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        Present Day

        Aberdeen, Scotland

      

      

      Fiona couldn’t take her eyes off the painting. It depicted a stunning landscape from somewhere in the Scottish Highlands, rolling hills and mountains, a sprawling forest, and a pristine blue sky.  Something about it drew her toward it, and she had an odd sense of déjà vu, as if she’d seen this painting before.

      She blinked, pulling herself back to the present. She glanced around the tiny museum she’d found tucked away on a tiny side street in Aberdeen. Besides herself, there was a middle-aged English couple, a small group of bored-looking students with their enthusiastic teacher, and an elderly woman who kept casting surreptitious glances her way. They’d all passed this painting by; Fiona was the only one who seemed to notice it existence.

      She turned her focus back to the painting, studying the label next to it: 1390, Scottish Highlands. Artist Unknown.

      “An art dealer in Edinburgh discovered this at an estate sale.”

      Fiona turned as the elderly museum owner, Callum, approached her with a smile.

      “I knew there was something special about it,” he continued.

      “It’s lovely,” Fiona said politely, though she didn’t want to get stuck talking to him. She’d already witnessed him trying to up sell kitschy souvenirs to the other tourists.

      “Ah, an American,” Callum said, before she could walk away. “Where are you from?”

      “Chicago.”

      She decided not to mention that she was in Scotland for what was supposed to be her honeymoon. Only a few weeks ago, she’d called off her wedding after discovering her fiancé Derek cheating on her with his coworker. Fiona kept a polite smile pinned on her face, even as bitterness pierced her at the memory.

      “Chicago. Lovely city I hear,” Callum said. “Never been out of Scotland myself. Always hoped to one day go to America.”

      Fiona's phone chirped with a text—the perfect out. Relief flowed through her, and she gave Callum an apologetic look as she pointed to her phone, starting to step around him.

      “Before you make your way out, perhaps you’d like to explore the gift shop?” Callum asked, a mercenary gleam in his eyes.

      Fiona stifled a sigh. He'd gotten her; he probably didn’t care one bit about the painting. She cast one last look at it before trailing him to the adjoining gift shop, where she ended up buying several mugs and key chains she didn’t need.

      As she headed out of the gift shop with her stash of souvenirs, her skin prickled at the sensation of eyes on the back of her neck. Fiona turned.

      Shock roiled through her. The same elderly woman who’d kept looking at her in the museum stood in the back of the gift shop. Only now, it looked as if she’d aged down by about ten years; she had fewer wrinkles and much of the gray strands in her hair had vanished, replaced with strands of black. And Fiona was certain it was the same woman.

      “Can I help you with anything else?” Callum asked eagerly, as Fiona stood frozen by the open doorway.

      “No,” Fiona forced herself to say, before returning her focus to the woman. But the woman was no longer there. Fiona looked around, confused, but the woman was nowhere to be seen. “Have—have a good day.”

      What the hell was that all about? Fiona wondered in a daze, as she stepped out onto the street, making her way to her rental car. First, the painting that had mesmerized her, striking her with that sense of déjà vu, and then the female Benjamin Button.

      She’d only been in Scotland for a few days, and nothing out of the ordinary had happened until today. It surprised Fiona how much she enjoyed the country. She’d never been here before, but it felt like she was returning home after a long absence. After Derek’s betrayal, her best friend, Isabelle, had encouraged her to re-purpose this trip into a solo artist retreat of sorts. As an artist, she loved sketching and painting beautiful landscapes; Scotland had them in spades.

      She’d started her trip here in Aberdeen, intending to make her way to the Highlands, where she’d stay in Inverness for a couple of days, before heading down to Glasgow and then Edinburgh, where she’d meet up with Isabelle. She planned to submit the landscapes she sketched here to an art show back in Chicago. Fiona taught art to high school students for a living, and unlike other art teachers she knew, she found her job fulfilling and enjoyed it—but sometimes she got the urge to put her works on display.

      Fiona slid into her rental car, giving the museum one last glance before starting the car and driving away. She’d found it by accident after stopping for coffee at a nearby café. Despite the pushy owner, the strange woman, and the painting, she’d enjoyed visiting it and taking in the paintings and sculptures it had on display. It was the type of place Derek would have hated to visit; looking at art wasn’t one of his favorite pastimes. Now that she thought about it, that wasn’t a good sign.

      She scowled as she recalled Derek’s dismissiveness of her art. He’d urged her to go into graphic design instead, insisting she’d make more money and wouldn’t have to teach. Her insistence that she liked the good old-fashioned raw materials of sketching and painting had fallen on deaf ears. But Derek hadn’t been the best listener. Or the best fiancé, she thought, with a wave of bitterness.

      She’d discovered his cheating in the most cliché of ways. With the date of their wedding getting closer, things had become oddly tense between them. They’d gotten into a terrible fight over the guest list, and Fiona had gone to his apartment, prepared to offer him an olive branch. And that’s when she’d found him in bed with Karen, his coworker whom Fiona had never liked.

      Looking back, what surprised her the most was her utter lack of heartbreak. She’d been humiliated, she’d cried, and she’d yelled at him when he called with pathetic excuses, but she’d not felt the level of devastation one should feel after discovering such a betrayal.

      Derek had often accused her of not fully opening herself up to him, and maybe there was some truth to that. Her parents had died in a car accident when she was five, and she'd been raised by her kind yet distant Aunt Carol. Carol had died when she was in college, and ever since she’d developed the bad habit of isolating herself; closing herself off to relationships. Her relationship with Derek was an attempt to change this. So when Derek proposed after two years of dating, she’d accepted. She was twenty-eight, Derek thirty, it just seemed like the logical next step for them.

      But something had never felt quite . . . right between them. Their lovemaking was okay, their relationship . . . fine, but there hadn’t been the fire she always imagined she’d feel when she met The One. Hell, she’d felt more of a pull toward that landscape painting than to her ex-fiancé.

      By the time she pulled into the parking garage of her hotel, she decided to put the strange encounter at the museum behind her, along with all thoughts of her ex. She entered the candlelit lobby, averting her eyes from at least two couples engaged in full-on PDA. Her hotel was a romantic destination for honeymooners and couples; she’d had to make a rather humiliating phone call asking them to downgrade her room to a standard one from the honeymoon suite, and they’d obliged her without too many questions.

      She entered her hotel room, catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her chestnut brown hair had escaped from its loose bun during her drive, returning to its naturally unruly state somewhere between wavy and curly. Her light brown eyes were shadowed, and she wearily rubbed at them. Encountering that painting—and the strange woman—at the museum had affected her more than she’d thought.

      She sighed, tossing her bag of useless souvenirs onto the bed. She’d already bought too many souvenirs; at this point she’d have to buy another suitcase before she left. At the thought of leaving Scotland, a sudden sadness filled her. She dreaded leaving this beautiful country with its lush landscapes, kind people, and most importantly, its long distance from Chicago—Ground Zero of her broken engagement.

      Her phone rang and she glanced down at it: Isabelle. The incident at the museum had distracted her so much, she’d forgotten Isabelle had texted.

      “Do you love Scotland or do you love Scotland?” Isabelle asked, as soon as Fiona answered.

      Fiona grinned at Isabelle's enthusiasm. Without Isabelle's influence, Fiona would have canceled the trip altogether.

      “I have to say, you were right. I love it,” Fiona said. “I’m glad I came. When did you get in?”

      “Late last night. I’m a little jet-lagged,” Isabelle said, stifling a yawn, “but I can’t wait to meet up with you after I do the obligatory family meet up.”

      “Tell Scott I said hi,” Fiona said. Isabelle’s brother Scott and his wife lived in Edinburgh.

      “I will. And, um, he may have a couple of friends he’d like to introduce you to,” Isabelle hedged.

      “No way,” Fiona said. Isabelle had been on her case to get a rebound ever since she’d told her of Derek’s betrayal. But Fiona had no intention of doing so. After the Derek disaster, she was content to be on her own. Maybe she was better off alone.

      “Well. If said friends happen to be at a bar we were to visit . . .” Isabelle continued, her tone mischievous.

      “I’m not here to have a fling, Isabelle,” Fiona said, scowling. “Solo artist retreat, remember? Me time, remember?”

      “Doesn’t mean you can’t have fun,” Isabelle said innocently.

      “Isabelle—"

      “OK, OK. I’ll tell my brother—and his wife—to lay off. Tell me what you’ve been up to so far,” Isabelle said with a sigh.

      Fiona told her about the museums she’d visited and some cityscapes she’d already sketched. She left out today’s incident at the museum. She didn’t even know how she’d describe what happened. I saw a painting that hypnotized me and an old woman reverse aged in the span of minutes. I may or may not be losing my mind.

      After Isabelle yawned the fifth time, Fiona urged her to get some rest and ended the call.

      Isabelle was a fellow teacher from her school and they’d become fast friends, even though they were total opposites. Isabelle was loud, feisty, and opinionated, Fiona more reserved. As she looked down at her phone, she wondered if she should have told Isabelle about the painting, and the de-aging woman at the museum. Isabelle was logical to a fault; she’d have a reasonable explanation.

      Fiona shook her head, telling herself that they were both mere coincidences; odd blips on an otherwise ordinary trip to Scotland. But a nagging part of her couldn’t help but suspect they were linked.
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        Macleay Castle

      

      

      The cheers and laughter that surrounded Eadan grated at his ears. He forced a smile and raised his cup of ale as a distant cousin shouted words of congratulations from across the hall. At his side, Magaidh, his bride-to-be, wore a strained smile that must have matched his own. Eadan met her eyes, stiffening at the hatred he saw lurking in their green depths, before she quickly lowered them. His bride-to-be seemed to hate this arrangement as much as he did.

      The grand hall of Macleay Castle was more crowded than usual, filled with various members of two formerly feuding clans, Clan Acheson and Clan Macleay.  They were all gathered to celebrate his betrothal to Magaidh, the daughter of the Acheson chief. Eadan sat at the head table with Magaidh and other leading nobles of the two clans.

      He looked out at the great hall. Light from the various candles and two large fireplaces that were on opposite ends of the hall illuminated the cheerful faces of the guests. Several servants moved to and fro, carrying trays of wine and ale to refill their cups. The boisterous conversation of the guests filled every corner of the vaulted great hall. Eadan studied their jovial faces, wishing he could share the same cheer.

      “Christ, Eadan.” Eadan stiffened as Ronan, seated on his opposite site, hissed the oath in his ears. “At least try tae seem like ye’re happy about this. That smile looks painful."

      Eadan turned to scowl at Ronan. Ronan was his cousin; Eadan’s father Bran had raised him as his own after the death of Ronan's father. There weren’t many members of their clan who could get away with talking to Eadan, the tainistear—the chief’s heir—the way Ronan did.

      Eadan decided not to reply, worried that Magaidh's keen ears would pick up on whatever he said. His gaze slid back to her as she sipped her wine. She was a lovely woman, with long auburn hair and vibrant green eyes, but Eadan wasn't one to be taken by mere beauty—she was as cruel as a viper. He'd witnessed how she treated the castle servants, as if they were no better than rodents scampering at her feet. If Eadan hadn’t intervened, she would have gotten an elderly cook who'd worked at the castle since he was a bairn dismissed for not cooking her supper the exact way she liked. He knew Magaidh hated him, though she tried to hide her dislike behind coquettish smiles. A part of him felt sorry for her; daughters of high-ranking clan members rarely had a choice when it came to their husbands, but he suspected Magaidh wasn't so innocent.

      “Tae Eadan and my beloved daughter,” a voice boomed.

      Eadan turned to face the man who spoke at the opposite end of their table—Dughall, Magaidh’s father. He had the auburn hair, now shot through with gray, and green eyes that his daughter shared. For a man in his late fifties, he was still sturdy and strong. He’d been a strong fighter in his youth, and he remained an expert swordsman to this day.

      Dughall lumbered to his feet, his smile forced as he raised his cup of ale.

      “May yer lives be fruitful after ye wed.”

      “Aye!” the guests cried, as Dughall took his seat again, his eyes never leaving Eadan’s, and he could have sworn he saw a dark look in the older man’s eyes.

      Their two clans had been feuding for years over a disputed patch of land in the northern Highlands. Dughall was the one who’d approached his father with a peace offering.  He wanted to join their clans in marriage; his daughter and only heir Magaidh, to Eadan, heir to Clan Macleay.

      But the offer had struck Eadan as odd. Until recently, Dughall had been a vocal proponent of going to outright war over the disputed land. It was only the calm diplomacy of his father that prevented Dughall from rousing the nobles to battle. Dughall had gone quiet over talks of war and suggested the betrothal only weeks later. It was an abrupt change of position, one that Eadan didn’t trust.

      Eadan's father Bran was a shrewd man, but he’d fallen ill in the past year, and was now a shadow of the strong man he’d once been. The castle healer had told Eadan he didn’t believe his father had much time left; Eadan suspected Bran had taken Dughall’s offer because of this—he wanted to leave this life knowing his clan could have peace.

      When Eadan tried to argue with his father, telling him he found Dughall's peace offering suspicious, Bran had curtly told him that as chieftain of the clan, it was his right to accept such an offer, and had refused to listen to anything further Eadan had to say about the matter. Knowing how important ending the feud was to his father, and to the clan, Eadan had agreed to the betrothal, though his instincts that something was amiss remained.

      Bran, seated at the center of their long table, rapped on the table for silence. The hall fell silent as his father lurched to his feet, leaning heavily on his cane.

      “’Tis my honor tae join Clan Macleay and Clan Acheson with the betrothal of my sole heir, Eadan, tae Dughall’s bonnie daughter Magaidh." Bran turned to Eadan and Magaidh, raising his cup of ale. "May ye have strong sons and continue the peace for years tae come.”

      The hall erupted with cheers and Eadan struggled to keep the smile pinned on his face. As the cheers rose to a crescendo, Bran gestured for Eadan to stand.

      Dread filled every part of him, but Eadan got to his feet, turning to face the guests.

      “I look forward tae a long and fruitful marriage," he lied. “Tae the joining of our clans, and tae peace."

      As the cheers and cries continued, Eadan’s gaze landed on Dughall. This time, Eadan knew that he didn't just imagine the dark look in the man's eyes. Eadan’s chest tightened; Dughall was hiding something, and he would find out what it was—before he married his daughter. Eadan kept his eyes trained on Dughall as he held up his ale and bellowed, “Tae peace!”

      “Tae peace!” the guests echoed.

      Eadan turned, gesturing for the minstrels to resume their music. Many guests stood, streaming to the center of the hall to dance. The ale and wine they'd consumed had taken full affect, and they were giddy with merriment.

      At his side, Ronan gave him a meaningful look that said, "Ask your betrothed to dance." Eadan tensed, but turned to Magaidh.

      “Would ye like tae join me for a dance?”

      “Aye,” she said, though her mouth tightened with dislike as he took her hand.

      In a way, it was a relief that Magaidh hated him; if she fawned over him like a besotted maiden, it would make their betrothal—and marriage—even more difficult.

      All eyes fell on them as they moved to the center of the hall to dance. Eadan's face had begun to hurt from the strained smile he wore, but he needed to look merry. He felt nothing as he pulled Magaidh into the circle of his arms to dance. Despite her beauty, there was no lust, no affection; not even hatred or dislike. He could have been dancing with air.

      There were plenty of loveless marriages among the clan members, and he had no qualms about having one of his own. In fact, he preferred it. The men who loved their wives were distracted from their duties to the clan.

      Though Bran was still chief of Clan Macleay in name, Eadan was laird of Macleay Castle, and he'd taken over his father’s leadership duties as chief ever since he’d fallen ill. He wanted nothing more than to focus on leading the clan, overseeing the castle and his lands, without the distractions caused by love. He doubted he would even take a mistress as many husbands did. He would focus only on his role as laird and leader of his clan. And right now, his focus was on getting out of this betrothal—and figuring out what Dughall and his clan were up to.

    

  

OEBPS/images/stellaknight_highlandfate_audio-copy.jpg
i I/\KN(JHT

CTRANDERTATE SERIES L






OEBPS/images/covers-copy-2.jpg
STELLA KNIGHT





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/stellaknight_eadansvow_hr.jpg
ASCOTTISH
TIME TRAVEL
ROMANGE

’HIGHLANDER FATE &) BOOK ONE :___._f‘






