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Prologue






Are you sure you don’t want to reconsider?” Ramos Servans looked into the eyes of the man who offered to champion his cause. The man from whom he’d very nearly stolen everything. “After all, you better than most know what I really am.”


“Aye, that I do. And for that reason alone I stand as yer sponsor.” Ian McCullough shrugged. “Besides, my Sarah vouches for yer character. That should be enough for anyone.”


They stood deep in the forest, in the same clearing where only a short time ago they had faced one another as enemies. Now this man, this Guardian, had forgiven him. If only he could forgive himself.


“It’s certainly enough for me.” Dallyn nodded his head in agreement. The High General of the Faerie Realm stood with them. He had come to hear Ramos’s decision. “Well, young man, what will it be?”


“You offer me an avenue to offset some small portion of the damage I have done. I am eternally grateful. And wholly unworthy. I will do my best to serve you in any way I can.” Ramos bowed his head, guilt eating at his soul. He would never be able to right all his wrongs. The wrongs of his father.


Dallyn arched an eyebrow, trading a look with Ian before answering. “Eternity is a very long time, my young friend. A very long time. Welcome to our ranks.”


Ian grasped his wrist and shook his hand. “You’ve made a good choice, Ramos. I’m sure you’ll do well.”


“I don’t know how I can repay your kindness.” Ramos stopped. What could he say to this man? “But know that I consider myself in your debt.”


“There’s no need for that. You’ve showed yer true colors. Now go on. You’ve work to do.” Ian clapped him on the back before turning and striding away down the path.


“You’re ready, then?” Dallyn held out a hand, inviting him forward toward the large rocky embankment in the dense trees.


“I am.”


He was ready to leave this place.


Being here brought it all back, the pain and humiliation stark and fresh as if it had been yesterday. The physical wounds might have healed, but it would take more than time to heal the emotional wounds.


He had entered the clearing that day, his arm around Ian’s throat, holding a knife there. The first thing he’d seen was the rage distorting Reynard’s features, revealing a side of his father he’d only rarely experienced.


“You think to defy me? We’ll see about that,” Reynard had threatened Sarah. “Ramos, bring him.”


Surprisingly Ian hadn’t struggled as they’d moved forward.




“It’s very simple, ma petite,” his father had said to Sarah. “Take me to the Portal now, or Ramos kills him. You can watch the mighty Guardian, sworn Protector of the pitiful Mortals, die, his lifeblood spilled out on the ground. Here. In front of your very eyes. Is that what you want?”


What had his father said? “Sworn Protector of the Mortals? Is that true? You never told me that.” He couldn’t believe his ears. It flew in the face of everything he’d ever been taught.


“There are many things I’ve not told you. Many things you’ve no need to know,” his father had dismissed.


“Is it the truth?” he had demanded.


“Aye, it’s true.” Ian had answered. “I’ve spent the last six centuries protecting them from the ravages of yer people. Those who murder Mortals at random for nothing more than the energy released when their soul is forced from its host before its time. Thousands upon thousands of lives lost to those monsters. Those same monsters who would capture the Fountain of Souls for their own purpose, throwing the cycle of life out of balance again, risking what’s left of humanity in both worlds.”


“Father?” He’d wanted desperately to have his father deny the horrendous accusations.


“You doubt me, son? You’d listen to the words of a Guardian? A creature who’s no more than a lapdog to the enemies of our people?”


But that was no denial.


Instead Sarah had confirmed his fears. “Ian doesn’t lie to you, Ramos. What he tells you is the truth. I attest to that. It’s as I told you before.”




“Father? Is what the Guardian says true?” He had to know. Had to hear the words from his father’s own mouth.


A cruel smile curled Reynard’s lip. “In a manner of speaking.”


“We’re responsible for all those deaths?” This couldn’t be happening.


“Deaths that were of no consequence. Mortal deaths. Once we retake the Faerie Realm, once you taste the power of the Fountain, then you’ll understand why all of this has been necessary.” His father had turned his attention back to Sarah then, demanding again she take him to the Portal.


“Of no consequence?” How could Reynard say that? “Father, have you forgotten that I am as much Mortal as I am Fae? That those lives you so easily dismiss are my people, too?”


When Reynard had answered, he hadn’t even bothered to look at his son. His words, the words that cut Ramos to the quick, were delivered with no more care for his son than for a complete stranger.


“No. I haven’t forgotten what you are. Nicole, kill one of the men. I don’t care which. Perhaps that will help our little Sarah to understand how serious we are.”


“You can’t mean that. He’s your son.” Sarah had sounded incredulous.


As incredulous as Ramos had felt.


Reynard shrugged carelessly. “He’s also a Mortal.”


His father had lied to him, used him his whole life. And at that moment, as he had looked into his father’s eyes, he had seen nothing. No compassion, no care, no love.




Ramos had done the only thing he could think of at the time. He had taken the bullet meant for Ian.


All those years of training to fight the Fae because they were the monsters who threatened the World of Mortals. And they weren’t the monsters at all. It was his people.


That betrayal had nearly driven him mad until he had been offered this opportunity.


Yes, he was ready. Ready for a new life. One he didn’t deserve, but one he would spend in attempting to atone for the atrocities his people had caused.


Dallyn placed his hand on Ramos’s shoulder and urged him forward, directly into the solid rock face tucked between two large, gnarled trees. One moment he thought he’d slam up against the boulder, the next he stood in a sylvan glen, a place more beautiful than any he had ever seen. The clarity of the colors stole his breath away. He glanced back the direction from which he had come and stopped in amazement at the sight of a huge carved rock door.


“Where did that…?” He hadn’t seen it before.


Dallyn smiled. “You will always be able to find this Portal now. That’s how it works. Once you have been through a Portal, you will always be able to see it. Come now, you have much work to do before you’re fully prepared.”


They walked side by side on a wide stone path toward a massive building just ahead of them. Sunlight glinted off the doors and roof of the structure as if it were coated in gold. Ramos stared about in awe at the spectacular beauty. No wonder his people missed it so much.


“Here we are. Our quarters are inside.” Dallyn swept an arm toward the door, which slowly swung open ahead of them. “Let me be the first to officially welcome you to the Hall of the High Council in the Realm of Faerie and to the next chapter in your life.”


Ramos nodded his head respectfully and then squared his shoulders. With a deep breath he readied himself for that next chapter. For the work and the training that would be required of him to prepare him for his new position.


As a Guardian, Protector of the Mortals and of the Fountain of the Souls.















One







SEUN FARDACH RANCH
NORTH OF GRAND LAKE, COLORADO
PRESENT DAY


So you’ll do nothing to save her? You’ll just sit here and allow her to die?” Mairi MacKiernan clasped her hands tightly in her lap, controlling the urge to strike out at the people sitting across from her.


“It’s no a matter of us allowing anything to happen. She’s already dead.” Connor MacKiernan glanced sideways at his wife, Cate, before adding, “Long dead.”


“You know it’s forbidden for us to change history.” Cate leaned across the empty space from her chair to Mairi’s, laying a cool hand on her sister-in-law’s forearm. “You can’t torture yourself with what’s past.”


Mairi jerked her arm away and rose. They were being so unreasonable, she wanted to scream. Instead she spoke softly, barely more than a whisper. “That’s yer final word on the matter?”




“Aye, it is, little sister.” Connor wore the stubborn look she knew so well. “I warned you when you first set out to hunt our family’s history this could happen. ‘Oh no,’ you said. ‘I’m only curious.’ Now you’ve worked yerself into a fine lather.”


Mairi grated her teeth. She might love her older brother, but sometimes he could be the biggest pain in the ass she’d ever dealt with. Especially when he lectured her, as he always assumed he had the right to do.


“Verra well.” She turned her back on her family and headed to the door.


“And where do you think yer going, lass?” Connor stood, but didn’t follow, held back by his wife’s gentle touch to his hand.


“I need to ride.” Mairi strode purposefully from the room.


“Let her go, Connor. This is terribly hard for her. Give her some time.” Cate’s voice floated after her.


Damn the woman. Kindness was the hardest response to guard against.


Tears threatened, but Mairi refused to let them flow. Not yet. Not where anyone could see. She never cried in front of people. Not anymore.


Hasty steps took her down the hall and through the yard. Out across the back to the stables, her long legs covered the ground rapidly, carrying her to the one measure of freedom still left her. She grabbed her riding tack off the wall as she entered.


In very short order, her favorite horse was ready and she was mounted and outside, quickly bringing the animal to a full gallop across the open meadow. The wind whipped fine, blond hair loose from her long braid and stung her face, drying her tears almost as quickly as they fell.


This was what she needed.


Reaching the back side of the meadow, she slowed her mount to a walk. Patting his neck, she urged him onto the trail leading up the mountain, to the little forested stream she loved. There she could almost imagine herself home.


When she reached her favorite spot, she dismounted and tied her horse to a tree. He could munch the green grass and still reach the water while she brooded. Kicking off her shoes, she stretched out at the stream’s edge, her arms behind her head, and allowed the sound of water rushing over the rocks to calm her, lull her back to normalcy.


They were right, of course, her brother and sister-in-law. She knew that, had known it even before she came up here to ask their help. Though Cate had the power to aid her, Mairi had known even before getting into her car for the drive up the mountain that she wouldn’t.


Cate and Connor both had turned into the epitome of responsible adult behavior. Well, in fairness, her brother always had been, but the woman who had become her dear friend as well as her brother’s wife had been more impetuous at one time.


Mairi sighed. The old Cate would have sent her to save Marsali Rose. The old Cate would have joined her in the quest.


Marsali Rose. Her beloved aunt Rosalyn’s only daughter. The last of the MacKiernan women with the gift of Fae magic. The blessing of their line had died out with her.




Almost seven hundred years ago.


“It’s wrong. It’s so unfair.” Mairi sat up and stared at the water as it rushed past. Though what few remaining records she had found said nothing of her aunt, Mairi knew that Rosalyn would have been devastated by the loss of her only daughter. The thought of the woman who had been like a mother to her suffering such a horrible twist of fate was almost more than Mairi could bear. After all Rosalyn had done for her, she desperately wanted her aunt to be happy.


It was more than that. To the very core of her, from the moment she had discovered the documents relating to her cousin’s death, she’d felt consumed by the knowledge, as if this were where her destiny lay. Though, for the life of her, she could see no way to change what had happened.


Perhaps if she had remained in her own time she could have done something to change the outcome for her cousin.


“If I’d stayed, I would have been of no use, dead long before the lass was born.” That was, after all, why her sister-in-law had pulled her out, forward to Cate’s time. History showed that the Mairi MacKiernan who lived in 1272 had died, apparently murdered by the man she was to marry, MacPherson the Red.


Mairi shuddered. She knew it for a fact. She’d looked it up. She’d almost lived it.


“Thank the Fates,” she whispered, more than grateful she’d been spared the horror of wedding that awful man. And yet, she sometimes wondered if the alternative wasn’t worse than the original fate would have been.


For a MacKiernan woman, a descendant of the Fae House of Pol, there was no higher purpose in life than to seek out her own true love, her other half, the one who would complete her. But Mairi was sure that for her this coupling of the souls could never be.


She was fated to have died in 1272 so there would have been no one for her in that time. And while she had made a new life for herself in this century, it was not where fate had intended her to be, so there would be no Soulmate for her here.


Thanks to Cate’s having saved her from certain death, she would spend her life alone, a woman who didn’t belong anywhere.


No wonder the Fae had that rule about time travel. You cannot change the outcome of history, only alter the circumstances.


Picking up a handful of small stones, she tossed them one at a time into the burbling stream while she tried to untangle her thoughts.


Cate had justified bringing Mairi, Connor, and Connor’s friend, Robert MacQuarrie, to the future because they were all to have died that day. Bringing them forward didn’t change the outcome of history, so they had abided by the Fae rule.


Why couldn’t she do the same for Marsali Rose?


“Because I dinna have the power.” Reaching her last pebble, she tossed it and, without conscious thought, picked up more, rolling them back and forth between her hands.


Like Cate—and Marsali Rose, for that matter—Mairi descended from the Fae. She, however, claimed her ancestry through her father’s family, Cate and Marsali Rose through their mothers’. Therein, she knew, lay the difference. The family blessing, and the powers, had been granted by an ancient Faerie prince, Pol, their ancestor. He had bestowed it on his daughters and all their daughters, throughout time. As the daughter of a son, Mairi had no power, the Fae blood in her veins her only tie to the race so long disappeared from the world of man.


But what if she did have the power? Would she honestly do things differently if it were up to her?


She didn’t know.


Didn’t know if she could find the courage to go back to the place where she had been betrayed by family she trusted. Back to the place where she had thought she was going to die. To the place where she would have died if not for Cate.


The thought of confronting her past terrified her and she hated herself for being afraid. Hated the nightmares that plagued her. Hated the idea that she’d become a weak, conforming, frightened woman.


The realization that given the opportunity to help her aunt she might lack the courage to do so gnawed at her almost as much as the knowledge of her aunt’s loss.


Her life had turned out so very different from what she’d planned.


She drew up her knees and rested her forehead there. “Damned unfair if you ask me,” she mumbled to herself.


“I knew I’d find you here. What are you pissin’ and moanin’ about now?”


Mairi groaned. Just what she needed to complete her day. Another overprotective he-man telling her what to do.


“Jesse.” She peered up over her knees.




He leaned against the tree where he’d tied his horse, hands in his pockets, looking deceptively unconcerned and supremely handsome in his jeans and T-shirt.


“When did you get back?”


“Last night.” He sauntered over to her spot, staring down at her with his unusual brown-green eyes. “I stopped by your apartment on the way in from the airport, but you were gone.”


Checking on her again. He didn’t say the words, but she knew.


“I left directly for here after my last class.”


“Yeah. I know.”


She was certain he did. One of Cate’s other brothers, her landlady, or some other ‘spy’ Connor had in place would have told him.


“We’ve talked about that before, haven’t we? You knew I was due back last night.” He lowered his six-foot-plus frame to the ground beside her, stretching out his long legs. “Driving up the mountains in the dark, alone”—he emphasized the word with an arch of his eyebrow that reminded her of Connor—“isn’t such a smart thing for you to be doing. Especially since you haven’t been driving all that long.”


She rolled her eyes, the only fitting comment on his annoying bossiness. Sometimes he made it hard to remember that he was Cate’s brother, not her own.


All of Cate’s brothers behaved the same way. They treated her like she was their little sister; they had from the first moment they had met. As if Connor weren’t bad enough. No wonder she had no desire to find a man of her own and settle down. Not that they gave her any opportunity. To think, she’d once considered life in the thirteenth century restrictive. One thing was for certain—if she ever could have found a man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with, he wouldn’t have been like the ones she was surrounded by now. No domineering, chauvinistic, staggeringly overconfident alpha male for her.


Of course, she would never have to worry about that.


“I’m no a child; dinna treat me like one. Besides, it’s nearly all major highway. And I’m an excellent driver.” She dropped her head back on her knees. “Now go away. I’m depressed and yer ruining my wallowing in it.”


Jesse reached over and tugged on her braid. “That’s right, Mairi-Mairi, Quite Contrary. I keep forgetting. You’re all growed up and legal.”


She peeked an eye out at him. “I’m twenty-six. In my day, that would have made me practically one of the old crones. Women my age had a pack of children hanging on their skirts.”


“Yeah, well, the only rug rats around here belong to Cate, and I don’t care how old you are, you’re still new to this stuff in my book, kiddo.” His grin lit up his face as he slapped her on the back. “So tell me, what’s got you up here pouting on a glorious day like this, anyway?”


“Nothing I can do anything about.” She sat up and rolled her shoulders. “So let’s drop it. What about you? Did you enjoy your side trip, delivery boy?”


“Actually, I did. Other than the suitcase from hell Cate had me take to her friends.” He turned and looked at her, incredulity etched on his face. “Do you realize my sister stuffed that damned huge thing full of books?”


“That she did.” Now it was her turn to grin as she imagined his face when the suitcase was opened. “And baby girl clothes and those cute blankets she made for her friend.”


“You knew?”


“Your mouth is hanging open. You’ll catch bugs.” She leaned back on her forearms. “I knew. What did you think she was so anxious to have delivered she’d no want to wait for the mails to get there?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know. Didn’t really think about it until I’d carted it around for a while. Then I panicked, thinking of what Cate would do if it ended up in lost luggage.”


Mairi laughed at the images of both her sister-in-law’s ire and Jesse’s concern. “But you enjoyed yourself in spite of yer fears?” Like Jesse had ever in his life been afraid of anything.


“Yeah. I can see why Cate and Connor are so fond of the McCulloughs. They really made me feel welcome.” He laughed. “Man, that Sarah is one huge preggo. Ian has to haul her up out of chairs.”


“Well, Cate did say the poor thing’s having twins, so it’s no wonder.”


“I’d planned on dropping the case and then heading back to Edinburgh, but they wouldn’t hear of it. Insisted I stay the night. Sarah went off to bed early, so Ian and I spent the evening getting to know one another. It was quite educational.” He nodded his head contentedly.


“Sports or drink?”




“Both.” He grinned again. “I told you I enjoyed myself. We shared a bottle of some really fine Scots whisky and Ian invited me to come back in September to attend a rugby match with him.” Jesse lay back on the ground, his arms behind his head.


“Hmm.” Really, what kind of proper response was there to a man’s reminiscing about talk of sports and drink?


“Yeah, Ian and I had quite the visit. Hey, did you know that both Ian and Sarah are Fae descendants?”


“Aye. Like Connor and Cate.” Her sister-in-law had mentioned something to that effect. Little wonder they all got on so well.


“Not exactly.” He turned on his side, propping his head on one arm.


“How’s that?”


“I learned some really interesting things from him. Like, did you know that our great-great-great—however many times it is—granddaddy Pol wasn’t the only Faerie finding female companionship in the land of mankind?”


“No, I dinna.” But it did make sense. Why hadn’t she ever considered that?


“Ian and Sarah both descend from completely different lines. And you know what else?”


Mairi shook her head. Different lines?


“They both have powers. Apparently all Fae descendants have powers of some sort.”


“Every single one?”


“Yep. That’s what Ian said.” Jesse sat up and stretched his arms above his head before wrapping them around his knees.


For Mairi the idea was staggering. “How can that be? Why is it no that way with us?”




“My guess is that it has something to do with Pol’s blessing. Apparently his words channeled all the power as he directed in the case of his descendants rather than letting Nature take her course. Although the daughters have powers, of course, and I suppose that even the sons have received a gift of sorts. You know, skills at warfare, healing quickly, things like that to enable us to better protect our females. Bizarre, huh?”


Not bizarre. Unfair. Wrong. Mairi’s cheeks burned with her indignation. Jesse was forgetting one little piece. One very important piece to her.


“The daughters of daughters have powers,” she quietly corrected. “The power passes from mother to daughter. Pol’s female descendants like me, however, dinna fall into that category. I am the daughter of a son. I have no powers of any kind.”


“That’s not true. You’re gifted, Mairi.” Jesse smiled as he stood and brushed the pine needles off the seat of his jeans. “You’re brilliant. You have an IQ way beyond the norm. I’m sure it’s why you were able to step into life here so easily.”


“That’s no the same thing by any stretch of the imagination.”


“It’s close enough. Besides, having one witchy woman in the family is about all I could stand. Cate can handle the weird stuff, you do the brainiac routine, and I’ll just stand around and look good.” He held out a hand and, once she took it, pulled her to her feet. “Come on, genius, let’s get back to the house before dinner’s all gone.”


Mairi dusted herself off as she walked over to her mount. She was sure Jesse’s new information held the solution to her dilemma. She only needed to figure out how to use it. Ideas raced through her mind and were quickly discarded or filed under “has potential.”


Unfortunately every single one of them pointed to her having to do the one thing she’d promised herself she never would.


Return to Scotland.















Two







THISTLE DOWN MANOR
SCOTLAND
PRESENT DAY


I don’t understand. What is this?” Sarah Douglas McCullough leaned awkwardly against the door frame of the guest bedroom, staring down at the large brown envelope in her hands.


“My insurance policy, so to speak.” Mairi laughed. “It’s the research I’ve done—information I’ve gathered, things like that. I dinna want to take a chance on losing it.” She knew Sarah would assume it was research related to the doctoral dissertation she was preparing. No sense in correcting the woman. “I’m driving up to Sithean Fardach tomorrow. I only intend to be gone for a short while, but it’s my first time back to the castle and I’m a little concerned about how I’m going to handle it.”


She wasn’t lying to her hostess. Exactly. She was going up to the family castle. Right after a short side trip through the Faerie Glen on her way there. Then, if things worked out as she hoped in the Glen, one quick, well-planned detour and she should still be back to the castle in time to call Sarah tomorrow night.


After all, Cate had told her that when she had gone to the thirteenth century, she had returned within the space of a few minutes. There was no reason to expect her experience to be any different.


“You can leave this in your room, if you like. I assure you, no one will bother any of your things while you’re gone.” Sarah’s confusion was evident in her voice as she looked up from the package she held.


“Oh no, it’s no that. It’s just…” Mairi paused. She’d need to be cautious with what she said or risk exposing her plan too soon. “There’s a note inside for Cate. They dinna know I’ve come here.” She paused again, allowing time for the shock to pass across the other woman’s face.


“I see.” Sarah looked down at the package again. “Cate told me you hadn’t wanted to come back since…well, since your arrival.”


“No. It was too painful to see the changes, to be reminded of what was gone, lost.” Her family, everyone she’d cared about, her whole life. “But it’s time now. Time for me to face things and deal with them. On my own.” Deal with more than just the memories.


“I still don’t understand this.” Sarah nodded toward the envelope.


“I know this will sound silly, perhaps melodramatic even, but I’m no sure how things will work out for me here.” She shrugged, stalling to find her footing on the delicate path she wove between the actual truth and the perception she wanted Sarah to accept as truth. “I’m no sure I’ll be able to handle seeing the place. I’d hate to lose all that work because I panic and leave there in a rush. If for any reason you dinna hear from me by tomorrow night, I’d verra much appreciate yer opening that envelope and calling Cate. She’ll know how to get those things back to me.


“Please understand. This is something I need to do. My brother is, has always been, and I’m sure will always be, the most overprotective man on the face of the planet. He loves me, but he treats me like a child. He’s no likely to accept my doing this on my own.”


“I certainly understand overprotective men. Believe me.” Sarah smiled.


“On top of that, I dinna want to bother them right now. Between the children and Connor’s accident, Cate has her hands full.”


“No, I don’t see him as the model, quiet patient. How long did the doctor say he’d be laid up?”


“At least six weeks before he can put any weight on the ankle, though it’ll likely be a few less with the way we heal. When it first happened, they thought it might require surgery, but finally decided on the cast and keeping him off his feet.”


“All right, Mairi. I’ll hold on to your package if it makes you feel better.”


“Thank you.” Mairi leaned forward and awkwardly hugged the other woman, stretching around her stomach. “You’d best get off your feet as you promised Ian you would. I think he might have been serious about coming up to make sure you lie down for a while.”


“Oh, he was completely serious. How do you think I know so much about overprotective men?” She laughed and put her free hand at the small of her back as she turned and headed down the hall. “I can hardly wait for these babies to make their appearance. Thank goodness it’s any day now.”


“Good night, Sarah, and thank you. For everything.”


Mairi stepped into her room and closed the door. That had gone even better than she had hoped, with far fewer questions than she had imagined there might be.


Ian and Sarah had been remarkably gracious when she had shown up at their door, inviting her in and treating her like family. Dinner was quite an interesting affair, with one of Ian’s friends dropping by, an attractive but unusual man named Dallyn, who had stared at her throughout the entire meal.


She kicked off her shoes and looked around the room. Everything was falling into place. Now that she had her safety net arranged, she could proceed. Tomorrow she’d rise early and head for the Highlands, where she would put Part Two of her plan into action.





“Yer supposed to be in bed asleep, no sitting in a chair, staring out into the night. What’s wrong?” Ian stood at the doorway of his darkened bedroom.


“I’m just a bit worried,” Sarah said.


“I know. I felt it. That’s why I sent Dallyn off to home so I could come see after you. What are you fretting over, luv?” He walked to her chair, reaching down to stroke the golden curls he so loved.


“I’m not exactly sure. There’s just something not quite right with our guest.” Sarah reached up for his hand, pulling it down to rest against her cheek. “A sense about her of purpose and frustration, a banked anger of some sort.”


“Aye. That’s what Dallyn said as well.”


“Really? What else did he say?”


“Just that she seemed awfully tense, like a bowstring set to fire.”


“There’s more to it than that. She wasn’t being dishonest with me, but she wasn’t telling the whole truth either. She asked the oddest favor.”


Ian reached down and pulled Sarah from the chair. She was exhausted, he could tell from the dark circles visible to him even in the pale moonlight shining through the window. “You need yer rest. Come on to bed, luv. You can tell me all about it there.” While he held her close.


Tomorrow he would speak of it to Dallyn.





Mairi awoke in a panic. The unfamiliar bedroom was dark, the shadows in the corners large and threatening. She sat upright in bed, her hand clamped over her mouth to prevent the scream she felt building.


It had only been a dream, but it was the same as always. Not just some random nightmare, but the nightmare she had actually lived through. The one that had changed who she was.


Though sweat covered her brow, she shivered.


Even now, nine years later, she could taste the fear and desperation, a slick, putrid coating on her tongue; she who had never experienced fear before that night.


She could still feel her arms wrenched back tightly behind her, held helpless as Lyall’s hot breath spidered across her cheek.




“What a fine gift you’ll make to ensure my new ally, wee Mairi.”


“How could you betray me like this?” How bitter that betrayal felt coming in the form of her cousin, the man she loved like a brother, the man she thought had cared for her. The cousin she had trusted with her life.


“Betray you?” His maddened eyes sparkled as he laughed at her. “I canna betray a fool. And you, my trusting little cousin, are indeed a fool. Foolish to trust in stories of Faeries and magic; foolish to believe I could ever care for you so much that I’d risk my own future for the likes of you.”


She had tried to lash out at him, kick him, but Lyall had jumped back, laughing at her feeble attempts. The man who held her arms pinned behind her tightened his hold, joining in the derisive laughter, his stale breath curdling in her nostrils.


Lyall stepped forward and removed the binding from her braid, fanning her hair out loose. Then he tugged at the neck of her shift, lowering the material to expose her shoulders and more of her than she would ever have shown.


“There. A much better display of our wares.” His laughter was that of a madman.


She had screamed as the hot breath of the man who held her flowed across her bared skin when he lowered his head, tracing the line of her neck with his tongue.


“No, Malcolm, I’m afraid I must deny you this. She’s no for the likes of you. We must turn her over unharmed and pure.” Lyall rubbed a strand of her hair between his fingers.




Robbed of any way to fight back, she had called him names then, spit at him before he had silenced her with a harsh backhanded blow.


“Take her to Dun Ard. Lock her in a storage room to wait for her bridegroom. He’ll beat some respect into her, I fancy.”


Mairi shivered again, the emotions fresh and raw, as if she could still feel Malcolm’s touch when he threw her across the saddle of his horse, his hands moving over her body on the ride back to Dun Ard.


Lying back down, she consciously slowed her panicked breathing, waiting for her racing heart to slow as well. She wiped at the tears silently tracking down her face and renewed her determination.


Rosalyn had been like a mother to her and deserved better than to lose her only daughter. Mairi would not allow the fear to prevent her from going back to help her aunt. It was time to face the fear, to move beyond it.


Tomorrow she would take the first step by claiming her right to the magic.


Tomorrow she would go to the Faerie Glen and confront Pol.















Three






THE FAERIE GLEN
SCOTLAND
PRESENT DAY


The strap of Mairi’s small backpack slipped off her shoulder again and she stopped, dropping the bag as she sat down on an old log beside the trail.


Her hands shook as she fumbled with the strapping. She couldn’t allow herself time to think about what she was getting ready to do. She’d done all her thinking, all her planning before she left home.


Home.


Had she left home or come back to it?


No more of that. There was no room for doubt.


She was very close now. She was sure of it. Not that she had ever been in the Faerie Glen before. There had never been a reason for her to be here.


Until now.


Still, she recognized it from the stories she’d heard. Cate and Jesse both had described Cate’s visit to this place. It certainly lived up to their descriptions. It was cool, quiet and lush with growth brought about by a wet climate. After almost a decade away, she’d nearly forgotten the odor of a moist woodlands, the smell of green, and the spongy feel of the ground beneath her feet.


She stood and hoisted the pack to her shoulder. Breathing deeply, she inhaled the scents of this forest. Memories beat at the door she kept so tightly shut, each one demanding its release. She refused them their exit. Just her olfactory system in hyperdrive. She’d read the studies about odor triggering memories. Their conclusions were much more convincing now that she experienced it for herself.


The stream widened as she moved deeper into the forest. She heard the waterfall up ahead, could visualize how it would look as the water rushed over the rocks, falling into the deep emerald pool.


His pool.


What if he refused to see her? The flurry of panic assaulted her again, but, as before, she brushed it away. She wouldn’t allow him to ignore her. She would…


What?


For once she wished she were a bit more like her brother. Wished she had done more planning and less barging in. Wished she were less impetuous. Wished she were less afraid.


Pushing through the branches and forest growth, she entered a clearing. Ahead of her a waterfall tumbled down into a deep emerald pool ringed with trees whose branches were covered in bits of cloth.


The heart of the Faerie Glen. Pol’s home.


She walked to the edge of the pool and squatted down, shrugging her backpack off her shoulders. Unzipping the bag, she rummaged inside and pulled out a water bottle.


The Glen stilled for a moment, silent, as if holding its breath, waiting for her to make the next move.


But Mairi wasn’t ready yet. As a woman surrounded all her life by warriors, she had learned a few useful things about battle. One of those was the importance of mental preparation. She needed her mind focused on the task at hand.


After a quick sip of the water, she unlaced her Merrell switchbacks and pulled them off, followed by her socks, stuffing them inside the hiking boots. She sat, her knees drawn up with her feet flat against the ground, and took a long, slow drink of the water. She concentrated on the feel of it in her mouth, the cool of it running down her throat, the damp grass beneath her feet as she wiggled her toes against the earth. It made her feel grounded, connected to the physical properties of this place.


Closing her eyes, she listened to the sounds of the forest, loud now to her ears, sensitive after the momentary silence that had greeted her. Chirping birds, irritated at her presence, rustled the leaves as they darted from tree to tree.


As she opened her eyes, a stray sunbeam filtered through the branches heavy with their cloth adornments and glinted off the emerald band on her toe. The ring Cate had given her so very long ago.


Cate. Her sister-in-law had been here, in this very place, and had done this very thing, had challenged their ancestor and demanded the right to save the man she loved. If Cate could do it, so could she, though her quest wasn’t for the sake of a man. She’d long ago accepted that any hope for a true love intended for her by the Fates had been left behind in time along with the family whose loss she mourned.


Shaking her head against the unwanted memories, Mairi stood and brushed the damp grass and leaves from the seat of her walking shorts. She was happy in this time, had advantages and opportunities she could never have imagined had she not come here. Even so, she often felt as if she had one foot in each world, in each time, yet truly belonged to neither.


Since she’d learned of the others, of what she might have been, should have been, she couldn’t help but wonder. If only she’d been allowed the power of her birthright, the whole of her history, and that of her family, might have been very different.


No matter. Now she intended to claim that birthright and make a difference for Rosalyn and Marsali Rose.


She faced the water and held her head high, tossing her braid over her shoulder. She had no reason to cower, no need to feel apprehension at being here. After all, this Fae owed her. Her and the multitude of women in her family, both before and after her, who had been abandoned by him.


“My name is Mairi MacKiernan. I seek an audience with Pol, Prince of the Fae,” she called, her voice echoing off the rocks, bouncing back at her from the water.


Nothing happened.


Not surprising. The old legends spoke of the temperamental nature of the Fae.


She spread her feet, placed her hands on her hips and tried again, more forcefully. “I demand my right to speak with Pol. Now.”


A gentle breeze fluttered through the Glen, lifting little hairs that had escaped from her braid, causing them to tickle her face and neck. The wind grew, blowing across the pond, raising ripples, slapping them against the bank near her feet.


“By what right do you make this demand?”


The words drifted as if carried on the wind, a multitude of voices speaking in harmony echoing in her mind. She wasn’t sure if she actually heard them or only imagined them. She chose to answer anyway.


“By right of birth. I am one of Pol’s daughters.”


The wind calmed, swirled about her, stroking her face, her shoulders, her body. She had the fleeting vision of tiny hands sliding over her skin, caressing her.


“That is not possible. Go from this place. Leave us now.” The multitude of voices united in their command. The water calmed as the breeze withdrew.


“I won’t leave this place until I see my ancestor.”


“You do not belong here. You do not carry the mark of our Prince.” Fewer voices now, still in unison, neither masculine nor feminine.


“I carry no mark because it was stolen from me along with my birthright.”


“Impossible!”


The word echoed loudly, joined by a multitude of discordant denials. Mairi longed to cover her ears with her hands in an attempt to block the sound, but she remained still, holding her ground. Individual shouts, repeated, echoed, bounced around the Glen in a cacophony of indignation until one single command rose above the clamor.




“Silence!”


The sound seemed to come from everywhere at once. As the word rang out, everything stilled—the shouts, the birds, even the breeze ceased.


“Who would have dared such treachery?” A single low voice, distinctly masculine in nature, came from behind her.


She turned slowly, knowing who the speaker had to be.


He looked exactly as Cate had described him. Tall, taller than she, with long blond hair framing his face, sweeping his broad shoulders, and tilted eyes the brilliant green of the forest, though they sparked with anger at this moment.


Pol.


“You dared.”


She spoke the words quietly, pleased by the startled expression that passed swiftly over his face. At least he didn’t simply disappear. The arrogant arch of his eyebrow that followed reminded her of her brother.


“Explain yourself, Mairi MacKiernan.” He crossed his arms and waited.


“You acknowledge that I am yer descendant?” It was important to her to know where she stood before she went any further. Everything she sought depended on this man. She was prepared to say or do whatever it took to convince him of her need.


Dropping his arms, and his frown, he approached her, reaching out to run a finger down her cheek. His touch felt exactly like the breeze that had caressed her before.


“I recognize the set of your jaw, the color of your eyes, the beauty of your face.” His hand dropped away. “You are my daughter, though I don’t understand why you carry no mark. I specifically set it on all my daughters to insure your protection.”


“No all yer daughters. Only a chosen few. And those of us without it were even cheated out of whatever gifts we would have had if you’d no intervened.”


His eyes narrowed. “Again, I must insist that you explain yourself.”


“The legend of yer blessing has been carefully passed from one generation to the next in my family. ‘My blessing on my daughters, and thus my accompanying curse, will carry forward for all time, passed from mother to daughter.’ Sound familiar?” She watched as his eyes clouded with memory.


“Yes.” His answer so quiet, she barely heard the first, but his voice strengthened. “My exact words. Spoken in anger and sorrow, but spoken to guarantee the safety of all my daughters from that day forward.”


“No. No all, no by any stretch. Those words guarantee the safety of the daughters of yer daughters. ‘Passed from mother to daughter,’ you said. But what about the daughters of yer sons? Did you never think of us? Did you never care that we were excluded from the blessing? Left without even the gifts our Fae blood would have given us were it no for yer interference?”


Pol looked confused. “I never considered…”


She cut him off. “Obviously you never considered. Never cared. Do you have any idea how many of yer daughters you abandoned, how many of us have stood by watching our families suffer, yet have no way of helping, no more power than a mere Mortal. Women who were forced into marriages they dinna want. Beaten. Murdered.” As she would have been had she stayed in her own time.


“What proof do you have of these things?”


“I am one of those forgotten daughters. I know this firsthand.”


Pol’s hand went to his heart. “I never intended…my words were meant to…” He stepped backward, sinking to sit on the boulder behind him. “I had no idea.”


“Words are powerful, especially when spoken by one such as yerself. Action taken in haste, in the heat of emotion, rarely yields the desired result.” Connor had lectured her with those very words a million times. She never thought she’d be turning them on someone else.


“I only wanted to protect my daughters from the pain their mother had suffered.”


“Yet I’m yer daughter as much as any other. Yer blood flows in my body as surely as in those who received yer mark, does it no?”


He looked up, a sad little smile on his face as he rose and glided to her. “It does indeed. My blood and that of my beloved Rose.” Reaching out, he again stroked her face. “You look so very like her. You are a daughter of my heart.”


The wistfulness in his voice struck at her, preventing her from continuing to rage against the man.


“What would you have of me, Mairi? Where do I begin to make amends?”


“I want what’s mine by rights. I want the gifts of my Fae blood denied me by yer blessing. I want my rightful powers restored to me and to all those other women like me.”




He stepped back, arms crossed, one hand lifted to his chin, his forefinger tapping against his bottom lip thoughtfully, as if he were assessing her request. His eyes narrowed, watching her as he paced.


“Where are the men of your family, daughter? The ones who should be guarding you even now? Your father, your brothers, your husband?”


“My father is long dead. My brother is protecting his own wife and children. I have no husband.” Will never have one. Since there could be no true love for her, she would never marry. “I live in a time when women take care of themselves.”


Pol watched her silently, his brow wrinkling before he finally spoke again. “There are dangers to you as my daughter that other women of your time don’t face. You need a man to protect you. A Guardian.”


“I dinna require a guardian or a bodyguard or anything else. I can take care of myself.” Saying the words out loud, she momentarily felt like her old self, like the Mairi she had been nine years ago, before her cousin’s betrayal stripped away every shred of her confidence.


For the first time since she’d met him, Pol smiled. A genuine smile of amusement. One that quickly vented itself in lilting musical laughter that filled the Glen, echoing off the rocks and the water. “You certainly have the arrogance to be my child. I sense you are a woman who follows the rule of her heart rather than her head. But what of your heart? Why do you believe there is no true love for you?”


How did he know that? How could she explain?


“Because my life is no my own. I dinna belong anywhere. I live between two times. In my own time I was to have died, so there would never have been a love for me there. This time I inhabit now is no my own, so there can be no one fated for me here.”


“You have much to learn about the ways of the Fates. Tell me, child, why do you come to me now? What do you wish to do that requires these powers you seek?”


Mairi hesitated. He might deny her right to save her cousin, as her family had. But she needed his help to proceed. And she felt strongly that nothing less than total honesty would sway Pol.


“It is for another of yer daughters. One who lived long ago, whose life was cut short unnecessarily. I want to save her to repay a debt to her mother, the woman who raised me after my own mother’s death.”


“Is that all? Simply to repay a debt?”


“To repay a debt and to find my place in the world. I feel it’s my destiny to do this.”


Pol watched her, silently mulling over her request, long enough that she grew uncomfortable. If he planned to refuse, he should just do it, not prolong the agony. When she thought she could stand the silence no more, he spoke.


“Very well, Daughter of my Heart, I have searched your soul and seen your need. I grant you all you ask. And more.”


Before she could reply, a tingling sensation started in her toes, like tiny butterfly wings brushing over her skin. It traveled up to her head, to the very roots of her hair, and out to the tips of her fingers, growing, pulsing, heating her skin. The sensations overwhelmed her, continuing to build and swirl around and through her. She felt them center in her chest, burning and expanding until, with one final burst of power, there was nothing.


It left her breathless, weak, exhilarated.


Pol smiled at her. “The Fates have a way of bringing you what you need when you least expect it.” He gently kissed her temple. “The Fates and the Fae. Go seek your destiny, child.”


“What?” She drew back in surprise but he was gone, the warm tingling of her skin the only reminder that he had been there at all.


She walked to the pond’s edge and retrieved her backpack from the spot where she had dropped it. She picked up the water bottle, which had rolled to the side, and placed it in her pack. A moment later, she stuffed her boots in beside the bottle.


The pond was still, the Glen silent, as if nothing had happened at all. Maybe it hadn’t. Maybe she wanted it so badly she had allowed her imagination to control her reality.


Slinging the pack onto her back, she turned to leave the Faerie Glen.


The leaves rustled with a wind she couldn’t feel and words drifted through her mind, vibrating in her chest:


“Remember, my daughter, with power comes responsibility. Playing with time is a most dangerous game. One whose rules you must never break. You cannot change the outcome of history. You can only alter the circumstances. To do otherwise would invite disaster of a magnitude you cannot imagine.”


Lifting a hand to her breast, she felt the vibrations resonating there long after the words were gone.


She hadn’t imagined that. It was real.


She was free to do what needed to be done. To fulfill her destiny.
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