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  Chapter One


Henry Chase knew someone kept a watchful gaze on him even while he feigned sleep. A chill ran through him, making all the hairs on the back of his neck stand at attention and his scalp tingle. He scented the soft aroma of something decidedly feminine in the stale air of the hotel room. Nearby was the faint rustle of clothing. He shifted on the lumpy mattress and cracked open one eye to peer through the shadows at the tall, lithe, curvy body standing rigid on the other side of the room. 
If he’d been in his own bed, he would have reached for his baseball bat. One could never be too careful. Since he was in Dumfries, Scotland, he had no weapon. No way to defend himself from the intruder.
Her golden hair shimmered in the half light of the room and cascaded over her shoulders in silky waves. Who she was, he didn’t know? How did she get into his room? He’d locked the door. She couldn’t have climbed through the window because it didn’t open. A flicker of warning went through him.
“Who are you?” He sat up as he spoke, staring at the woman concealed by shadow.
She flinched, surprised by his sudden movement and outburst. She stepped into the faint moonlight slanting through the panes of glass. Her pale cheeks were flushed pink as she pressed a hand against her chest. Her features were as soft as her curves. She had a porcelain face with beautiful blue eyes and smooth-as-silk hair.
“You scared me half to death. Welcome to Scotland, by the way.” Her voice was a symphony to his ears. She smiled with rose-red lips as she approached. “Took you long enough.”
“Who are you? How did you get in here?”
“I’m not sure that’s relevant.” She glanced around the room before her gaze landed back on him. “I know who you are. I know why you’re here.”
Henry didn’t like her cryptic nature. He didn’t like being spied on either. “How do you know me?”
“You’re searching for your daughter, Maggie.”
“What do you know about my daughter?” Fear trickled through him as he stared at the woman standing across the room. “Are you responsible for her disappearance?”
“Gods, no! Well, not really,” she added as an afterthought.
The questions poured out of him. Questions he had needed answers to for days. 
“Where is she? Is she hurt? Where can I find her? “If you harmed her—”
“Calm down, Henry. I’ve come with a letter.” She took another step toward him as she reached into the pocket of her gown. Parchment rustled against the cloth as she pulled it out. “This should explain everything to you.”
He hesitated, staring at her.
The woman waved the parchment at him. “Go on. Take it. I promise it will hold the answers you seek.”
He slipped it from her fingers, turning it over in his hands. It looked old. It smelled old. It had been folded neatly and sealed with red wax. He didn’t recognize the seal.
“What is this? A ransom notes? Are you going to ask for thousands of dollars?”
She sighed, irritated. “No. I told you it’s a letter from Maggie.”
“From Maggie?”
“Aye. Read it. And then I’ll be on my way, my promise fulfilled.”
Henry tore past the seal and unfolded the paper. Maggie’s perfect handwriting flowing down the page stunned him.
Dear Dad,
I know you must be worried sick about me by now, not having heard from me for days. I can’t exactly explain where I am. It’s more of a when I am.
Remember when I was a little girl and I used tell you how awesome it would be if we could go back in time? And then when I got older, I used to tell you if I could go anywhere in history, it would be to the Middle Ages? That I’d always wanted to see a live jousting tournament? Well, here I am. You probably don’t believe that. You probably also wouldn’t believe me if I told you Faeries really do exist. I had a hard time believing it myself at first. But it’s all true. I’m living in the Middle Ages as Lady Margaret. I’m in love with a Scottish knight. And whenever I am, I’m safe and sound.
I’ve entrusted Princess Elyne with the delivery of this letter. She’s a Fae. Be nice to her, all right? She’s been kind to me. I would have never met Finn if it hadn’t been for her. I love you and miss you, Dad.
Love, Mags
He glanced back at the woman standing in front of him. She casually looked over her cuticles as if she had all the time in the world.
“What is this? A joke?”
“No joke, Henry, I assure you.”
His eyes narrowed. “Are you the princess?”
“The one and only.” She dipped a curtsy with a flourish. “I told you the letter would explain. Sorry it’s a little crumpled. I’ve been a bit preoccupied.”
“This can’t be true.” He fisted the paper and shook it at her. “You expect me to believe this? It has to be a hoax. Where is she?”
She shrugged one thin shoulder. “Believe what you will, Henry. But I saw Maggie write the letter. I promised her I’d deliver it to you. And deliver it I have. Now if you’ll excuse me—”
Henry shot to his feet. “Wait, please.” He couldn’t allow his one link to Maggie to escape. If the letter was real then this woman was his one connection to her.
She paused, giving him a curious glance.
He had grown up with tales of the fair folk. His Irish grandmother told him the stories of the Otherworld and he knew they were a bit mischievous and caused problems. But they didn’t exist. Did they? And would one go to so much trouble as to write a letter faking Maggie’s handwriting and deliver it to him in Dumfries? He didn’t think so. Still, he had questions. Questions he wanted answered.
“Who is Finn? What have you done with Maggie?”
“Sir Finian—Finn—McCullough. The aforementioned Scottish knight. I haven’t done anything with Maggie. Well, that’s not entirely true.” She paused, tilted her head to one side as if remembering. She tapped a finger against her chin. “I did send her back in time to break the curse but she’s the one who insisted on staying. I gave her the option to come home but she refused.”
“This is madness.” He raked his hand through his hair. “Am I to believe that my daughter, my Maggie, is living in the Middle Ages?”
“Hard to believe, isn’t it?”
He growled his annoyance. “My daughter came to Scotland searching for information on a jousting hero. She was to finish her thesis. How did she end up in the Middle Ages?”
“Oh, that. Funny story. Pity I don’t have time to tell it. I really must return.”
“No.” He reached for her, snagged her wrist before she could disappear to wherever she’d come from. She glanced down at his hand, raised an eyebrow in question. He let his hand fall away. “My apologies.”
“If you must know, she came searching for Sir Derron. He happens to be my fiancé,” she said. “We’re to be married soon.”
“You are Fae?”
“What’s so hard about this? Aye, I’m a Fae of the Otherworld. The crown princess. Daughter of Queen Maeve.”
“Prove it.”
“You’re as stubborn as Maggie. That must be where she gets it. I had to prove it to her, too.”
“Go ahead,” he taunted, not really believing she would do anything spectacular.
Elyne pursed her lips in a thin line. Seconds later a bright aura formed around her and then she glowed. Her golden hair shimmered. Her ears changed from rounded to pointed. Her skin took on an ethereal light. Brighter and brighter. To the point where he had to shield his eyes. The light burned into his corneas and he groaned.
“Believe me now?”
“Yes, yes. Turn it off.”
She muted, the light fading. “Sir Derron is now Lord Derron. He’s Protector of the Otherworld, Knight of the Realm and Guardian of the Sword of Light. Man has more titles than anyone I’ve ever known.”
“The Sword of Light,” Henry repeated, in awe the fabled relic actually existed.
He’d casually studied Celtic history as an amateur historian and teacher of medieval history. He knew of the Four Treasures and their worth to the Tuatha dé Danann. But nowhere in his readings had he discovered a guardian of the treasures.
One day, Henry, you will believe, his Irish grandmother had said when he was a young lad. Still, he didn’t believe. Odd his grandmother’s words echoed back to him now.
He looked Elyne over again. “It actually exists?”
“You humans think faeries are for children. That we’re nothing but tales of fancy. That the sacred relics of the Otherworld don’t exist. I assure you the sacred treasures do exist. And I really have to be getting back to the Otherworld. If my mother realizes I’ve left the realm, I’ll be in trouble. Again.” She sighed.
“Wait, your highness. I need to know about Maggie. Is she well?”
“She’s well and happily in love with her Scotsman.”
“In the Middle Ages?”
“Do I have to cover this again? Aye, in the Middle Ages. On second thought, that’s not entirely true.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Where is she really? I’m not leaving without her.”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”
“Why not?”
“Because, Henry, your daughter is currently in the Otherworld.” She gave him a sheepish grin.
He straightened. “Take me to her.”
“No way. If I come back with another human, my mother will really be ticked off. I’ve already caused enough problems. You’re staying here,” she wagged a finger at him, “where you belong. In the human realm.”
He reached for her again and again wrapped his hand around her wrist. His fingers tightened on her skin to press his point. “I’m not letting you go until you tell me where I can find her. Or better yet, take me there.”
She stared down at his fingers encircling her wrist. “You’re a stubborn man.”
“That I am. Though she gets it from her mother.”
Elyne chuckled. “All right, then. I can’t take you there. But I can tell you how to get there.”
“Tell me, please.”
“It’s a long story so I’ll give you the short version. There was a war in the Otherworld. A Dark Elf tried to take over. In the process, he managed to lower the veil between the human realm and the Otherworld. We, the Fae, have managed to repair most of the veil to keep the walls from coming down completely. But there are several portals that remain open. Portals that can be found in special places. You humans think they’re magical.”
“Standing stones,” he guessed.
“Someone was paying attention in history class.” She shook her head. “But standing stones won’t get you there.”
“A stone circle then.”
“Ding, ding, ding!”
He pursed his lips, annoyed. “Which circle? Where do I go?”
She snorted. “Am I to make it that easy for you? Why don’t I draw you a map while I’m at it?”
“The sooner you tell me, the sooner I release you.” He tightened his grip.
“A bargainer. I like it.” She flashed him a grin. “There are several circles more powerful than others. The weaker ones won’t push you through to the Otherworld but the ones holding stronger magic…well, they should get you there, I should think. Aberdeen would be a good place to start. You could try the Stone of Destiny on the Hill of Tara in Ireland but it’s not a circle so that might not be a viable option. Let’s see, where else. Oh, aye, of course there’s always Stonehenge. I suppose it’s up to you and how far you wish to travel to a stone circle.”
She glanced down at her wrist, then back up at him. Reluctantly, he released her.
“Thank you,” he said.
“Oh, and you should check out McCullough Castle before you leave Dumfries. It holds some very special things inside. You may want to put some clothes on before dashing out, though.” She winked and a second later vanished.
Henry blinked with her disappearance. Then realized he stood in the middle of the empty room wearing nothing but plaid boxers.

      [image: image-placeholder]He couldn’t sleep. It was impossible with the knowledge his daughter had ended up in the Middle Ages.  That can’t be the truth of it. The princess didn’t seem willing to share the information either.
After Elyne’s disappearance, he smoothed the crumpled parchment on the bedcovers and read it again. The handwriting looked like Maggie’s. The paper felt old enough to be from the Middle Ages. But the look of age could be easily forged. Could he believe the princess?
He’d come to Scotland when Maggie failed to check in with him as she’d promised. He hadn’t heard from her in days and her cell phone went straight to voice mail whenever he called. He’d been sick with worry. He had begged her to stay in the States until her friend was well enough to travel. But she was headstrong and stubborn and insisted she could make the trip alone.
I should have never let her go alone.
He flipped on the light and packed his clothes and toiletries. He would start with McCullough Castle as the Fae princess suggested. He needed to find out where he could locate the nearest stone circle. Aberdeen was a five-hour drive. He didn’t want to invest that kind of time if he could find a stone circle nearby.
But what if the magic isn’t strong enough?
He shook his head to whisk the thought away. Already he started to believe what the princess had said. He couldn’t. Wouldn’t. He would find the answers at Castle McCullough. He knew it. There was no such thing as magic stone circles or Faeries. Were there?
Dawn broke over the horizon as he checked out and left the hotel behind. He put his lone suitcase in the trunk of his compact rental. A quick consult of the roadmap and he was on his way to the site of Castle McCullough. It was a short drive, not far from Dumfries.
He’d tried to teach Maggie to read a map and even though she seemed to understand it, he’d caught her numerous times reading it upside down. What if she’d gotten lost and something horrible happened to her?
The route he took was scenic, the land lush and green. No wonder Maggie was drawn to this place, this country. It would be hard not to love it as she did. Thinking about her letter reminded him of all the conversations they had where she talked about the Middle Ages, how she longed to be a lady in that time period.
“You realize there was no plumbing back then?” he asked.
“So what? It would be awesome to see a live jousting tournament.”
“You’d hate it the second you couldn’t have a shower or brush your teeth,” he chided.
“Again, real jousting. Hello.”
“I don’t know, Mags. It’s not a renaissance festival. Life was difficult for them back then. They faced all sorts of diseases and men died from injuries. Their medicine was primitive.”
“Do you have to be a killjoy?”
He chuckled now at their exchange. She must have been sixteen at the time. She’d loved flipping through his medieval books, something he encouraged at a young age. Perhaps he was mistaken by persuading her to be like him. He never expected her to follow in his footsteps, though he was never prouder. When he discovered she was missing, he immediately filed for an extended leave of absence from Woodford College where he taught medieval literature.
Taking a turn, he headed down a bumpy road. He slowed the car, trying to keep the steering under control. It looked as though it had rained not too long ago. The car approached a mud puddle. Depressing the brake, he came to a halt.
On the hill a castle stood against the blue expanse of morning sky. That had to be Castle McCullough. He wondered what was so special about it and why the Fae princess—really, he still couldn’t believe she was a Fae—had directed him to it. And how would he get inside? There wasn’t a lot of traffic heading up to it, so it didn’t seem to be a tourist attraction. In fact, he couldn’t recall seeing it on any list of places that were a must-see in Scotland.
“Odd, that.” It comforted him to hear his own voice.
He consulted his map again but when he looked at it, where he thought McCullough Castle should be, it was no longer there. Puzzled, he wrinkled his brow. He pulled off his spectacles and cleaned them with the end of his cotton shirt, then slid them back on to look at the map once again.
Still wasn’t there.
“What the dickens…?”
“Hi, Henry.”
He nearly jumped out of his skin at the sound of the female voice right next to him. Elyne sat in the passenger seat, her elbow propped on the car door as she gave him a broad smile.
“What the devil are you doing here?”
“Not the Devil. Fae.” She thumbed at her chest. “And you still don’t believe, eh?”
He growled annoyance.
“I would have thought my disappearance and reappearance would have been enough for you, but I guess not,” she said. “I had to make other arrangements.”
“By making the castle disappear on the map?”
“How else are you going to believe? Look again.”
He glanced down. The castle had returned to the map. “What trickery is this?”
“No trickery,” she said innocently. “Fae magic. We can travel through time. Sift, as we call it. This is the exact same road Maggie took when her car broke down in the pouring rain. I took pity on her and allowed the cursed castle to be visible.” She nodded toward it.
“The castle is cursed?”
“Well, no. Not anymore. Not since Maggie came along.”
“This is madness.” He flung open the door, got out, and then spread the map on the hood of the small car to scrutinize it. “One second it’s there. The next it’s not. I must get my glasses checked.”
“No need.” Elyne had exited the other side and stood across from him, the car between them. “Your glasses are fine.”
“Stop it.”
“Stop what?”
“Stop whatever it is you’re doing.”
“I’m not doing anything but trying to convince you Faeries are real and Maggie is safe.”
“Then take me to her, now!”
“No can do.”
“Why not?”
She sighed. “I already told you. No more sifting humans for me. My mother—the queen in case you didn’t catch that—will have my head. Now pop on round to the castle and see what you can see. ’Kay?”
She lifted her arms, as though ready to disappear.
“What if they won’t let me in?”
“Oh, I’m sure you can use your powers of persuasion. You are a professor, aren’t you?”
And then she was gone. He blinked.
“Bloody hell,” he muttered. “That Fae is going to be the death of me.”
Henry got behind the wheel once again and puttered up the hill as fast as the little car would go. On the other side of the small ridge, a tow truck hooked up another compact car to the back. Maggie’s car? The princess said she broke down on this road but if that were true, wouldn’t the car be gone by now? It had been weeks since he’d had word from his daughter.
“Reminder! Fae magic at work!”
Her disembodied voice surrounded him but she didn’t make an appearance this time. Finally, the bumpy road turned into a gravel one and headed up to the main drive through a lovely courtyard featuring a large fountain. The drive ended at the front door of the castle. No guards, no gate, just a gravel circular drive. The front door was large, oaken, with iron medieval hinges.
Henry got out of the car and stood to gaze at the structure. It had to be at least seven hundred years old, with two wings spanning out from the center. Perhaps three stories. He couldn’t tell. Some of it looked as though it had been renovated where very old met new.
Taking a deep breath, he headed to the door and rang the bell. He paused in reverence of the structure that was hundreds of years old. It would be like stepping on hallowed ground.
This was no modern door chime either. This was an actual bell that bonged somewhere deep inside the castle. Henry marveled at the stonework as the great oaken door swung open. On the other side, a tall bearded man with a riot of red hair and twinkling silvery eyes peered out at him.
“Tours are over for the day, my good man.” He had a deep and jovial voice. “But we open early in the morn.”
What? He’d left shortly after dawn. He hadn’t been driving that long. It couldn’t be the end of the day yet. His brows knit as he consulted his watch. A few minutes had passed since he’d gotten out of the car.
“I don’t understand. Its morning, isn’t it?”
“Are ya daft, man?” He chuckled low in his throat. “It’s early evening.”
“That can’t be right.”
“Aye, it can. The sun sets there.” He pointed over Henry’s shoulder.
Henry followed his finger and noticed that indeed the sun was on the horizon. What the bloody…?
Fae magic!
Elyne’s voice was in his head. What was she doing to him? Was she trying to make him crazy?
“My apologies. I’ve been driving most of the day—” He stopped short, remembering Elyne’s words, and put on a winning smile. “I’m Dr. Henry Chase, professor of medieval literature from Woodford College in Pennsylvania. I was hoping to have a private tour of the castle? I understand it’s spectacular.”
“Chase, you say?” His brow wrinkled as he gave him a once-over. Henry wished he looked more the part of a professor. Wrinkled cotton t-shirt and jeans didn’t exactly fit the mold, though tweed jacket and khakis with his glasses would probably be pushing it over the top a bit.
I’ll say.
Elyne again. He wished she would get out of his head.
Not on your life. I have to make sure you don’t mess this up.
“Are you by chance related at all to Lady Margaret Chase?”
Maggie’s letter came rushing back to him. She’d mentioned she was living in the Middle Ages by the name of Lady Margaret. Could it be true then?
In case you missed the memo, this is where you say yes, Elyne whispered.
“Yes, I am.”
“By Saint George! Patrick McCullough, my man.” He grabbed Henry’s hand and pumped it several times in a rowdy handshake. “’Tis wonderful to see kinfolk any time of day or night. Do come in.” He pulled Henry across the threshold, then shouted, “Andrea!” Flashing a grin, he said, “My wife Andrea will want to meet you straightaway.”
Everything happened so quickly, Henry wasn’t sure to what he’d agreed. Stunned, he allowed Patrick to lead him into the main hall, complete with modern furnishings and a gallery overhead.
Two young boys scampered in front of their mother, who also carried a baby girl on her hip. She was tall, lithe, with a mass of auburn waves about her face and pretty blue eyes. She smiled sweetly as she approached.
“Andrea, dear, this is Dr. Henry Chase. Lady Margaret is his ancestor.” He turned to Henry. “My wife, Andrea. And these are our three monkeys.” He tweaked the nose of the baby, who had pale-red hair like her father.
“Pleasure to meet you,” she said with an English lilt. She was clearly not Scottish.
But Henry couldn’t get past the “ancestor” thing. He wasn’t an ancestor. He was her father, for crying out loud.
They welcomed him inside, offering tea and scones.
“No, thank you,” Henry said. “How about a quick tour?”
“Certainly,” Patrick said.
Andrea and Patrick talked about the history of the castle, how Lady Margaret was credited with the revival of McCullough Castle when she returned with the laird—a Scottish knight—from a jousting tournament in the mid-thirteen hundreds.
“Rumor was Laird McCullough had a bit of a gambling problem,” Patrick said. “But the Lady Margaret set him straight. He was never seen playing cards or dice again. At least not for money. This would have been the main hall. Where most of them would eat and sleep and be entertained. It’s been renovated of course for more modern accommodations. Come this way. I’ll show you the portrait room.”
Patrick waved him to follow and took him through the main hall to the east wing. There were numerous doors to rooms, he said, that were largely undisturbed.
“How much does it cost to keep this place running?” Henry asked.
Patrick chuckled. “It’s not cheap, I’ll tell you. I do most of the maintenance myself. My wife handles the staff, the planning and the finances. I’d say a million a month is a nice round number. Ah, here we are.”
Henry was still processing the million a month when they arrived at the portrait room. Paintings stretched over every available surface of the walls from the bottom to the top. Most were in ornate frames, others in simple frames. Beneath the portraits, the walls were a garnet color. The flooring was a warm oaken color topped by a plush rug to match the walls. At the entrance, several suits of armor were on display.
“As you can see, we have a long line of McCulloughs. We’re a proud brood.”
“I can tell.” Henry gazed around at the portraits. “Whose armor is this?”
“Ah, that’s Sir Finian’s jousting armor. It’s seven hundred years old. He was noted for being a popular jousting hero back in his day and spent a lot of time at tournaments. That’s how he met Lady Margaret. The story is she gave him her favor and he jousted for her.”
“And he won her heart?” Henry asked.
“Naturally.” Patrick smiled. “But I understand he never jousted again after that tourney. Seems the laird was perfectly happy to start a family with his new wife.”
Henry gazed up at the walls and suddenly his heart throbbed painfully with fear, excitement, dread. “Do you…have a portrait of her?”
“Of course.”
He led Henry to the center of the room to one hanging in the middle of the wall. The portrait was one of the bigger ones, with one of the more ornate frames. It had been beautifully painted, capturing the essence of Maggie. A hint of her smile drew up the corners of her mouth as she stood for the painter. She wore a gown of soft blue, belted at the waist. Beside her, a tall Scottish man with the same silvery eyes as Patrick.
But there was no mistaking the woman in the portrait was his daughter. His Maggie. He would know her sweet face anywhere. Everything Elyne had told him was true. Maggie really had ended up in the Middle Ages, really had married a Scottish knight.
Henry faltered, the room spun and the floor rose up to meet him. Andrea shouted her husband’s name who grasped Henry by the arm and led him to a chair.
“I say, are you all right?” Patrick asked.
“You gave us a fright. I’ll fetch you some tea,” Andrea said.
Henry shook his head to clear it. “No need for all the trouble. I’m all right now. Just experienced a bit of a shock is all.”
“Would you like to continue the tour?” Patrick asked.
Henry nodded, listening with half an ear as they walked through the rest of the room. He saw portraits of Maggie and her children—his grandchildren! She’d had three—two girls and a boy. The boy was the image of Maggie while the girls resembled their father. The McCullough line had survived for several generations. The more he heard about Lady Margaret, the prouder he was of his daughter.
“Patrick, is there a stone circle nearby?” Henry interrupted the description of the Laird McCullough circa 1851.
He chuckled. “There are stone circles all over Scotland. But, aye, you can find one not far from here. ’Tis about a half-hour drive southwest. Do you fancy seeing it?”
Henry gave him a sheepish grin. “I have an interest in stone circles.”
“I’ll give you directions after we dine, then.”
“I’ve enjoyed your hospitality long enough,” Henry said. “I would hate to impose any longer. If you could give me directions now, I’d be grateful.”
“Bollocks. You can drive up in the morning.”
Henry didn’t want to be rude, but he couldn’t wait. “I really need to get to that stone circle tonight.”
Patrick and Andrea exchange a look. They must think I’ve lost my mind.
“Do you have a map? I can show you,” Patrick said.
Ten minutes later, Henry bid farewell to the McCullough clan. Patrick offered him a warm invitation to come back anytime.
Night enveloped the land, the full moon shining brightly overhead. Back in the car, Henry drove away from McCullough castle down the road he came. He followed Patrick’s directions and it wasn’t long before he made it to the stone circle. He parked and got out.
The stones stood silent in the shimmery moonlight. The cool night air chilled, but as he approached, warmth and power emanated upward off them. There were twelve large boulders in a circle. As he peered into the circle, the veil separating the human realm from the Otherworld shimmered with an ethereal luminescence.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Elyne materialized next to him. Her appearance and disappearance didn’t startle him. Almost as though he expected it.
He gave her a quick bow. “Princess Elyne.”
“You believe now, do you?” She lifted her chin and looked down her nose at him.
“Yes.” He nodded to the circle. “If I go through, will I find Maggie?”
“This stone circle is not as strong as the ones I mentioned,” she said.
“Aberdeen is several hours from here,” he said. “I’m willing to give this one a try.”
“And if it doesn’t work?”
“Then I’ll be driving to Aberdeen,” he said. “Will I find Maggie?”
“Maggie is in the Otherworld, aye,” Elyne said. “Every portal is different. I don’t know where this one will take you.”
“But I’ll be in the Otherworld?” he asked.
“Aye.”
Henry contemplated the stone circle. He had nothing to lose by stepping through, so he took a step.
“Good luck, Henry,” she said.
“Thank you, princess.”
He stepped past the first boulder, walking through to the center of the circle. Nothing happened. He looked up at the night sky. The stars twinkled down at him. He waited. Perhaps it didn’t work. She said it wasn’t as strong. Perhaps he would have to drive to Aberdeen anyway. The princess stood outside the circle. She propped her hands on her hips.
“Are you always this difficult?”
He started to reply, to take a step toward his car when she snapped her fingers and spouted something in Gaelic he didn’t understand. He opened his mouth to ask her what she was doing, but the words were ripped from him as sure as his breath.
Suddenly, he fell. He gasped, his arms flailing. He tried to catch himself on something—anything—but there was nothing. He slipped through a black void that pressed all around him, stealing his breath.
Icy wind slammed into him, prickling his exposed arms. His teeth chattered. He couldn’t keep his eyes open. A moment later, he blacked out.
When Henry regained consciousness, a cool wind blew across his body. He shivered. Something damp was below him. He blinked his eyes open to see he lay at the edge of a shimmering loch, half his body in the water. He crawled away from the edge and into the soft grass. He’d never been so tired.
The stone circle was nowhere in sight. Fear pounded into his veins as he realized he had taken a step he couldn’t undo. What if he’d made a mistake? What if he wasn’t in the Otherworld but some other realm? What if Maggie wasn’t here?
He swallowed his fear and tried to calm his drumming heart. He gazed up at the stars that seemed a jumble. Not at all like the ones back home. He didn’t recognize this place and the constellations looked different. He hoped he was one step closer to finding Maggie.
As Henry was about to shove to his feet, a dagger pressed against his throat. Moonlight illuminated the sharp steel. A quick glance around and he realized he was surrounded by several ugly creatures with bald heads, sharp pointy teeth, elongated hawk noses and glowing red eyes. All with swords drawn. He froze.
“Looksie what I found. A human.” He licked his lips. “Humans good for roasting.”
“Aye, let’s roast ’im!” another said. “Let’s take ’im back to camp.”
“On your feet, human. You’s coming to our barbecue,” the first said.
That confirmed it. He knew he was in the Otherworld and the dread and panic took firm root inside him.






  
  Chapter Two


Weeks after her brush with death, Queen Maeve finally regained enough strength to make the trek from the foothills of the Stone of Destiny to the Queen’s Palace. She had wanted to leave sooner, but Seamus, the royal healer, wouldn’t allow it. He had tried to persuade her to wait until she was fully recovered. But after many days of argument, he finally gave in. 
At last, the camp had been packed, the horses readied, the Fae and Elves prepared for travel. With the queen in the company, Seamus insisted she be heavily guarded. No one argued with his demands.
Queen Maeve had sent the new Council ahead to the palace to begin reconstruction. They’d sifted there, leaving her behind with the remaining soldiers, a few prisoners, Seamus and the Elven royalty. When she thought she would die on the Stone of Destiny, she’d transferred all her magic to Elyne, so she had to make the journey the old-fashioned way—on horseback. She was far too proud to allow anyone to sift her to the palace. Besides, it had been years since she’d enjoyed a ride through the countryside.
Seamus mounted his horse next to her. “Are you certain about this, your majesty?”
“I have lingered here long enough, Seamus. I must return to the palace. There is much to be done.”
“Aye, my queen, there is. But Elyne—”
“May be capable but I need to return. The people need to see me leading once again.”
Most of the Fae had been wiped out in the war with Lord Kieran. The loss of life had been too great for Maeve to face while she recovered. Now she mourned so many of her people and the Elves. She owed a great debt of gratitude to King Urdithane for sending his Elven warriors to help fight.
The young Elven princess Allanna had returned to her father, escorted by a large group of Elven soldiers. She would impart the news of the battle to him. Prince Andahar and Lord Eldrin, two Elven princes who had helped with the fight, joined the party traveling to the palace. With the murder of the Guardians of the Spear and Club, Elyne had appointed each of them a Guardian. Andahar carried the Club on his belt while Eldrin kept the Spear close at hand. A garrison had remained behind to guard the Stone of Destiny until Maeve could find a replacement.
The black dragon Nero followed them through the sky as they traveled to the Queen’s Palace. Every night when they made camp, the dragon would land nearby, curl into a ball with his tail around his big body, and sleep. And every morning when they packed up camp, the dragon would watch their caravan overhead. Maeve found it curious the great black dragon—who had been controlled by their enemy, Lord Kieran—should follow them.
“Would you like me to do something about the dragon, your majesty?” Prince Andahar asked.
He must have sensed her concern. She smiled. “No, Andahar. The dragon has posed no threat.”
“Not as yet,” he agreed, eyeing the beast in the sky. “But what if he attacks?”
“Lord Kieran is dead and his first-in-command a prisoner of the Fae. I doubt the dragon will attack without either of them commanding him to.”
“I don’t like it,” Seamus put in. He rode to the left of the queen, keeping close in case she needed immediate medical attention. “He could attack any time without warning. It’s dangerous to allow him to continue to follow us.”
“Thank you both for your concern,” she said. “But until I say otherwise, Nero is to be left alone.”
“Nero?” Seamus scoffed. “You call it by its name?”
“Why shouldn’t I? The other dragons have names.”
“Aye, but Ambrielle, Luna and Aura did not attack us. We would have certainly perished on the Hill of Tara had they not been part of the battle,” Seamus said.
Maeve knew. She was the one who brought them out of shadow. She’d put the dragons to sleep thousands of years ago when man and Fae alike hunted them to near extinction. She had promised Ambrielle she would one day release them when the need arose. With the threat of Kieran, it had been necessary to awaken them.
She hadn’t seen the three dragons since the battle ended and Elyne had refused to put them back into shadow. Maeve hadn’t argued with her, secretly agreeing the dragons could become an integral part of their world once again.
It seemed they had traveled forever so when the Queen’s Palace came into view at long last on the horizon, it was a welcome sight. A wash of emotions passed through her—from relief to seeing her beloved home to excitement she would finally be able to return to her private chamber alone. It had been difficult to attend to her personal needs with so many men around.
She’d had some lingering pain from the injuries she’d sustained at the Stone of Destiny. The hard riding hadn’t eased that much. And if that wasn’t enough, she was still without her magic.
“Another few hours, your majesty, and we’ll be there,” Andahar said. “Welcome home.”
“You may welcome me home, Andahar, when we ride through the gates and this journey is behind us at last,” she said.
He laughed. They’d become traveling companions over the journey. As crown prince to the reign of the Elves and leader of the Elven warriors, mayhap Andahar felt as though he should remain by her side. He would do the same for his father, King Urdithane.
“Night falls, my queen,” Seamus said. “We should make camp.”
Her other traveling companion was not so amicable. Seamus constantly worried about her health and her strength. He urged her to not push herself so hard while riding, but the queen had insisted they cover as many miles as they could in a day. Now with home so close, she shook her head.
“Nay, Seamus. We continue until we reach the gates.”
“My queen—”
“We continue,” she repeated. Her back stiffened, her eyes straight ahead as she pinned her gaze on the palace. She was so close now she wouldn’t stop.
“Ride ahead and with a message to my daughter the company approaches,” she said.
“And leave your side?” Seamus shook his head. “Nay, your majesty. I cannot, as healer, leave you alone. What if something should happen to you?”
“I assure you my health is in top condition, Seamus.” Even as she spoke the words, she had a pang of discomfort shoot through her. “I have Prince Andahar to protect me. Ride ahead and tell them. We will increase our speed once you’re out of sight to cover more miles.”
Seamus’ lips thinned into a grimace as he gripped his reins. He kicked his horse into a run and galloped away, dirt clods flying in his wake.
“I think you may have insulted him, your majesty.” Andahar chuckled.
“I grow tired of his hovering and constant tending. He treats me as though I’m made of glass. Therefore, I think I don’t care.” She flashed him a smile and gave him a surreptitious wink.
Andahar laughed out loud.
Maeve made good on her word to pick up the pace toward the palace. As soon as Seamus was out of sight, she ordered the group into a gallop. As night fell, they stopped to light torches to help lead them the rest of the way.
The gates to the outer bailey were a welcome sight but Maeve could still see a lot of damage from the attack. Tents and campfires dotted the landscape outside the walls of the palace. She scanned the dirty faces and realized these were Fae who had been displaced by the war. Men, women and children emerged from their tents. As she rode through their encampment, cheers rose up from them. Cheers of joy at seeing their queen return home at last, reinforcing her decision to return was the right one.
Lord Vaughan, her new advisor, and several of the council members waited for her arrival. Relieved to be home at last, Maeve dismounted. Her muscles ached from the long ride and she was weary.
“Welcome home, my queen,” Vaughan said and bowed low.
“Thank you. This is Prince Andahar. Please make sure he is comfortable as he is one of our honored guests.”
“Aye, we’ll see to his needs.”
“And also Lord Eldrin. Where is he?” She asked this last question of Andahar.
“He prefers to ride with his men,” Andahar replied.
“Make sure that he has proper accommodations as well, Vaughan. These Elves helped keep me alive on the Hill of Tara.”
Vaughan nodded understanding, then motioned for one of the servants. “Please see Prince Andahar to one of the guest bedchambers in the east wing.”
Before he left, Andahar took Maeve’s hand and kissed it. “Thank you, your majesty.” He nodded farewell as she turned to Vaughan.
“How much damage has the castle sustained?” She started walking again, her mind on one thing—seclusion in her own private chamber.
“Quite a bit. Lord Kieran’s men slaughtered our servants and burned several of the outbuildings. I’ve had men working day and night to rebuild,” he said.
“Don’t work them too hard, Vaughan. They’ve lost family members. There needs to be a mourning period.”
As she entered, chaos reigned. Builders and soldiers crowded the palace. One of the outer walls had been breached in the battle and men worked to repair it. There weren’t enough accommodations for everyone. The last thing she wanted was noise and chaos.
She heaved a sigh. “Stop the repairs for the next few nights. I’m weary, Vaughan, and need the rest. Remove all the soldiers, Fae and Elf, from the palace walls. We’ll have to find someplace else for them. Find rooms for the officers. What of the prisoners we transported from the Hill of Tara?”
“They have been dealt with accordingly,” Lord Vaughan said. “I saw to it personally they were put in the Reformatory.”
“Make sure the wards are strong and double the guards, if possible. I don’t want anyone trying to escape, especially those loyal to Lord Kieran. We don’t need more trouble.”
“Aye, my queen. Shortly before your arrival, the black dragon landed nearby. No one can shoo him away. He seems to have taken up permanent residence on the southeast side of the palace.”
She knit her brows. “Near my private chamber?”
“Aye, your majesty. What would you like done with him?”
“Nothing.” Her gut twisted, though. Why would Nero land there? “I want the dragon unharmed.”
“He frightens the men,” Lord Vaughan said.
“He won’t hurt them.” Somehow, she knew that. “Make sure no one touches the dragon.”
“And if he attacks?”
“Then you have my permission to fight. Where is my daughter?”
“Hello, Mother. Welcome home.”
Elyne gave her a broad smile and then embraced her. It was uncharacteristic. It took Maeve a moment to react and return the hug.
“I’ll entrust you, Lord Vaughan, with your duties,” Maeve said. Then to Elyne, “Come, daughter. Brief me on everything that’s happened in my absence.”
Maeve led Elyne to her private council chamber. Once inside, she closed the door.
“The repairs are going well,” Elyne began. “Most of the interior chamber have been reconstructed. I took the liberty of using your magic.” She gave her a sheepish grin.
Maeve couldn’t be angry with Elyne. It was what she would have done. “Good. The sooner the palace is restored, the better. What have you learned from the commoners? How many villages did Kieran destroy?”
“Lord Derron and his men have been scouting the countryside looking for survivors. Most of the villages were wiped out. He burned them to the ground.”
Hearing that, a pang of sorrow followed by anger went through her.
Elyne continued. “Kieran also managed to destroy most of the crops and stole a lot of the livestock. The survivors we’ve found were starving. We brought them to the palace grounds.”
Maeve was pleased by her daughter’s decision. As she suspected, the Fae she saw outside the walls no longer had homes. “Good. How many are housed here?”
“Several thousand, I’m afraid.”
“I would like to meet with the High Council as soon as possible to begin planning our recovery,” Maeve said. “What of the walls? Are they holding?”
The walls between the Otherworld and the human realm had been fractured. Again, due to Lord Kieran. He had tried to take them down and conquer both realms to claim as his own.
“They are. The High Druid used his powers to keep them from falling completely. He also restored the Barrier between the Seelie and Unseelie realm, but there are several Unseelie here,” Elyne explained.
“What is being done about that?”
“Lord Derron has sent what men he could spare to round them up and return them to the Dark,” she said. “A difficult task, though, since we are short on men.”
“I will ask Prince Andahar for assistance from the Elves,” Maeve said.
At the mention of the Elves, her daughter shifted in her seat and looked uncomfortable. Elyne dragged her lower lip through her teeth.
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six-thousand-year-old vendetta, can a human masquerading as a
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