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Chapter One
Two factions of Immortals fight for the human race, though at odds with each other. One serves Order, the other Chaos. At stake is the Tobar d'anamacha—the Well of Souls—and with it the pairing of soul mates.
Occasionally, humans are forced onto the battlefield. This is one of those stories.
***
San Diego, April 2011
Deanna smoothed an imaginary wrinkle from her white satin dress with nervous hands as the music swelled in the main room. Three hundred guests waited out there to watch her walk down the aisle and into Nick's arms.
Taking one last glance in the mirror, she could hardly believe her fairytale wedding day had arrived after months of planning and dreaming about it. Nick had said yes to every single thing she'd suggested, even helping her address the wedding invitations. She had to be the luckiest woman on earth.
Strains of grunge rock sang through the room and Deanna spun around, exasperated. Her bridesmaid and best friend, Kate, couldn't live without her cell phone.
"Sorry. Forgot to turn the ringer off." Kate ducked her head as she glanced down at the phone. Her face turned white as she read whatever was on the screen.
"Is everything all right?"
"It's for you." Kate brought the phone over and dumped it in Deanna's hand.
Her vision swam as she read the text. Tell Deanna I'm sorry. Nick.
She ripped the veil from her head, tears stinging her eyes as the pins captured long golden strands of hair and kept them for souvenirs. Nick's words reverberated through her skull while Deanna's mind tried to grasp their full meaning. He waits until ten minutes before the ceremony, then texts my friend to say he's sorry?
Deanna knew she should be devastated but all she felt was anger—a blinding red heat rushing through her body, trying to set her on fire.
"Deanna?" Kate touched her arm, her eyes full of sympathy. "I don't know what to say."
"It's okay. I guess you were right."
"I didn't want to be." Kate's voice sounded choked and Deanna immediately wished she hadn't said that. It wasn't Kate's fault that she'd seen Nick in a clearer light than Deanna had.
All these months… Had Nick ever intended to marry her, or had it all been a game? Her heart finally caught up with the news, the ache threatening to overrun all coherent thought.
Her family and friends were out there waiting for the ceremony to begin. Oh God, what would she say? How could she tell them? Nothing had prepared her for this. Her knees buckled and she grabbed the edge of the mirror, refusing to look at herself while she still wore this dress.
"Help me get out of this thing." Removing the layers of mockery would be her first official act as a newly single person. As if stepping out of a dress could make a difference.
"Hold still. I'm working as fast as I can." Kate's fingers fumbled with the tiny pearl buttons running down the back, somehow divining that Deanna meant to rip it off if she didn't hurry.
Once free of the dress, Deanna kicked it aside and grabbed her jeans, nerveless fingers grappling with the zipper as she tried to put them on. Her hand reached into her bag for a t-shirt, brushing against the bundle of love letters tied in red ribbon. A soft moan escaped her lips. She'd planned to re-read them tonight with Nick on their honeymoon to celebrate their love.
You've got to keep it together long enough to tell Dad what happened. Don't break down in front of him. He'll feel betrayed enough as it is. Dad loved Nick like a son. Deanna wiped the tears from her cheeks and stood straighter before she poked her head out the door.
Dad stood in the hallway, waiting to walk her down the aisle. He looked so handsome in a tux. Her knees started quaking as she motioned him over.
His brow furrowed when he saw she wasn't in her wedding dress, then Deanna watched his eyes sweep behind her, resting on the bridesmaids doing their best to imitate statues.
"What's wrong, honey? Shouldn't you be dressed?" Blue eyes that matched her own studied her face, noticing the tear stains for the first time. "Why are you crying?"
"The wedding's off, Dad. C-could you tell everybody for me, please?" Her face began to crumble and she bit her lip. Not now. Not yet.
He looked confused but nodded. "If you're sure…"
She nodded back, unable to clear the lump in her throat. As soon as he left, Deanna grabbed her keys and left out the side door, anxious to get to her car without having to talk to anyone.
Tires squealed as her car shot out of the church parking lot and across three lanes of traffic, squeezing into the flow of vehicles that headed for the beach. Was he already gone from the apartment they shared? Deanna was afraid to find out. She didn't know what might happen if she ran into him.
Her cell phone was still off but Deanna turned it back on once she arrived at the beach and sat on the seawall. Nothing. He hadn't even tried to contact her, leaving Kate in the uncomfortable position of delivering the bad news.
Bastard. Scum of the earth. Deanna went through a string of silent name-calling as her anger rose once more. Kate had been right about him. Any trustworthy person would have had the decency to tell her to her face and not wait until she was at the damn church to make up his mind. She jumped off the wall, determined to go home and throw his things out onto the sidewalk.
Ten minutes later she opened the apartment door, immediately sensing he'd already cleared out, robbing her of any revenge. Deanna had spent last night at her dad's, staying in her old room to honor tradition. Had Nick actually spent all night packing without letting her know? Hard to believe and yet the evidence smacked her in the face. Not a single item of his sat anywhere, including some of his old furniture. He was really gone.
She sank down onto the sofa in shock. Had it all been a lie? For what purpose? She shook her head, unable to fathom any of it. He'd even paid for the wedding, since her dad couldn't afford it. Nothing made sense.
The diamond on her finger sparkled with false promise, mocking every movement of her hand with shiny lies. She wrenched the ring off and dropped it in the flower vase on the table, consigning it to a watery death.
The tears started again and this time Deanna didn't try to stop them. She crawled into the bed they'd once shared and cried herself to sleep.
***
Boulder, April 2011
Robert looked out the glass wall of his office and sighed as he felt Deanna's pain. He'd discovered her just in time. Soon she'd be ready for her journey. His new assistant walked through the door and interrupted his thoughts, waving a sheaf of papers at him.
"I think I've found another one, Kyndeyrn."
"So soon? And please remember to call me Robert. That's the name I've adopted in this timeframe."
"Sorry. Robert." She looked out the window at the snow-capped mountains in the distance. "This place will take some getting used to."
Robert smiled at her. "It will grow on you, Fiona. This century has some advantages over others."
"If you say so." She didn't look convinced. "Do you want me to contact Deanna?"
"Not quite yet." Robert turned away from the view and sat down at his desk. "We'll give her some time. I'll let you know when."
The phone rang as Fiona left his office. "Yes?"
"You have a call on line three from Scotland," the receptionist said.
"Put it through." He picked up the line. "Robert Thornton."
He listened for a moment. "No, I don't recall meeting you, but you're more than welcome to set up an appointment. Good day to you." He hung up and permitted himself a small smile before getting back to work. This was working out perfectly.
Chapter Two
Boulder, March 2012
"I heard you found one of the lost souls," Ian said after he'd walked into Robert's office.
"Yes, I'm bringing her in for evaluation before recycling."
"Do you really think the Conrí tainted some of the souls? The last one you found was clean."
Robert bowed his head, his dark hair sweeping the desk as he thought of how to answer that. "The Conrí don't make idle threats. If they tainted even one of the lost souls and I sent it back to the Well for recycling, we could lose all of humanity."
When the Conrí, the faction of Immortals who worshipped Chaos, damaged the Tobar d'anamacha—the Well of Souls—over a millennia ago, a number of souls were lost to the aether. Their actions destroyed the pairing of soul mates that the Aeneas had watched over for thousands of years. Now he and other Aeneas—the Immortal Guardians of the Well who followed Order—waited as those souls slowly made their way back to Earth. Their greatest fear was the vow the Conrí had made—to infect the souls in such a way that future pairings of soul mates would be impossible.
"But if you find the soul untainted," Ian said, "wouldna it be kinder to let the person live out their present life before recycling them?"
Robert smiled at his protégé. "You're thinking like the mortal you once were, my friend. As an Immortal, you can't lead with your heart. There is the greater pattern to consider. Besides, don't you think that person would be happier with their true mate? Who's to say we're not saving them from an empty life filled with grief and disappointment?"
"I dinna pretend to understand it, for all I've been immortal for these past five hundred years." Ian shook his head. "As to true love, I canna say. I never found it. Still, I enjoyed my life. I wouldna have wanted to be recycled in the midst of it."
Robert chuckled at the 16th century warrior who wore a 21st century suit with the same ease as a tartan and sword. "No, I don't suppose you would have."
***
Ian left the office of his friend and mentor, lost in thought. He stared through one of the many windows at mountains so different from those of his homeland. The city spread out below him was just one of many he'd seen in the last five hundred years. He'd roamed them all and yet never become a part of them—never got to know any of the people. It wasn't his place; he didn't belong amongst the mortals who lived and died in an ordinary fashion.
Would he have been angry to be recycled in the midst of his own life for the chance at true love in another era, as he'd told Robert? Could that kind of love trump all other considerations? Maybe if he had, he wouldn't feel the detachment he now did. Life seemed a game of chess to him and he the outsider, watching others make the moves around the board while he stood by.
Descendents might have made a difference, but he had none. His clan had long since turned to dust along the fertile valley he'd called home. His lip curled at the thought of his castle now serving as an upscale hotel, drawing in tourists with advertisements of ghosts—"real highland warriors to haunt your nights" as its slogan. The ignominy of it all.
The sun set while Ian stood there and the lights of the city lit up the brisk air outside. Headlights showed people moving about, enjoying the last of the early spring evening. He turned from the window, heading upstairs to an apartment as dark as his thoughts.
***
San Diego, April 2012
Deanna slung her purse over the coat hook as she walked into her apartment, kicking off her shoes and wiggling life back into her toes before heading into the bedroom to change clothes. Another grueling day to add to a calendar full of them.
She slumped onto the bed, falling into the ritual bad mood that seemed all she could muster lately to keep her company at night. Nothing worked anymore. Time hadn't healed the pain of being dumped at the altar. Impressions of happier times with Nick followed Deanna everywhere she went. Maybe it was time to start over—a new job, a new place—anything to get her out of this rut.
Her eyes swept the room and stopped at the desk. Her laptop sat open, the screen glowing softly. Had she forgotten to turn it off this morning? She was surprised the battery wasn't dead. Walking over to it, Deanna saw an email opened on the screen.
Dear Ms. Cameron,
My name is Robert Thornton, CEO of Light Street Corporation. I'm pleased to offer you the position of Promotional Director in our travel division, based on your current employment. You were highly recommended and I assure you, you're the perfect candidate. If you're looking for a change of pace, please consider my offer.
I'm looking forward to hearing from you. Please reply to this email and tickets will be arranged for a flight out to beautiful Colorado so that we can meet.
Sincerely,
Robert Thornton
Deanna sat in stunned silence. Was this some kind of prank? She'd heard of Light Street Corporation. Who hadn't? It was a multi-national corporation involved in a variety of industries. No way was this for real. It would be her dream job if it were. This had to be somebody's sick idea of a joke.
The email address seemed legitimate though. She looked up the company website and Robert Thornton was listed as the CEO. The same email address was listed for employment inquiries.
Deanna walked into the kitchen thoroughly confused. It couldn't be authentic, despite how it seemed. She stuck a frozen dinner in the microwave and sat down to eat it, mechanically chewing without tasting anything.
Her mind kept turning the possibilities over. Sure, she was good at her promotions job, but why would a giant corporation like that even notice her? And who had recommended her? A fairy-godmother?
She turned on the TV, hoping for some distraction. It didn't work. Half a dozen times she got up and went back in the bedroom to re-read the email, each time surprised it hadn't disappeared as a product of her imagination.
Her fingers skimmed over the keys as she turned in for the night. Something held her back each time she started to shut down the computer.
What could it hurt to take a chance? Deanna shook her head. Where had that thought come from? It was right, though. Either she'd get plane tickets to Colorado or she wouldn't. If she did, it'd be a nice little vacation if nothing else. What harm could it do to answer?
Hitting reply, Deanna's fingers stopped over the keyboard and she trembled, all thought as to what to say fleeing as her mind froze in place. How should she answer? Did it matter? It was probably a hoax, remember? Laughing at herself for being so gullible, Deanna typed two words—"I'm interested"—and hit send. Still laughing, she crawled into bed and fell asleep.
Chapter Three
To Deanna's surprise, a cheerful email awaited her the next morning from Robert Thornton, with electronic airline tickets dated for the day after tomorrow. She certainly hadn't sent back a business-like reply last night, still believing it was a hoax of some kind. The evidence before her begged to differ. After shooting off a quick email thanking him, she confirmed the flights 946/953 round-trip between San Diego and Boulder. Deanna went off to work in a better frame of mind than she'd had for the last eleven months.
Arranging for time off was easy. Her aborted honeymoon plans left her with plenty of vacation time and her boss eagerly approved the sudden request, thinking she deserved a change of scenery. This morning's email even mentioned that accommodations were already arranged. All Deanna had to do was pack a bag and show up. She didn't want to admit it, but the whole trip into the unknown excited her.
Kate heard of her plans when they met for dinner that night at one of the trendy bistros along the beach. Deanna unfolded the mystery to her friend step-by-step.
"No way. That's unreal." Kate shook her dark hair out of her face. "You're only twenty-two, girl! What made you so lucky?"
"I really have no idea." Deanna nibbled on a breadstick as doubts assailed her again. Why had she been picked? "If nothing else, it'll be a nice vacation, all expenses paid."
Kate patted her hand and looked at her with warm brown eyes. "I'm happy for you. You've been moping for too long."
"I haven't been moping." Well, yes, maybe she had. Deanna bit off the end of another breadstick with a vicious snap. Where had her pre-Nick personality gone—the kick-ass attitude she used to have? He'd been wrong for her in more ways than one. She'd lost her sense of self in her immersive journey to becoming part of "we." Never again.
"I can tell the old Deanna is beginning to surface," Kate teased and raised her glass in salute. "Welcome back."
"It's good to be back." Deanna grinned at her best friend since high school. "I've been gone too long."
***
Boulder, April 2012
"She's on her way." Robert looked pleased but Ian didn't like it.
"Why all the subterfuge of offering her a job if you're going to recycle her?"
Robert frowned at him. "I'd like her to be happy while I make that determination. What's wrong with that? She needs to be here where I can study her. I'm not heartless, Ian. This isn't murder."
"If you say so. It doesna mean I have to like it." Ian had been happy roaming the cities of the world, battling the Conrí with Robert whenever they'd found them lurking amongst the human population. Then, ten years ago, the Guardians founded this corporation as an established point to bring the lost souls here for evaluation. Ian felt restless roaming these halls, wearing a suit named Armani. He longed for the feel of a sword in his hand. He shifted his feet as Robert gave him a shrewd look.
"I have need for you by my side. In time, you'll understand." Robert cocked his head to one side and leaned back in his chair. "Why don't you get rid of some of your energy? Go climb a mountain or two. Wrestle a bear while you're at it."
The idea appealed to Ian. He shot his mentor a grin and bowed. "Aye, I just might do that."
He left the office and passed Fiona on his way to the elevator. He ignored the frosty smile she gave him and pushed the button for the top story of the twenty-three floor building where the apartments were located. Briefly, it crossed his mind that Robert wanted him gone when the Cameron woman arrived but it didn't make any difference. Whatever Robert's reasons for suggesting it, the idea had been a good one. Ian needed to run free for a while—leaving hard shoes and Armani behind.
***
Deanna felt the stress drain from her body as she pulled the rental car out of the Denver airport and got on the E-470 N toward Boulder. The crisp spring air had a refreshing bite to it, so unlike Southern California's weather. Taking two weeks off had been a good call; she'd have time left over to see the sights and relax. Fortunately for her, no snow remained on the streets, with the temperature in the fifties, and an hour later she pulled into the Light Street Corporation parking lot.
Rubbing damp palms against her jacket, Deanna belatedly realized how much this interview meant to her. Up until now, the whole trip had been more of a lark—an unexpected bonus and chance to get away. Now though… She squared her shoulders as she got out of the car, determined to present herself in the best possible light. Legions of people would kill to be in her position, interviewing for the most sought-after employment in the country.
The Flatirons loomed behind the impressive building constructed mostly of glass, the sedimentary rock a perfect backdrop to the modern lines of steel. Deanna stepped through the front doors and found the lobby held a welcoming mixture of antiques—not at all what she'd expected from the outside modernism.
The sign on the wall behind the reception desk both puzzled and amused her. It read:
Rarely is a match made in Heaven, while more than a few are made in Hell. Most are given to ordinary chance. We find that unacceptable. The soul mates are lost. Our mission is to find them.
Did the company also run a matchmaking service? Deanna chuckled under her breath, nerves making her giddy. She hoped she wouldn't be in charge of promoting that. Her track record in relationships wouldn't help their cause.
"You're Deanna Cameron, right?" the receptionist said. "Mr. Thornton is expecting you and he's on his way down now."
Before Deanna had a chance to thank her, the elevator door opened and a distinguished-looking man walked toward her, a smile on his handsome face. She recognized him from a picture on the website as Robert Thornton but he must have had his hair pulled back when the photo was taken for this man had dark hair that hung loose past his shoulders. Somehow, it suited him and with the touch of gray at the temples, he looked elegant.
"Ms. Cameron, how nice to see you." He clasped both of his hands around the one she offered and held onto it. "May I call you Deanna? Please call me Robert. Let's go upstairs to my office to talk, shall we?"
Deanna nodded, tongue-tied and off-balanced. He seemed warm and effusive, but at the same time…different from anyone she'd ever met. He kept her hand as they approached the elevator, tucking it into the crook of his arm like an old-fashioned gentleman. Deanna followed along, wondering what she was getting herself into.
Chapter Four
Deanna sat in the plush office while Robert gave a cursory glance to her résumé. He then opened the passport he'd asked her to bring, his eyebrows rising as he flipped through the blank pages.
"Don't you like to travel?"
"I'd love to, it's just that I haven't had the opportunity." Deanna ducked her head, unwilling to explain the aborted honeymoon that should have put stamps on those pages. That conversation didn't belong in her interview.
"You'll have plenty of opportunities here." Robert smiled at her as she glanced back up. "Before we can promote a property, we have to experience what they have to offer their guests. A pleasant part of your duties will be inspecting a resort or hotel that requires our services. We manage specialty properties all over the world. Does that sound like something you'd be interested in?"
Interested? It sounded like a dream come true. There had to be a catch. Rather than get down on her knees and beg for the position, Deanna asked about specifics. As Robert laid out the requirements of the job, she couldn't find any negatives. An alarm rang in her head. She told it to shut up. Too perfect it wailed, growing fainter the longer she ignored it. When Robert quoted her a salary almost double her current one, Deanna was ready to walk through hell for him.
His expressive gray eyes watched her closely, a slight smile lifting one side of his mouth. Deanna had the distinct impression he could sift through every thought in her head.
"I'd love to have the job," she said in a voice just missing a girlish squeak.
"Lovely. Welcome to Light Street Corporation." He offered his hand to her. When she would have shaken it, he raised hers to his lips and kissed her knuckles like some knight of old. Definitely weird. She banished the thought, wanting nothing to spoil the moment. "Let me show you your apartment."
"Apartment?"
"Did I forget to mention that?" He gave her a bland smile, revealing nothing out of the ordinary. Deanna felt like the floor might wander out from under her feet with any more surprises. "Since you'll be traveling, it's easier to have you stay here and it's included in your package."
He took her unresisting hand and looped it in the crook of his elbow once more, leading her out to the elevator. They rode to the top of the twenty-three story building and walked left down a long hallway, stopping in front of the next-to-last door. Handing her a hotel-type key card with a flourish, Robert bowed.
"I'll leave you to get settled in. If there's anything you need, the front desk can get it for you. There's an employee dining room on the fifth floor for your convenience. Shall we meet there tomorrow morning at eight o'clock?"
"Y-yes. That w-would be fine." She wasn't sure of her mental state at the moment. Overwhelmed didn't quite cover it.
Deanna watched Robert walk back into the elevator, then swiped her card into the lock. Expecting a hotel room setting, she stood in the doorway a moment, stunned at the magnificent furnishings in the apartment. The view of snow-covered mountains through the floor-to-ceiling glass wall mesmerized her. Wandering through the full living room and small kitchen, she couldn't believe any of it was real.
When she got to the bedroom, she thought she'd died and gone to heaven. Another view of the mountains served as a backdrop to the large bed. Intricately carved posts draped with gauzy white material surrounded a deep blue comforter with some kind of Celtic design on it.
Her suitcase sat next to the bed, jerking Deanna out of her pleasant fantasy. Had she forgotten to lock her car door? It was possible… Still, it was awfully presumptuous to cart her bag in here without her knowledge.
The unease crept back and she shivered as a tendril of doubt skittered up her spine with grasping fingers. Deanna pushed it aside. She'd let the next two weeks unfold before coming to any final conclusions. Too keyed up to rest, she headed down to the fifth floor to find something to eat.
Deanna cracked a smile as she walked into the cafeteria. It looked normal enough. After all the surprises of the day, she'd half-expected the area to be a formal dining room. She grabbed a tray and perused the varied selections as an employee hovered behind the counter with a ready smile.
He dished the items she pointed at and then bade her a good afternoon. Deanna glanced around in confusion.
"Excuse me. Where's the register?"
"You must be new. The cafeteria is part of the perks. Enjoy your meal." He slid down the counter to help the next person, leaving Deanna to gape in silence.
"Would you like to join us?" a friendly voice called out as Deanna wandered by with her tray.
Three women and two men sat together at a large table, all looking to be in their twenties. Deanna smiled and nodded. Why not? It beat eating alone.
After the round of introductions, Deanna listened while she ate. The girl who had called her over, Cassie, was slight, with black chin-length hair and oversized frame glasses. She had a bouncy personality and Deanna liked her right away. The group worked together in tech support.
One of the guys kept staring at her as the others talked, which made Deanna fidget. Cassie noticed and leaned over in a conspiratorial fashion.
"Don't mind Michael. He hits on all the women and falls in love at least once a month. He's a good guy though, if you don't fall for his brooding charm."
"Thanks, Cassie," Michael said. "Now she'll never go out with me."
"I'm not dating right now anyway." Deanna smiled to take the sting out of her words. Michael was good-looking but she had zero interest in men at the moment. After her experience with Nick, it'd be a long time before she'd venture into another relationship again. It would take an extraordinary man to break down her emotional barriers. She was sure Michael wasn't up to the task.
The others left to get back to work with promises to contact her soon. Deanna stayed a few minutes longer, enjoying the scenery outside the glass walls. Something about this place begged her to stay and never go back home. That in itself scared her.
***
Ian gathered a lungful of crisp air as he stood on top of the mountain in knee-deep snow. Being immortal had its advantages, such as not having to fear frostbite. It also meant the wild beasties stayed clear of him, sensing something unusual. He laughed, his voice echoing through the canyons. None had wished to wrestle with him. Robert would be disappointed.
His eyes returned to the buildings in the valley yet again, as if an invisible tether clung to him and he found himself thinking of the displaced soul in the Cameron woman. He should go back and argue for her safe return to her present life. What harm would there be in allowing her to live it?
He took his leisure to enjoy the day instead of transferring back when it was time to leave. Ian didn't need to hurry and the climb down the mountain thrilled him almost as much as the climb up had. It wasn't Scotland but the land was still a thing of beauty.
Chapter Five
Clouds drifted across the full moon in a dance of light and shadow as Ian jogged toward the Light Street building. The mirrored glass hid any movement inside from prying eyes, presenting a deceptively empty shell to the outside world.
The extra senses he'd gained as an Immortal sent a tremor through his body as he walked through the lobby door but everything appeared normal for this time of night. Low lights, a murmur of conversation and strains of music played from somewhere in the building as a few people worked late. Otherwise, nothing. No danger lurked in the hallways. What had he felt? The vibration lingered; the taste of it sweet as it slid along the edges of his mind. Robert approached and the illusion shattered as Ian's concentration broke.
"How was your journey?" His mentor clasped arms with him, seemingly in a good mood.
"Refreshing. I needed the solitude. Thank you for throwing me out of here."
"My pleasure." Robert tried to keep a straight face but failed as a ghost of a smile crept over his features. "By the way, I housed the Cameron woman in the apartment next to you."
"I'll be sure to keep my midnight swordplay at a respectable noise level." Actually, Ian wasn't sure why Robert had elected to tell him that, unless he thought Ian wanted to avoid her. It was often hard to tell what the man was thinking. Enigmatic was Robert's middle name.
Ian went upstairs, passing the woman's door on his way to his own. A brief moment of pity overcame him but it wasn't his call. Robert understood the pattern better than he. She wouldn't remember anyway. That could be a blessing. His own memories sometimes sliced at him with daggers sharpened on the stone of regret. He sighed and entered his dark room, heading for the bar and a bottle of scotch to chase the ghosts away.
***
After calling Kate and giving her a detailed report of her luxurious surroundings, Deanna soaked in the marble tub spa, letting the jets pummel away any misgivings she might have had about staying. She closed her eyes, breathing in the aroma of scented candles as her muscles surrendered to the steaming water. Sheer bliss. She'd be a fool not to take the job.
Soft sheets caressed her skin as she all but collapsed into bed, too drained to even finish the glass of wine sitting on her night table. Whoever heard of a stocked bar in a company apartment? Her thoughts became disjointed as she tried to go over the events of the day and she gave up trying to think, letting her mind drift into the oblivion of sleep.
A strong hand grazed her face with a gentle touch, its owner hidden in shadow.
"Why did you leave me?" a voice sighed in her ear, his tone filled with both love and pain.
Did I? She wondered about the question. It hurt to know this. The calloused fingers stroked her cheek and she leaned into his touch, craving more, her body responding to this stranger. His heart beat against the hand she laid on his chest; the warmth of his skin filled her with desire.
"Do I know you?" she whispered through lips begging to be devoured by his kiss.
He faded from sight, leaving her bereft. Who was he? She shivered in his absence and snuggled deeper under the down covers, a tear seeping from the corner of her eye.
Deanna felt the dampness on her cheek as her eyelids fluttered open, surprised to find herself alone in the room. The man had seemed so real—so vibrant. She sighed as her hand swept the empty side of the bed and rolled over, shutting her eyes against the loneliness welling up inside of her.
***
Snow fell sideways with a blustery wind as Deanna met Robert for breakfast in the cafeteria the next morning. The trees outside the windows shook as gusts scoured them clean of snow. Deanna wondered if a girl from southern California could get used to this kind of weather.
"You'll acclimate in no time," Robert said as he stood up to greet her.
Deanna chuckled. "Were you reading my mind?" Nothing about Robert would surprise her at this point.
"No, just your face. You looked outside and shivered." He waved his hand toward the buffet. "Shall we?"
After they sat back down, Robert explained what her duties would be, including the travel required. Deanna tried not to drool as she listened. It was certainly a dream job. She'd never be able to go back to her old one and be satisfied now.
"I know there are several industries under the umbrella of Light Street," she said as Robert bit into a sausage. "Is one of them a dating service?"
He coughed and washed his food down with a gulp of tea. "What makes you ask that?"
"The sign behind the reception desk—the one that talks about relationships. It struck me as odd."
"Oh, that. It's a motto we have. And yes, I suppose you could say we're in the relationship business. Much of our travel industry involves honeymoon accommodations." He smiled and waved his hand in the air, changing subjects. "I'd asked one of my associates to meet us here but I guess something came up. If you're finished, we'll go meet your staff and you can get settled into your office."
***
Ian ground his teeth together, watching Robert lead Deanna out of the room. He stepped through the kitchen doors, startling the server.
"Can I get you something, sir?"
"No, thanks." Ian did his best to smile as he slid out from behind the counter.
He wanted to run after Robert and grab him by the collar. Did he know? If he did, would he have chanced a meeting between the two of them? It didn't seem possible. Ian tried to shake off the tension, flexing his fingers that repeatedly curled into fists.
Seeing Deanna when he'd first walked into the room to join them had been like a sword plunged into his gut. Unable to breathe, he'd ducked into the kitchen and watched through the window, while a fist of iron squeezed his heart.
Deanna was his missing soul mate.
That changed everything. Ian could no longer plead for her life to continue—as selfish as that was. He also couldn't bear to see her recycled. Since he could no longer return to the Well, she'd be lost to him forever. Somehow, he'd have to convince Robert to send her back to his mortal self; back to where she belonged.
Would Robert see the logic in that? Ian didn't know. He transported outside, letting the cold wind calm his roiling emotions. The last place he wanted to be was anywhere near Deanna's office.
His knees buckled, grief crashing over him. Since he had no memory of Deanna in his former life, wouldn't that mean Robert refused his request? Anguish pumped his muscles to the edge of endurance as Ian ran out to meet the full fury of the storm in an effort to forestall a storm of his own making.
Chapter Six
"Did you know?" Ian stalked into Robert's office, speaking before he'd even crossed the threshold.
"Know what?" Robert looked at him with a blank face. "You missed our meeting this morning with the Cameron woman. I wanted to see if you could read any Conrí tampering. She's quite pleasant, by the way."
"Did. You. Know." Ian spit the words out one at a time, his hands curling into fists.
"What are you talking about? Honestly, Ian, sometimes I can't fathom what you're saying. Come sit down and relax." Robert moved over to a chair and beckoned him to take the sofa. Ian sank into it and held his head in his hands. "Tell me what's troubling you."
"Her." Ian gulped at the air in a shuddering breath. "Deanna Cameron. Robert, did you realize she's my soul mate?"
"Hmm. Are you sure?"
"Of course I'm sure." Ian exploded out of his seat and paced over to the door.
"While you're up, be a good lad and pour me some coffee, will you?"
Ian whirled and scrutinized his mentor but Robert only held up his cup with a bland smile on his face.
He walked over and wrenched the cup out of the man's hands, seething as he poured coffee into it from the carafe on the bar. "Is that all you have to say, 'Get me some coffee'?"
"What would you have me say? I'm sorry? Tough luck? That phase of your life is over now. You know that." He took the cup and sipped at the hot liquid as Ian sat back down.
"It doesna have to be. Send her back—back to me in the 16th century. We belong together." Ian raked a hand through his hair, his eyes darting everywhere but at Robert's face. What if he refused? His heart hammered as he waited for a reply.
"You mean to trap the woman in the 16th century? What kind of a life would that be for her?" Robert's eyebrows crawled up his forehead as Ian finally glanced at him.
"I know it would be hard for her—at first," Ian pleaded. "But she'd be loved. Isna that better than what you planned for her, to end her life now and be recycled? Her soul mate doesna exist in the Well anymore."
Robert leaned back in his chair and tapped his fingers on his cup, his eyes unfocused as he stared into the distance. Ian fought the urge to jump up again as he let the man think.
"You say she'd be loved but we both know it'd only be for a short time. Your fate cannot be changed, my old friend." Robert looked saddened as Ian watched him. He tried a different tack.
"Would you condemn my entire clan this way? They dinna exist because of my actions. This would be a second chance."
"You know the Aeneas' choices in this matter. Would you have us abandon our sacred duties as Guardians and act like the Conrí?" Robert had pity in his eyes but Ian only felt the agony burrowing through his emotions. It was as he'd feared. He had no recollections of Deanna because Robert had refused his request.
"It might be better for all concerned if you didn't have any contact with the Cameron woman while she's here," Robert continued. "I'll handle the evaluations."
Ian left quietly, his thoughts in turmoil. The power of an Immortal thrummed through his veins yet he felt as helpless as a newborn kitten. There had to be something he'd overlooked. The race against the inevitable didn't leave him much time to find it.
***
After ushering Ian out of the office, Robert poured another cup of coffee and hummed an old tune as he worked on his papers. Sometimes love was a bitch, as he'd heard a few of the young people say. Ian's grief would become even worse in the coming days, and for that he was sorry, but the lad needed to pass through the fire. The Aeneas Council agreed.
Looking at his watch, Robert knew it was time to check in on Deanna and see how she was faring. She would have made an excellent addition to the staff as a mortal. He'd be sorry to see her go.
Turning the corner into her third story office, Robert saw the smile on Deanna's face as she thumbed through old copies of the magazine and took notes. He knocked on the open door when she didn't look up.
"Oh! Come in. My mind was a million miles away."
"I didn't want to startle you." Robert smiled and perched on the chair in front of the desk, already cluttered with layouts and ads. "I wanted to see how you were settling in."
"Great. You have an excellent staff here." It was easy to see how comfortable she already felt by her enthusiasm. "I love the spread coming up for the fall issue—haunted vacations. That will be fun to work with."
"I'll let you get back to work." Robert stood and headed for the door.
"Thank you for this opportunity," Deanna called out to him. "I think I'm going to love it here."
"You're most welcome," he replied and left to make his rounds.
***
Ian waited until Robert left before taking his own walk down the hallway on the third floor, despite having told himself he wouldn't go near her. It didn't matter anyway. He could sense her anywhere in the building now, ever since he'd almost come face-to-face with her this morning.
As he inched close to her open door, he could feel the rhythm of her heartbeat as if her body pressed close to his. Shaking hands closed into balls so as not to reach out to her. He closed his eyes to block out all external interference and let his imagination flow.
She looked up at him, blue eyes half-closed as her soft lips invited his kiss. The suit he wore pained him as his erection strained the fabric but still he didn't move. Her heartbeat sped up as he gathered her in his arms…
His eyes snapped open. Her heartbeat had sped up. Was there someone else in the room with her? Someone she found desirable? His eyes narrowed and he risked walking by the door, stealth lending him the silence of a big cat.
No one was in there with her. Deanna had her eyes closed as she sat behind her desk. Ian couldn't tear himself away from the sight of her. She opened her eyes again and he hurried out of sight, rounding a corner just as she reached her doorway and scanned the empty hall.
Ian moved on, shaken by what he'd just witnessed. Had she sensed him the same way he sensed her? Mortals weren't generally capable of that. He'd have to be more cautious, only tapping into her essence from a distance.
He shouldn't be thinking of her at all but Ian knew it was far too late for that.
Chapter Seven
Something brushed her mind as Deanna scribbled notes onto a pad. Her hand halted and she closed her eyes as the feeling grew. The sensual tingle startled her with a rush of longing. Her lips parted as her heart pounded to a beat of desire.
Deanna's eyes flew open and she gripped the edge of the desk for support. What just happened? A shadow figure raced past the doorway as she glanced up. Embarrassed, she wondered if someone had been standing there while she'd gone into her little trance. Hurrying over to the door, she gazed down the hallway. No one was there. All this talk of haunted properties had her jumping at shadows.
Fiona poked her head inside the door a short while later. "Are you still here? It's Friday night. Go have a bit of fun in town."
Deanna smiled at the thought. It might be fun at that but she didn't have her bearings yet. "I'll probably curl up with a movie tonight. I haven't had a chance to meet people yet."
"I hear a lot of people your age talking about the Iron Horse," Fiona said. "It sounds like a great club."
"I'll keep that in mind. Thanks." Deanna watched Fiona leave with a wave of her hand and sat back with a bemused smile on her face. People her age? Fiona couldn't be more than a few years older but she made it sound like they were decades apart.
Whatever. It was time to call it quits anyway. Working all afternoon without a break had put a kink in her shoulder. She'd take a long shower and go eat a late dinner. Her next two days were free for the weekend. Maybe she'd wander through the town, although it'd be more fun with another person. Perhaps Cassie had some free time. Deanna decided to call and ask her.
Deanna didn't have to make the call—Cassie had already left a message for her on the phone in the apartment, wanting to know if she'd like to go out with the group tonight. Hurrying to take a shower and change, Deanna had just enough time to meet the group in the lobby.
***
Ian stood in the shadows as Deanna met with a few people in the lobby. One of the men touched her on the shoulder, eliciting a low growl from Ian's throat. He reminded himself that Deanna should have friends to relax with—but he didn't like the attention the male showed her. He gloated when she sidestepped the man's arm.
Drifting out the door after them, he smiled as she got in her own vehicle to follow. That made sense; the others lived in town and would be inconvenienced to bring her back here. Ian struggled with the notion of following her. He didn't have the right to spy on her activities.
Snow fell in his face as the trail of taillights disappeared from view. He felt her excitement, a strong counterpoint to his glum mood. Leaden feet carried him back inside the building; every step back to his apartment more difficult than the last.
Would having Deanna in his arms for one night be so wrong? He looked at his empty bed, imagining her lying on top of the fur cover with a gleam in her eye as she beckoned him closer.
Ian shook his head at his own idiocy. She'd never give him that night. She didn't even know him. He spun around and reached for the bottle of scotch on the bar, sloshing some into a glass before settling in a chair.
A few hours had passed when Ian felt Deanna's stab of fear. It ripped through his mind, then disappeared. Without thinking, Ian jumped to the source.
Her car lay in a ditch about a mile from Light Street. His blood boiled when he saw the blackguard who stood beside her door, about to reach in and grab an unconscious Deanna.
Robert, come now! His mind bellowed even as he launched himself at her attacker. The man hissed, leaving off his prey to deal with Ian. He circled around into a better position, withdrawing a long dagger from his belt.
Ordinary weapons couldn't hurt Ian but magical ones could. He knew this man was one of the Conrí. The magic swirled around him in a powerful aura. He'd been foolish to jump here without any way to defend Deanna or himself but it hadn't occurred to Ian that the Conrí would try to harm her. Stupid. Especially given that circumstances had dropped his soul mate—one the Conrí had banished from the Well of Souls—right into his life again.
Robert appeared and tossed him a sword. At least he came prepared, Ian thought with chagrin. I'm getting sloppy and complacent in this new century. There was a time when he'd have never been caught without a dirk strapped to his side and a sgian dubh hidden in his clothing.
Although Ian wanted to rush to Deanna's side, his first duty was to remove the threat. Robert would see to her safety while he got rid of this cur.
The Conrí ducked in close, trying to avoid his sword while attempting to skewer him with the shorter dagger. Ian leapt back far enough to swing his longer weapon, just missing a strike as the man blocked it with a jarring force. Without giving the Conrí time to recover, Ian swung from the other direction, cutting him at the neck. The creature howled in frustration, taking a wild stab at the air. Ian swung his blade over his head and brought it down to slash at the man's legs.
The Conrí dove toward him during the arc, throwing himself into the blade of the sword, effectively committing suicide rather than be captured. Not that Ian wanted a trophy.
"I always knew recruiting a highland warrior would come in handy," Robert said, his droll voice hiding the humor behind the statement. They'd had this conversation a few times over the centuries.
"It wasna my fault. You saw what happened."
"I know. I guess he had his orders." Robert moved aside as Ian rushed over to where Deanna lay in the snow. "She's fine, just unconscious. I'll get her back home before she wakes up."
"Are you sure she's all right?" Ian looked at the cut on her cheek, wanting more than anything to gather her in his arms and never let go.
"I'm sure. Just a few bruises." Robert cocked his head at him. "By the way, how did you know she was here?"
"I dinna kin. I felt her fear and knew she was in trouble. Maybe because she's my soul mate. Robert, you must send her back to me!"
Robert blew out a breath, the frigid air steaming in front of his face. "We'll talk later. Let me get her out of this snow bank before she freezes."
Ian immediately stepped aside, having forgotten she was at the mercy of the elements. It was something he hadn't had to think about for five hundred years. As Robert left with Deanna in his arms, Ian felt more alone than ever.
Chapter Eight
Ian's feet pounded the carpet as he paced across his own living room. Robert had ordered him out of Deanna's apartment, sending Fiona in to watch over her while they talked—not that Ian felt like discussing the matter.
"They're out to kill her. What more proof do you need?" Ian stopped in front of Robert and glared at his mentor.
"Not necessarily." The older man held up a hand in caution. "In fact, I think they meant to draw you out. The Conrí's mission isn't to destroy human life but rather to stop the pairing of soul mates."
"Why? Why hurt her if they wanted me? That doesna make sense." Ian flopped into a chair and stared out the window, pulling at his bottom lip.
"Fate's efforts to bring you back together, I suppose." Robert sighed, running a hand through his thick hair. "They can't touch you here, not with the wards surrounding the property."
"The magical wards didna help Deanna tonight." Ian knew he sounded bitter and took a deep breath. "Send her back, Robert. She'll be safe with my mortal self."
"What makes you believe that?" Robert looked at him and Ian had the impression the man knew more than he was admitting.
"What havena you told me?"
Robert shifted in his seat and didn't speak for a moment. He locked eyes with Ian and seemed to deflate. "The Aeneas Council thinks that most of the soul pairings stolen from the Well are from your bloodline."
"Why didna you tell me this before?" Ian jumped up to pace again. Nervous energy thrummed through his veins with nowhere to go. He wanted to smash somebody's head in, confront the Council—anything but sit here feeling helpless. His hands curled into fists and pounded against his thighs. The wee lass in the next apartment didn't deserve any of this.
"She has more strength than you realize," Robert said, apparently reading his thoughts. "More than she's aware of at the moment. Don't worry about her."
Robert stood up. "Fiona's calling me. It seems Deanna's awake. Stay here."
Ian watched him go, common sense warring with his desire to follow Robert and see for himself that Deanna was all right. He fell to his knees and did something he hadn't done in over five hundred years—plead with Brìghde, the Goddess of healing, to watch over Deanna and keep her safe. It seemed he couldn't.
***
Deanna opened her eyes and groaned. Her head throbbed and the left side of her face stung. She reached a hand up to feel her cheek when something shifted in her peripheral vision.
"I imagine you have a headache."
Robert's voice. In her bedroom. She let out a squeak, then images flooded into her mind. "Oh! I was in my car…"
"Rest a minute. Here, take this." He handed her a couple of pills and a glass of water which she gulped down without hesitation. Her head hurt so bad…
"Someone was standing in the road. He came out of nowhere." Deanna couldn't draw enough breath into her lungs; her heart began to slam against her ribs. "Did I hit him?"
"No. We didn't see anything. You slid off the street and bumped your head. It happens in the snow."
"I'm sure I saw someone." Deanna frowned and her headache retaliated with an extra shot of pain. She quickly relaxed her features again.
"Perhaps an animal ran across the road. The eyes can play tricks on you at night."
Deanna didn't think so but Robert's voice soothed her and she yawned, suddenly very tired. Maybe that wasn't aspirin.
"How did…" She meant to ask how he found her but the words disappeared. It didn't matter. The floating was nice—warm like a cocoon.
***
Deanna woke with light streaming in the window. She lay on the bed fully clothed with a blanket pulled over her. Had she stumbled in drunk last night? She could count the times on one hand that she'd done that. Besides, she left early, if she remembered correctly. Michael was a nice guy but he wouldn't take no for an answer, as if wearing her down with compliments would make her say yes to a date.
No…there was something about her car. An accident? Her hand flew to her cheek and found a rough scab. She'd cut herself.
Robert was there. No, he was here, in her bedroom. She shook her head. Nothing made sense. Her muscles protested as she got out of bed but a hot shower fixed the worst of it.
As she sat back down on the bed, a feeling of being watched came over her. Invisible fingers trailed over the cut on her cheek with a feathery touch, moving across her lips and then down to her neck. Deanna closed her eyes and gave herself over to the feeling. It was like a dream only she was sure she was awake—wasn't she?
The sensuous hand kept going, causing her nipples to harden as it reached inside of her robe. Her breath quickened and she arched back, glimpsing a muscled arm attached to the hand. A tattoo encircled his bicep and as he moved a little closer, she could see a broad chest.
Shadows still clung to his face and she shifted forward, trying to find the rest of him. He laughed softly, the low voice practically purring as he moved back. "No yet, mo chridhe."
The vision—or whatever—faded, leaving Deanna panting with desire. Such a deliciously slow tease… Was he even real?
She came back to her senses with a start. What was going on? "I'm really messed up," she muttered. "I'm either inventing my own dream hunk or I'm lusting after a sexy ghost." Either option didn't look very promising. What would have happened if she'd tried to touch him?
"Get real. And quit talking to yourself out loud. People will think you're crazy. Find some nice normal guy to date—like Michael." She winced as a primal scream battered her mind. Something didn't like that idea. Whether it was her subconscious or ghost-man was hard to tell.
"Ok, Michael's out." She listened but there was only silence. Laughing like a loon, she got dressed and went to find something to eat.
Chapter Nine
Three days later, the sensation of being watched happened again. This time she stayed perfectly still, as if she didn't notice. Slowly sifting through the stack of papers in front of her, Deanna turned her eyes to the left until the muscles strained in protest. A tall, muscular man in a well-cut suit stood watching her, his dark hair framing a chiseled face that threatened to steal her breath away. He was gorgeous. Why hadn't she noticed him in the building before?
She wanted to turn and look into his eyes but caught herself just in time. Her hands stilled, forgetting to turn the papers in front of her. The air lacked even a vibration of sound, as if she'd been transported to another place and time where only the two of them existed.
With a blur of motion, he disappeared from the edge of her vision. Deanna snapped her head around to see where he might have gone but her eyes roamed empty space. Sighing, she went back to work, wondering who he might be. There was something about him…
Deanna laughed quietly to herself. The first man she'd given any notice to since Nick left and she couldn't get more than a glimpse of him. Maybe she was crazy and he didn't exist. Wouldn't that be a hoot. First a ghost, now this.
***
That night she dreamed of him. He stood in the shadows of her bedroom, watching her sleep. The darkness stole his face again but she knew it was the same man she'd seen earlier that afternoon. His broad chest was bare and he wore the same tattoo around his bicep as her ghost-man. He spoke her name with a soft brogue, the lilt sending shivers down her body. As he stepped closer, she could see the kilt he wore slung low on his hips, the blue and black weave of tartan shimmering in the moonlight.
Deanna blinked her eyes open with a start and turned on the lamp next to her bed. No one was there, of course, just as there wasn't any moonlight in the room. The dream had felt so real…
She got up and turned on the bathroom light, leaving the door cracked open the way she did in hotel rooms. The experience spooked her. It was nothing like a normal dream. She trembled as she crawled back under the covers, drawing them up to her chin.
After fidgeting for a while, Deanna finally fell back to sleep in her lightened room, wondering if she'd dream of him again. When the alarm went off the next morning, she was somewhat disappointed to find that she hadn't.
***
Ian wrestled with his conscience for several hours before breaking down and allowing himself a glimpse of Deanna. He promised it would only be for a moment, just long enough to gaze at her without having to hide.
His eyes closed, searching for her essence in the next apartment. When he located her, he found her asleep. Her smooth skin begged for his touch and he was doubly glad he hadn't gone to her room in person. No amount of restraint could have kept him from moving to her side. The hollow of her creamy throat invited his touch; his fingers curled with longing to obey as her scent wove its spell upon his senses.
She mumbled something and pursed her lips—lips that he would give anything to taste. He groaned as heat coursed through his body and whispered her name, imagining the two of them lying in the heather of Scotland under the light of the moon.
Deanna jerked and sat up, fumbling for the lamp as he quickly faded out of there, coming back to his body with a snap of startled reality. Had she heard him speak? It shouldn't have been possible…unless soul mates transcended the barriers? He shook his head at his folly, remorse for spying on her still warring with his need to be close to her.
Ian closed his eyes, remembering her golden hair spread across the pillow, her moist lips waiting to be kissed. He stroked his cock, thinking of all the ways he'd like to take her and tried to dim the raging fire in the only way left to him.
***
The next morning Ian stormed into Robert's office. "You canna recycle her. 'Tis wrong." His brogue thickened with emotion. "Send her back to my mortal self—back where she was meant to be." At least he'd have those sweet memories to carry with him through the long centuries.
Robert motioned for him to shut the door and eased into a comfortable chair. "You don't know the risk you're asking me to take. What if the Conrí tainted her soul?"
"They didna. I can tell." Ian took a deep breath, worried about Robert's reaction. "I connected with her last night. There's nothing of the Conrí there."
"You did what?" Robert got to his feet and strode over to the window, balling his hands into a knot behind his back.
"'Twas an accident, I assure you. I hadna thought it possible. She was dreaming and somehow I stepped into her thoughts."
Robert spun around to face him, his face an unreadable mask. "You shouldn't have tried to make any contact with her. You've put me in a difficult position."
"I ken that and I'm sorry." Ian walked over to his friend, coming to stand beside him. "But dinna you see? I'm already in love with her. Do you wish me to beg on behalf of my mortal self and my clan?"
Robert's face softened. "I know a thing or two about love. I also know it can end badly. What makes you think he'll accept her, showing up without a past or family?"
Ian snorted. "What is there to think on? We belong together. Of course I'll accept her."
Robert put a hand on his shoulder, compassion plain on his face. "My friend, you are not the person you once were. You understand much that he did not. It might not go as well as you think."
He was right, of course. Ian struggled with the concept, suddenly realizing he could be sending Deanna to a horrible fate. Might his former self reject her…or worse? His throat thickened as he recalled the turbulent times.
What of her? Would she risk everything for the chance at real love? "I already told you she's no tainted. What if you give her the chance to decide for herself?"
Robert gave him an exasperated look. "Once she's there we're merely bystanders to fate. We can't help either of you in that timeframe."
"I ken that." Ian hoped they were doing the right thing—hoped she would forgive him for the shock about to befall her and the many lonely years she might face as a result.
"Give me your brooch." Robert held out his hand, a slight smile tugging at one corner of his mouth.
Mystified, Ian unclasped it from his lapel and handed the heirloom over to him. "Will I get it back?"
"I'm not sure," Robert replied absentmindedly. He held the Celtic knot up to the light, its silver framework a thing of beauty. A large sapphire sat in the middle, surrounded by ten smaller rubies. "Deanna will need it to get where she's going."
Robert chanted over it, melodious words that Ian didn't understand. He realized it must be in the ancient tongue of the Immortals. The brooch disappeared from Robert's hand.
"Where'd it go?"
"Back to Scotland," Robert said. His eyes sparkled with an inner light. "Promise me you'll stay away from her."
"Aye, you have my word." It might kill him to keep it but somehow he'd honor his promise.
Chapter Ten
Deanna studied the brochure for Mackay Castle Resort carefully. Their main recreations boasted of outdoor adventures—trout and salmon fishing along the River Naver, hiking along trails, climbing—that sort of thing. They also had an indoor pool and spa, yoga classes and massage amenities.
Their main claim to fame though, was the ghost sightings—supposedly from inhabitants dating back to the 1500's. That was the reason for inclusion in the fall issue of the magazine. Deanna hadn't ever been much for believing in ghosts before she came to work for Light Street. Now she wasn't so sure after her own recent visitations.
Robert knocked on the doorframe and swept into her office, gracefully sinking into the chair in front of the desk. "What do you think of the property?"
"It sounds awesome. I know I'd love to stay at a place like that."
"Now's your chance." His smile beguiled her for a second and Deanna lost her train of thought. "I have plane tickets for you if you'd like to investigate the property yourself for the article."
"Really?" Deanna managed to restrain herself from jumping over the desk and giving Robert a hug. Very unprofessional. "I'd love to. When? I was planning on going back to San Diego next week and packing my things—"
He waved her off. "You can do that when you get back. There's no hurry, is there? The company can pay another month's rent if it's due."
She gulped in some air, sternly reminding herself not to squeak out her answer. "I was concerned about that, but if you need me to go to Scotland right away, that's fine."
"Right now is the best time, really. The summer season hasn't started yet so you'll practically have the place all to yourself." Robert stood back up and dropped a packet on her desk. "You'll leave Denver at 7:00 am on the 29th and arrive in Inverness at 1:00pm on the 30th. It's a two-hour drive from there to the castle, which is located near Syre. We'll have someone waiting to escort you. Oh, and make sure you visit the cemetery on property while you're there. It has its own history to tell."
He gave her a little bow and walked out, leaving Deanna with her head spinning. She fingered the packet, then tore it open. Inside were plane tickets, confirmation of a week's stay at the castle, a company credit card with her name on it, and a stack of British pound notes. Deanna tilted her head toward the ceiling, waiting for confetti to rain down on her or something equally over the top. This company didn't do anything by half.
Stuffing it all back into the envelope, Deanna left the office and skipped to the elevator, tapping her foot when it didn't rise fast enough. She had to get to her apartment before she broke into a victory dance. Dashing through the door, she slammed it shut and let out a yell that hopefully nobody heard.
Two days and she'd be on her way to Scotland! Deanna pulled her meager belongings out of the drawers and tossed them onto the bed. Maybe she should go shopping for a few more outfits. Had Robert really asked her to visit a graveyard? She needed to pack her camera too. Luckily, she'd brought it with her.
Deanna collapsed in a chair, her mind whirling with things to take care of before she left. Too many things. Slow down! She took a deep breath and jumped back up again.
***
Robert touched the excitement in Deanna's mind, his heart tinged with sadness that he couldn't make the transition easier for her. She was a strong-willed girl, though. In time, she'd be the perfect candidate, provided the ordeal led her in the right direction and didn't break her spirit. So many possibilities—for both of them.
He smiled to himself. Ian had a few things to learn as well. The man thought he knew his younger self but mortals had a way of surprising you, something the five-hundred-year-old Ian had forgotten over time.
Ian met him in the private dining room they often shared to discuss matters over a meal. The younger man's green eyes flashed with suppressed excitement although his exterior remained calm.
Robert gave him a nod. "She's leaving in two days so she'll be in place on Bealtuinn."
Ian twisted his hands together, a pained expression on his face. "I hope she'll forgive me."
"You're having second thoughts?"
"Nay! I dinna want to hurt her, 'tis all. It will be a shock but she'll come around." Ian glanced down at his hands and flexed them, rubbing his knuckles as if they hurt.
Robert raised his glass. "Here's to a successful trip."
Ian nodded and downed his drink in a single gulp.
They ate in silence, each one lost in reflection. Robert wondered if Ian was reliving the years of his mortal existence. He got his answer toward the end of the meal.
"Why dinna I have any memory of Deanna? If she went back, shouldna I already have those memories?"
"It doesn't work that way," Robert replied carefully. He'd already been prepared for this question. "She'll be re-writing your history. I'm not sure, but I think you'll be living the moments along with your younger self, albeit at an accelerated pace."
"I dinna understand."
Robert smiled, thinking back to the words Ian spoke to him the first time they met—words that Ian didn't remember because they hadn't happened yet. "That's all right. Neither do I. Some things aren't meant for us to know."
***
Later that night, Ian searched his memories again in a fruitless attempt to conjure up Deanna in his past. Nothing. Of course, she hadn't gone back yet but the absence of her made him nervous. Wasn't time circular or something like that? It didn't make sense to him. His throat thickened and he struggled to swallow. The thought of losing her—in either time period…
He waited until Deanna was asleep and then slipped into her dream. "Come back to me, Deanna. I dinna want to live without you."
"I will," she mumbled, turning her lips to kiss his phantom self.
He stood before her in his tartan, careful not to reveal his face. She traced the tattoo on his arm with her fingertips and a rush of pleasure coursed through his body.
It wasn't at all the same as being able to hold her in his arms, but it was enough for now. After she made the trip, he'd have that pleasure for years.
Ian left her then, allowing her to sleep in a natural state as he reveled in the memory of her touch. Her voice, promising to come back to him, soothed his disquiet thoughts and eased his guilt. For a while anyway.
Chapter Eleven
Highlands, April 2012
A driver met Deanna at the Inverness airport to take her to the hotel at Mackay Castle. Despite her intentions to soak in the rugged beauty of the highlands during the drive, Deanna dozed off until she had almost reached her destination. The unintended nap did her some good though, and she kept her eyes glued to the scenery outside as they approached the area of Strathnaver where she'd be staying for a week.
The castle sat on a hill surrounded by a green valley and overlooked the River Naver. Despite the parking lot off to one side of the property, the castle itself looked ancient. She imagined the people who occupied it hundreds of years ago would still recognize parts of it.
Stone walls towered against the backdrop of blue sky, its round towers at each end rising higher still above the landscape. She wondered what life must have been like for the Mackay clan so long ago. Was there once a small village situated at the base of the hill, as there was now?
Sheep dotted the fertile river valley, a reminder of past times when things weren't so idyllic. During the Clearances of the 1700's, the people had been driven from their homes in preference to pastureland for sheep.
A bony man ran out to greet her as the car pulled up to the front entrance, his long gray hair pulled back from his face into a neat ponytail.
"You'd be Ms. Cameron? Welcome to Mackay Castle." He clasped her hand as she stepped out of the car and smiled broadly at her. "I'm Andrew MacFegan, the proprietor of this fine establishment. Dinna hesitate to ask for anything you desire during your stay."
"I'm happy to be here, Mr. MacFegan." And she was. Her breath caught at the wild beauty surrounding her. She still couldn't believe all this was a part of her job. "It's beautiful here."
"Aye. Wait till you tour the castle." Mr. MacFegan beamed with pride. "Dinna fash yourself with the bags. Someone will see them to your room."
He led her through the heavy wood doors and into an entryway with a rough stone floor. "The stones are original to the house."
Deanna coughed to stifle a giggle. "House" came out as "hoos" and struck her as utterly charming—in a hilarious sort of way.
They walked into a grand room with a fireplace that took up half the wall. A huge portrait hung above it and Deanna's heart tripped as she stared at it. The man posed in a white shirt and blue, green and black kilt, his long dark hair flowing freely halfway down his chest. Emerald-green eyes gazed out at her, seeming to beckon Deanna to step closer. He looked dangerous, delicious and so much like the man in her dreams that Deanna wanted to fondle the painting.
"Aye, startling portrait that." Mr. MacFegan grinned at her and Deanna felt her cheeks grow hot. "That's Ian Mackay, the last laird of the castle. He's said to haunt the grounds here, although I've never seen him myself. Other ghosties abound but none as bother the guests except to entertain them."
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