaited. If that were the case, surely the Visions would have given some hint in that direction. True, she felt a strange elation each time he appeared in the Visions, but that made sense: he was the one who would deliver her from her captivity.


“That had best be the case, little sister. You are my property and I will permit trespass from none. Champion or no, if this stranger thinks to bed you, I’ll have his head on a pike over my gate and serve up his entrails for buzzard feed. Is that clear?”


She could only nod, terrified by the strange glitter in his eyes and the vehemence in his voice.


“Very well, then. I will think upon all you have told me this day. Best you pray to the Ancient Ones that they send my new champion quickly. Now, leave me.”


“As you bid me, my laird, so shall it be.”


With a dip of her head, she made her way to the door and outside, breathing deeply only after she’d traversed the wide entry hall and stepped into the fresh air.


With renewed purpose, she hurried across the bailey and into the small tower at the far edge of the castle wall. Her quarters. Her refuge.


She set about building a fire in the cold pit before filling a small pot with water and tossing in a few well-chosen herbs. The warm tonic would soothe her nerves and mellow the worries plaguing her heart.


As she waited for the water to bubble, her thoughts drifted to her brother’s edict.


Best you pray to the Ancient Ones that they send my new champion quickly.


He had no idea that she wanted that more than anything else. She’d been sending those prayers up to the Ancient Ones for many months, with a new twist added now.


A prayer that the Elf who’d accompanied her new sister would keep the promise she had made in the glen. For without her aid, all would be lost.





Three


LAZY J RANCH, MONTANA


PRESENT DAY


YOU BEST SKEDADDLE on over to the mess hall, greenhorn.” The old cowboy reached out to take the reins Chase handed over. “The way them cowboys was eatin’ when I was there, it’s a good chance won’t be nothin’ but bones left by now.”


Chase grinned at the old man. “That would be a shame, missing out on Miss Fern’s cooking.”


Whitey returned the grin, displaying a gap where his front top teeth should have been. “Damn straight. It’s roast chicken tonight and she’s made corn bread and chili beans, too.”


Though the main dish varied from day to day, the old cook made corn bread and chili beans so often, it had Chase missing the MREs he’d carried in his army pack. Not that he’d ever give voice to that thought. Everyone on the Lazy J knew how Whitey felt about Miss Fern. The two of them had been an item for the last forty years.


A twinge of envy flickered through Chase. He couldn’t think of too many things he wanted more from life than to find his own Fern.


Chase headed out of the barn and into the cold night to do exactly as Whitey had suggested.


The familiar smells of the dining hall filled his nostrils as he opened the door, assuring him he wouldn’t go hungry after all.


No thanks to the wild horses he’d hunted since early morning. They’d made sure he’d earned his pay this particularly cold and blustery winter day. Still, he felt good about bringing them in. They were destined for a new home in Colorado with a fellow who’d made himself a name for his excellent care and breeding of horses.


These ponies that would end up at the Seun Fardach Ranch were some of the lucky few. Chase just wished some of their luck would rub off on him.


Inside the door he remembered the hat he wore, pulling it off his head to stuff under his arm.


“You’re sure pullin’ a late one tonight, Chase,” Miss Fern called from behind the serving table. She looked up as he neared. “What the hell happened to you?”


His hand flew to his forehead. He’d almost forgotten the incident.


“Paying more attention to one of those ponies I was chasing than to the land I chased him through. Low-hanging branch got me.” Chase shrugged, feeling foolish.


“Don’t look all that bad up close, I guess.” She peered over the top of her thick reading glasses. “Grab yourself a plate and fill ’er up, boy. I was just getting ready to put stuff away for the night.”


Chase hurried along the table. “Thank you, ma’am. Smells wonderful, as always.”


Miss Fern beamed and plopped an extra-large helping of chili beans on his plate. He might be grateful for the job, the two square meals a day, and the honest, friendly people, but he’d be a seriously happy man if he never saw another chili bean again.


Chase took a seat across the room, his back to the wall as usual.


The opportunity to work here had fallen in his lap just when he’d needed it most. Two months working in construction outside Seattle had convinced him he needed a more solitary occupation. He hadn’t minded the hard work; far from it. That had been the only part of the job that had kept him sane. What he’d hated was the congestion of the city, the cars, the noise. It wasn’t where he belonged.


Then Jay Jones had entered his life, recruiting cowboys. Jay had hired him in spite of his lack of experience, and he was determined not to disappoint the Lazy J or its owner.


Ranching wasn’t where he belonged, any more than construction or the army had been, but it was as good a place to be as any while he waited for his destiny to find him.


After he finished eating, he stacked his dish with all the others, nodded to Miss Fern, and made his way back out into the night, more blustery now than it had been half an hour earlier. The damp, biting promise of snow was definitely in the air.


As he stepped onto the porch leading to his room, he glanced up just in time to see a shooting star pierce the inky black of the opening between banks of clouds.


“Good sign,” he murmured to himself as he mounted the two steps and entered his room.


Soon, the breeze whispered back.


His imagination was playing tricks again, likely because his father had always claimed shooting stars were signs of a Faerie promise kept. He shook his head at his flight of fancy as he tossed off his rain slicker and then went into the bathroom for a nice, hot shower.


If the Faeries intended to set him on the path to his destiny, they’d better get a move on. After all these years, all his searching, he was close to losing faith it would ever happen. Had his father really promised him his life would be changing soon that day at the Fairy Falls? Or was it only his imagination promising what he wanted to hear?


The things he sought were no more than any man would want: a home where he belonged and a woman to share it with him. Not just any woman, but his own SoulMate. It was what his father had promised awaited him. And if those promises ended up being nothing but a dream, then it would be up to him to make that dream come true.


He got into the shower, allowing the hot water to wash away the long hours spent in a saddle. The bump on his head stung as the water hit it, but not bad enough to worry him. His mind was still filled with thoughts of what he should do next in life. The world was a big place and he wasn’t getting any younger. Sooner or later he’d need to let go of the dreams his father had given him and pick a course on which to steer his ship.


That was perhaps the biggest drawback to his solitary occupation: too much time spent inside his own head.


“Not a tidy place to be at all,” he mused, tipping his head back and scrubbing his fingers through his hair.


When he was done, he dried off and then wiped the steam from the mirror. One glance confirmed the limb had left him quite a colorful reminder of their meeting. And that he needed a shave and a haircut.


He ran his fingers over the bump, knowing he’d get a shitload of ribbing from the other ranch hands over how he’d managed to miss seeing a whole tree out in the pastureland. That was okay. He could handle their good-natured teasing.


The shave he’d deal with in the morning, and as for the haircut, well, that would have to wait until his next trip into town. After the years he’d spent in the military, he couldn’t remember the last time his hair had been long enough to cover his collar. Might look a little scruffy, but it felt kind of nice. If he let it grow a little more, it might help to keep his ears warm this winter.


For now, all he needed was eight hours of uninterrupted rack time and he’d be good as new.


He could hear the wind picking up outside as he climbed into his bunk, but his little room was warm enough that he needed nothing more than a pair of boxers and a thin blanket. The Lazy J bunkhouse was nicer than most of the motels he’d stayed in over the years.


IT FELT AS if he’d just laid his head on the pillow when Chase awoke to a gentle breeze brushing over his chest. His groggy confusion told him he’d been sleeping deeply, but it did nothing to help him identify the source of the insistent green light flashing in the room.


He sat up and scrubbed his hands over his face, scanning the room for evidence of entry.
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