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Prologue






Dallyn Aí Lyre, High General of the Realm of Faerie, strode down the long golden passage, his well-shined black boots gliding noiselessly over the sparkling marble floors in the Hall of the High Council.


Something was not as it should be. That much he could sense.


He took the stairs up several flights to the dignitaries’ floor, following a series of twists and turns to the very back of the massive building. More than once he stopped to test the air, to listen, to feel for any who might follow.


At last, satisfied he was alone, he approached the carved wooden door that was his destination and knocked. Three quick raps, as instructed.


The door swung open slowly, admitting him to the private chambers of Pol Aú Revyn, hereditary High Prince of the Fae.




“You wanted to see me, your highness?”


Pol turned from the large window at the end of the room, a smile fleeting over his face before he crossed the room toward his visitor, his arm extended in greeting. “Yes, my friend. Thank you for coming.”


Dallyn clasped the arm proffered to him. “Is something wrong?”


With a wave of Pol’s hand, the massive wooden door closed silently. “Have a seat. Would you care for a drink?”


Shaking his head in refusal, Dallyn took the offered chair. He reminded himself of the necessity of patience when dealing with this man. “Is something—”


“Possibly,” Pol interrupted, sitting down across the table from Dallyn. “I have fretted over this since returning from Mairi Rose’s wedding. Since I find that I cannot let it go, I have decided to seek your assistance in the matter.”


Apprehension blossomed in Dallyn’s heart. Prince Pol did not seek the counsel of others lightly.


“When Mairi came to my glen and demanded her gifts be returned to her, I must admit I was somewhat shaken.”


“To be challenged by a slip of a girl? I am sure you were, your highness.” Few in the High Council would challenge the prince, let alone a young woman with only a touch of Fae blood.


The Prince smiled sadly. “Not because of her challenge, but rather by the knowledge of my own massive oversight. The thought of all those young women I had abandoned. I was so sure of myself for so long.” He shook his head, a haunted look in his eyes. “In any event, as I said, I was shaken by the knowledge of the enormity of the mistake I had made and I think—that is, I suspect I might have…” Pol stopped, chewing on the inside of his mouth as he studied his hands.


The Prince lifted his head and met Dallyn’s gaze before he spoke again. “No. The time has come for me to accept responsibility for all my actions. I committed a grave, unthinking error. You do understand that I restored all Mairi’s gifts to her? All that she would have had if I had never interfered with my dratted blessing?”


Dallyn nodded. Though he was confused about where Pol was headed with this conversation, he felt sure that whatever it was that bothered the Prince was also the source of his own feeling that something was not as it should be.


“Yes, well, as I said, I was shaken, so I did not stop to think through my actions at the time. I simply responded to Mairi’s request and restored that which should have been hers.”


“But surely you have no reason to suspect Mairi would be a threat of any sort. She is the Soulmate of a Guardian. I have no doubt Ramos will see to her safety.”


Pol shook his head rapidly. “No, no, not Mairi. It is the others who concern me.”


“Others?” The tendril of apprehension grew as Dallyn voiced the word. “What others?”


Pol rose from his chair to pace the length of the room. “Mairi’s demand that her gifts be restored was not for herself alone. She wanted the gifts restored to all those like her. All my descendants who had been ignored by the original blessing.”




The ramifications of Pol’s statement hit Dallyn, curdling his stomach.


“These are women who have no idea?”


“Exactly.” Pol’s steps drew to a halt at the large window, his back to Dallyn. “In my youth, in my anger, I was so sure of myself. When I blessed my own daughters on that day, I did not envision any omission. I never once considered the words I had used. ‘The daughters of my daughters.’ Not one time in all these centuries did it occur to me there would be sons who would have female children. Young women who were as much of my blood and Rose’s as any child of a daughter.”


When Pol turned, the sorrow on his face caught Dallyn by surprise.


“Confronted with the magnitude of my error, I simply reacted, compounding what I had already done. You must find them, Dallyn. Find them and help them. Save them from what I have done to them.”


Dallyn gripped the arms of the chair where he sat, the polished wood cold beneath his hands. “Do you know where we might begin? You told me once you had maintained a connection to your descendants.”


The Prince’s lips tightened, his head shaking almost imperceptibly. “To the line of one of my daughters only, I fear. I’ve no idea what happened to the offspring of the other two. They have never visited my glen so I can only assume they have no knowledge of me. And after all these generations? Their numbers could be staggering.”


Willing his legs not to shake, Dallyn rose from his chair. “I will begin at once, your highness.” With a respectful dip of his head, Dallyn walked out the door of Pol’s chambers.




His mind raced as he made his way out of the Hall of the High Council. An unknown number of women roaming the Mortal Plain with the powers of the royal line of the Fae suddenly activated. And none of them with any understanding of what had happened to them.


Worse yet, none of them would know anything about how to control those powers. Or about the threat they faced from the Nuadians.


Dallyn had no idea where to begin the search. The best he could do would be to dispatch his Elite Guard. They would need to be vigilant now.


It was a matter of watching and waiting for whatever happened next.















One






DUN ARD
SCOTLAND
DECEMBER 1295


The clipped fall of boots on stone sounded loud in the deserted hallways of Dun Ard. Though few would be up and about at this early hour, Caden MacAlister had no doubt his cousin would already be hunkered over the estate accounts in his solar as he was each and every morning. Blane MacKiernan, Laird of the MacKiernan, taught the importance of hard work by setting an example.


Caden paused at the heavy wooden door, unconsciously running a large hand through his tousled dark copper hair as he gathered his wits and his courage. He had considered his alternatives time and again. This must be done.


He rapped his knuckles sharply against the door, the vibrations echoing in his stomach. Or was that simply nerves?


“Enter.”


He pushed open the door and approached his cousin’s desk. “I’ve come to a decision and I must speak with you.” Quickly. Before he lost his nerve.


Blane looked up from the work spread in front of him, a smile creasing his face. “Very well, Caden. Have a seat and share yer great decision with me.”


Caden shook his head, declining the offer to sit. He thought better on his feet. “You must choose one of my brothers as your heir. I’m no longer fit to be the next laird of the MacKiernan.” There. He’d said it. It was done.


His cousin leaned back in his chair, studying the hands he steepled together. At last he looked up, a confused frown replacing his earlier smile. “I had thought you cared for our people and this land.”


“I do. And that’s why I ask you to choose another as yer heir.” Even though this was all he had ever really wanted.


“Explain yerself.”


“The next laird should be someone who’ll love this place, these people. Someone who’ll look after them, improve their lot in life and pass it all on to his own son to do the same.” And he would never be able to do that.


Blane nodded. “Exactly what I’ve chosen you to do, lad.”


“I canna, Cousin. After what’s happened with Alycie, I ken now I’ll no ever wed. There will be no sons to succeed me.”


He would never have a wife. Alycie had found the idea of marriage to him so repulsive she had betrayed his sister and cousin in order to escape him, almost causing their deaths. He would never again put his family in such jeopardy. Nor would he trust another woman. Alycie was now happily installed in the convent on Iona as she had wanted, and he would remain unmarried as the fates had obviously intended.


“Yer young yet, Caden. Mayhap one day you’ll change yer mind on this.”


“No. I’ll no allow any other lass to be forced to face marriage to me. I’ve made my decision, just as you made yers all those years ago.”


Blane rose from his chair, coming around his desk to place a hand on his young cousin’s shoulder. “I chose never to wed because I feared any son of mine would carry the madness of my father and my brother. I would no risk exposing Dun Ard and her people to that tragedy again. Yer situation is entirely different. You take too much blame upon yerself, lad.”


Caden shook his head. He deserved the blame. He knew his limitations. Of the three MacAlister brothers, he saw himself as the least desirable to a woman. He had neither Andrew’s pretty face nor Colin’s warrior abilities. He wanted only to manage Dun Ard. To find new ways to help their land and their people prosper. And while one day he would have been the laird of the MacKiernan, that alone wasn’t enough to hold a wife. He’d learned that from his experience with Alycie.


No, Caden knew he was not meant to find the happiness of a mate in life. And though he had never known why his cousin remained unwed and childless, he suspected that Blane revealed his reason now in an attempt to provide solace. Solace he didn’t deserve. “Still, I dinna think…”


“There’s no a need to think on this, lad. I willna choose any to be my heir other than you. I’ve invested too many years in you and you’ve learned too well the duties of a laird. You’ll go off to school as we’d planned, and when you return you’ll pick up where you left off. You are my heir and that’s my last word on the subject.”


“And when I never wed? When I have no sons to continue the line?”


Blane smiled again, squeezing Caden’s shoulder before he dropped his hand and walked back to his chair. “If that is the way of it, then you’ll do as I have and choose someone. Perhaps one of yer brothers’ brats will succeed you, aye? Now off with you. I’ve work to do before I take my morning meal.”


Caden waited, unsure of what to do next. He’d struggled for weeks trying to make the right decision. And now that he finally had, Blane had dismissed his concerns as minor.


“Go on,” Blane encouraged. “Oh, we’re still going out to inspect the sheep pens later this morning, are we no?”


“If that’s yer wish,” Caden replied, leaving the room and shutting the door behind him.


He was almost embarrassed at the relief he felt, knowing at least part of his life would continue as he’d always hoped. He would have Dun Ard to live for.


And as for his own heir?


Just as Blane had said, Drew and Colin would marry and have sons. He would simply have to wait and watch to see what time would bring.















Two






PRAIRIELAND, TEXAS
PRESENT DAY


The quick clip of worn cowboy boots resonated joyously in the short hallway, bouncing off the hospital green walls of the clinic. It was all Ellie Denton could do to keep from skipping down the hall. So great was her relief as she pushed through the swinging door into the aged waiting room, she had to resist the urge to hug the elderly receptionist standing by the front desk.


“Them test results come out okay, Ellie?”


“Yes, ma’am, Miz Waller.” Ellie gave in to the urge and threw her arms around the little old woman, who giggled like a schoolgirl.


“I’m real glad you got yourself some good news today, honey,” Ethel Waller murmured, reaching out to tuck a stray lock of hair behind Ellie’s ear. “You sure do got your mama’s pretty black curls.” Then she giggled again and fanned herself with her thin, blue-veined hand. “But you got them green bedroom eyes straight from your daddy. Lordy, if he wasn’t the handsomest man I ever did see.” Ethel patted Ellie’s arm before returning to her chair behind the front desk. “You be real careful driving home now, you hear.”


“I will, Miz Waller. Thank you.”


That’s what came from living in the same small town her whole life. Everyone knew everything about her as if they were all family. Still, Ellie was grateful for the good news, too. Anything good in her life was way past due.


As she walked down the dusty sidewalk toward the little store where she’d parked her old pickup, she was determined not to let even the busy noise of the little town darken her mood. Soon enough she’d have to deal with all the unpleasantness life had thrown in her path the past few weeks. For the next couple of hours she just wanted to savor the one positive she had been given.


The tests were all negative. Whatever this thing on her chest was, it wasn’t skin cancer.


Doc Hill had offered to set up an appointment with a skin specialist in Dallas, but Ellie had declined. She wasn’t sure how she was going to pay Doc Hill, let alone come up with money for some expensive big-city doctor. At this point, if it wasn’t going to kill her, by necessity it fell to the bottom of her list of priorities.


The little bell above the door jingled merrily when Ellie walked into the old store.


“Well, I’ll be! You’re looking right happy there today, Ellie. Haven’t seen you smiling like that since before—” The old man behind the counter paused and coughed to buy himself some time before lamely finishing. “Yes sir, you sure do look nice today.”


Ellie knew what he’d been going to say. Since her mother’s death, nothing had been worth smiling about. Until today.


“Thank you, Mr. Paul. How’s Herman?”


“He perked right up after you were out to the house. The wife couldn’t believe it. Nobody could ever get that cat to take pills like you did, Ellie. Darndest thing I ever did see. You sure got a special way with animals.” The old man nodded to himself.


“I’m just glad I could help.”


Special way with animals? Mr. Paul didn’t know the half of it. She used to think she had a gift, an empathy for all four-legged creatures. But recently that gift had turned into something else altogether. Something bizarre and frightening.


Either that or she was going stark, raving mad.


“Sure is hot today. Bet we’re in for a storm tonight.”


“I wouldn’t doubt it,” Ellie agreed, wiping her hand along the back of her neck. Even pulled back in a ponytail, her long, heavy hair stuck to her skin in this heat.


Ellie walked to the far shelf, studying the canned goods. Something portable and cheap was what she needed. Something she could keep in the pickup until she decided what to do.


Don’t think about it now.


She had, after all, promised herself a couple of hours’ reprieve.


“Vern Peters was in earlier,” the shopkeeper called from the front of the store. “He said when he drove past your place there was a truck out there looked an awful lot like Ray Stanton’s.”


Just the mention of that man’s name made Ellie’s stomach turn. Her reprieve was over. Time to face the chaos her life had become.


“Yes sir, Mr. Paul, that’s his truck alright. He showed up yesterday. Heard about mama’s death and seems to think he has a right to take over the place.”


Ray had been sitting on the porch, his filthy boots propped on the railing when she’d come in from checking on the sheep.


“Oo-whee, girl! You always did fill out a pair a jeans like nobody else.” He’d taken a long drag on his cigarette, then tossed it to the porch and ground it out with his heel.


“What are you doing here?” Some small part of her had known the minute she’d pulled off the road and seen his truck.


“Now, Ellie darlin’, is that any way to talk to your old daddy?”


“You’re not my father. Now get off my property.” She didn’t want anything to do with the loser her mother had made the mistake of marrying five years ago. A marriage that hadn’t lasted twelve months.


“Oh, I don’t think I’ll be leaving anytime soon. Way I see it, with Nora passed, this is rightly my property now. I talked to the sheriff and he agrees. I’ve decided to move back in. But don’t you worry your pretty little head. You can stay if you want. I’m sure we can work out something you can do to earn your keep around here.”


The conversation had gone straight downhill from there. Finally, with Ray’s laughter and taunts ringing in her ears, Ellie had run to her pickup and sped away, leaving gravel and dust heavy in her wake.


There was no point in her going to see the sheriff. He was Ray’s brother-in-law.


Peanut butter, bread, a toothbrush, soap, some canned goods. A can opener. Ellie gathered items she would need and headed up to the counter, trying to calculate just how much cash she would have left.


She paused to look longingly at the rack of paperbacks at the front of the store. Her favorite author had a new Highlander romance out, but for now she’d have to content herself with rereading the one she had out in the truck.


Reluctantly she turned her back on the books and piled her selections on the checkout counter.


“As I recall, your mama never did rightly divorce ol’ Ray, now did she?”


“No sir, Mr. Paul. She didn’t.” Nora hadn’t left a will, either.


“That’s a damn dirty shame. I guess that good-for-nothing bum sees this as his golden ticket. You gonna fight him on it?”


“I’m not sure.”


Fight him? Oh, she could take him to court. Probably could win if she got herself a good lawyer—which she couldn’t afford. And Ray? His older brother was a big-shot attorney over in Austin.


“Well, it don’t seem right to me.” Ben Paul shook his head, then peered over his reading glasses. “You going back to College Station in the fall? You gonna be a vet like your mama wanted you to?”


“Right now I can’t say. After those developers were out from Dallas, Mama and I had talked about selling off some of the north pastureland so I could finish school, but now…” Ellie let the words drift off.


Between her mother’s death and Ray claiming rights to the ranch, the likelihood of her being able to sell off part of the land was pretty remote. Finishing school would have to wait.


The shopkeeper added up the items Ellie set on the counter. “That’ll be thirty-seven fifty.”


She dug into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out her last two twenties, returning the meager change in their place.


With a wave, she left the store and loaded the two brown paper bags into the seat of her old pickup before heading out of town.


School? Who was she kidding? Until all this mess with Ray was straightened out, she had exactly two dollars and fifty cents to her name. And not even a place to sleep tonight.


After dark the night before, she’d returned to her house and snuck out back where the load of wash she’d done was still hanging on the line. Thank goodness she’d at least been able to get a clean change of clothing to wear into town today.


For now she headed to the same place she’d spent the night before, out to the far pasture on her land. To her favorite place by the river that flowed across a corner of the property.


Pulling her pickup to a stop under the dappled shade of a huge old mesquite tree, Ellie climbed out and walked over to the riverbank, breathing in the familiar smell of the place.




This had been her favorite spot for as long as she could remember. It was quiet here. Peaceful. A private place where she had always come to think, to plan, to daydream.


She grabbed her new bar of peach soap from the bag of groceries, peeled out of her clothes and dove into the river. The cool water closed over her, washing away her worries for the moment, along with the grime of the day.


“A clean body means a clean mind,” her grandmama had always said. Ellie hoped that was the case now. She needed her thoughts to be clear in order to plan what she would do next.


Heat hung in the air, even as dark approached. In no time she was dry, except for her hair. After putting on her jeans and a clean T-shirt, she ran a comb through her curls before using an old bandanna that had been lying on the floorboard of her truck to tie her hair up into a ponytail. It would be a mass of long tangles tomorrow, but she had more important things to worry about now.


Reaching under the seat of the old Ford, she pulled out her favorite romance novel, the pages worn from the number of times she’d read it to escape into the fantasy of the Scots Highlands. Reading had long been her refuge whenever she was unhappy.


And “unhappy” certainly was hovering over her tonight.


Things had gone so wrong lately. Her mother’s death had been the first. Less than a week later this awful red mark had showed up on her chest. Then there were all the strange games her mind had started playing on her. Now Ray was back.




Ellie finished up her cold canned dinner, not wanting to start a fire and draw attention to her location. She bagged her trash and tossed it into the bed of her pickup before sitting down at the foot of her favorite mulberry tree. From here she could hear the fish break the surface of the water to gobble down the dark berries that fell from the limbs hanging over the river.


In the far distance, thunder rumbled and lightning jagged a path to the ground, flashing a bright white in the growing dark.


There wasn’t enough light left to read, but just having her book in her lap was comforting. She stroked her hand over the cover as she tried to come to some decisions.


She couldn’t live out here in her pickup forever. What was she going to do? More specifically, what was she going to do about Ray taking over her home?


That slimy worm!


She hated the man. He was even worse than all the chauvinistic cowboys she’d grown up around. This low-life had broken her mother’s heart and now he had the nerve to show up and think she would forget all he’d done? He was so full of himself. Sitting up there on the porch yesterday, leering down at her, making his dirty little insinuations about what she’d have to do to stay in her own home.


“I’ll have you know I already earn my keep around here, Ray. I work this ranch, which is more than you ever did in the short time you were here.”


He stood up from his chair and pushed the sweat-stained straw cowboy hat back on his head. “You need a man, honey. And I don’t mean for working those damn sheep. I can be that man.”




“Don’t flatter yourself. You think I’d be interested in a man my mama kicked to the curb?” Ellie laughed, masking the fear she felt.


Ray’s eyes had hardened at that. “Look around you, missy. You got some secret true love out there somewhere who’s gonna come riding up to your rescue? One of them bare-chested guys from those books you and your mama used to read?” He’d laughed at her then, a thin mean bark of a laugh. “I don’t exactly see you beating guys off with a stick, Ellie. You’re too goddamned picky for your own good. But that’s getting ready to change. You want to live in my house, you’re going to do what I want, the way I want it. Matter of fact, I’m thinking you could peel out of them jeans and we could start right now.”


She’d run then. Jumped in her old truck and raced away. Straight to this spot, where she’d cried until she’d finally fallen asleep.


But that was yesterday. This morning she’d gone into town and gotten the best news she’d had in months. It was the start of a whole new chapter in her life.


Now she would…what?


What could she do? The frustration of feeling so completely powerless in this situation almost had her in tears again, but she fought it down. She would think of something, some way to deal with this. Her mama always did say she was stronger than she gave herself credit for.


She leaned her head back against the massive tree trunk and closed her eyes.


When she was younger she would come out here, stare up at the stars and dream of her perfect man—her “true love” as Ray had called him. He would show up in her little town and sweep her off her feet. A man with whom she could be as happy as she remembered her mama and daddy being together.


In those days she had truly believed he was out there somewhere and that wishing on a falling star would bring him to her.


Thunder rumbled again, much closer this time.


“Even the gods are laughing at that idea,” she muttered, watching as the lightning drew closer.


Whoever her dream man had been, he certainly wasn’t any of the boys she’d dated around here. They were all alike. They talked about how their “little woman” belonged at home, raising babies and cooking meals. Barefoot and pregnant, as the old saying went, sure wasn’t the life for her. Especially not with a man who thought he had the right to tell her what she should be doing all the time. She’d had more than enough of that from the guys she’d known all her life.


Besides, she didn’t want a man. She would never be weak like her mama had been. She wouldn’t settle for the first cowboy that came knocking just because she wanted love so badly. Wouldn’t go looking for some man to take care of her. She could take care of herself.


Still, the old fairy-tale dream wouldn’t fade that easily. Just for this one moment she allowed herself to feel that dream again. To want. Wouldn’t it be wonderful? If such a man really did exist?


“That’s still what I’d wish for,” she whispered. “To find that one man who’s meant for me, my true love, wherever he is.” She glanced down at the dog-eared book lying next to her and smiled. “A Highlander of my own would be totally cool.”




The spot on her chest began to tingle and she unconsciously rubbed at it as she watched the lightning cut through the dark. A quick count to the next peal of thunder told her the storm was still miles away, but she could already smell the rain on the gentle breeze.


The tingle grew stronger and she felt the hair on her arms stand up as the next bolt of lightning met the ground within feet of where she sat.


“That’s weird,” she muttered, rising to her feet.


Green lightning? She’d seen a whole lot of thunderstorms in her twenty-three years, but she’d never seen the like of that before.


She forgot all about counting to the next clap of thunder when lights of all colors began to twinkle and flash around her.


“What the…?”


The breath was sucked from her lungs as she felt the sudden rush of forward momentum and the stomach-dropping sensation of a free fall into nothingness. A rainbow of lights flashed and danced in a frenzy, circling about her, passing around and through her, all as she felt her body speeding through an eerily green-lit emptiness.


A thought about the storm being too far away for lightning to have struck her flashed through her mind just before her world faded to blackness.















Three






DUN ARD
SCOTLAND
1304


Hurts.


“Who’s there?” Ellie awoke in the dark, cold and disoriented, her eyes at first unable to focus, sensitive from the bright flashes she’d experienced. With the sound of a hard, steady rain beating above her head, it all came rushing back to her. As impossible as it seemed, she must have been struck by lightning. What else could explain all those crazy lights she’d seen? Still, as best she could remember, the storm had been miles away. It made absolutely no sense.


Hurts.


Someone was here with her. It was a plaintive voice, vaguely familiar, as if she’d heard it, or one like it, before.




She opened her eyes as wide as possible, willing them to adjust quickly to the dimly lit surroundings as she stretched out her hand, feeling around her.


Her fingers encountered a large, furry mound.


Hurts.


“Hold on. I’ll help you.”


Where had she heard that strange, reedy voice before? Not heard, exactly. Nothing out loud. More like sound and pictures floating inside her head.


“Oh my God!”


Now she remembered. The day after the mark had shown up on her breast, her mind had started playing horrible tricks on her. It had happened for the first time out at the Pauls’ ranch when she’d been so sure she’d heard their cat speaking in her mind as if through mental telepathy. Mental telepathy with pictures.


And it had continued to happen ever since.


Ellie jerked her hand back and bolted upright, immediately wishing she hadn’t as a pain shot through her head and waves of dizziness assailed her. Raising both hands to her temples, she concentrated on not passing out as shivers racked her body.


None of this made any sense. Could the pain and the dizziness and the cold shivers all be the aftereffects of a lightning strike? She didn’t remember ever having heard anyone describing feeling like this after such an experience.


Trying to calm herself, she breathed in deeply, an exercise that quickly told her she wasn’t anywhere near her river any longer.


In fact, the smells that assaulted her nose were those of a barn. It even felt like hay under her hands when she reached back down. With her eyes adjusting to the dim light, she recognized she was in some kind of a stall and standing next to her was what had to be the largest dog she had ever seen.


Help.


The largest, most pitiful dog she had ever seen, she quickly amended.


After only a moment’s hesitation, she crawled toward the animal and, reaching out, she gently stroked her hand down his side. Something was wrong. The dog was in pain.


Ellie had always had a natural affinity for animals. For years she had worked summers as an assistant to the vet in their county, helping with the animals in his care. Recently, though, since the mark had shown up, her affinity had become something else all together. Something scary. Scary to the point where she’d been avoiding all animals other than the sheep on her ranch.


People didn’t “hear” animals. Not normal, sane people anyway.


But this pitiful creature needed her, his pathetic plea reaching her heart. She couldn’t turn her back on him.


“You poor baby. What’s happened to you?” she crooned as she continued to softly stroke the thick, wiry fur. Her fingers rippled over every one of the dog’s prominent ribs. “They sure don’t overfeed you, do they?” she murmured, exploring down the dog’s front legs.


He stood quietly until her hand reached his foot.


Hurts.


“I know.” She focused on the picture in her mind. This was the source of his pain. “I’ll be careful. Let me have a look.” She lifted the paw, wet from the dog’s licking at it.


Embedded in the pad of the dog’s foot, right between his toes was a large thorn. She might have missed it in the dimly illuminated stall if not for her mental visions of the animal’s pain.


Another wave of dizziness washed over Ellie as she grasped the thorn between her fingertips, and she paused, waiting until she felt it pass. It took two tries to pull the barb from the dog’s flesh, but in the end the thorn gave way.


Good!


The word exploded into her mind, propelled on a wave of sheer gratitude and happiness.


At the same moment, the dog toppled her over, pinning her shoulders to the ground, joyously licking her face by way of thanks.


Unable to lift her arms or move out from under the dog’s weight, she tossed her head to the side to escape the brunt of his large wet tongue. It was then she saw the huge man emerge from the shadows, an enormous sword held out in front of him.


Ellie followed her natural instincts at that point and screamed for all she was worth.


 


Caden MacAlister sloshed through the mud of the dark courtyard on his way to the stables, muttering under his breath. He pulled his plaid tightly about him to ward off the cold, heavy rain.


This was a prime example of the sort of task he hated most.


Of course, he could have sent one of his men to take care of the problem, but he refused to send anyone to carry out a duty he wasn’t willing to perform himself.


Blind Tavish had brought one of the deerhounds here to Dun Ard to be destroyed. The creature had refused to run on the last hunt and turned on the old man in the feeding pens. While Tavish was difficult at best in his dealings with people, he had a soft heart for the hunting dogs and would not put one down himself. Not even one that had attacked him.


No, instead the old man, with the aid of the lad who helped him care for the beasts, had tied the dog up and brought him here for the laird to deal with. But Blane was away on much more important business, leaving this chore to Caden.


As if he relished the task of harming an animal. Even one gone mad. It was for this reason he had delayed coming out here for the last couple of hours.


Still, according to Tavish, the animal threatened the safety of the people, and that made it Caden’s responsibility in his cousin’s absence. A responsibility he took seriously. After all, one day he would be laird. He could not afford to feel compassion for the animal awaiting him.


“It’s naught but a beast gone mad. No different from any other wild creature threatening my land,” he mumbled to himself.


Entering the stable, he lowered the woolen plaid to his shoulders and shook his head, dislodging the droplets of rain that clung to him. A small fire burned in the contained pit of the stableboy’s chamber, casting a poor, flickering light over the interior of the barn but adding little warmth.




All thoughts of pity for the unfortunate beast fled Caden’s mind as he neared the stall where the maddened animal had been placed.


He drew his sword in response to the scene confronting him. A lad lay beneath the crazed beast, pinned down by his great paws. Apparently he had arrived just in time since even now the young man screamed in his terror.


Caden moved forward slowly, keeping his eyes on the enormous dog, hoping to calm the boy with his words.


“Hold still, lad. Dinna move a muscle and I’ll bring the beast down before he’s time to hurt you.”


“You’ll do what?”


The frightened boy’s strangled reply sounded more child than man, but Caden couldn’t afford to spare him a glance, his attention locked firmly on his four-legged adversary.


Another foot forward, carefully, slowly so as not to panic the beast into attacking the boy. Only a little farther and he could open the gate to the stall.


“You keep your distance, mister!”


Before Caden could reach the gate, the boy pushed the dog away and rose to his knees, throwing his arms out in front of the beast, the flickering light glinting off his face.


Caden froze.


Not his face. Her face!


With her body outlined in the glimmer of firelight, there was no mistaking the feminine curves, in spite of the odd clothing she wore that had led to his initial mistake. It was a woman trapped in the stall with the maddened animal!


Caden no longer doubted or pitied. He would do whatever was necessary to rescue the woman. He had only to slip into the stall. To maneuver himself in between her and the animal that threatened her.


“Rise to yer feet slowly, lass, and work yer way this direction. Dinna make any sudden movements to provoke the beast to attack.” He kept his voice low and calm, with the intent to soothe—both the beast and the woman.


She lifted a hand to her face, pressing the heel of her palm to her forehead for a moment before speaking.


“What’s wrong with you? This poor creature isn’t about to attack me.”


Hand on the gate, Caden paused to reassess. The beast did seem almost as intent on protecting the woman as she was in protecting him. Still, Tavish knew his animals and Caden knew Tavish.


“The dog is maddened. Now move away from him, lass. He’s already turned on his keeper this very day.”


She faced the animal, putting her arms around him and resting her forehead against his side.


“Would that be the keeper who half starves this poor creature? Or the boy who mistreats him, teasing him with bits of food?” She glared up at Caden. “The same keeper who never bothered to check this animal for injury when he wouldn’t run? I don’t blame this poor dog one bit. I would have attacked the bastard, too.”


The image of this slip of a lass confronting the grizzled old dog keeper almost brought a chuckle along with it, but Caden stifled the urge. This was no time to find humor. The woman was in danger whether she knew it or not.


He lifted the latch, easing himself through the gate into the stall. He kept his movements slow and deliberate, worried as much about the woman’s response as that of the dog. Perhaps he could distract her and get her away from the animal before it was too late.


“The beast is injured?” The deerhound didn’t appear hurt, but neither did it appear to be maddened.


“He had a large thorn in his footpad. Any fool who bothered to check could have found it.” A shiver racked her body and she drooped back down, as if leaning on the dog was all that kept her up on her knees.


“Are you hurt, lass?”


All thoughts of stealth vanished and he crossed the ground between them in two steps, leaning down to grip her arms and lift her to her feet. She stumbled against him and for an instant he could swear the scent of fresh peaches washed over him before she pulled away.


“I…I don’t think so.” She put both hands to her head again. “But I’m so confused. Nothing here looks familiar. Who are you?”


“Who am I?” She had mettle, he’d give her that. “The better question is who are you and how have you come to be in my stable?”


“Ellie Denton and…I’m not exactly sure how I got here. I think I might have been struck by lightning.”


Lightning? Not on a night such as this. Perhaps her mind was touched. It would explain much about her behavior.


“No likely in this weather, lass. We’ve all but snow this eve. Now come away from the beast and we’ll get you up to the keep.” The dog appeared calm enough for the moment. This woman, this Elliedenton, was his more immediate concern.




“Snow?” she squeaked, her eyes large.


“Aye. Come along.” He grasped her arm again, drawing her toward him.


Immediately the great dog tensed, pushing in front of Ellie, growling and baring his teeth.


“Shh,” she soothed, her hand on the beast’s head. “I feel like we can trust this man. At least, I hope we can.” She rubbed the back of her other hand over her eyes before looking up at Caden. “I’m going to have to take a chance on you, cowboy.”


Her words startled him. What was this madwoman going on about now? “Aye?”


“Promise me you won’t hurt this animal.”


“Yer hardly in a position, lass, to be…”


“I need your promise to protect him or I can’t leave him.” She lifted her hand toward Caden, stumbling as she started forward.


He reached her as her legs gave way and swept her up into his arms, resting her head against his shoulder, the smell of peaches wafting around him again.


“Verra well. You have my word.” Why he’d agreed to her ridiculous demand, he couldn’t say. Perhaps for no other reason than it seemed so important to her.


“You swear it?” she mumbled, her eyes closed.


“I said as much, did I no?” He shook his head in irritation as he tossed the end of his plaid up over her head, preparing to go out into the night. “No that you’ve any reason to question my—”


Her soft fingers unexpectedly stroking down the side of his cheek struck him mute.


“Thank you.” Her eyes fluttered shut but a tiny smile remained even as her hand dropped.




He shook his head and started toward the door of the stable, surprised at what had just happened.


Surprised at himself.


“You’ve the luck of the Fae about you tonight, beastie,” he called over his shoulder as he headed out into the night.


He ducked his head against the cold rain, clutching his bundle tightly against his chest. Now that he thought about it, the whole of this evening had the feel of the Fae to it.















Four






“I suspected I would find you up here. She’s sleeping peacefully at last.”


Rosalyn MacKiernan MacAlister’s words danced across the high windswept parapet of Dun Ard, ringing in Caden’s ears. He felt more than heard her steps across the rain-slicked stones, so the gentle touch to his shoulder came as no surprise.


“She’s a Daughter of the Fae.”


“Are you sure?” He didn’t know why he even bothered to ask. If anyone would know, it would be his mother, a Daughter herself. Perhaps it was because it would be so much easier if she were wrong. “Did she come here from the Faerie Glen, do you suppose?”


His mother pushed a bundle toward him. “Do any of these have the look of our Glen to you?”


A faint peach scent wafting up through the cloth confirmed what he held without his having to examine the contents. The clothing Elliedenton had worn. He could almost imagine the feel of holding her, the warmth of her body still clinging to the damp bits of cloth, though, of course, that was ridiculous.


“They’ve no the look of anything I’ve seen before.” Nor had the woman who’d worn them. “If no the Glen, then where could she have come from?”


“You dinna for one moment suppose the Fae confine themselves or their exploits to our fair Glen alone, do you? They would have no reason for such.” Again his mother softly touched his shoulder, directing his attention up to the spot in the night sky where she pointed. “Do you see that one wee star shining his light from among those clouds?”


Caden nodded, remembering all the times he had studied the sky with his mother from this very spot. “Aye.”


“We see only him, but we ken the existence of all the others we canna see. It’s the same with the Fae, son. They walk the lands among the mortals, whether we see them or not.”


“As you say.” Other Fae, like the Duke and his brother who’d come to Dun Ard nine years ago, threatening those dear to Caden. Exposing what he should have seen on his own. Changing his life forever. “Why do you suppose she’s here?”


“I’d say she’s another tossed through time. And I’ve the feeling she’s here for a reason.” Rosalyn adjusted the plaid she’d wrapped about herself, pulling it tighter against the cold, blowing mist. “Though whether the reason is hers or ours, I’ve no a clue.”


“Ours?” Caden turned to search his mother’s face. “What need would we have for a descendant of the Fae to appear on our doorstep?”


Both his mother’s eyebrows rose before she answered. “It’s no a secret that the Fae do what they do for reasons of their own. Reasons that often are no clear to us until their plans are well in motion.” She paused as if an idea had just occurred to her, a half smile lifting one corner of her mouth. “Perhaps they, like yer own mother, believe it’s high time the MacAlister men went about the business of finding their life mates and starting a family.”


A familiar litany from his mother.


“You believe she’s been sent for Colin or Drew?” It would be good to have one of them settled and about the business of providing a MacKiernan heir.


Rosalyn shrugged and turned her back toward the door. “Time will tell. You’d best come in soon, lad. Yer no going to solve the problems of the world staring at the heavens this night.”


He nodded his agreement absently.


At the doorway she stopped. “And I suppose we’d best dispose of that bundle as well. There’s enough trouble in our lives without worrying about having to explain those strange things of hers.”


“Dinna fash yerself, Mother. I’ll do what needs to be done.”


He meant that. About the woman as well as the bundle in his hands. If she were here for good, so be it. But he’d learned his lesson about the Fae nine years ago, along with an even more potent lesson about the hazards of trusting women.


His people, his family, Dun Ard. They were all he had. All he would ever have. He’d allow no Daughter of the Fae to endanger any of them.


He’d do what needed to be done. And discovering the true reason for Elliedenton being here was first on his list.
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