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Who was he to argue with a demand like that?

Smooth, firm, creamy skin yielded to his touch, molded to his palms as if her body had been made for him. She moaned as he ran the pads of his thumbs over her nipples, each one hardening under his caress, and he lowered his head to trace one pebbled tip with his tongue. The taste of her skin was intoxicating…

He froze, the muscles of his abdomen jerking in response to her hands pushing into his open jeans.

“You don’t like that?” she murmured breathlessly. She wrapped her jeans-clad legs up and around his hips, encouraging him down on to her.

Oh, he liked it. “Like it. Too much,” he panted. Still holding her wrists, he lifted them over her head and sank into her, kissing her breast, her arm, her elbow, her forehead, her neck, and finally, her beautiful, full lips.
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Prologue
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“Watch your step, Adira, there’s another body here at the foot of the stairs.”

For a moment, Adira Ré Alyn ignored the hand Flynn Dá Anan extended to assist her in her descent. But that moment was long enough to remind him of his place. That and the haughty look she sent his way.

“If you please, mistress.” He continued to hold his hand out, but he’d lowered his eyes. As he should.

“Very well.” With a nod of her head, she accepted his assistance.

It was important she maintain the distance between herself and her servants. It was bad enough she’d had to rely on Flynn and Dermond so heavily since Reynard’s disappearance. Apparently that reliance had given Flynn the impression he was important to her. Indispensable.

He needed to be taught the fallacy of that particular assumption. Quickly.

Neither of Reynard’s lapdogs were of any consequence when compared to her. Not in this world. Not any longer. They were all Faerie full-bloods, but she was also a Courtesan of Nuada and the acknowledged mate to Reynard Servans. As such, in his absence she ruled their sect in his stead. One day, they would all acknowledge her as their queen.

She had no doubt there were some who worked behind her back to grab that power from her. She could feel it. But she would deal with them all in good time.

Somehow.

What she needed was an edge. Something to consolidate the authority in her hands until Reynard returned.

If he returned.

No one had seen him since he’d gone on his last foray to find a female descendant of the Fae. A female who could lead them back home to the Realm of Faerie and end their exile on the Mortal Plain.

“This way, mistress.” Flynn bowed his head, averting his eyes.

Good. He’d gotten the message. At least for now.

Pushing an errant lock of long red hair from her face, she followed carefully.

“You’re certain your man saw to it that the Mortals were trapped before the explosion?”

“Absolutely, mistress.”

Adira didn’t miss Flynn’s shifty sideways glance. His loyalty wasn’t to be trusted. Not that it mattered anymore. Now that she knew how The Renewal was accomplished, she could handle all future arrangements for herself if necessary.

She had never suspected The Renewal was such a simple process. It only required bringing about the untimely death of a Mortal to release the life essence she so desperately needed. Without that essence, she would wither and age.

But not die. She would never die.

That was the fate that hateful bitch, the Earth Mother, and her High Council of the Realm of Faerie had decreed for the Nuadians when they’d been banished to the Mortal Plain. Banished from all contact with their magic and the Fountain of Souls.

The thought of living for untold centuries as a creature decrepit with age, weak and wrinkled, was beyond any horrors Adira could imagine. No, that was not a fate she would willingly accept.

Better to hasten the deaths of these pitiful Mortals. Force the life essence from their bodies before it was fated to leave and savor the rich flow of power and renewal.

“Are there none left alive?” Adira grew more irritable with each lifeless body they found, her suspicion growing that Flynn’s puppet had completely botched the job.

Though he didn’t answer her question, the stiffening of his back told her she’d touched on his own concern. He needed the life essence as much as she.

“Down this corridor, mistress. We must hurry. The police will be arriving any time now.”

As if she cared about any Mortal authority figures. Thanks to the Earth Mother’s decree, no full-blooded Fae could be killed here on the Mortal Plain. Just as they could not harm anyone. Oh, they could reach out a hand to stroke, to play, to love. But let a single intent of harming another flit through their thoughts and their bodies became transparent as smoke. The Fae could neither commit nor experience violence in the Mortal World.

A fist sent out in anger would pass right through any person or object. Just as any weapon aimed at them would pass through their bodies as if through a shaft of light.

No, she didn’t fear the police.

Still, the authorities could interfere unduly, so she picked up her pace. She nodded and followed Flynn’s tall form through the darkened building, carefully stepping over the twisted metal and body parts, heading toward the room where the men were to have been detained.

“Shoddy work, Flynn. Wasteful.”

His lack of response was wise. What excuse could he possibly give? He’d been sloppy with the compulsion he’d placed on the Mortal. Obviously the man had needed more specific instructions than he’d received.

Since violence was impossible for the Nuadian Fae, using Mortals to accomplish what they couldn’t do themselves was an inconvenient necessity. So many Mortals possessed weak spirits and even weaker minds. The Nuadians only needed to find one of those and, with a simple mental push, replace the Mortal’s will with their own in order to accomplish whatever they wanted.

Easy enough to do, but it required a great expenditure of energy, which was why she preferred to delegate that particular task to her subordinates.

That and the pain one could experience if the Mortal chosen had a stronger will and fought the compulsion.

Adira shuddered at the memory of such an experience far in the past.

No, she much preferred to delegate.

In this case, Flynn had directed one of the weaker Mortals to detonate an explosive in this research facility. The location was secluded enough that they should have had time to make their way through the building before anyone could arrive.

The only problem was that the Mortal Flynn had chosen had used too large an explosive and most people inside the building had died instantly or within minutes.

That did her no good at all.

Her only hope now lay in the men who had been locked in the outer room. Their injuries would be substantial enough that they likely wouldn’t survive, either, but their distance from the center of the explosion should mean it would take a bit longer for them to die.

And that was key to Adira filling her needs.

If she wasn’t there, physically present, when their souls unwillingly departed their bodies, she couldn’t absorb the energy of the life essence that was given off by that process.

Ahead of her, Flynn punched a code into the electronic lock, pressed his shoulder to the door and, with a superhuman effort, shoved it open.

Adira stepped inside to the certain knowledge that even here the damage was greater that it should have been.

“It appears the instructions you gave your little pet were unclear.” How hard it was to control the disappointment, the desperation she couldn’t allow to filter through her voice.

Flynn prodded at the rubble in the room, raising more of the fine, powdery dust that covered everything.

“Adira! Over here. One yet lives.”

He’d found one! The news brought her such joy she chose to ignore even his familiar use of her name.

Nearing the Mortal, she could see it would be only a matter of moments. Not long to wait now. Quickly she crouched over him, eager to breathe in the essence that would erupt from his body as his life force was torn away.

But the uncooperative fool still struggled to hang on to his miserable life. He lifted one bloody hand to her leg, capturing the hem of her white designer pants in his weakening grip.

“Am I dying?” he asked through mangled lips.

“Yes, you are.” She purred her response, her excitement growing.

His eyes flickered shut and she waited impatiently for signs of his end. Instead he stubbornly clung to his soul a little longer, his hand sliding up her leg, leaving a bloody trail on the expensive fabric.

“Are you an angel?”

His voice was weaker and the knowledge of what she would shortly receive from him emboldened her, excited her, drawing a sharp burst of laughter that surprised even her.

“You may think of me as the angel of death if you like.” She lifted his hand from her leg, taking one long finger into her mouth, curling her tongue around the digit, sucking.

Adira barely noticed his eyes open wide in shock, remaining open even when the life behind them ebbed away.

Her vision faded as her attention centered on the intense physical sensations gripping her body. The tang of copper and salt permeated her senses, sending an electric jangle through her limbs. The feeling intensified, as if her veins inflated inside her body, growing larger and larger until she felt as though she might burst, filled to overflowing with an unfamiliar energy coursing through her.

It felt of power, pure and simple, so concentrated she almost missed the Mortal’s last breath and the opportunity to capture the essence she had waited for so impatiently.

And then it was hers.

With one deep breath she could feel her skin smoothing, her vitality returning, even as the strange new energy swirled through her consciousness.

“Are you well, mistress?”

Adira glanced up to Flynn, surprised at the concern in his voice. Even in the dusty gloom of this room, the outline of his body fairly sparkled, as if she viewed him through foreign eyes. Eyes that saw so sharply, every strand of his long golden hair stood out individually.

“Of course I’m all right,” she answered, accepting his hand to help her stand, her legs unexpectedly shaky. She couldn’t remember anything like this happening before.

As she rose to her feet, the first sirens sounded.

Irritation raged through her mind. The Mortals couldn’t harm her, but it meant an inconvenience she didn’t wish to encounter.

The desire to vent her frustration was strong. She drew back her foot to kick the corpse of the aggravating Mortal whose pitiful, futile struggle to live had delayed her.

Her blow landed in the man’s side with a solid thwack, throwing her off balance and shooting pain through her toe. She grabbed for the wall to steady herself, her mind reeling with the shock of what she’d just experienced.

It wasn’t possible!

Her foot should have gone straight through the man. Where had this new ability come from?

Her mind raced, searching through recent memories for something, anything, to explain what was happening to her.

One action stood out in her mind.

Could it be the Mortal’s blood? It was only after she’d tasted the blood that she’d felt the wave of power wash over her.

“I believe we can still make it out of here through the back unnoticed if we hurry, mistress.” Flynn spoke from his position at the end of the hallway, his hand lifted to motion her forward.

He hadn’t seen!

She hurried to him, following his lead mutely, her mind otherwise occupied.

This was it, the edge she’d prayed for. She wouldn’t need to hunt weak-minded Mortals to do her bidding any longer. She could pick up a weapon, set her own explosives, do whatever she wanted. She could create an entire army of her own faithful Fae to do her bidding, each with the ability to battle on the Mortal Plain.

With power such as this, no other Nuadian would ever be able to challenge her. She wouldn’t just be queen of their sect, she could demand the obeisance of all the Nuadians inhabiting the Mortal World.

And all thanks to the blood of one obstinate Mortal.

She wanted to laugh out loud at the pure, blind luck of the situation. She had thought only to taunt the dying man and look what she’d discovered. What wonderful fortune smiled on her this day!

Possibilities and plans crowded her mind, each more brilliant and compelling than the one before until at last she and Flynn reached the back of the building. She slipped through the door and a new idea pushed aside everything else.

If a pitifully weak Mortal’s blood could give her this kind of power, what might she receive from the blood of a Fae?





Chapter 1
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“Is Rosie still having those awful dreams?”

Cate MacKiernan looked up from piping a sugary border onto the big birthday cake in front of her. She nodded her head in response to her sister-in-law’s question, gathering her thoughts and steeling her emotions. The memory of the fear she’d seen in her seven-year-old’s eyes brought a lump to her throat that she fought to force away.

“They’ve grown more frequent since we saw you last.”

“Have you any ideas as to what’s causing them?” Mairi MacKiernan Navarro ran her finger around the edge of the bowl on the table between the two women, scooping up frosting in the process.

“None at all.” Cate tossed her pastry bag into the sink with more force than was necessary, spattering its contents up onto the surrounding marble.

They’d eliminated spicy foods, altered Rosie’s bedtime, put a night-light in her room, and even limited her television time to only her most favorite feel-good, happy stories. Still, the child suffered through increasingly frequent night terrors.

“We’ve tried everything we can think of except taking her to a therapist.”

“And?” Mairi’s eyebrows rose and she shrugged her shoulders as she licked another gob of blue frosting from her finger.

“Are you kidding me? We can’t take her to a therapist. Rosie starts sharing all her stories about Faerie ancestors and time travel and we’ll all be living in padded rooms.”

“No,” Mairi scoffed. “I dinna mean a regular Mortal therapist. I was thinking more along the lines of one of those Faeries you were just talking about.”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good—”

Mairi cut her off. “Think about it. Dallyn was able to help Ramos. And what of Pol? He adores Rosie. You ken he’d do anything in his power to help her.”

“It’s that whole power thing that worries me. Besides, I haven’t seen any major improvement in Jesse’s attitude since he got home, and he said he spent some time with Dallyn. Stop that!” Cate pulled the bowl from Mairi’s hands and put it in the sink, running water into the leftover frosting. “You’ll make yourself sick if you keep eating that stuff.”

“I wondered about Jess. We’ve no seen him since we returned from our own trip to Scotland. I’d hoped his visit there would have helped him get over that hateful woman.” Mairi leaned forward in her chair and flipped her long blond braid over her shoulder. “I never did understand what he saw in that awful Lara. To my way of thinking, their breakup was the best thing that ever happened to him.”

Cate felt exactly the same way. “I totally agree. But it doesn’t matter what we think. It’s not even like it’s the first time some woman has been after him because his last name is Coryell.” Even she hadn’t been immune to that problem back in her dating days.

“Is he in love with her, do you think?”

Cate sighed and leaned back against the sink. “I asked him that very question. He just shrugged it off with one of his typical Jesse lines about how easy it was to throw that word around, especially for people who didn’t have any idea what love really meant. So, no, I don’t think he was in love with Lara, but for some reason I can’t see, he took her walking away particularly hard. He’s really disillusioned this time.”

“When you think on it, Cate, it’s no really so hard to understand. Time is passing him by and his Fae blood is calling out for his Soulmate.”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” Cate wiped the last traces of frosting from the countertop and rinsed out the dishcloth, hanging it over the faucet.

“Now that I think on it…” Mairi straightened in her seat, her blue eyes widening. “I’ve just had meself a wild idea. We’ve the Faerie gifts, you and I. Why can we no do something for Jess? Between the two of us, there should be a way we can help him find the one woman meant for him.”

“Absolutely not!” Cate leaned back against the kitchen counter, staring at her sister-in-law. “After all we’ve been through with the Faerie magic, you, of all people, should know better than to even suggest such a thing.”

“Perhaps yer right,” Mairi conceded with a sigh.

“Perhaps?” Cate could only shake her head. The Faerie magic had sent both women on trips through time that had very nearly cost them their lives. Even now they weren’t sure whether or not Mairi’s adventures had somehow altered history. “There’s no perhaps to it. The magic of the Fae is unpredictable and uncontrollable. It’s way too dangerous to use for something like finding Jesse a girlfriend.”

“Well, I wasn’t thinking of just any girlfriend, but I suppose you’ve a point about the danger.” Mairi tapped her fingernail against the shiny wooden tabletop. “So, what about some plain old matchmaking, then? We know lots of people. Surely we can come up with someone to take his mind off that little harlot he was dating. What’s the harm in that?”

Cate sighed as she dropped into a chair across from Mairi. “You mean other than the grief we’ll both take from our husbands if they find out what we’re thinking of doing?” She felt a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, mirroring Mairi’s. “I don’t suppose there’s any harm in trying that. And you are absolutely right that Jesse needs a woman. Who knows? Maybe we’ll even get lucky and find one who’ll actually make him happy. It’s about time his life settled down.”

Rosie MacKiernan leaned her chin into her hands as she sat on the floor, her back against the wall, listening in on the conversation of the two women in the kitchen.

How could anyone as smart as her mommy and Auntie Mairi not realize they had it all wrong? The Faerie magic might be unpredictable, but it wasn’t dangerous. Grandpapa Pol had told her it was like a living creature. Tell the magic what you want, and it finds a way.

You simply needed to be very, very careful of the words you said when you told it what you wanted.

Auntie Mairi was right about one thing, though. As a descendant of the Fae, Uncle Jesse didn’t need to find just any old woman. He had to find his True Love, the other half of his soul. Only then would he be happy.

Rosie scrubbed at her eyes, trying to make up her mind about what she should do.

Grandpapa Pol had told her it was a very bad thing to use the magic on anyone against their will, so maybe she should try to find out what Uncle Jesse really wanted.

It would be easy enough to set him on the path to find the one meant for him, but she wasn’t sure she should. That path was dark and scary, and if he wasn’t ready for it, he could get hurt really bad.

She knew for a fact because it was what she saw in the awful dreams she had so often now. Dreams of something mean and terrible, a huge evil blackness creeping over the whole world, covering everything in blood. She’d told Mommy that much about her nightmares.

What she hadn’t told Mommy was who she’d seen standing directly in the path of all the nasty evil.

Uncle Jesse.

But truly, she was getting so tired standing in between the two, holding back the evil until Uncle Jesse was ready to deal with it.

Grandpapa Pol had also told her she was very special because even though she was a little girl, she had a powerful, ancient soul. Rosie just hoped that didn’t mean she was supposed to know the answers to stuff because she certainly didn’t.

It didn’t make sense that the Faeries would expect her to have all the answers. Even Mortals understood it took time to learn, and until you did you went to the grown-ups and they told you what to do.

Her hand flew to her face, covering her open mouth when the obvious came to her.

Maybe she didn’t need to know stuff! Maybe she only needed to ask the people who did know.

Leaning her head back against the wall, she smiled for the first time all day. She felt better already, just having made up her mind.

At the sound of Beast’s first excited bark, she sat up straight, straining to listen for what the dog had already heard.

The roar of a motorcycle in the distance drew nearer.

Rosie jumped up and pushed her tousled golden curls behind her ears, joy racing through her little body.

“Oh, goody,” she whispered as she raced for the door. Uncle Jesse had arrived.

Jesse Coryell slung a long leg over his brand-new Harley and hung his helmet on the handlebar. The gentle mountain breeze felt good blowing through his dark copper hair after the confinement of the stifling safety device.

His new Bertha didn’t have the speed of his old Triumph Sprint RS, but he’d take care of that as soon as he had a chance to do a few modifications of his own.

With one last appreciative glance, he turned his back on his shiny new baby just in time to catch the full weight of his favorite real-life baby, his precocious little niece, Rosie.

With her halo of blond curls blowing in the breeze, she hurtled full speed into his arms, clasping her little hands behind his neck as he stood and lifted her into the air.

Her grin of welcome alone was worth the trip up here. The loud smack of her kiss on his cheek simply served to seal the deal.

“I missed you, Uncle Jesse,” she squealed, squeezing her little arms around him. “You’ve been gone so long.”

“I missed you, too, Tinker Bell.” He hefted her over to one arm as he made his way up the curving stone path toward the big front porch, wary of stumbling over the massive wolfhound bounding up, demanding his attention. “Where are the boys?” His two nephews should be around here somewhere.

“They’re out at the horses with Da and Uncle Ramos.” Rosie tilted her head and gave him a flirty little grin before squashing his head in another bear hug. “You’re all mine for right now!”

If she’d already mastered a look like that at seven, he pitied his poor sister and her husband when this kid turned sixteen. Of course, with him for an uncle and Connor MacKiernan as a dad, it wasn’t exactly like the local boys stood much of a chance in getting to first base. It would, however, be entertaining to be around to watch the overprotective Highlander try to manage his daughter as a teen. Just the idea brought a smile to his lips.

“Come on, let’s get this show on the road.” He grabbed her arms and twirled her up on his shoulders, enjoying her carefree giggles, losing himself for a moment in her happiness.

If only he could stay lost there.

But he knew it wouldn’t last. The gloomy depression, the lost feeling of having nothing waiting for him at the end of the day would overtake him again. The anxiety of some disaster looming on his horizon would eat away at his happiness soon enough. It was only a matter of time.

Mairi and Cate waited on the steps to greet him, twin looks of concern masking both their faces.

Just exactly what he’d been afraid of and the very reason he almost hadn’t come up here today. A whole day of family pity was more than he could stomach.

But he knew Cate had put so much work into organizing this birthday bash for him. All his family would be here. He simply couldn’t bring himself to disappoint his sister.

“It’s okay,” Rosie whispered in his ear, one little hand patting his shoulder as if she read his thoughts.

Jesse made a conscious effort to relax his shoulders in preparation for playing the part his family expected of him.

“How’s my favorite witchy woman?” he teased as he leaned down to kiss his sister’s cheek.

“Concerned about how you are,” she returned, not fooled by his act in the least.

“Happy birthday, Jess.” Mairi held her arms out, her expression telling him she wasn’t taken in either.

His best bet with these two perceptive women was to forge ahead as if everything was fine. One show of weakness and they’d be all over him, mothering him half to death.

He lifted Rosie off his shoulders and stood her on her feet before giving Mairi the hug she waited for. “I heard you and Ramos were in Scotland. Sorry I missed you at Ian and Sarah’s.”

If he could distract her early, perhaps he wouldn’t have to face any questions about where he’d been. Questions he didn’t plan to answer. No one needed to know he’d spent the last four months in the Realm of Faerie, training with Dallyn’s Elite Guard.

No more than they needed to know about the property he’d bought in the Scottish Highlands and his plans to move there. Not yet, at least. There would be plenty of time to discuss that in the coming weeks.

No, diverting her attention seemed a much better idea for now.

“Did you get to see the twins?” He grinned, hoping to disarm any prying she might attempt.

“Yes,” Mairi answered slowly, pausing as if she had wanted the conversation to go elsewhere. Her blue gaze bore into him a moment longer before she continued. “They’re adorable babies. Sarah and Ian are planning on bringing them over for a visit next month.”

“Did you get to see them, Uncle Jesse? Alexander and Aislinn, I mean?” Rosie tugged at his leg. “We have pictures of them on Mommy’s computer if you want to come see them with me.”

“Okay, Tink, give me just a minute and then you can show me the photos. Are the guys still down at the barn?”

Cate nodded, holding open the screen door for them all to enter. “Robert got here about half an hour ago. They’re all down admiring the new colts. Dad and Cody picked Cass up at the airport this morning. They should be here any time now. You can either go on down there or hang with Rosie while we finish up in the kitchen.”

His sister had gone out all out to make sure the whole family would be at his birthday party. Since he hadn’t seen his dad and brothers for months, he was pleased they’d be here. And Robert, Connor’s friend they’d brought forward from the thirteenth century in order to save his life, happened to be one of Jesse’s closest friends now.

Still, whether to go outside or remain with his little niece was an easy choice. He was much less likely to run into any uncomfortable questions about how he’d spent his last few months from Rosie.

He allowed his niece to take his hand and lead him into Cate’s office. As soon as he sat, Rosie perched on his knee and opened up the files with the photos she wanted to show him. Not for the first time, he marveled at how quickly she learned to do things he’d expect of an older child. Seven going on seventeen.

“Here.” She pushed the mouse over to him as she hopped off his lap. “You can look through them by just rolling that thing on the mouse.”

Barely a minute passed before he became aware of the child staring at him.

“What?” he asked without taking his eyes from the screen.

“You okay, Uncle Jesse? You look sad.”

Rosie leaned onto the desk a couple of feet away, her elbows propped up, her chin cradled in her palms. Her penetrating blue eyes bore into him, making him feel as if she could see to the depths of his soul.

As if she knew the turmoil living there, the uncertainty that had driven him to Scotland and beyond, all the way to the Realm of Faerie, searching for answers.

“I’m fine, baby girl.”

The disbelief clear in her arched eyebrows reminded him so much of Cate, he had to bite back the urge to laugh. Instead he continued to page through the photos of the adorable babies on the screen in front of him.

“You save people, don’t you, Uncle Jesse? Like the heroes in stories.”

He turned his attention to her fully, finding her gaze just as piercing as before.

“I don’t know about any hero stuff. Saving people is what your granddad’s company is all about. We all do our best. Your daddy, the uncles, me, all of us. One day, maybe you and Dougie and even little Cory will work there, too.”

“Yeah.” She lifted a hand and waved her little fingers as if to brush away all the words she didn’t find important. “But you? If there was some lady in big trouble and only you could help save her, would you do it?”

He smiled at her earnest expression now. Cate must be drowning the kid in romantic fairy tales. “That’s what I do, Tink.”

He reached out to tweak her on the end of her turned-up nose, but she pulled away, her head tilted, her brows drawn together in seriousness.

“Even if it was really dangerous and scary and you could get hurt bad?”

“Even then.”

Her frown melted and she crawled back up into his lap, snagging an arm around his neck. “Do you like what you do, Uncle Jesse?”

“I wouldn’t give it up for anything.” A truth none of the women he’d dated ever seemed to understand. Except the ones who didn’t care and only wanted their name on the insurance papers so they’d have a steady supply of his money should anything happen to him. Like Lara. “My work means everything to me. It’s more important to me than anything in the world. Well, anything except you and the boys, that is.”

He ran his finger down the slope of her nose and poked the tip into the middle of her belly, holding on to her as she flopped over backward, giggling.

After a moment, she snuggled back into his lap, her hands on either side of his face, her expression once again serious. “You need to go after your destiny. It’s time.”

“Time for what? What are you talking about?” Rosie’s blue gaze bore into him, almost unnerving in its intensity.

“You just got to find your destiny, Uncle Jesse. Believe in your destiny and fight real hard and then everything will be okay.”

“My destiny, huh?”

She nodded her little head, the curls bouncing around, reminding him more of a Christmas angel than the New Age guru she’d sounded like a moment before. He’d have to remember to give Cate grief about letting her kids spend way too much unsupervised time playing those RPG fantasy world video games.

Sliding out of his lap, Rosie tugged on his hand. “Let’s go to the barn and I’ll show you the baby horses. One of them has spots on his legs and looks just like he’s wearing socks.”

Once again he allowed the little girl to drag him along, this time out the back door and across the lawn toward the barns.

Destiny.

Maybe that was what he needed. To search for what meant the most to him rather than simply allowing life to toss him around like a leaf floating in water.

He’d always known he wanted to help those who couldn’t help themselves. It was why he’d fallen so easily into working for his father’s company. It was why he was so good at what he did.

The last few months had shown him a variation on how he could help. A new path he could walk. A path that could lead to a safer world. Maybe that was the whole key.

Figure out who he was, what his destiny was, and that lonely hole in his soul would be filled at last.

Out of the mouths of babes, as the saying went.





Chapter 2
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“This whole thing’s a con, Carol. I told you it was a waste of twenty bucks. Fortune-teller, my ass.”

Destiny Noble kept any retort to herself. Even though the man’s attitude and words stung, she couldn’t afford to say anything that might make the big jerk any angrier than he already was. She needed this job.

So she bit her tongue to stay silent as he pulled on his wife’s arm, dragging her from the tent where Destiny did business.

Still, she couldn’t let Carol walk away without adding one more thing.

“You’re right to be concerned about that spot under your arm. You should get it checked out right away.”

The woman’s head snapped around, her eyes large. And though she didn’t answer, she nodded her head in understanding.

“Just ignore her, honey. They only say that kind of crap to scare you.” The husband’s voice rang with protective defiance as the tent flap fell shut.

Destiny let out a deep breath and stood, stretching her spine after a half hour of nonstop hunching on that uncomfortable little wooden stool. In spite of the ache in her back, in spite of the irritating jangle of the fake coins attached to her cheap gypsy costume, even in spite of the man’s attitude, she felt good about what she’d just done. That woman would go see her doctor, and that visit would save her life.

After all, Carol had never once mentioned any spot under her arm. Destiny had seen it in her vision.

She rarely spoke the whole truth to the people who came into her tent to have their fortunes told. She’d learned right away, when she began doing this, that for the most part people didn’t really want the truth. They wanted a fairy-tale happy-ever-after version of life. For twenty bucks, she gave it to them. But sometimes—like now—the truth was so important, she couldn’t resist.

She’d been able to see things from the time she was a child. Her mother had always claimed it was a gift inherited from her father because he was an enchanted Faerie.

Destiny shook her head in disgust at the memory.

Her mother, Rainbow, had been a true hippie, a child of the Generation of Love, raised in a commune by parents who’d worshipped nature. The experience had left her with some unusual ideas and practices. And then, of course, there was that little drinking problem she’d developed after the Faerie had up and left just before she’d learned she was pregnant with their third child. Maybe thinking he was a magical being forced to leave her to protect his family had somehow eased her pain in those last years.

Destiny remembered her father, a tall blond man with serious almond-shaped green eyes identical to her own, striding out to the field with her younger brother, determined to teach the boy archery and swordplay.

“Bastard,” she whispered, slamming shut the door on her memories.

How any decent man could just walk away after twelve years of marriage and two kids was beyond her.

Even from her deathbed, Rainbow Noble had clung to the Faerie story. “Be thankful for the gifts of your heritage,” she’d told her kids.

Gifts? Seeing what was going to happen to other people had always seemed way more curse than gift to Destiny. Besides, it was a fluke that it even worked sometimes.

Like now, when she really needed to see what would happen? Her gift was absolutely no help at all.

If only she could see her own future as well as she could see that of others. But that wasn’t the case. For her, or anyone of importance to her, the future was hidden in heavy curtains of dark mist. Only in her dreams was anything personal revealed to her.

It was one of those dreams that had brought her here, to this tiny tent tucked away in a far corner of the grounds of this Renaissance Faire. She’d seen herself working here, in this very tent, when the man who would lead her to her sister walked into her life.

She’d do anything that could help her find Leah, even put her faith in those stupid visions. She’d pay any price. Her time, her money, her pride—none of it meant anything compared to her younger sister’s safety.

She tapped her foot impatiently, snatching a quick glance at the small clock she kept under the draping cloth of her table next to her purse and laptop shoulder bag. Only one more hour until she could leave here and get back into town to her little motel room. One more hour until she could check her email to see if she’d had any response to her plea for help.

Of course, it was silly to think a big organization like Coryell Enterprises would pay the least bit of attention to one lone woman seeking a missing teenager. But she’d seen the company’s name in her dream, three nights in a row.

That was always how it worked. The dreams would return, over and over, until she either acted on them or what she had dreamed came to pass. Then, and only then, a new dream would come, like the next episode in a television series.

And as much as she hated to admit it, her dreams had never been wrong.

It had been as if she were standing on the sidewalk in front of their offices. People jostled all around her, bumping into her, until she looked up and read the large black metal lettering printed on the brown concrete building. The company’s name and address were clearly displayed.

She’d written asking for help the very next morning, giving them her email address as contact. When she’d gotten no answer, she’d written again.

After that second letter, she’d had the next dream. The dream about him.

Big and tall, dressed all in black, he would come to help her. She hoped he’d show up before it was too late for her younger sister.

The emotions slammed into her at the thought of Leah, forcing her to drop back down heavily to the hard wooden stool. The memories flooded her mind as she fought against the fear and depsression threatening to overwhelm her.

She had been twelve when Leah was born. From the moment Rainbow brought the new baby home from the hospital, Destiny had felt a strong connection to her sister. That connection had intensified over the years, and when Rainbow’s drinking had taken over their lives, Destiny had slid naturally into the role of mother to her younger sister.

After Rainbow’s death, Destiny had come to feel as if Leah was her only reason to go on. They’d managed just fine for the past six years. Leah was such an innocent, her nose always buried in one of her books. Never any trouble, she did well in school, even if she didn’t make friends easily.

That was how Destiny had known from the moment she’d come home to find their apartment empty that someone had taken her sister. The authorities refused to see anything but a teenage runaway.

From the first, Destiny had known they were wrong.

Then came the dreams, at first only bits and pieces too shattered to be truly helpful. Leah’s voice calling her name. Dark, shadowy figures. When she’d realized there were hints to locations in those dreams, she’d sold all their belongings and started hunting Leah herself.

That had been over a month ago, and sometimes she wondered if she’d ever see…

Destiny forced out her breath in a deep, shuddering sigh, wiping her damp cheeks.

No. She wouldn’t allow herself to even consider that possibility. She’d contacted the company in her dream. She’d seen the shadowed figure of the man who would come to help her. It was only a matter of time. For now, she had to be strong. For Leah.

Outside her tent, she heard hushed voices and the rustle of feet a moment before the flap whipped open and two elderly women peeked inside.

Pasting a patient smile on her face, she lifted her hand in greeting.

“Please, come in. Welcome to the House of Destiny.”



Chapter 3
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“What do you think you’re doing? We don’t throw anything away here.” Lovey Hamilton peered disapprovingly over the top rim of her blue plastic readers at the younger woman occupying the desk next to her.

“Well, this one we do. It’s another one of those ‘please help me’ letters from that wacko.”

Jesse halted his steps outside the stairway exit, very much aware of the fact that neither of the women behind the reception desks knew he was there. He could easily turn and disappear unnoticed down the hallway to his own office.

But something in what he saw called to him. Perhaps it was only Lovey’s irritation and her younger counterpart’s arrogance that pulled him forward. Whatever the impetus, he made his way in their direction.

“Morning, gorgeous.” He strode behind the older woman’s desk to drop a friendly kiss on the top of her white curls, his standard greeting for as long as he had worked at his father’s company.

Lovey had been Clint Coryell’s original office girl way back when he’d first started the company, and in spite of her seniority, she chose to remain at a desk out here in the main lobby for all these years.

“About time you got back.” Her no-nonsense attitude might fool some, but the color in her cheeks gave her away. “He’s in, but he’s on the phone. You want to wait?”

“No, ma’am.” Jesse sauntered over to lean against the filing cabinet behind the desks. He’d just seen his dad up at Cate’s this past weekend. There was no reason to bother him now. “I’m not really back for another week. Just thought I’d stop by the office to check in and see what’s waiting for me. Couldn’t resist coming in to steal a kiss from my favorite girl.”

Lovey rolled her eyes as she always did. “Cut the crap, junior. I left my hip waders at home.”

He smiled in spite of himself. No one could cross verbal swords like Lovey. Of course, she was thirty years his senior and as much mother some days as friend. “You wound me, Lovey.”

She snorted a reply, but he’d seen her smile as she’d turned back around to her paperwork, actively ignoring him.

A casual glance over at the new girl’s trash showed the crumpled letter that had been the topic of discussion as he’d arrived.

Not that he was really interested.

The majority of Coryell Enterprises’ work originated from government contracts, both U.S. and foreign. They were contractors, pure and simple. Their missions to rescue captives were covert, under the radar and rarely publicized. They operated alongside or in lieu of various military entities and government agencies. Taking on a personal client was rare.

More important, all of it was negotiated and arranged by someone else. Not his job. He didn’t get involved until it was time to plan the mission and carry it out. The paperwork, the back-office dealings, all that bored him to death.

So the letter in the trash didn’t concern him in the least. Not his problem.

He had straightened, with the intent of making his way to his office to do just what he’d said, when one last glance at the ivory-colored stationery in the wire basket stopped him in his tracks.

A word on the bottom of the page leaped out at him, a part of the signature. Without thought, he reached for it, accidentally shoving the new girl’s chair in the process of snagging the missive from the trash.

“Hey!” she yelped, her chair rolling across the plastic floor protector, stopping with a little bump as its wheels hit the carpet.

“What’s this?” He found himself smoothing the paper, eyes fastened to the plain type, not waiting for her answer.

The new girl’s head swiveled back and forth between him and Lovey, as if she were trying to decide what to do.

“Susan, this is Jesse Coryell. Since his name’s on the front of the building, you might want to answer.”

Not even the lure of the letter in his hands could keep him from looking up at the sarcasm in Lovey’s voice. His dad always did say the woman could cut to the chase better than some of their overpaid negotiators.

“It’s just a letter from some nut job whose teenage sister ran away from home. Coryell Enterprises doesn’t handle problems like that.”

“What makes you so sure she’s a… nut job, as you call it?” He chose not to even consider how he knew the author of the letter was a woman, but he did know it. He felt it.

“Well, go ahead and read it for yourself. She says she was supposed to contact us. No reference as to who or why. Just a supposed to. There’s… there’s not even a return address or a phone number or anything. Just some fakey-looking email address.”

He scanned the letter in his hands. Susan was probably right. Typewritten, no personal contact information of any sort. Only the email address that had snagged his attention: destiny@universalmail.com.

Jesse stared at the blank television screen, absently swirling the crystalline green liquid in his glass as he leaned back in his favorite recliner.

Just as he’d told his friend Robbie earlier this evening, it was a weird coincidence and nothing more, right? A fluke. So what if the woman’s name was Destiny? It didn’t mean anything.
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